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Abstract
This paper considers the extensive critique of the impact of the “market” or “neoliberal” model on
learning and its outcomes in light of alternative models. The purpose is to consider the potential
impacts of the market on learning and its outcomes and to contextualize critique by considering
alternative coordination regimes. Three alternative regimes to coordinating economic activity and
various aspects of education and adult learning systems (market-dominated, state-dominated, and
stakeholder-dominated) are contrasted by highlighting the weaknesses and strengths of each with
regard to learning and its outcomes. In turn, these regimes are linked to the varieties of capitalism
and welfare state literature. Comparative data are used to briefly consider the link between
alternative regimes and the level and distribution of adult learning.
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INTRODUCTION
Education in the 21st century is now a key economic policy tool. While education has been
thought to be important for economic policy since the days of Adam Smith, this importance has
intensified since the 1950s and especially since the onset of neoliberalism in the early 1980s.
Among other things the influence of neoliberalism has reduced the significance of conventional
macro-economic policy tools and other regulatory mechanisms, leaving national governments few
alternative options for protecting their citizens against material as well as social and cultural risks.
In effect, these developments have increased the significance of education in many regards, but
the importance of a well-functioning economy for sustaining overall welfare has ensured that the
economic rule of education is crucial.
An important irony is that neoliberal politics actually emphasize the role that education should
play in mitigating economic risks but deemphasize the role it should play in mitigating social and
cultural risks, even if these latter risks have also been exacerbated by neoliberalism. While such
tendencies exist, this is not a universal phenomenon. There are varieties of capitalism and
different welfare state regimes that continue to rely on non-market-based solutions despite the
onslaught of neoliberalism. Accordingly, there is a wide range of variation in institutions and
public policies that condition and frame education and adult learning systems, including wider
skill- and value-formation processes, and not least the level and distribution of learning. While
market-oriented principles can and do have negative impacts, including on the distribution of
learning opportunities, the suitability and desirability of alternatives is not obvious and should be
considered carefully when critiquing efforts to improve the coordination of education and adult
learning systems.
This paper is organized as follows: First, a discussion of the rise of neoliberalism and some of its
implications on learning and its outcomes; second, an overview of the consideration of the impact
of alternative regimes on learning and its outcomes; and lastly, comparative data on the level and
distribution of adult learning considered in light of alternative regimes.
A CHARACTERISATION OF THE IMPLICATIONS OF NEOLIBERALISM ON
LEARNING AND ITS OUTCOMES
This section discusses some of the general and specific implications of neoliberalism on learning
and its outcomes. The focus is on broad contextual change that has implications on how social
inequality is viewed, as well as the need for and orientation of learning.
General implications of neoliberalism on learning and its outcomes
It is well documented that by the early 1980s there was a dramatic change in the dominant
discourse that drove the politics of the day in the Anglo-Saxon world, namely from a
predominantly socially oriented view of the role of the state to an economically oriented one (e.g.,
Davies and Bansel, 2007; Hursh, 2005; Gewirtz, 2002; Pierson, 1994). The former was
encompassed by the model of the Keynesian welfare state while the latter has come to be
associated with the model of a neoliberal post-welfare state. This development has been most
prominent in Anglo-Saxon states, including the US, the UK, Australia, Canada and New Zealand,
but as a source of political influence, neoliberalism has extended well beyond the reach of these
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countries. Neoliberal ideas have had an impact across a broad range of policy thinking, including
limited government intervention, government budgetary discipline, free trade, competitive
exchange rates, privatization, reduced capital controls on cross-border flow of finance, and
deregulation of market activity among others such as union-busting (Rodrik, 1996; Cohen and
Centeno, 2006). In short, this list is known as the “Washington Consensus” because international
organizations located in Washington such as the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank
promoted these policies throughout the world, especially in the 1980s and early 1990s.
Globalization
Today, most observers agree that the neoliberal doctrine is the main ideological force that
underpins the creation and sustenance of a wide range of structural conditions, including legal and
institutionalized frameworks at the international and supranational level (e.g., the World Trade
Organization, multinational corporations), which allow for the forces of globalization and
especially global capitalism to thrive. Most nations today are affected by the phenomenon of
globalization and the ideology of neoliberalism. In many countries, however, the degree of
influence of the latter is debatable, particularly in welfare states that are economically successful
such as the Nordic countries. While influenced by the neoliberal doctrine and experiencing the
pressure of intense competition, especially as small open economies in a globalized world, the
latter have adapted some of the neoliberal policy thinking, but to a large degree, they have
remained within the framework of the welfare state (Timonen, 2003).
The influence of the neoliberal doctrine on some of the world’s most powerful economies as well
as international institutions coincides with unprecedented liberalization of not only economic
forces but also technological, sociocultural, and political forces. This influence is encapsulated
within the phenomena of globalization, which by the late 1990s was evident to most observers.
Initially, the main rationale for promoting international liberalisation lay within neoclassical
economic trade theory, which suggested that everyone in the world will be better off materially if
market activity is left unregulated, not only within borders but also across borders. Politically, this
approach appealed to proponents of neoliberalism because there was a belief that a connection
existed between free market activity and wider democratic principles (e.g. Friedman, 2002).
Indeed today we can observe an increased flow of goods, services, people, knowledge, ideas,
information, and financial capital across borders, and accordingly, an increased number of market
democracies and open societies. While globalization has been facilitated by technological
developments, and in particular by the impacts these developments have had on reducing
communication costs including the flow of goods, people, and information, it is unlikely that we
would see the increased cross-border activity that we see today without the emergence of the
neoliberal doctrine.
Although there has been little overall economic growth in Africa and the Middle East since 1950,
trends in world GDP figures indeed suggest that wealth is greater in the world today (Shackman,
Ya-Lin, and Xun, 2005), at least materially, but such figures say little about how this wealth is
distributed within countries. Along with an increased level of competition in the world, inequity
has also increased (OECD, 2011), and this inequity can be linked to an increasing and unequal
distribution of access to education and adult learning opportunities. For example, the earnings
differentials of adults with more than upper secondary education compared to adults without have
increased in many OECD countries (OECD, 2010).
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As advocated by economic theory, competition is important for securing an optimal level of
welfare (Gurria, 2008). But it is important to note that neoclassical economic theory, which
supports liberalization, tends to ignore social, cultural, and political factors as well as attitudes,
values, and beliefs. These elements have been affected by competition too, however, in both
positive and negative ways depending on perspective and context. Thus there is an increased
competition not only for sustaining material standards of living but also for sustaining cultural,
social, and political values. From this perspective, it is not surprising that the consequences of
living in an open, globalized world have been inward-looking and protectionist ideologies based
on nationalism and ethnocentrism (e.g., rise in support for far-right-wing parties in Austria,
Denmark, France, and the Netherlands). These tendencies point to the importance of focusing on
the social and cultural implications of education and adult learning, not just the economic ones.
Reduced effectiveness of conventional economic policy tools
The influence of neoliberalism has reduced the effectiveness of conventional economic policy
tools and other means that national governments have at their disposal for managing the economy
and protecting their citizens. Governments have two main types of macroeconomic policy tools to
maintain or improve standards of living, namely fiscal and monetary policy1. They can also use
regulations such as restricting trade and capital flows, as well as redistribute resources through
taxation and social transfer programmes. In using these tools, governments can play an important
role in coordinating the economy at a macro-economic level. Keynesianism, which argued for an
interventionist welfare state, advocated the use of these tools to foster and steer the health of the
economy. This was in sharp contradiction to the neoliberalist doctrine, which, in its strictest form,
is based on the belief that free-market economies are inherently stable in the absence of major
government interventions and that the liberalization of markets, including the free flow of capital,
goods, people, knowledge and ideas, holds the promise of economic rewards and overall increases
in welfare. This doctrine is based on a range of economic theories and empirical studies on
international trade, growth, labor markets, and industrial organization.
By reducing the effectiveness of conventional policy tools, a more liberalized context has reduced
the capacity of national governments to afford protection to their citizens. This exposes people to
increased risks. For example, because of the decoupling of local labor and global capital that is
associated with globalization, people now face an increased risk of losing their jobs. Under
Keynesianism, governments had a range of tools at their disposal for responding to such risks. For
example, competitiveness could be maintained through protectionism such as imposing trade
tariffs or quotas, providing subsidies, or fixing exchange rates so that local currencies would
remain undervalued.
While neoliberalism, which in general advocates against protectionary measures, has indeed had a
powerful influence on the national politics of many nations, governments can and do continue to
use fiscal, monetary, and other regulatory policies to coordinate and protect the economy, only
now the context is different. Namely, many countries face institutionalized and legal frameworks
that are based on principles of international liberalisation, such as the European Union, the
European Monetary Union, or the World Trade Organization. As intended, the degree to which
1

Fiscal policy refers to government policy that attempts to influence the direction of the economy through changes in
government borrowing, spending, or taxation. Monetary policy on the other hand attempts to stabilize the economy
by controlling interest rates and the supply of money.
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national governments can use their conventional tools for the purposes of protection and meeting
strategic interests is constrained by such frameworks. Although there is continued pressure and
creative ways to meet these needs, it is increasingly difficult for national governments to use these
tools for the purposes of protecting local producers or labor from international competition.
Accordingly, national governments have fewer options on how to fulfill their mandate of
protecting their citizens’ standards of living. This is a key reason for why the distribution of
education and adult learning opportunities has become a vital issue.
The increased risks are not only material, however. In an open global environment, individuals
and communities face an increased risk of losing their heritage and their personal, social, and
cultural values because of an increased flow of ideas as well as a globalized democratic debate
over what should and should not be valued and at what level. This is a key reason why the need
for and orientation of learning is more important than ever.
Shift in responsibility for social inequality
A major implication of neoliberalism is on how inequality is socially perceived. Neoliberalism
can be construed as a force attempting to shift the responsibility for inequality to the individual
and one that refutes the idea that increasing social dependence is a viable solution to economic
and social ills. While social inequality was seen as a social injustice in the Keynesian period that
should be corrected, neoliberal thinking has tended to view it as a result of individual inadequacy
and as a source of incentive to become a more productive member of the workforce or a
successful entrepreneur. In a number of countries, for example Canada, this force contributed to a
shift in the general tone of educational policy back to a pre-war political liberalism, which was
premised on the idea that individual opportunity and equal access to education combined with
social inequality benefits the economy and society (Mitchell, 2003). This is in contrast to the
“ethical liberalism” of the 1960s, which was based on the ideas of John Dewey, among others,
who emphasized the use of education for developing each individual to her fullest potential (see
Olssen, 2000).
Specific implications of neoliberalism on learning and its outcomes
Driven by liberalization and advances in information and communication technologies, industrial
countries are undergoing a period of fundamental economic transformation in which knowledge
and information are being promoted as the foundations for competitiveness, economic growth,
and improved standards of living for all. As mentioned above, many macroeconomic tools used to
coordinate the economy have lost their effectiveness as a consequence of liberalization. This is
one major reason why educational policy has become entwined with the economic viability of
nations and has thus become increasingly interlinked with and subjected to economic ends.
Reviewing national and supranational policy documents reveals the increasing importance
attributed to the role of lifelong learning in promoting the well-being of nations and individuals.
This reflects the sentiment that education is now fundamental for nations to maintain
competitiveness and standards of living, as well as that governments have few alternatives but to
rely on education policy. By implication, the rise of neoliberalism has set the stage for education
to play a greater role in economic policy and, conversely, a greater role for economics to play in
education.
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Increased emphasis placed on economically relevant and measurable learning outcomes
An increased premium is now placed on the economistic dimensions of education and learning.
To their credit, many governments do see the value of education beyond the strict economic
dimensions, but these concerns could be interpreted as rare deviations from the neoliberal
paradigm. In Denmark, for example, well over half of the 350 strategic initiatives put forth by the
globalization council are directly linked to education and training (Danish Government, 2006).
The purpose of the council was to investigate the issue of how the country should respond to the
challenges of existing in a globalized world. Perhaps not surprisingly, the importance of a wellfunctioning economy has nevertheless ensured that mitigating the economics risks associated with
globalization has assumed a dominant position in the discourse surrounding the role of education.
Rubenson (2006) discusses the more holistic view proffered by UNESCO on the role of lifelong
learning in promoting not only economic improvement but also personal, social and cultural
values. He suggests that this view has been set aside or overtaken by a competing paradigm put
forth by the OECD which is based on a more narrow economistic perspective of lifelong learning.
A number of observers have expressed concern about the possible negative implications this may
have for the role of education in helping to sustain wider democratic principles (e.g., Moutsios,
2008)
In many countries, globalization has meant that the philosophy underlying education is rapidly
being replaced with the meaner, harder logic of competition on a global scale. The US offers an
interesting example because of the early prominence of neoliberal tendencies in that country. A
series of reports in the US dating back to the emergence of neoliberalism exemplify the concern
for international competition and the link between education and national economic security as
well as prestige. In 1983, Reagan’s secretary of education, Terrel Bell, commissioned a report on
the importance of educational reform entitled A Nation at Risk. The main message of the report
was that America had serious problems with the quality and effectiveness of its schools and had to
do something about it to survive as a nation. It reinforced the political sentiment regarding
education which was felt when the Soviets launched the Sputnik in 1957:
"Our nation is at risk. Our once unchallenged pre-eminence in commerce, industry, science, and
technological innovation is being overtaken by competitors through the world… We live among
determined, well-educated, and strongly motivated competitors. We compete with them for international
standing and markets… America’s position in the world may once have been reasonably secure with only
a few exceptionally well-trained men and women. It is no longer." (NCEE, 1983).

The report had a profound impact on education in the US, but also had ramifications at the
international level. The US pulled out of UNESCO in 1983, and instead increased pressure on the
OECD to produce internationally comparable education statistics and evaluate the condition of
education in the industrialized world. Interestingly, this was one way for the US federal
government to secure a role for itself in its own national debate, since education policy was
predominantly the responsibility of individual states and the newly created federal Department of
Education in the late 1970s had in fact little control over education. This exemplified the growing
complexity of the relationships between national governments and international bodies.
Furthermore, the 1980s marked a period when a number of countries, began to set educational
standards in certain subject areas (e.g., NRC, 1986). Success in science and mathematics
education was prioritized because these were seen as crucial subject areas where good
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performance is necessary for being ready to compete in a global economy. In particular, a link
was made between science and future workforce requirements:
“Science understanding and ability also will enhance the capability of all students to hold meaningful and
productive jobs in the future. The business community needs entry-level workers with the ability to learn,
reason, think creatively, make decisions and solve problems” (NRC, 1986, p.12).

More recently, picking up where A Nation at Risk left off, the John Glenn Commission in the US
produced a report entitled Rising Above the Gathering Storm (CPGE, 2007). Its main message
reinforced the threat of globalization to individual nations and the key role that education had to
play: “Having reviewed trends in the United States and abroad, the committee is deeply concerned
that the scientific and technological building blocks critical to our economic leadership are
eroding at a time when many other nations are gathering strength” (4). Science and mathematics
were again placed at the center:
“The U.S. system of public education must lay the foundation for developing a workforce that is literate in
mathematics and science, among other subjects. It is the creative intellectual energy of our workforce that
will drive successful innovation and create jobs for all citizens” (112).

The perceived impact of education on competitiveness and other economic outcomes takes on a
more prominent role in setting the direction of educational systems. In particular, it influences the
debate on what it is that educational systems are supposed to achieve and, more precisely, which
learning outcomes (for example, science and math literacy).
As an example, a corollary to this in the mid-1980s in the US was to shift the policy focus toward
reforms that would centralize control. Policymakers were frustrated by a combination of two
pressures: a pressure to constrain resources, and a pressure to reform so that education would
respond to the looming threats and consequences of the expansion of global capitalism. Some
have suggested that one consequence of these pressures was that policymakers acted to centralize
decision-making control, particularly over key aspects regarding who should influence the agenda
for setting educational priorities and who should regulate the framework conditions for resource
management (see Bascia et al., 2005). A tension grew between bottom-up approaches to policy
making, which made headway in 1960s, and top-down approaches. In the US, there was a struggle
between the federal and local officials and business leaders became involved (see Bascia et al.,
2005). Greater control over education policy would also facilitate a reshaping of the mechanisms
needed for ensuring that education was being as effective as it could be and that objectives were
being met in the most efficient way. But this carries the risk of placing too much emphasis on
learning outcomes that are seen as relevant for economic competition on a global scale and are
easily measurable.
The accountability and standards discourse that followed the rise of neoliberalism in the 1980s
marked the emergence of the measurement industry in education (see Wells and Holme, 2005;
Roeber, 1999), including standardized measures of achievement (e.g., the US National
Assessment Education Program). By extension, such mechanisms would help to generate better
data for the purposes of managing learning outcomes. This approach remains attractive for many
because it forces actors to define better the objectives of education and provides tools for
assessing whether those objectives are adequately being meant. The problem with focusing on
learning outcomes, however, is whether existing measures do justice to the actual objectives.
Accountability that is driven by measurement carries the risk that educational systems are guided
by what can be measured rather than by actual objectives. For example, teaching to the test is a
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real concern; so is an over-emphasis on certain outcomes that favor science and technological
development outcomes over wider outcomes that relate to socialibility and civicness. Still,
measures that are unduly narrow can help us make headway but only as long as the limitations are
widely acknowledged and taken into account.
Increased adaptation of market oriented principles in education
The heightened significance of education for economic policy has gone hand in hand with a
greater role for market oriented principles to play in education policy. The adaptation of market
oriented principles can be characterized as part of a wider movement to modernize the public
sector (i.e., New Public Management), which deeply influenced structural reforms in education.
The aim of NPM is to increase the effectiveness and efficiency of public services while
maintaining recognition for the special characteristics of public goods, for example, their nonpecuniary or externality dimensions. This movement involves increased pressures for
privatization and marketization in education (see Wells and Holme, 2005), including an increased
focus on learning outcomes and the fostering of incentives.
With this as a background, the introduction of accountability, standards, and measurement in
education is seen as a solution for balancing the need for a more decentralized market-oriented
approach while at the same time allowing for greater centralized control over quality and cost
efficiency. Accountability and standards-based mechanisms allow for greater transparency but
also for greater centralized control in defining the anchors from which to manage the educational
system, while at the same time helping to foster and align incentives to fulfill those objectives,
including the use of sanctions for not meeting standards (e.g., the No Child Left Behind Act in the
US).
Increased pressure on claims to the public good function of education
Calls for budgetary discipline that follow from the neoliberal doctrine place intense pressure on
claims to the public good function of education. Already by the early 1980s, evidence on the
returns to education as measured by economists indicated that private vs public returns to
education were comparatively high, especially for higher education (e.g., Psacharopolous, 1973,
1981, 1985, 2006). From an economic perspective, this evidence meant that individuals should
also help to cover the costs, or else a smaller, more fortunate sub-population would benefit at the
expense of the wider public. Even so, the faith in education as a positive force in wider society has
remained strong, and accordingly so has public support for education, especially for primary and
secondary schooling. Furthermore, more recent estimates that take account of a broader range of
benefits such as improved health and reduced crime suggest that the public returns to education
are just as high as the private returns, if not higher (e.g., McMahon, 1999). While such
counterbalancing perspectives have proved fruitful in many wealthy countries with already
advanced structures, the pressure remains high and has in many cases led to disastrous
consequences for education and adult learning structures. For example, as a consequence of
structural adjustment programmes promoted by the World Bank and IMF in the 1980s
(Chossudovsky, 1997)
Increased inequality in the distribution of learning and concomitant economic and social
outcomes
Not least, it is important to acknowledge that market forces drive inequality in access to education
and adult learning opportunities. Although subjecting more educational activity to the disciplinary
8

mechanism of the market can be important for loosening rigidities in cultural traditions and social
structures that tend to preserve the power and status of the few who are privileged, it is also
necessary to acknowledge that the market rules of competition reinforce the advantages of those
from economically privileged backgrounds. Those who already have means, get more, and those
who do not, get less. Exacerbating this pattern is the tendency for the same principle to apply to
lifelong learning, which implies inequities in economic and social outcomes. Analysis based on
adult learning data reveal that those who already have achieved high levels of education are those
who continue to learn and those who need it most are those who do not engage in any learning
(Desjardins et al., 2006).
Few governments explicitly acknowledge the polarizing tendencies of the market and its role in
exacerbating disadvantage in access to learning opportunities. Evidence emanating from the
experience of high-income countries over the last 25 years helps to reveal that general policies
have limited success in getting disadvantaged groups to participate in learning because it is
advantaged groups who end up consuming more than their fair share of the resources. Instead, it
has been earmarked funding for targeted strategies, like outreach and study aid, that have been
most successful for addressing inequity. The most significant challenge is to stimulate the demand
among those groups for which the measures are taken. In some countries, however, there is an
alarming over-reliance on the market mechanism for meeting the needs of adult learning, which is
likely to widen inequalities. As an example, since the 1990s Poland has adopted a general rule for
education policy which is based on a view that the needs of the labor market are best met by a
fully free market of education services (UNESCO, 2008).
AN OVERVIEW OF CONSIDERATIONS OF THE IMPACT OF ALTERNATIVE
REGIMES ON LEARNING AND ITS OUTCOMES
The precise mix of the market and other coordinating institutions relevant to education and adult
learning systems and how they related to each other is unique in every country. In short, there is
no one-model-fits-all. Reasons for the differences include political philosophy (e.g., trade-off
between freedom and equity) but also simply historical circumstances and choices (see Thelen,
2004). To be sure, the influence of the market can be seen in nearly all countries, but the degree of
its influence varies widely. Several ideal typologies emerge from the literature on welfare regimes
and varieties of capitalism that are useful for analytical purposes (see Hall and Soskice, 2001; Arts
and Gelissen, 2002; Lauder, Brown, and Ashton, 2008; Saar, in press). The following balances
some of the critiques of neoliberalism discussed above by considering some of these alternative
ideal-type approaches to coordinating education and adult learning systems.
This discussion focuses on three alternative regimes to coordinating education and adult learning
systems, namely a market-dominated regime, a state-dominated regime, and a stakeholderdominated regime. These are contrasted by highlighting perceived weaknesses and strengths of
each with regard to the coordination of education and adult learning systems. A balanced
approach encompassing aspects relevant to all three regimes is also introduced to do justice to
nation-specific examples.
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A market-dominated regime
While the above discussion highlights the main features pertaining to the consequences of a
market-dominated regime on learning and its outcomes, a few additional points are worthwhile, as
is a reiteration of some key points.
The negative implications of a market approach are plenty even if underplayed by proponents of
neoclassical economics, but it is important to recognize advantages too. Foremost among these are
the positive impacts generated by the disciplinary mechanism of the market to use resources
effectively and efficiently in line with defined objectives and aspirations. The market can also be
important for loosening rigidities in cultural traditions and social structures that tend to preserve
the power and status of the few who have been privileged on the basis of social and cultural
norms, often in terms of what can be construed as unjust. In fact, liberalism can be said to have its
roots in a movement aiming to rebalance the allocation of power in societies, which in Europe
was largely based on principles of hereditary titles of nobility prior to the French Revolution.
Among the key disadvantages, however, the market rules of competition reinforce the advantages
of those from economically privileged backgrounds and by extension exacerbate economic
inequality. From a welfare-state perspective, individuals in these countries tend to retain the right
to income transfers; however, equalization instruments are weak, social spending is relatively
low, and the state is seen as the compensator of last resort. Moreover, the state is a tight enforcer
of work in the market place (Leibfried, 1992). Eligibility for social benefits is determined with a
means test (Ferrera, 1996). Some have argued that family welfare policies in countries that
emphasize a market-led approach are too minimal and inadequate (Siaroff, 1994) for offsetting the
negative implications of a market-dominated regime.
Another key disadvantage is that the market-based incentives of different actors may not be
necessarily just or aligned toward the best possible outcome for all. This is partly related to the
insufficient information that is available in the marketplace to enable an effective coordination of
various activities, include those pertaining to education and learning. For example, important
social, cultural, and political aspects are neglected when relevant information exchange is reduced
only to that between market participants. Even with regard to economic aspects, the market
participants may not necessarily have consistent or aligned incentives that can lead to suboptimal
market-based solutions. The market does not necessarily have the necessary incentives, for
example, to adjust work practices to make the best use of existing skills (Desjardins and
Rubenson, 2011). There may also be insufficient information in the marketplace to guide the
production of the right levels and mix of skills needed in the labor market and the matching of
skill supply with skill demand. Non-market solutions to coordinating education and learning
activity may thus be necessary to improve information exchange even among firms or between
firms and educational institutions.
In reality, even countries that rely most on the market mechanism tend to feature complementary
forms of coordination above and beyond the market. This is partly in response to the
disadvantages mentioned above. However, complementarities can serve to preserve and
strengthen the functioning of the market and often only deal with the shortcomings of the market
in an ad-hoc and incremental fashion. In these contexts, the market mechanism remains the
primary source of information exchange between market participants.
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In the welfare state literature, typology labels that correspond to the market-led model are prolific,
including liberal (Esping-Andersen, 1990; Castles and Mitchell, 1993), Anglo-Saxon (Leibfried,
1992; Ferrera, 1996), protestant liberal (Siaroff, 1994), British (Bonoli, 1997), and basic security
(Korpi and Palme, 1998). According to different analyses undertaken by various researchers,
countries that are considered to rely primarily on market-led approaches to coordination have
included Australia (Esping-Andersen, 1990; Leibfried, 1992; Siaroff, 1994), Canada (EspingAndersen, 1990; Siaroff, 1994), the United States (Esping-Andersen, 1990; Leibfried, 1992;
Castles and Mitchell, 1993; Siaroff, 1994), New Zealand (Esping-Andersen, 1990; Leibfried,
1992; Siaroff, 1994), Ireland (Esping-Andersen, 1990; Castles and Mitchell, 1993; Ferrera, 1996),
the United Kingdom (Esping-Andersen, 1990; Leibfried, 1992; Siaroff, 1994; Ferrera, 1996), and
Japan and Switzerland (Castles and Mitchell, 1993).
A state-dominated regime
Countries that are more closely aligned with a state-led or developmental-based approach feature
strong state involvement in the coordination of economic, social, cultural, and political activity.
Labor and product markets in these countries are characterized by state intervention designed to
promote faster economic growth, for example by emphasizing industry- and export-based policies
that are predicated on ambitions to accelerate the climb up the international value-added chain of
production – from labor-intensive to capital-intensive and technology-intensive production. This
typology has been linked to the so-called Asian tigers and some other Asian economies (e.g.,
Green, 2006). In China, for example, the state has attempted to use interventions extensively in an
effort to promote faster economic growth (Carson, 1998).
Emphasis is placed on skills-related polices that are both supply- and demand-side oriented but
are coordinated primarily by the state to meet centrally defined objectives. The concern of
imperfect information held by decision-makers to set the course is exacerbated by the fact that
few if any market participants, either on the labor or production side, are involved or have any
say, which increases the risk of mismanaging the economy, including who gets access to learning
and what is learned. Other risks associated with a strong state-dominated regime include the state
having too much power to govern over its subjects, namely the potential for the brutalization of
civil society, individual freedoms, and other democratic principles.
At its extreme, strong centralised control over capital and other interests may be seen as a
stepping stone for ideological control over a wider spectrum of human thought and activity. In this
context, education and adult learning might be used as a tool by the state to centrally impose the
ideology of those in power and thus directly control the thought patterns of the citizenry as well as
their collective memory, and thus their capacity to explore and debate alternative ideas.
A stakeholder-dominated regime
Stakeholder-led coordination is linked to the concept of corporatism – a term used to refer to
groupings that form on the basis of common interests and engage in deal-making. These
corporations or bodies cooperate via non-market-based coordination in order to achieve superior
outcomes than would otherwise be the case if they did not cooperate. Their coordination activities,
however, do not necessarily take into account the interests of other groups or all who are impacted
by their interaction. It creates large insider-outsider divisions in these countries. Stakeholder-led
approaches tend to coordinate at the sector- or industry-wide levels rather than at the economywide level. In the case of Japan, coordination can occur at the conglomerate level, which is made
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possible via elaborate and complex vertical and horizontal cross-shareholding arrangements. It is
important that while a high degree of non-market coordination may be present, market
coordination of economic activity remains an important feature in such models.
Countries that are more closely aligned with a stakeholder-led approach tend to feature labor
markets that are characterized by non-market based institutional relations between employers,
employees, and in some cases the state, and that are designed to coordinate labor market
functioning including elements relevant to education and training. In some cases, the negotiated
settlements among the partners include aspects of skill formation in formal and non-formal
settings, as well as skill use in terms of work, organizational practices, and technology-sharing. In
particular, countries that are more closely aligned with this model have had a tendency to
emphasize a high degree of non-market coordination of skill supply and skill demand. A key
concern to this approach is the formation of rigidities that are unresponsive to market needs as
well as the imperfect information held by stakeholders regarding effective and strategic decision
making. However, evidence suggests that some countries under this rubric feature dynamic
institutional set-ups that adapt to change much more effectively than others.
In these countries, access to benefits from social expenditures tends to depend on work status and
occupation category (Korpi and Palme, 1998) as well as on contributions that are proportional to
income (Esping-Andersen, 1990). Other tendencies include relatively high social spending as a
percentage of GDP (Bonoli, 1997) but little use of equalizing instruments in social policy (Castles
and Mitchell, 1993). As a consequence, those who do not belong to specific bodies can stand to
benefit little from social expenditures, and thus inequity can remain high. This is because the most
powerful stakeholders have a tendency to agree on non-market solutions and particularly social
transfers that favor their interests and not necessarily the interests of all.
Typology labels that correspond to this model are also prolific, including conservative (EspingAndersen, 1990; Castles and Mitchell, 1993), Bismarkian (Leibfried, 1992; Ferrera, 1996),
advanced Christian-democratic (Siaroff, 1994), continental (Bonoli, 1997), and corporatist (Korpi
and Palme, 1998). According to different analyses undertaken by various researchers, countries
that feature a high degree of stakeholder-led coordination have included Italy (Esping-Andersen,
1990; Castles and Mitchell, 1993), Japan (Esping-Andersen, 1990), France (Esping-Andersen,
1990; Siaroff, 1994; Ferrera, 1996), Germany (Esping-Andersen, 1990; Leibfried, 1992; Castles
and Mitchell, 1993; Siaroff, 1994; Ferrera, 1996), Finland (Esping-Andersen, 1990), Switzerland
(Esping-Andersen, 1990; Ferrera, 1996), Austria (Leibfried, 1992; Siaroff, 1994; Ferrera, 1996),
the Netherlands (Castles and Mitchell, 1993; Siaroff, 1994; Ferrera, 1996), and Belgium and
Luxembourg (Siaroff, 1994; Ferrera, 1996).
A balanced approach: state-led with high degree of stakeholder involvement
Some countries also feature a high degree of stakeholder coordination but the state plays a much
stronger role in society-wide coordination, particularly with regard to the level and distribution of
social spending. Again, while elaborate forms of non-market coordination are present in the
economy, these are largely designed to complement market-based coordination, although there are
situations in which non-market solutions substitute or suppress market-based coordination
altogether for a specific range of activities. Similar to the stakeholder model, social expenditures
tend to be relatively high, but an important difference is that social benefits tend to be universal
because equalizing instruments in social policy are used extensively (Esping-Andersen; 1990;
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Castles and Mitchell, 1993). Other tendencies include a high degree of social protection that is
seen to be a citizenship right, and benefits linked to social risks are generous (Ferrera, 1996). In
particular, family benefits are relatively high (Siaroff, 1994). There is a strong reliance on
financing of social expenditures via fiscal revenues rather than through contributions (Ferrera,
1996; Bonoli, 1997). An important outcome that seems to emerge in such countries is high and
widely distributed levels of investment in learning across the entire lifespan (see example in the
next section).
Typology labels that correspond to this model are prolific as well, including social-democratic
(Esping-Andersen, 1990), Scandinavian (Leibfried, 1992; Ferrera, 1996), non-right hegemony
(Castles and Mitchell, 1993), protestant social-democratic (Siaroff, 1994), Nordic (Bonoli, 1997),
and encompassing (Korpi and Palme, 1998). According to different analyses undertaken by
various researchers, countries that feature this approach have included Austria (Esping-Andersen,
1990); Belgium (Esping-Andersen, 1990; Castles and Mitchell, 1993); the Netherlands (EspingAndersen, 1990); Denmark, Norway, and Sweden (Esping-Andersen, 1990; Leibfried, 1992;
Castles and Mitchell, 1993; Siaroff, 1994; Ferrera, 1996); and Finland (Leibfried, 1992; Siaroff,
1994; Ferrera, 1996).
Southern European countries form a separate grouping of countries that are related because these
also feature elements of stakeholder coordination and a promise of a high degree of state
involvement in social spending, but this tends to be in the form of semi-institutionalized,
fragmented arrangements with a lack of execution of stated strategies and policies. In some cases,
benefits and social protection guarantees can in reality be linked to work position and
contributions as in the stakeholder model above (see Leibfried, 1992; Ferrera, 1996). Countries
classified by research in this latter typology have included Spain, Portugal, Greece, Italy, and in
some cases France.
Not all countries are necessarily consistently classified in one typology since some do not neatly
correspond to an ideal-type. For example, Austria, the Netherlands, and Finland are listed under
two ideal types. The typology they are classified in often depends on which social or welfare
features are emphasized in a given analysis.
THE LINK BETWEEN ALTERNATIVE REGIMES AND THE INDICIDENCE,
VOLUME, AND DISTRIBUTION OF ADULT LEARNING
The above discussion highlights some of the implications of neoliberalism and alternative regimes
of coordination on learning and its outcomes from a general perspective. The following links the
discussion to a specific example using comparative data on adult learning patterns. Specifically,
an overview of the incidence, volume, and distribution of adult learning is provided in an
international comparative perspective. Together, these measures provide a good indication of the
total adult learning effort in different countries. Both formal and non-formal types of organized
learning undertaken by adults between the ages of 25 and 64 are included in the analysis. Formal
adult learning involves organized learning activities that typically lead to recognized
qualifications, whereas non-formal adult learning involves organized learning activities that do
not necessarily lead to recognized qualifications.
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The incidence of adult learning
Results from the EU Adult Education Survey confirm that adult learning effort varies
substantially across countries. Some countries feature a much higher incidence of participation in
different forms of organized adult learning than others. Levels of overall participation can be
grouped into five groups as follows (see Figure 1):
• Group 1: Countries with overall participation rates exceeding 50%: Sweden, New
Zealand, Switzerland, Finland, and Norway.
• Group 2: Countries with overall participation rates that fall into the 40-50% range:
United Kingdom, United States, Germany, the Netherlands, Denmark, Slovak
Republic, Canada, Estonia, Austria, Slovenia, and Belgium.
• Group 3: Countries with overall participation rates between 30-40%: Australia,
Czech Republic, France, and Spain.
• Group 4: Countries with overall participation rates between 20-30%: Korea,
Ireland, Portugal, Italy, and Poland.
• Group 5: Countries with overall participation rates less than 20%: Hungary and
Greece.
With traditionally advanced adult learning systems, the Nordic countries, including Finland,
Sweden, and Denmark reveal comparatively high participation rates in organized forms of adult
learning. These countries correspond closely to the balanced approach to coordinating economic
and educational activity introduced above, but countries that correspond closely to the market and
stakeholder-based approaches, e.g. the UK, the US, and Germany, also feature comparatively high
rates of participation. This highlights that different approaches to coordination can lead to high
levels of participation in learning activity.
The volume of adult learning
A more comprehensive measure of adult learning involves the volume of organized learning
activities. This measure helps to reveal that countries with a more balanced approach invest more
intensely. Figure 2 shows that in the Nordic countries, adults undertake on average about 1.5 to 2
Full-Time Equivalent (FTE) years of organized learning for both job- and non-job-related reasons.
Austria, Belgium, and Germany also feature comparatively high volumes of learning activity
among adults aged 25 to 64. However, in many countries for which data is available, organized
adult learning remains marginal. In Greece and Romania, for example, the corresponding figure is
approximately less than one-half year.
The distribution of adult learning
Thus far only the average adult has been considered. In reality, the volume of organized adult
learning is not equally distributed across the population. The distribution is dependent on a variety
of socio-demographic characteristics, not least the extent of education that adults have already
attained. Figure 3 shows a clear pattern, namely, adults who already have high levels of education
engage the most in continued learning over the lifespan. In all countries, adults with at least some
tertiary education are expected to undertake much more organized adult learning beyond the age
of 25 compared to adults who have not attained upper secondary education. Notably, the Nordic
countries stand out in terms of succeeding to extend learning opportunities over the entire
lifespan, even to adults with the lowest levels of education.
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Figure 1. Percent of adults aged 25 to 65 who participated in formal or non-formal adult
learning in last 12 months
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Figure 2. Expected cumulative number of full-time equivalent (FTE) years of job- and nonjob-related formal and non-formal education per adult between the ages of 25 and 64
FTE years
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Source: EU Adult Education Survey, 2005-2008.
Figure 3. Expected cumulative number of full-time equivalent (FTE) years of formal and
non-formal education per adult between the ages of 25 and 64, by level of education
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CONCLUSION
In summary, the incidence, volume, and distribution of organized adult learning varies
substantially. Large differences between countries at different levels of economic development are
perhaps not surprising, but marked differences between highly-developed countries suggests that
major differences exist in learning cultures, learning opportunities at work, and not least, public
policies, institutions, and other structures relevant to the adult learning.
The perspective developed in this paper suggests that sustaining high and widely distributed levels
of investment in the development and maintenance of competencies over the lifespan of
individuals, which help to secure good economic and social outcomes, is to a large extent
interconnected with a high level of non-market coordination via institutional arrangements and/or
specific public policy measures.
Still, there appears to be more than one way to attaining high levels of participation in organized
forms of adult learning. One way is the coordinated stakeholder model with and without state
involvement to compensate for shortcomings of the market model. This can involve elaborate
non-market based solutions through negotiations between the major partners (employer, unions)
in order to generate an adequate supply of learning opportunities. Depending on countries,
coordination can be at either at conglomerate-, sector-, or economy-wide levels, and in some cases
may be framed and conditioned by strong state involvement. Another way is through ad-hoc
interventions designed to correct for shortcomings of the market while avoiding elaborate nonmarket based solutions that involve complex stakeholder relationships.
While alternative approaches can succeed in sustaining high levels of investment in learning over
the lifespan, the data seem to indicate that access to learning opportunities for the lowest-educated
is most feasible among countries that follow a balanced approach to coordination, namely, one
that involves stakeholder arrangements combined with strong state support. In conclusion,
specific types of elaborate non-market interventions seem to be linked not only to high levels of
participation in adult learning but also to a more equitable distribution of opportunities.
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