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Introduction
The recent political project on adult learning is driven by a discourse in which knowledge and information are being promoted as the foundations for competitiveness, economic growth, and innovation.  Policy makers all around OECD countries would agree with Tony Blair that, “education is the best economic policy we have” (Martin, 2003, p. 567).  

With learning becoming “profitable”, adult education has finally begun to be a public policy issue.  Supranational organisations like the EU and the OECD have initiated extensive policy research on adult and lifelong learning (EU, 2000, 2001, 2005; OECD, 2003, 2005a) and national governments give increased attention to how to increase participation in adult education and training.  

However, concerned adult educators have to go further than just provide critical discourse analyses.  What is called for is the construction of understandings of participation that can inform a counter hegemonic struggle aimed at affecting policies on lifelong learning for all. As Jackall and Vidich (1995, p, viii) state: Theory is the historically informed framing of intellectual problems about concrete social issues and the resolution of those problems through the analysis of empirical data.  The interest here is not in the construction of abstract paradigms, theories and models as such but in the investigation of concrete social phenomenon.  In this tradition social theory means confronting head-on the social realities of one's own times, trying to explain both the main structural drift of institutions as well as the social psychologies of individuals, groups and classes (ibid, p. viii).   

While the new economy may promise increased productivity and an improved standard of living, there is a growing awareness that it also introduces a set of transitions and adjustment challenges for individuals. These have the potential to cause the permanent exclusion or marginalisation of segments of the population and to exacerbate socio-economic divisions.  On this point, policy makers can draw on welfare researchers who maintain that adult learning is part of the solution to the exclusion dilemma (Esping-Andersen, 1996, p. 259).  The argument is that adult learning can promote competencies that can help the individual to achieve fuller participation in social and economic life. To address the danger of exclusion countries need to revisit the social contract (Richards, 2000).  Similarly, Esping-Andersen suggests that under a knowledge economy and knowledge society the accent of social citizenship might move from a “preoccupation with income maintenance towards a menu of rights to lifelong learning and qualification” (Esping-Andersen, 1996, p.260).  This broadens the policy discourse on adult learning and adds themes like opportunity, self fulfilment and empowerment.  This perspective reflects the recent shift from a pure neo-liberal discourse to an emergent social policy discourse labelled “inclusive liberalism” (see Deacon et al, 1997; Noel 2005).   Inclusive liberalism provides a broader framework for approaching the neo-liberal rhetoric about lifelong learning for all and brings participation in adult education back into the focus of the theoretical debate of adult learning, social inequality and exclusion in modern societies.  It is within this context that we attempt to provide a theoretical perspective on participation in adult education with the aim to better understand:

· how a person’s readiness to actively engage in learning is shaped by the nature and structural conditions of specific contexts (work, family, etc) and life experiences 
· the formation of LLL policies and the structural conditions that influence the provision of learning opportunities.

The paper is organized in three sections.  The first section provides a brief review of comparative data on participation in adult education. The second section critically reviews the dominant theoretical perspectives on participation within economics of education and adult education. Both fields have been dominated by individualistic approaches to individuals’ decision-making in participation in adult education with serious consequences for how inequalities are being understood and what measures are deemed to support lifelong learning for all. The shortcomings of the individualistic perspectives are highlighted through the discussion of competing structuralist-oriented theories that have clarified the role of social and economic institutions (government policy, organizations, industries, markets, and classes) at the macro level, and work structures at the micro level, in the structuring of participation in adult education.  While embracing much of this criticism of the individualistically oriented theories, studies anchored in a life history approach and drawing attention to collective experiences and subjectivity provide a broadening of the structuralist approach. Building on a) the critical review and b) empirical findings on participation, section three of the paper presents a theoretical perspective clarifying the interplay between participation, structural factors, institutional settings and life history understandings of motives for learning. 
Evidence on participation patterns in adult education
It is not possible in this paper to provide an extensive review of the findings from research on participation.  Instead the ambition is to draw attention to some possible relations between participation patterns, individual and structural factors, subsystems of adult learning and policy regimes that can help inform the understanding of participation and the building of an integrated theoretical framework.
The findings are drawn from a) comparative evidence on participation patterns, barriers and levels of inequalities in adult learning (The International Adult Literacy Survey (IALS) and its follower Adult Life Skills and Literacy Survey (ALLS), and the Euro Barometer) and b) information on national policy strategies (OECD’s Thematic Review on Adult Learning, OECD’s initial work on PIAAC and EU’s follow up to the 2000 Lifelong Learning Memorandum) and c) individual research studies. 

Shift in participation patterns

Turning to organised forms of adult learning being offered within formal and non-formal modes of adult learning, there is a multiplicity of providers from different sectors.  These include: formal educational institutions, commercial schools/private training providers, employers, unions, suppliers of equipment, community centres, non-profit organisations, as well as many others. The range and diversity of providers contributes to the uncertainties about the reach and impact of public policy decisions on the structure of adult learning in the national context.  This becomes very apparent when considering the importance of employers in an individual’s chance of participating in adult learning.  Research on adult learning reveals the dramatic shift in participation patterns that has taken place over the last 25 years.  In the OECD world this is primarily caused by a remarkable increase in employer-supported activities that has radically altered the landscape of adult education (Bélanger and Valdivelso, 1997). Today, according to the recent ALLS, almost 4 out of every 5 learners in organised forms of adult learning report to have participated for job and career reasons.  Further, slightly more than half of the participants reported receiving direct financial support from their employer (Rubenson, Desjardins and Yoon, forthcoming).  The ALLS results suggest that a large proportion of citizens in OECD countries have come to embrace the emergence of the knowledge intensive economy and are ready to upgrade their skills in order to improve and/or maintain their prospects in the labour market. At the same time, it is becoming rare for OECD citizens to engage in organized learning activities primarily for personal reasons or study for the sake of studying. The data reflect the broader changes that have occurred in the labour market, which, among other things, forces people to participate because they are ordered or feel pressed to undergo some form of adult education and training linked to their work (Carré, 2000). Thus, contrary to the standing position in the adult education research literature, participation is not always a voluntary act.  The pattern of participation points to the necessity of giving serious attention to work in a theory on participation.
National variations in participation rates

The findings vary somewhat between different surveys (see e.g. OECD, 2005a), but although data sources vary and strict comparability is not possible, the country groupings that follow are fairly consistent across surveys (Desjardins, Rubenson, Milana, 2006).  Based on a review of key surveys the authors group the countries as follows (ibid):

· A small group of countries have overall participation rates that are consistently close to or exceeding 50 percent. The Nordic countries including Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway and Sweden comprise this group. 
· Countries of Anglo-Saxon origin including Australia, Canada, New Zealand, the United Kingdom and the United States have overall participation rates that fall into the 35 to 50 percent range. A few of the smaller Northern European countries including Luxembourg, the Netherlands and Switzerland are also among this group. 

· The next group has overall participation rates between 20 and 35 percent. It features the remainder of Northern European countries including Austria, Belgium (Flanders), and Germany. Also among this group are some Eastern European countries, namely Czech Republic, and Slovenia, and some Southern European countries including France, Italy and Spain.

· Finally, there is a group of countries with overall participation rates in adult learning consistently below 20 percent. These include the remaining Southern European countries, namely Greece and Portugal, as well as some additional Eastern European countries, Hungary and Poland. Chile, the only South American country where comparable data are available, is also in this group.

A first conclusion, based on the above country groupings, is that the spread in participation rates is larger than might be expected. It is not surprising that there are major differences between countries which are at different stages in the modernisation process.  However, the large variation between highly-developed Northern European, North American and other Anglo-Saxon countries suggests major differences in learning cultures, learning opportunities at work, adult education structures and public policies. 

Participation patterns in organised forms of adult learning  

The presentation below primarily uses data from the International Adult Literacy Survey (IALS) to provide an international comparative overview on the distribution of participation in adult education and training (see Desjardins, Rubenson and Milana, 2006; OECD, 2001).  The IALS data show how adult learning opportunities are distributed and whether some groups are more likely participate in this form of learning events than others.  It also provides an indication of variations in levels of inequalities between countries. 

Regardless of country, the data show that as people age they are less likely to participate in adult education and training. Even after adjusting for gender, levels of education and literacy skills, as well as employment, occupation, immigration and language status, youths aged 16 to 25 are on average about three times more likely to participate than older adults aged 56 to 65. The general trend is that participation begins to decline among early (26 to 35) and middle (36 to 45) career aged adults, but the chances of participating compared to older adults stays about two times higher. By the age of 46 to 55, adults are half as likely as youths to participate and this falls even further among older adults. However, it is important to note that within the general pattern there are interesting national differences. In the Nordic countries, participation remains high up until people are in their mid 50s.  Older adults, 56-65 years of age, have, in comparison to comparable groups in most other countries, relatively high participation, although substantially lower than the younger cohorts. Thus, while there are various possible reasons to explain the general relationship between age and declining participation, like the economic disincentives to pursue adult education and training for professional or career-upgrading reasons at an older age, the Nordic data most likely have something to do with the structure of the adult education system and broader learning culture. Through the existence of a publicly-supported popular adult education, individuals in the Nordic countries have access to a form of adult education that can respond to different aspirations and needs than the formal educational system or the education and training supplied by the employer. 

As expected, the IALS data confirm a relationship between parents’ level of education and participation in adult education and training.   In all countries, the higher the parents’ level of education, the higher the participation rate.  The differences are much sharper in some countries than in others and this will typically depend on the country’s socio-political context as well as its policies related to the distribution of and access to resources, both in terms of how they affect opportunities and living conditions.

Those with higher levels of educational attainment participate more in adult education and training– this is also a clear pattern that is observed in the IALS data.  Further, there appears to be a Matthew Effect operating in most societies (i.e., the ones who already have get more and those who do not have get less); it is not only that those with restricted educational attainment may not have the necessary skills or confidence to participate.  The findings on the affects of parents’ and own educational attainment can be explained by how ‘the long arm of the family’ mediates opportunities for adult learning. The long arm of the family refers to the well-documented relationship between social background, educational attainment and position in the labour market which affects adults’ subjective readiness to participate, as well as actual opportunities for improving their knowledge and skills. Later in the lifecycle the long arm of the family is extended through adult life via what can be called ‘the long arm of the job.’

The long arm of the job refers to the way the labour market structure, and more generally the nature of occupations and production, bear strong influence on the distribution of adult learning. Further, opportunities to learn new things through daily activities on the job vary with the characteristics and position of the job which, in turn, exacerbates inequalities in adult learning.  There are several examples in IALS of the effect of the long arm of the job on adult learning. So, for example, employed adults are more likely to participate in adult education and training than unemployed adults. On average the employed are about 1.5 times more likely to participate, but this result varies substantially across countries. It is important to note that the relationship between adult education and unemployment rates is particularly significant for women (OECD, 2004, p. 192-194). Participation can also be comparatively high among the unemployed. This is the case in countries with elaborate public policies known as active labour market policies that specifically target the unemployed (OECD 2001, p.63). The purpose of these programmes is to improve employability and get people back into jobs. Denmark and Sweden are particularly known for these programmes. Thus, not surprisingly, participation rates among the unemployed in these countries are the highest and there are no gender differences.  

The incidence of work-related adult education and training tends to vary according to the skill level required for completing job tasks associated with particular occupations. IALS results point out that adults in low-skill blue-collar type occupations are the least likely to participate and that high-skill white-collar workers are the most likely – this is a clear pattern across all IALS countries which holds even after adjusting for other factors such as educational attainment and socioeconomic background.

Factors like occupation, industry, and whether the person holds a supervisory role can be seen as proxies for skill demands in the job.  Thus, it is of interest to note that more direct measure, like the frequency and variety of reading practices is one of the most significant determinants of participation in work-related adult education and training (Rubenson, Desjardins and Yoon, forthcoming).  Further, this study also shows that match and mismatch between job tasks and observed skills strongly impact on the possibilities and readiness to engage in adult education and training.  The critical finding is that people with low skills and working in jobs with high engagement in literacy, report a notably higher participation rate than those with high skills and working in jobs with low engagement in literacy. There are significant country differences in the link between demand and participation. The findings can be explained by the employers’ readiness to provide direct financial support for adult education and training of the low skilled in high-literacy engagement jobs (ibid).

Reflections on the empirical data

The comparative findings on participation suggest that while the long arm of the family and the job will always be present the level of inequality varies substantially between countries (OECD, 2000; 2005b). Further, there are substantial differences in participation rates between countries at comparable stages in the modernisation process and with quite similar economies.  The national variations in rates and distribution strongly support Martin Carnoy’s point that there are crucial differences in what adult education attempts to do and can do in different social-political structures (Carnoy, 1995:p3).  Findings from IALS indicate that patterns of inequality in adult learning mirror broader structural inequalities in society, e.g. the economic and democratic (OECD, 2000).  Thus, the participation pattern in a country reflects its particular welfare state regime (Rubenson, 2006).  It is therefore of interest to note that analysis of the so-called Nordic Model of adult education (Rubenson, 2006; Tuijnam and Hellström, 2003) has identified the following aspects and institutional arrangements as central to understand why citizens in the Nordic countries more than others embrace the notion of lifelong learning for all:
· manifest policy ambition,  
· financial policy levers,

· supply of learning opportunities

· information and guidance systems 

A review of the national reports produced for the OECD’s Thematic Review of Adult Learning (OECD, 2003; 2005a) points to some interesting differences in countries’ policy intentions.    Not surprising countries with low participation rates in adult education and training seem to lack an elaborated policy agenda for this area.  What seems to distinguish the Nordic ones is their interpretation of the equity goal. Thus, in these countries the issue of combating inequalities is addressed in a comprehensive way and linked to broader democratic ambitions. In many ways the broader goals of adult learning are expressed in a very similar fashion to the goals of general education.  This is not to say that concerns about knowledge and skills are in any way in the background in these countries but that issues around skills do not mainly employ an economic discourse but rather are situated in a broader social agenda.  This is what seems to differentiate the countries with the highest participation rates from those with somewhat lower but comparatively still high rates, like the Anglo Saxon countries. In the latter, adult learning policies are closely linked to a well-developed skills agenda.  These countries raise concern about inequalities and the need to recruit vulnerable groups, but what seems to distinguish these countries from those with the highest participation rates is their more restricted perspective on inequalities.  

 The interpretation of the equity goal affects funding regimes.  An in-depth analysis of the impact of level of public support for adult education found no relationship between the level of public support for adult education and training and overall participation rates (Tuijnman and Hellström, 2001).   However, the study found that public support seems to have a crucial effect on the participation of those least likely to enrol in adult education and training. The authors conclude (ibid. p.9): Thus it may be the case, more generally, that public support for disadvantaged groups is the main, defining characteristic of Nordic approaches to adult education. 
Governments use the funding instruments to affect not only the behaviour of individuals and firms but also institutions. Thus, OECD (2005a) notes that it has been increasingly common to allocate funds based on some form of performance criteria like educational gains and/or labour market success of program participants.  However, this strategy may have the unintended outcome of institutions focusing not on the most vulnerable but those with the best prospects to succeed (Heckman and Smith, 2003). There is evidence to suggest that even organisations with pronounced ambitions to reach disadvantaged groups, unless there is earmarked funding for the target groups, actually provide a service that corresponds better to the demands of the advantaged (McIntyre, Brown and Ferrier, 1996). This is a result of existing funding regimes not compensating for the increased costs involved in recruiting the underprivileged. Nordic adult education policies over the last 25 years show that general policies have limited effects on the recruitment of disadvantaged groups, as traditionally strong groups are consuming more than their fair share of the resources. Instead there has been earmarked funding for targeted strategies, like outreach and special study aid, which have been most successful (Rubenson, 2006). These measures are based on the assumption that certain groups shall "consume" a supply and the challenge is to find effective policy levers to stimulate the demand among those groups for which the measure is taken.
The high and relatively more equal participation rates in the Nordic countries can partly be explained by the structure of their education sector.  The relatively high supply of adult education providers by public institutions in the Nordic countries makes the participants become less dependent on commercial providers (Tuijnman and Hellström, 2001).  In contrast to the situation in most other countries there exists a large publicly supported sector of popular adult education.  Through the existence of a publicly supported popular adult education, individuals in the Nordic countries have access to a form of adult education that can respond to different aspirations and needs than the formal educational system or the education and training supplied by the employer. 

Evidence on barriers to participation 

Before turning to theoretical constructs it is important to also briefly consider what is known about barriers to participation.  The large comparative surveys like IALS, ALLS and the EU barometer include survey questions on barriers.  

The large scale international surveys tend to concentrate on capturing situational and institutional obstacles while downplaying the psychological attitudinal hurdles. It is therefore not surprising that almost all studies of this nature find ‘lack of time’ emerges as the dominant barrier, but it is a vague concept.  Time is not an endless resource. People have to make choices regarding how they want to spend it.  This is not to deny that because of work and family some people may have very little discretionary time.  But for many people mentioning lack of time is mainly a code for the value they ascribe to education and training and the expected outcomes of such activities.  Thus it is of interest to note that participants and non-participants mentioned situational barriers to about the same extent.  This is also the case with institutional barriers except participants tend to report these slightly more often.  Jonsson and Gähler (1996) found that of people with objective barriers in terms of handicaps, young children, working hours and so on, as many participated in adult education as did not participate.  They therefore conclude that: Instead of barriers, that might have to do with cost, lack of time, it is probably differences in expected rewards that can explain why some choose to participate while others remain outside (p.38). 

Although most large scal surveys do not directly address barriers of a psychological nature, it is possible to sense their crucial role in determining the make-up of the citizens of the learning society. To take Canada as an example, About half of Canadians took no organised education or training during 2003, nor contemplated doing so (Rubenson, in press).  This would suggest that large groups of Canadians do not relate structured learning activities to their everyday lives as citizens, workers, or family members.   

This interpretation is supported by intensive interview studies with non-participants.  Larsson et. al. (1986) found that non-skilled workers with short formal education occupied in work that offered limited possibilities for growth were characterized by a very restrictive conception of adult education.  According to this restricted view it is only when participation in adult education results in better and higher paying work that it is meaningful.  From this perspective, when IALS data show that only a small group (7 percent) state they have been unable to participate in studies needed for job or career related reasons this may reflect a restrictive working situation rather than that the present supply of adult education and training serve the workforce well. The less optimistic interpretation is that a substantial segment of the workforce is working under conditions that fail to stimulate their interest in organised learning activities. They see little to be gained by participating. Accordingly, working conditions, combined with a general negative attitude to lifelong learning would explain the low, unmet need of training.
We would like to stress that the vast differences in participation in organized adult education between various social and ethnic strata cannot entirely be explained by the utility of different forms of adult education.  One also has to take into account adult education as a form of cultural consumption.  Bourdieu's concept of habitus provides a fruitful perspective on this phenomenon.  Through socialization within the family, the school and, later on, in working life, a positive disposition towards adult education becomes a part of some group's habitus but not of others (Bourdieu, 1977).  It is this phenomenon that Bergsten (1977) refers to when he shows that non competency oriented adult education is linked to a leisure style consisting of types of cultural activities usually found in the middle and upper classes.  Thus as Field (2007, p.63) reminds us we “will need to evaluate the subjective perspectives of learners about what exactly they are participating in, and why they might see non-participation as a positive and rational rather than a negative and irrational selection”.  However, in reflecting on an individual’s subjective rationality for participating or not participating, it is important to remember the fundamental problem caused by the fact that people living under difficult conditions tend to come to accept their fate, as they do not imagine any reasonable alternative (Nussbaum, 1990). 

Critical review of dominant theoretical approaches  

Questions with respect to the determinants of adult education and training can be approached from different theoretical traditions. This review will focus primarily on perspectives presented by the two dominant schools of thought, economics of education and adult education.

Economics of education

The predominant approach to these questions has been the so-called human capital theory. The underlying assumption is that individuals maximize welfare as they conceive it.  Human capital analysis starts from the assumption that individuals decide on their education by weighing the benefits and costs of this investment (Becker, 1964).  Every action has a price tag in the market and every human act can be reduced to a form of rational economic calculus of cost and benefit.  The probability of participation in education increases as a function of the benefit/cost ratio (U.S. Department of Education, 1998, p. 13).   The human capital perspective is used not only to explain individuals investment in their education but also employers’ efforts to train workers in terms of the rationality of investing in upgrading employees’ skills with expected returns in increased productivity, quality, and competitiveness for the firm.  At its core, the theory proposes that, just like a worker who would rationally invest in his or her personal productive capacities in order to maximize his or her lifetime expected earnings and status attainments, an employer invests in employees only if the investment is seen to help the employer reap the benefits of improved employee productivity (Becker, 1964; Hum and Simpson, 2004; Vignoles,Galindo-Rueda and Feinstein, 2004). 

There are at least two major implications underlying this proposition. First, there is the belief in an innate association between the development of human capital, such as work experience and workplace training, and returns in the form of improved productivity and mobility in the labour market (Mincer, 1989). The workplace is seen not only as the place where human capacities acquired through informal, non-formal and formal education at home and school make contributions, but also as the locality where these human capacities are further developed, renewed and upgraded. Mincer (1989) refers to the dual role played by human capital in the production process: human capital as a stock of knowledge is a source of technological change; at the same time, the formation of adaptable skills in the work force is, in part, induced by changes in technology (p.190). 

Second, the argument of investment rationality has brought the question of continuous training of the workforce to the fore. Becker makes an important distinction between “general” and “specific” training (Becker, 1964). General training, for example, refers to portable skills and thus does not allow an employer to capture the benefits readily: the company would lose its investment since the enhanced productivity of the generally-trained worker may enable him or her to quit for a higher-paying job elsewhere. Therefore, a major conclusion of human capital theory is that employers would provide general job training to an employee “only if employers do not have to pay any of the costs” (Becker, 1964, p.12). In contrast with general training, specific training functions to increase the productivity of the workers only within the organization that provides said training (ibid).  Therefore, employers are willing to pay for specific training, expecting to benefit by larger profits resulting from their specifically trained workers’ increased productivity.  Human capital theory thus hypothesizes that most education and training provided by employers will be context-specific 

Human capital theory has received serious criticism from various quarters, not only for the difficulties involved in the operationalization of the concept to provide a basis for empirical studies, but also for its individualistic approach to the decision-making in investment in human capital, and the implied notion of social equity and fairness in sharing benefits among social groups (Brown, Green and Lauder, 2001; Knoke and Kalleberg, 1996).  

Critics contend that this contribution of education and training to grow the productive capacity of workers may well be smaller than human capital theorists and development economists anticipate. It is quite possible that education simply acts as a “screening device”, which enables employers to identify individuals with higher innate ability, desirable personal traits and trainability (Blaug, 1976; Thurow, 1975; Woodhall, 2001). 

“Screening” principles emphasize the demand-side characteristics of employers’ recruitment practices. The “screening” hypothesis also receives support from the perspective of the “diploma disease” or “credentialism” and “deskilling” hypothesis based on studies of the relationship between perceived needs for skills and the actual use of skills in the workplace (Livingstone, 1999).  According to credential-screening approaches, in the context of adult education and training education, employers would tend to support those employees who possess perceived trainability potential. Educational credentials, as well as other attributes such as race, gender and age, serve as clues about employees’ potential trainability and labour force persistence. Training decisions made based on this “evidence” would presumably reduce employers’ risks of hiring or investing in an unstable or untrainable employee (Holtzer, 1996). Thus “screening” hypothesis seems to be supported by research evidence that workers with higher educational credentials receive more employer-sponsored education and training than those with less education. In this context it is of interest to note that recent research suggests that firms appear able to select those workers most likely to gain from education and training (Feinstein, Galindo-Rueda and Vignoles, 2004).

Another criticism of human capital theory is what Blaug (1976) calls its “methodological individualism”, which is, in essence, an epistemological individualistic approach to the role of personal agency in decision-making on the investment in human capital. According to this approach, all social phenomena should be traced back to their foundation in individual behaviour and thus human capital formation is typically conceived as being carried out by individuals acting in their own interests. However, as critics point out, according to this perspective, problems such as social inequality, regressive patterns of income distribution, and opportunities for further education and training, are a consequence of individual psychological deficit rather than inequalities in power, wealth, and influence (Torres, 1996).  Specifically, critics have pointed out differences in families’ resources (HEDC/OECD, 2000), demands of the workplace (OECD, 2005b), employers’ decisions (Vignoles, Galindo-Rueda and, Feinstein, 2004), government interventions (Rubenson, 2006), and many other social structural factors that will exogenously determine the process of decisions on the investment in human capital. Hence, structuralist-oriented theories emphasize the role of social and economic institutions (government policy, organizations, industries, markets, and classes) at the macro level, and work structures at the micro level, in the reproduction of the prevailing class structure of society, of which the educational and training system is viewed as an integral element (Brown, Green and Lauder, 2001). One of the most prominent economic theories within this tradition is the school of labour market segmentation (Reich et al., 1975 p.1). According to this perspective, labour market conditions including training opportunities can be understood as outcomes of four segmentation processes: a) segmentation into primary and secondary markets, b) segmentation within the primary sector, c) segmentation by race, d) segmentation by gender. In due course, certain industries are more likely than others to develop formal training programs, elaborate internal labour markets, and compensation packages to attract and retain a highly-skilled workforce, whereas others will seek mainly to replenish a rapid turn-over in a workforce with unskilled raw recruits (Kalleberg, et.al.,1996). 

Turning to the micro level, the literature points to how the structure of work settings may facilitate or constrain individual training opportunities (Brown, Green and Lauder, 2001; Illeris, 2004). These elements include normative and coercive factors such as union power, establishment size, internal labour markets and other occupational systems. The primary factors determining which individuals will receive employer-provided education lie not so much in personal resources as in workers’ access to, and their positions in, those structures. With the interplay of factors at both macro and micro levels, work contexts become very complex, with explicit or implicit rules and regulations that shape the training opportunities and rewards that employers make available to their employees. 

The Cross perspective
Cross (1981) developed the so-called Chain response-model, see Figure 1, which has come to dominate research on participation.  The model takes the individual as the starting point and identifies two main constructs: ‘self-evaluation’ (A); and ‘attitude toward education’ (B).  These internal factors are seen to influence the ‘value of goals (valence) and the expectation that participation will meet goals’ (C).  Valence and expectations are also affected by ‘life transition’ and development tasks that confront the individual in various life cycle phases (D).  ‘Opportunities and barriers’ (E); and available ‘information’ (F) will then modify whether or not an individual will come to participate.  Chain response-model employs psychological concepts to explain why some adults participate while others do not.  Cross (ibid) argues that this does not mean that societal aspects are ignored; on the contrary, all theories are interactionist in that they understand participation in terms of interaction between an individual and his or her environment.  

Figure 1 Cross’s chain-of-response model (After Cross 1980, p.124
)
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Cross’s and other models presented in the adult education literature have much in common with general socio-psychological models on human behaviour (see e.g. U.S. Department of Education, 1998).  
We would argue that knowledge about how the individual interprets the world cannot by itself give an understanding of participation. Only when we also include structural factors and analyze the interaction between them and the individual conceptual apparatus does an interpretation become possible. Participation in adult education as well as training culture - in its broadest interpretation - can be understood in terms of; societal processes and structure, institutional processes and structure and individual consciousness and activity.

We want to develop a model for understanding learning motivation that provides a holistic understanding of how learning and learning motives are based in life experiences through the complex dynamics of subjective engagement. As a starting point we will unpack and re-establish complexity in the Rubenson and Cross models. We want to stress three major limitations to these approaches. First they mostly fail to address directly how the main constructs in the model are related to, and interact with, the broader structural and cultural context (Rubenson, 2001). Second they do not sufficiently engage with the role of learning participation in the indvidual’s life history.  Thirdly, individual subjective engagements in favour of or against participation have been simplified – e.g. defining non-participation simply as “resistance”. 
The premise of our approach is that individuals do have a degree of agency with regard to their learning behaviours, but this is always bounded by structures and contexts and by features of the self that constrain choices. These structural and contexts are always mediated by the subjective understanding and interpretation by the individual. The Cross model seems to imply a relatively simple, mechanistic relation between the factors influencing, carried out on the level of conscious deliberation and agency. We think this is too simple. 

We want to explore how this deliberation and the actual practices is embedded in a complex of individual life experience, cultural framework of interpretation and conscious as well as unconscious life prospects. The decisions and choices that result in the decision about participation in some education or training activity, or in a learning attitude in relation to situations and events in everyday life may, result from the (potential) adult learner assigning to this activity a meaning and importance in his or her (future) life history, and/or in the understanding of previous experiences, solving latent or obvious conflicts etc. It is part of an identity process, which does not only relate to a decision but to the ongoing identification with the learning process as such, and to the cognitive content or direction of this learning process.

Research at Roskilde University provides a framework for interpreting the relation between adult learning and work, from a perspective that accounts for individual and collective life situations as a whole (Andersen et al., 1994; Olesen & Weber, 2001), aiming eventually at the theorization of subjectivity as being societal.  This approach originates in a life history project (Life History project at Roskilde University - note 1). Studying individuals, who are learning under the conditions and impacts of societal changes and conflicts this project wants to understand motivation and participation in education as well as the dynamics of learning processes in their societal context. Very often such changes and conflicts are related to work and employment. They include situations of technological shifts, new forms of work organisation and management, or of redundancy (or not obtaining access to the labour market at all). But also the specific types of pressure and workload in everyday life, the “double work” for women, environmental problems etc are part of it. This approach wants to understand the subjective meaning of these societal events and conditions for individuals in the context of their life experience and life prospects in order to understand more theoretically how learning is embedded in subjectivity of the learners. Interpreting biographical and life history materials in a variety of forms, guided and inspired by a conceptual framework of critical social  theory, this approach focuses on the particular learning individual, without abstracting them from the societal context of the immediate social events as well as their wider and deeper societal dimensions. In the general references (note 1) empirical studies of learning in a wide variety of occupations and workplaces - as well as of redundancy situations - are noted.
The approach differentiates among types and qualities of work, and takes into account various societal shifts, while at the same time maintaining the subjective perspective of engagement in the basic condition of paid work (Andersen & Sommer, 2003; Olesen, 2001, 2003, 2005; Olesen & Weber, 2002).  In concrete interpretations of individual interviews and group conversations it shows how the individual meaning making is related to collective work life conditions as well as collective social identities. Individual motivations for participation as well as the direction and content of learning resulting from changes in everyday life are mediated by collective cultural orientations and norms, discourses, and elements of structure including authority and power, which moderate access to and distribution of resources and learning opportunities.
The life history approach situates different types of work, from manual low skilled to professional work, in the context of individual life histories, in order to provide a general understanding of work life as social practice, work tasks and knowledge use, and also of some aspects of learning. The intention is not to create a causality track of the individual. It is also not to echo the individual self account of learning biography and identity (Salling Olesen 2004). It is to understand how individuals experience specific typical  situations in the light of their past and their subjectively projected future. The intention is also to see how the wider societal conditions are experienced in the particular context by this present subject. 

A traditional sociological proceeding moving from the individual case to society would be by creating types. The crucial point is on what ground types are created. If you demand in a biographical and other subject-oriented analyses that the minimal interpretation unit be the full interpretation of an individual’s statements and expressions, then you must create types on the level of ‘coping strategies’ or ‘narrative identities’ etc. In practical methodological terms this will immediately activate a problem of numbers and volumes - which is really the old dilemma of qualitative inquiry: Interpretations deep enough to understand demands few cases, as typological procedure is inductive and demands certain numbers/volumes of material.  In principle however, the typological procedure is complicated by the recognition that the individual is societally produced. This means that every reduction (including typologies) is a re-construction of the object, which is hit by the same critique - in principle - as any detached comparison of attributes, patterns of action, favorite themes, or whatever. 
Instead the life history approaches pull together the empirical multiplicity with two closely interrelated core concepts: subjectivity, i.e. the way of relating to the world which is characterized by intention, agency and engaging interaction with something outside yourself, and experience, i.e. consciousness building through subjective processing of perceptions and impressions from the world.  Subjectivity is a relation, individuals (or collectives, but that is another and complicated story) constitute themselves by making the world an object of reflection and action, and build experience in this interaction. In order to understand learning you may specify, for simplicity - three aspects or modalities of experience, three relatively independent dynamics, which are mediated through each others in every agency and learning process - everyday life learning, life history experience, and cultural knowledge. Consciousness is being produced as well as presupposed in social practice in everyday life, which means is a situated and embodied experience, but also that it is structurally determined as societal history (in this case by the development of societal labour).
Towards a unified model
Based on the review of empirical evidence and dominating theoretical perspectives we want to suggest the following heuristic model as an attempt to theorise participation.
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