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Beyond the False Divide: The Public Value of University Lifelong Learning '

Executive Summary

Across Europe, lifelong learning (LLL) is increasingly positioned as essential to
competitiveness, productivity, and the capacity to respond to technological, demographic,
and environmental change. European initiatives such as the Union of Skills?, the
European Skills Agenda® and the Pact for Skills* emphasise the need to equip citizens
with the knowledge and competences required to navigate rapidly changing labour
markets and strengthen Europe’s economic resilience. This renewed policy focus on skills
is both necessary and welcome. Yet University Lifelong Learning (ULLL) has never served
an economic purpose alone. Universities also have a longstanding public mission to
promote social inclusion, democratic participation, cultural development, personal
fulfilment and well-being. Too often these economic and social purposes are presented as
competing priorities: ULLL is framed either as an instrument for employability and
competitiveness or as part of universities’ wider social and civic mission. This is a false
divide. ULLL also creates spaces for curiosity, connection and the pleasure of learning,
enabling people to continue developing intellectually and personally throughout their lives.
Evidence from adult learning demonstrates that its returns frequently cross these
boundaries. Work-related learning can generate social and civic benefits alongside
economic returns, while learning undertaken for personal, social or community purposes
can strengthen confidence, agency, networks and capabilities that individuals draw upon
in other dimensions of their lives. eucen therefore argues that economic, social, civic and
personal outcomes should be understood as interconnected dimensions of the public
value of ULLL. However, interconnection does not mean that every form of learning must
ultimately be justified through employability. Recognising this wider value requires action
from universities and policymakers and stronger partnerships between universities, cities
and other actors within LLL ecosystems. Put simply, Europe’s future depends not only on
what people can do, but on who they can become.

The Imperative: Recognising the Full Value of ULLL

Europe’s renewed focus on skills, reskilling and upskilling creates a significant opportunity
for ULLL. Universities have an important role to play in enabling adults to navigate
technological and occupational change, career transitions and increasingly long and
changing working lives. Flexible provision, continuing professional development, micro-
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credentials and other forms of ULLL can enable adults to reskill and upskill, navigate
career transitions and contribute to economic innovation and resilience. But this is only
part of the story. Universities have long provided opportunities for adults to expand their
horizons, engage with new ideas, participate in cultural and civic life and continue
developing intellectually beyond initial education. ULLL contributes to professional
development alongside social inclusion, active citizenship, community engagement,
personal agency and fulfiiment. The challenge is not to choose between these purposes.

Europe’s skills-centric dialogue also carries a risk: that what counts as valuable learning
becomes increasingly defined by what can be measured through labour-market outcomes.
eucen rejects the choice between economic relevance and social purpose. Europe needs
both. ULLL has the capacity to create economic, social, civic and personal value
simultaneously. Recognising these multiple returns of learning is essential if universities
are to realise their potential as genuinely lifelong learning institutions.

Beyond the False Divide: The Multiple Returns of Learning

Adults do not experience their lives as separate economic, personal and civic domains.
They are simultaneously workers, family and community members, citizens and learners.
Learning should not be expected to fit neatly within these boundaries either. A growing
evidence base demonstrates that the returns from adult learning extend beyond
employment and income. Research has identified associations with self-efficacy, social
and civic participation, social networks, sense of purpose and well-being, while work-
related training has also been shown to generate social and civic benefits alongside
economic returns (Feinstein & Hammond, 2004; Hammond & Feinstein, 2005; Manninen
et al., 2014; Ruhose, Thomsen & Weilage, 2019). The relationship therefore works in both
directions.

Economic returns

ULLL supports individuals to acquire knowledge and competences, respond to
technological and occupational change, navigate career transitions and participate in
changing labour markets. These outcomes contribute to productivity, innovation and
economic resilience. But employability itself also has wider public value. The capacity to
access and sustain meaningful employment can strengthen agency and enable people to
participate more fully in economic and social life. Work-related learning can also generate
explicitly social outcomes. Research by Ruhose, Thomsen and Weilage (2019), for
example, found that participation in work-related adult training was associated not only
with earnings effects but also with increased civic, political and cultural participation.
Professionally oriented ULLL should therefore not be understood as creating economic
value alone.

Social and civic returns

Learning undertaken for purposes other than employment can similarly generate benefits
extending beyond the immediate subject studied. The European Benefits of Lifelong
Learning (BeLL) study identified perceived benefits from participation in non-vocational
adult education across areas including social networks, self-efficacy, sense of purpose,
civic participation and well-being in ten European countries (Manninen et al., 2014).
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Learning can create spaces in which adults encounter different perspectives, develop
relationships and participate in communities of learning. It can support civic engagement,
social connection and the capacity to respond constructively to change. These outcomes
matter at a time when European societies are simultaneously responding to demographic
change, migration, technological disruption, social fragmentation and pressures on
democratic participation. Resilient societies require people who are not only economically
productive but also able to learn, adapt, engage with others and participate in civic and
community life.

Personal returns

Learning also has personal value. Adults return to learning for many reasons: to build
confidence, navigate periods of transition, connect with others, pursue longstanding
interests or simply rediscover the pleasure of learning. At its broadest, ULLL can
contribute to human flourishing by creating opportunities for people to remain curious,
connected and intellectually engaged throughout their lives. Research has identified
relationships between participation in adult learning and self-efficacy, confidence, agency
and dimensions of subjective well-being. These relationships vary according to the type of
learning, learner group and context and should not be reduced to simple claims of
causality. Nevertheless, the evidence demonstrates that the significance of learning can
extend well beyond qualifications or employment outcomes. This can be particularly
important at moments of transition. Career change, unemployment, migration, caring
responsibilities and retirement can all alter an individual’s sense of identity, confidence
and connection. Participation in learning can provide opportunities to develop new
capabilities, establish relationships and open up new possibilities.

These economic, social, civic and personal returns frequently reinforce one another.
Together, they constitute the public value of ULLL.

Learning Across the Life Course

A genuinely lifelong approach must extend beyond a model of learning determined by
labour-market participation alone. As Europeans live longer lives, universities have an
increasing role in providing opportunities for continued intellectual, social and civic
participation throughout adulthood. Research on age-friendly universities and later-life
learning has highlighted both the educational interests of older adults and the potential for
universities to respond through teaching, research and community engagement (Talmage
et al., 2016; Findsen & Mark, 2016; Slowey, 2015). Evidence from studies of later-life
learning also points to relationships between participation in certain forms of adult learning
and subjective well-being (Jenkins & Mostafa, 2015; Narushima, Liu & Diestelkamp,
2018). These findings do not suggest that education is a substitute for health or social
policy. They do reinforce the value of continued opportunities for intellectual and social
participation throughout later life. Longer lives should also mean longer learning lives. The
same principle applies across adulthood. Individuals move through periods of
employment, unemployment, family responsibility, migration, occupational change and
retirement. Lifelong learning systems must make it possible for people to enter, leave and
return to learning at different stages and for different purposes. The public value of ULLL
lies partly in its capacity to support people not simply for a particular job or moment in
time, but across changing lives.
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Learning Has Value in Itself

Recognising the multiple returns of learning must not create another form of
instrumentalism in which every learning experience is valued only because it can
eventually be shown to generate an economic or social return. It is essential to
acknowledge that learning has intrinsic value. Adults may participate in ULLL because
they are curious, value intellectual challenge, want to understand contemporary issues,
wish to connect with others or engage more fully with cultural and civic life - or simply
because they experience pleasure and fulfilment in learning something new. These
motivations matter. The opportunity to continue learning, questioning, discovering and
developing throughout life is itself an important dimension of human flourishing.
Universities have a particular responsibility to preserve this dimension of LLL. As
institutions devoted to knowledge, critical inquiry and intellectual development, they
should provide opportunities for people to engage with knowledge throughout their lives,
not only where that knowledge produces an immediately measurable labour-market
outcome. This is not an argument against employability or skills development. It is an
argument for a broader understanding of the public value of education. A programme that
enables someone to progress in employment creates value. A programme that enables an
older learner to build relationships and intellectual confidence also creates value. Learning
that enables citizens to engage more critically with sustainability, culture, technology or
democracy creates value even where no employment outcome follows. These outcomes
may interact, but the legitimacy of one should not depend entirely upon its ability to
produce another. The public value of ULLL lies partly in its capacity to encompass all of
these purposes.

Universities, Learning Cities and Lifelong Learning Ecosystems

It is also important to acknowledge that the public value of ULLL cannot be created by
universities acting alone. Adults learn through workplaces, communities, vocational and
further education, cultural organisations, civil society and digital environments as well as
within universities. Universities, however, have a distinctive role within these wider
learning ecosystems. Through partnerships with municipalities, employers, civil society
organisations, other education providers and communities, they can connect research,
critical inquiry and disciplinary expertise with the needs and aspirations of individuals,
organisations and places. The development of UNESCO Learning Cities provides a
particularly important context for this role. Learning Cities recognise that lifelong learning
contributes simultaneously to economic development, social inclusion, individual and
community well-being, active citizenship and sustainable development. Rather than
treating these as separate policy objectives, the Learning City approach creates
opportunities to connect learning across institutions, sectors and stages of life.

Universities can be important anchor institutions within these ecosystems, but their role
should extend beyond providing courses. They can contribute research and evidence,
convene partners, connect local challenges with expertise and innovation, open university
resources and learning opportunities to wider communities, and help create pathways
between different forms and levels of learning. The relationship is reciprocal. Engagement
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with cities and communities can also enable universities to understand changing local
needs, reach new groups of learners and connect their teaching and research more
directly with societal challenges. Learning Cities therefore offer a powerful means of
translating the public value of ULLL from principle into practice. Stronger European
connections between universities and Learning Cities could enable institutions and
municipalities to exchange effective models, develop new partnerships and demonstrate
how LLL contributes simultaneously to skills, inclusion, well-being, resilience and
sustainable regional development.

What Universities Need to Do

Recognising the public value of ULLL has implications for institutional strategy and
practice. Universities should:

e Make lifelong learning a core institutional mission. ULLL should be positioned
alongside teaching, research and engagement as a fundamental expression of the
university’s public purpose, rather than treated solely as an extension of
professional education.

e Design ULLL for multiple forms of public value. Universities should recognise
that programmes may generate economic, social, civic and personal outcomes
and avoid institutional structures that artificially divide socially oriented and
economically oriented learning.

e Make participation throughout life genuinely possible. Flexible provision,
accessible pathways, appropriate learner supports and validation of prior learning
(VPL) in all its forms are essential if universities are to serve adults at different
stages and in different circumstances.

e Act as anchor institutions within Learning Cities and LLL ecosystems.
Universities should deepen partnerships with municipalities, employers,
communities, civil society and other education providers and connect university
knowledge with regional and societal needs.

e Demonstrate the wider impact of ULLL. Institutions should develop appropriate
approaches to capturing economic, social, civic and personal outcomes without
reducing complex concepts such as well-being or social cohesion to simplistic
performance indicators.

What Policymakers Need to Do

Universities cannot realise this vision within policy and funding systems that recognise
only a narrow range of LLL outcomes. Policymakers should:

e Recognise ULLL as a creator of public value. European and national policy
should explicitly recognise the contribution of ULLL to skills and competitiveness
alongside inclusion, well-being, civic participation, active ageing and resilient
communities.

¢ Fund what we value. Funding models should enable universities to provide LLL
whose public value cannot always be captured through immediate fee income or
labour-market returns.
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e Develop a European Framework for Assessing the Public Value of
ULLL. European institutions, working with universities, learners and LLL
stakeholders, should support the development of a common framework for
identifying, evidencing and communicating the economic, social, civic and
personal value generated through ULLL. Such a framework should provide a
shared language and evidence base while remaining sufficiently flexible to reflect
different forms of provision, learner groups and national contexts. Its purpose
should not be to reduce public value to a single metric or standardised set of
performance indicators, but to complement existing measures of participation,
qualifications and employment outcomes and enable the wider returns of ULLL to
be recognised.

e Make the right to learn throughout life a reality. Policies should address the
financial, institutional and practical barriers that prevent adults from participating in
higher education and support flexible learning pathways and recognition
mechanisms.

e Support Learning Cities and lifelong learning ecosystems. European and
national policy should encourage collaboration between universities,
municipalities, employers, education providers, civil society and communities and
support the development and exchange of effective models across Europe.

eucen's Role

As the European network for ULLL with 35 years of experience, eucen has an important
role in advancing a broader understanding of the public value of learning. Through policy
advocacy, research, professional exchange and partnerships, eucen can help universities
demonstrate how ULLL contributes not only to skills and employability but also to
inclusion, well-being, civic participation and resilient communities. Learning Cities provide
a particularly important opportunity to put this vision into practice. Building on their shared
commitment to learning across the life course, eucen is committed to strengthening
connections between universities and Learning Cities across Europe, creating
opportunities to:
e build partnerships between universities, municipalities and other lifelong learning
actors
e exchange models and practices across European cities and regions
e build evidence of the public value generated through ULLL and local and regional
LLL ecosystems, and
e advocate for European policies and investment that enable learning throughout life

eucen also has an important role in strengthening the evidence base for the wider impact
of ULLL. It should advocate for, and contribute to the development of, a European
Framework for Assessing the Public Value of ULLL, working with its member universities,
European institutions, learners and partners across LLL ecosystems. In doing so, eucen
can help ensure that the Framework is both credible at European level and sufficiently
flexible to reflect the diversity of ULLL provision, learners and national contexts. By
connecting universities with policymakers, cities, communities and one another, and by
building the evidence needed to demonstrate the multiple returns of learning, eucen can
help translate the public value of ULLL from a policy principle into practice.
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Conclusion

eucen’s previous position paper on the Robin Hood Model argued that universities cannot
become LLL institutions if the value of learning is measured only in economic terms. This
raises an important question: if the value of ULLL cannot be measured only in economic
terms, what else should we value? The answer lies in recognising the multiple returns of
learning. ULLL creates economic value by developing skills, supporting employability and
enabling people and organisations to adapt to change. It creates social and civic value by
strengthening participation, connection, inclusion and resilient communities. It creates
personal value by supporting agency, confidence, intellectual development and well-
being. And learning has value in itself: as an expression of curiosity, critical inquiry,
personal fulfilment and the human capacity to continue developing throughout life. These
dimensions frequently reinforce one another, but none should be valued only insofar as it
produces another. Together, they constitute the public value of ULLL. At its heart, this is
also an investment in human flourishing: in people’s capacity to remain curious,
connected, engaged and capable of growth throughout their lives. Europe does not have
to choose between a competitive economy and an inclusive, resilient and flourishing
society. ULLL can help build both. Europe’s future depends not only on what people
can do, but on who they can become. That is its public value. It is time our universities,
policies and investment decisions recognised it.
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