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Series Editors’ Note

The Lifelong Learning Book Series was launched in 2004 and by 2019 had pub-
lished 24 volumes on topics of international significance. In this latest phase in the 
life of the series, we aim to engage our expanding international readership in 
‘Rethinking Lifelong Learning for the 21st Century’. Lifelong learning debates are 
renewed when scholars bring fresh perspectives and critical analyses of emergent 
and enduring issues in lifelong learning that have important implications for policy 
and practice around the globe.

In selecting books for the Lifelong Learning Book Series, we recognise that 
competing visions and paradigms for lifelong learning co-exist at national as well as 
international levels. The fact that one ‘official’ discourse may be dominant at any 
one time does not mean that other ways of thinking about learning throughout the 
life course have disappeared. They are alive and well in a range of critical traditions 
and perspectives that retain their power to engage and persuade. Evidence, ideas and 
the polity can mobilise political thinking in new directions, as policy-makers search 
for the new ‘big idea’. In turbulent times, ideas for better connecting system worlds 
and lifeworlds can focus compellingly on learning as a lifelong process which links, 
rather than separates, the older and younger generations and incorporates the reali-
ties of working lives.

In Inequality, Innovation and Reform in Higher Education: Challenges of 
Migration and Ageing Populations, the editors and contributors address the implica-
tions for lifelong learning of two major twenty-first-century phenomena. Both 
migration and the ageing of the population create challenges for the way in which 
we think about learning across the life course and the role that higher education can 
play in meeting these challenges. This rethinking in turn produces opportunities for 
innovation and reform. The contributors to this volume explore these challenges and 
opportunities across 12 countries, each of which presents a complex of contextual 
factors, which demands a cross-disciplinary and intersectional approach to under-
standing the dynamics and implications of complex socio-democratic change. The 
resulting collection is consequently much more than a survey of practice across 
contexts. It presents an active engagement with migration and ageing populations in 
a range of settings which acknowledges the need to account for the multiple layers 
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of influence on provision from systemic features and economic factors through pol-
icy to institutional characteristics and pedagogic practice. Within this, individuals 
and communities trace intricate educational pathways across a convoluted and 
dynamic terrain. For higher education to meet the diverse aspirations and needs of 
these learners requires a deep commitment to inclusion and constant critical reflec-
tion on the accessibility, principles and practices of our institutions.

Throughout the collection, it is recognised that migration and the changing age 
profile of populations are intertwined, and both interact with the emergence of new 
forms of employment, expanding modes of educational provision and broader con-
ceptions of well-being. This volume offers both insight and a conceptual model to 
navigate this complexity. In its scope, analytic rigour, international perspective and 
critical commitment to inclusivity and equality, the volume is an important and 
timely addition to the Lifelong Learning Book Series.

UCL, Institute of Education UCL� Karen Evans
London, UK� 
�

Andrew Brown
 October 2019

Series Editors’ Note
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Chapter 1
Implications of Migration and Ageing 
Populations for Inclusion and Equality 
in Higher Education and Lifelong 
Learning

Maria Slowey, Hans G. Schuetze, and Tanya Zubrzycki

1.1 � Setting the Scene: Migration, Ageing Populations 
and Higher Education

Climate change, and its potentially catastrophic effects, may form the dominating 
world challenge of the twenty-first century. However, also of social and economic 
importance is the impact of a new demographics emerging from the interaction of 
two major global developments. First, high levels of internal and cross-border mass 
migration, stimulated by climate change, violence and disparities in wealth and 
social stability within and between different countries, and between the global 
South and North. Second, the phenomenon of increasing longevity and rapidly age-
ing populations, especially in the developed world.

This book explores the central role that socially engaged higher education might 
potentially play in helping address these challenges, enhancing lifelong learning 
opportunities and facilitating more positive outcomes for both individuals and soci-
eties. As the UN evaluates progress in relation to achievement of the Sustainable 
Development Goals (UN 2019a) and the OECD maps increasing levels of educa-
tional attainment – while also highlighting persisting inequalities (OECD 2018a) – 
it becomes important to investigate the extent to which higher education systems are 
in fact responding to the societal challenges associated with contemporary socio-
demographic upheavals.
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Even in richer parts of the world, significant inequalities exist in terms of access 
to higher education and lifelong learning opportunities. Moreover, and potentially 
even more importantly in terms of the wider democratic purposes of higher educa-
tion, ‘purpose and processes are inextricably linked–the means must be consistent 
with the ends, and the ends are defined by democratic culture’ (Saltmarsh and 
Hartley 2011, p. 17). It is these twin aims of seeking to enhance democratic culture 
while simultaneously widening access for individuals to lifelong learning opportu-
nities which provide the backdrop for this book.

Specifically, we set out to explore the implications of two  large scale global 
demographic trends  – namely migration and ageing populations. The manner in 
which these issues are tackled by higher education policy and by institutions are, we 
propose, of considerable significance for the future wellbeing of societies. The core 
concerns can be viewed as two sides of a coin: on the one side, many global regions 
and countries are experiencing unprecedented levels of immigration as millions of 
people relocate – whether by choice or for survival. On the other side, with increas-
ing longevity – particularly in the richer parts of the world – many countries are 
experiencing significant ageing of their populations.

There are important interconnections between these contemporary patterns of 
migration and ageing populations which are rarely drawn in the context of higher 
education and lifelong learning. Our aim is to make a contribution towards building 
a greater understanding of these interconnections, based on expert analysis from 
different parts of the world. Additionally, we also seek to bring different disciplines 
to bear on the issues – acknowledging as Brennan and Naidoo (2008) point out that 
‘while there is an extensive research literature on social justice and equity in the 
social sciences, in general this is not fully engaged with by higher education 
researchers’ (p. 298).

Factors such as global inequalities, war, poverty and climate change are leading 
to mass migrations of people across many regions of the globe – a scale of mobility 
unprecedented since the second world war (IOM 2017). Education clearly has an 
important role to play. For obvious reasons the focus of policy attention is primarily 
on schools and the education  of children. However, as will be discussed below, 
young and older adult migrants not only need initial education and vocational train-
ing – including, for many, acquisition of the language of host countries – but also 
access to higher level knowledge and skills. For some, this may involve helping 
them to demonstrate and have certified knowledge and competencies already 
acquired in their home countries, for others it may be the opportunity to further 
develop their education and training.

Simultaneously with the mass movement of people across the world – particu-
larly from the global South to the global North – the world’s population is growing 
older. This is especially the case in the developed regions, with North America, 
many European countries and Japan being prime examples (the so-called ‘longevity 
dividend’). In Germany, for example, despite the arrival of 1.2  million refugees 
between 2015 and 2017 – mostly young adults – it is projected that by 2050 two in 
five Germans will be over 60 years of age, and the country would have shrunk from 
82 million to 75 million (The Economist 2017).

M. Slowey et al.
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The populations of many developing regions are also ageing – with the case of 
China being particularly striking and resulting in changes in 2015 to the long stand-
ing ‘one-child’ policy. Increasing longevity is a welcome development, reflecting 
improvements in nutrition, public health and education. The richer countries of the 
global North have had many decades of gradual improvements in average lifespans. 
However, for the poorer regions of the developing world of the global South the 
pace of change has been far more rapid, leading to a situation which has been char-
acterized as countries becoming old before getting rich (Bloom et al. 2011, p. 32). 
Furthermore, while progress has been made in closing the longevity gap between 
countries, life expectancy at birth in the least developed countries is still estimated 
to be 7.4 years less than the global average in 2019 (UN 2019b).

As will be further discussed below, there is a growing body of work which 
explores the implications of providing lifelong learning opportunities for individu-
als across all stages of life. In the specific case of higher education, addressing 
issues of inclusion and equality of access for the social groups under consideration 
carries major implications for innovation and reform in policy  and practice at a 
number of levels – institutional, national and international.

In a previous book (Slowey and Schuetze 2012a) we explored how the topic of 
lifelong learning in a higher education context had been interpreted across a range 
of countries and international organizations including OECD, UNESCO and the 
EU. The timing meant that the context of economic austerity measures resulting 
from the 2008 financial crisis formed part of the backdrop. Since then, austerity 
policies in many countries continued with systemic reductions in public expenditure 
based on dominant neoliberal economic arguments (Pritchard and Slowey 2017).

Migration and ageing populations are distinct phenomena. However, they inter-
sect in a number of important ways. First, at the macro level, richer, ageing coun-
tries are destinations for most people who seek to move from their home country or 
region – whether by choice or driven by necessity, or some combination of both. 
Indeed, as the population of many OECD countries age, it becomes not only a 
humanitarian issue, but also a pragmatic policy objective to look to immigrants as a 
major pool of potentially qualified workers. Second, at the level of educational sys-
tems and institutions, both migrants and older adults face significant barriers in 
gaining access to higher education. If levels of inequality are to be addressed, the 
underrepresentation of these groups poses challenges for innovation and reform in 
higher education and the wider lifelong learning landscape.

These interconnections were initially discussed in the context of an international 
conference on Higher Education Reform hosted in 2016 by the Higher Education 
Research Centre, Dublin City University. In this introductory chapter we set the 
scene for individual contributions covering 12 countries as well as some more gen-
eral perspectives and outlooks. In the first part (1.2) we outline the migration side of 
the ‘demographic coin’ in terms of the global context of migration patterns and the 
reasons why these are of interest from our perspective of inclusion in higher educa-
tion and lifelong learning. The second part (1.3) shifts the focus to the other side of 
the coin, exploring patterns of ageing populations as people are living longer and, 
once women’s education and standards of living increase to certain levels, many 
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choose to have fewer children. In the third part (1.4) we outline a conceptual frame-
work which summarizes our intersectional approach to understanding the implica-
tions of these complex socio-demographic changes for higher education and lifelong 
learning. This in turn leads to the final part (1.5) where we outline the structure of 
the book.

1.2 � Migration – The Global Context

In 2017, an estimated 258 million people, approximately 3.4% of the global popula-
tion, were international migrants living in a country other than a place of their birth, 
with three regions accounting for the bulk of this total – Asia (c. 80 million); Europe 
(c. 78 million); and Northern America (c. 58 million) (UN 2017, pp. 4–5).

Importantly, these numbers do not include those who migrate within their coun-
tries of birth where, in fact, most migration takes place, raising a set of additional 
issues with the relatively recent construction of nation states, and also contestations 
(up to the level of war) at ‘borderlands’. Adding to the complexity of the topic, 
mobility within a country or region with a variety of different languages presents 
different issues from mobility within a relatively mono-linguistic area.

All this leads to complexity in definitions of who actually is a ‘migrant’? The 
Council of Europe, for example, defines migrants as ‘people who move from their 
country of usual residence or nationality to another country’, adding that the reasons 
can be economic, educational, as well as to flee from natural disasters, escape per-
secution, ‘human rights abuses, threats to life of physical integrity, war and civil 
unrest’ (Ktistakis 2013, p. 9).

At the international level, there is no universally accepted definition for ‘migrant’, 
according to the International Organisation for Migration (IOM 2019). Reflecting 
the large numbers of internal migrants globally, IOM has developed a definition for 
its own purposes, with ‘migrant’ as

An umbrella term, not defined under international law, reflecting the common lay under-
standing of a person who moves away from his or her place of usual residence, whether 
within a country or across an international border, temporarily or permanently, and for a 
variety of reasons. The term includes a number of well-defined legal categories of people, 
such as migrant workers; persons whose particular types of movements are legally defined, 
such as smuggled migrants; as well as those whose status or means of movement are not 
specifically defined under international law, such as international students. (p.130)

Since 1951 the Geneva Convention on the Status of Refugees offers special protec-
tion and rights to asylum seekers and refugees, in recognition that such people rep-
resent particularly vulnerable groups of migrants (UN 1951). The geographic scope 
of the original Convention was subsequently extended in the 1967 Protocol 
(UN 2017).

Article 22 (‘Public Education’) of the Convention obliges the signatory states to

accord to refugees the same treatment as is accorded to nationals with respect to elementary 
education … [and] with respect to education other than elementary education and, in 
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particular, as regards access to studies, the recognition of foreign school certificates, diplo-
mas and degrees, the remission of fees and charges and the award of scholarships. (United 
Nations General Assembly 1951)

The UN Refugee Agency defines a refugee as ‘a person forced to flee their country 
because of violence or persecution’ (UNHCR 2018a). Seeking sanctuary in another 
country and applying for asylum to become recognized as a refugee leads to the 
certain rights such as legal protection and material assistance (ibid.). In 2018, more 
than two-thirds of all refugees worldwide (67%) came from Syrian Arab Republic, 
Afghanistan, South Sudan, Myanmar and Somalia (UNHCR 2019, p. 3). The same 
report highlights that those over 18 years old constituted about a half of the global 
refugee population, with associated educational needs particular to this ‘post school’ 
age group.

Because of the high numbers of people migrating globally, the issue of integra-
tion (economic and sociocultural), including opening access to education for the 
migrant populations, has become an important topic on the political agenda of many 
countries (Huddleston et al. 2015; OECD 2018b). Policy debates in these countries 
emphasize the importance of facilitating access to vocational and higher education 
opportunities for immigrant and refugee students beyond the school age. Yet, while 
in 2016 the rate of enrolment in tertiary education across the world stood at around 
36%, for refugees this proportion was just 1% (UNHCR 2018b, p. 19). Thus, despite 
some improvement in numbers due to scholarships and other programmes, access to 
university and other forms of tertiary education remained out of reach for almost all 
(99%) refugees. In addition to the standard barriers adults face in returning to study 
(Slowey and Schuetze 2012a), many adult migrants will have to learn the language 
of the host country. Furthermore, the formal initial education of some will have been 
limited due to low transition rates from primary to secondary education  in many 
countries of the global South. Girls are particularly at risk in some countries, where 
relatively low educational attainment is a direct consequence of a lack of safe school 
environments. Some steps have been made in opening opportunities for higher edu-
cation through, for example, scholarship schemes offered  in 37 host countries in 
2016 as part of an UNHCR higher education programme – and, while the numbers 
were limited it represented an increase of almost 90% compared to 2015 (UNHCR 
2018b, p. 19).

In some respects the issue of access to higher education also tends to be predomi-
nantly viewed as an outcome – effectively a performance indicator of the formal 
school system, or as a pathway for young people to labour market and economic 
integration. With some notable exceptions, issues concerning opportunities for 
access to higher education for adult learners with a migrant background, or as a 
means of social and cultural integration of recently arrived (adult) migrants remain 
under-researched.

De Wit and Altbach draw attention to the fact that

the challenge for academic communities in Europe and elsewhere is to increase access of 
these refugees to higher education.… by offering more study places and scholarships for 
students, visiting scholarship positions to academics, and other measures. (2016, p. 117)
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In a European context, Morland and Skjerven (2015) call for a comprehensive 
approach to evaluating and recognizing refugees’ qualifications, including the 
establishment of a European Qualifications Passport for Refugees – as ‘an impor-
tant step for refugees, universities, the labour market, and society as a whole’ 
(p. 121). From a policy perspective, a UN Refugee Agency report highlights that 
only substantial and long-term funding treated as an ‘investment in sustainable 
development’ would enable governments to respond to the challenges of education 
for refugees (UNHCR 2018b, p. 24).

In an attempt to assess the scale of the issues involved, a Migrant Integration 
Policy Index (MIPEX) based on integration policies across eight policy areas 
(includng education, labour market mobility, political participation and the like) in 
38 countries was developed with the support of the European Fund for the Integration 
of Third-Country Nationals  and other  relevant organizations  (Huddleston et  al. 
2015)1. Examples of the policy indicators or their descriptions relevant for the fur-
ther and higher education of adult migrants include:

•	 educational guidance at all levels of compulsory and non-compulsory education;
•	 equality of access to higher education, vocational training and study grants 

depending on individuals’ residential status;
•	 recognition of academic and professional qualifications acquired abroad;
•	 validation of skills/competencies acquired abroad;
•	 generic language training; job bridging courses;
•	 job specific language training;
•	 training required of public employment service staff on specific needs of 

migrants. 

The MIPEX project also aimed to identify integration outcomes and contextual 
factors that can affect these outcomes, and to evaluate the effectiveness of policies. 
The analysis points to immigrants usually enjoying more equal rights and opportuni-
ties in larger and wealthier countries/regions (specifically, Western Europe and coun-
tries with long standing traditions of immigration such as Australia, Canada, New 
Zealand and the United States). At the same time, Sweden, Portugal and New Zealand 
ranked as the top three countries with favourable and inclusive integration policies.

At the time of the study, the number of non-EU citizens among EU residents was 
estimated at nearly 20 million, or c. 4% of the total. Individuals with relatively lower 
levels of formal educational qualifications comprised 37% of non-EU immi-
grants  aged 18–64, while around 25% had a higher education qualification. The 
authors make the case that, while the number of non-EU newcomers remained 
relatively stable between 2008–2013 (due to a decrease in labour migration and 
higher number of recognized international protection beneficiaries), the employ-
ment context has changed since the economic crisis in 2008 and the resulting auster-
ity measures. The employment rate of non-EU citizens aged 20–64 dropped on 

1 Website for full MIPEX 2015 results is http://www.mipex.eu/. Data cited in the following discus-
sion is taken from Huddlestone et  al. 2015, Migrant Integration Policy Index 2015; Policy 
Indicators List and Questionnaire (http://www.mipex.eu/methodology); and, International Key 
Findings (http://www.mipex.eu/download-pdf).
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average six points to 56.5% by 2014; at the same time, their risk of being in poverty 
or social exclusion increased by four points to 49%, which is twice the rate of EU 
citizens. Importantly, from our perspective on inequality, higher education and life-
long learning, women and those with relatively lower levels of formal educational 
qualifications were found to be at particular risk of being categorized as NEET (not 
in employment, education or training), while overall one third of working-age non-
EU citizens were in this category.

Finally, in relation to labour market policies, MIPEX found that most countries 
provided the immigrants with basic information about jobs and work-related train-
ing opportunities and, while most were in paid employment after 10 or more years, 
these jobs were often at levels for which people were overqualified and/or below the 
poverty line.

All the countries covered in this book are signatories to the 1951 Geneva Refugee 
Convention (UN General Assembly 1951). However, as the following chapters 
show (and is also evident in the MIPEX results), significant national variations exist 
in relation to matters such as criteria for permanent residency and citizenship, policies 
aimed at family reunion and integration of newly arriving family members, and eligi-
bility and access to higher education and lifelong learning. Variations may also exist 
in the situation of those who are first or second-generation immigrants, adding to lack 
of uniformity in definitions of who constitutes a student with a migration background.

As discussed in several chapters in this book, cultural issues are central to any 
discussion of migration and education: a continuum can be drawn between policy 
responses which emphasize integration on the one hand, and diversity on the other. 
Either way, there is a need for cultural competencies, at both individual and collec-
tive levels, in order to manage cultural diversity and minimize misunderstandings 
which may emerge from identity issues (UNESCO 2009).

In this context, language is evidently important with multilingual approaches in 
both formal and non-formal education helping to enhance the relevance of educa-
tion and to expand educational opportunities for marginalized groups including 
migrant populations. Increasingly, the concept of cultural intelligence is explored in 
various contexts in the literature, including educational, as a way to allow cultural 
diversity to flourish and to promote intercultural competence (Goh 2012). There are 
many definitions of cultural intelligence. For the purposes of this book it can be 
defined as ‘a system of interacting knowledge and skills, linked by cultural metacog-
nition, that allows people to adapt to, select, and shape the cultural aspects of their 
environment’ (Thomas et al. 2008, p. 127).

There is, of course, nothing new with respect to international mobility and inter-
cultural issues in higher education. In the Western tradition, universities

 have always been global institutions; they functioned in a common language (Latin) and 
served an international clientele of students. In fact, universities have come full-circle from 
the Medieval Ages as being centers of international learning, to the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries rising as nation-state universities pursuing national interests, and now again as 
international centers of scholarship. . . (Nerad and Trzyna 2008, p. 300)

In the classic enlightenment tradition, universities have been not just places 
attracting scholars from other countries, but also a haven for refugees, students and 
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faculty members who had to leave their own countries because they were not given 
a chance to pursue their studies or research for the reasons such as gender, race or 
religious belief.

Marie Sklodowska Curie represents such an outstanding example: born in 
Warsaw in 1867 and not allowed to pursue university studies in Poland because she 
was a woman, she immigrated to France and enrolled at the University of Paris. 
Based on her research on radioactivity and discovering two new elements, Polonium 
(named after her home country) and Radium, she received the Nobel prize in phys-
ics, the first woman ever to receive this prestigious award, and later a second Nobel 
prize, this time in chemistry.

Another example of academic migration, was the mass exodus of Jewish and 
liberal scientists in the twentieth century who were forced into exile by Nazi 
Germany. Thousands of academics went to the United States where they made sig-
nificant contributions especially to the development of some emerging disciplinary 
fields such as nuclear physics, psychology, economics and sociology. Six of these 
refugee scholars received Nobel prizes (in physics and chemistry). Others, such as 
the sociologists Hannah Arendt, Max Horkheimer, Theodor Adorno and the phi-
losopher Herbert Marcuse became most influential in their fields (Bentwich 1953; 
Coser 1984; Fermi 1968).

More recently, especially during the tumultuous years of the ‘Cultural Revolution’ 
and the decade thereafter, many young Chinese left to study abroad as China did not 
have sufficient numbers of higher education institutions nor qualified academic 
teachers. As many of these young scientists and academics stayed in their host 
countries rather than returning to the mother country where opportunities were lack-
ing for academic work and careers, they became part of a sizeable worldwide 
Chinese knowledge diaspora which is now a factor of global importance in promot-
ing transnational scientific and business networks, and a source of China’s competi-
tive quest for recruiting experienced scholars to create their own brand of 
‘world-class’ universities (Welch and Hao 2013).

Over recent decades, levels of international mobility of students and faculty, 
recruitment of international students and engagement in exchange programmes 
such as ERASMUS in Europe, are taken as indicators of quality in many league 
tables. Additionally, in some systems, the fees paid by non-national students pro-
vide a valuable source of income for universities and other institutions of higher 
education. In this push for recruitment, the challenges facing international students 
can be overlooked as they are citizens of one nation but residing in another – ‘being 
outsiders, mobile students have ambiguous meanings for the country of education. 
Struggling to manage global people flows they never fully control, national govern-
ments flip between the benefits and the dangers (as they see it) of international stu-
dents’ (Marginson 2012, p. 500). 

The focus of this book is on a rather different aspect of internationalization and 
inclusion – namely, access to higher level education and training for newly arrived 
immigrants (whatever their official status may be) as well as those with a first or 
second-generation immigrant background. In this regard, Détourbe and Goastellec 
(2018) highlight three ways in which refugees constitute a distinctive subgroup in 
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relation to access to higher education. In the first place, depending on national poli-
cies refugees often occupy a unique status, which can lead them to having a com-
plex combination of access rights to higher education as both ‘domestic’ and 
‘international’ students. Secondly, as such  migration is forced, or in some way 
unchosen, it is consequently unplanned so their displacement can undermine typical 
social reproduction patterns. Thirdly, as refugees depend heavily on the social poli-
cies of the host country after their arrival, their opportunities for gaining access to 
higher education are conditioned by the ways in which immigration and welfare 
policies intersect with higher education policies. The case made by Détourbe and 
Goastellec for more research investigating the interaction of these factors informs 
aspects of the discussion in Part II of this book.

Turning to another side of the new demographics, at a time when substantial 
numbers of (mainly younger) people are migrating from one region or country to 
another, the populations of many of the ‘host’ countries are ageing as people live 
longer and birth rates decline. We now turn our attention to consideration of the 
implications for higher education policies and practices arising from an ageing pop-
ulation – particularly evident in the developed countries of the global North.

1.3 � Ageing Populations – Global Trends

Addressing the demographic trends of ageing populations tends to be dominated by 
discussions of problems – health, pensions and the like. However, arguably

the problem of population aging is more a function of rigid and outmoded policies and 
institutions than a problem of demographic change per se.… [requiring] behavioral 
responses (including greater female labor force participation) and policy reforms (including 
an increase in the legal age of retirement). (Bloom et al. 2011, p. 29)

Central amongst these ‘rigid and outmoded policies’ are issues of supporting 
lifelong learning at all stages of people’s lives to help them to develop the knowl-
edge and skills required for inclusion in contemporary societies (Slowey and 
Zubrzycki 2018). The concept of lifelong learning has a long history of promulga-
tion by international organizations such as UNESCO and OECD in the 1970s, and 
subsequently by individual countries. In its early manifestation it comprised

a mix of social justice objectives relating to participation and inclusion  – including the 
provision of second chance opportunities for people to return to education as adult students. 
Educational opportunity was seen as the foundation for participation in social and civic life, 
and therefore of critical importance in fostering a vibrant democracy, as well as preparation 
for employment. (Slowey and Schuetze 2012b, p. 7)

These original principles were contested by neoliberal agendas in the 1990s, 
viewing lifelong learning primarily as a mechanism for developing ‘human capital’ 
and associated skills and knowledge perceived to be required for ‘knowledge-based’ 
economies. While the concept of lifelong learning ‘featured prominently in national 
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and international educational policy discourse, the implications of this concept for 
higher education remained underdeveloped’ (Slowey and Schuetze 2012b, p. 4).

Writing almost a decade ago, we identified two factors as contributing to this 
‘underdevelopment’ and slow pace of change. First, a recognition that lifelong 
learning systems require complex processes of articulation and coordination 
between institutions and providers, each of which have their own interests, mis-
sions, resource bases and status positions. Second, a conflict between several, 
mainly two ideal-type models of lifelong learning derived from different underpin-
ning principles  – one model drawing mainly on traditions of social justice and 
equity, and the other based mainly on a more economic, human capital perspective 
(Schuetze and Casey 2006).

In this context, what are the implications for lifelong learning as many more 
people live to older ages? As discussed above, increased longevity and falling fertil-
ity rates are contributing to ‘population ageing’ as a global phenomenon, with peo-
ple over 65 years old comprising the fastest-growing age group (UN 2019b). Thus, 
‘by 2050, one in six people in the world will be over age 65 (16%), up from one in 
11 in 2019 (9%)’, while in Europe and North America one in four persons could be 
aged 65 or more by 2050 (p. 2). While increasing longevity is a welcome develop-
ment for individuals and societies, policy discussions are often couched in terms of 
‘challenges’. For example, the latter UN Report highlights ‘the potential impact of 
population ageing on the labour market and economic performance as well as the 
fiscal pressures that many countries will face in the coming decades as they seek to 
build and maintain public systems of health care, pensions and social protection for 
older persons’ (ibid.). Similarly, in Europe, the changing demographic is identified 
as one of its main challenges facing the region (EU-OSHA 2016). Simultaneously, 
there is a momentum to assure human rights in older age, including the right to 
education and to work with calls for ‘more robust international instruments at all 
levels’ (Kalache and Blewitt 2011,  p. 89), while the World Health Organization 
aims to connect ageing and urbanization through the development of a convention 
on Age Friendly Cities (WHO 2007). 

With people living longer and countries extending the retirement ages, more 
people in their 60s and 70s are potentially able – and may have to – work longer, 
contributing to the economy as a result of the ‘improvements in health and function-
ing along with shifting of employment from jobs that need strength to jobs needing 
knowledge’ (Christensen et al. 2009, p. 1205). This calls for further development of 
systems to support the emerging life course patterns and includes addressing the 
upskilling, reskilling and other learning needs of the individuals planning for, or 
already facing longer working lives. It becomes a policy issue in reconciling the 
interests of the individuals who may wish (or need to) work beyond the traditional 
retirement age with other stakeholders involved including education providers, 
employers and various NGOs.

Existing evidence points to the need to support individuals of all ages, including 
before and after the traditional retirement age, with formal and non-formal educa-
tion opportunities, in order to enhance their potential in the labour market and facili-
tate other forms of participation in society (Findsen and Formosa 2011; Cantillon 
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and Vasquez del Aguila 2011). Higher education providers, both public and private, 
can play an important role in supporting lifelong learning and the development of 
new knowledge, skills and competencies over the working life, as well as creating 
an environment in which the continuing acquisition of new knowledge and skills is 
seen as both socially desirable and possible.

The disadvantages experienced by individuals with lower levels of formal educa-
tional attainment in relation to labour market participation are well documented. 
Report on key findings from the 2012 Survey of Adult Skills (OECD Programme 
for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies, or PIAAC) highlights that 
individuals with lower skill levels are ‘unlikely to engage in education and training 
on their own initiative and tend to receive less employer-sponsored training’, with 
great variation between countries in establishing systems that combine quality ini-
tial education with ‘opportunities and incentives for the entire population to con-
tinue to develop proficiency in reading and numeracy skills after the completion of 
initial education and training, whether outside work or at the workplace’ 
(OECD 2013, p. 32). At the same time, PIAAC survey data show significant propor-
tions of adult population even in advanced industrialized countries with low levels 
of proficiency in key foundation skills such as literacy, numeracy, problem solving 
and information-processing.

Further detailed analysis of PIAAC data shows employer-sponsored training 
growing at a faster rate than that of public or non-profit provision carrying signifi-
cant implications for public policy as the individuals with highest levels of previous 
education, or with higher levels of basic skills are found most likely to benefit from 
employer support  – thus potentially exacerbating, rather than reducing, socio-
economic inequalities (Desjardins 2017).

Unless redressed through broader educational and social policies and targeted 
government support for adult learning, inequality in general is likely to continue to 
grow, and potentially result in intergenerational inequalities. Public policy can 
address inequalities by supporting adults with lower levels of key foundation skills 
with initiatives aimed at developing such skills. Empirical research highlights a 
particular need for a discussion around the gender implications, as the situation fac-
ing women is especially challenging in terms of the earnings gap, pension coverage 
and caring responsibilities. In many developed countries, one of the most obvious 
demographic changes in higher education in recent decades has been the increasing 
level of women’s  participation in higher education. To some commentators, this 
might suggest that the challenge of gender equality has been ‘solved’. However, 
traditional patterns of sex distribution by disciplines, areas of work and pay rates 
remain strong: women are excluded from opportunities of their choice for education 
and employment in many parts of the world, while in others, the implications of 
dramatically new life course patterns for both women and men are largely uncharted 
territories (Schuller 2019).

Bringing together the implications of two major trends of migration and ageing 
for higher education, this book deliberately strays into such ‘uncharted territories’. 
Such an analysis requires an intersectional approach, which provides the overarch-
ing conceptual framework for this book as we outline in the next part.
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