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Abstract
The paper deals with the long-term participation of adults in non-formal education (NFE). It is based on
the thesis that although the average participation in the NFE has increased in the past two decades, this has
not taken place across the board. In countries where participation in the NFE reached 45-60% of adults as
early as in year 2000, participation tends to stagnate or decline rather than continue to grow. Based on these
findings, we believe that the development of adult participation in the NFE suggests that the saturation
threshold has been reached. The aim of the study is to discuss whether, in the case of available empirical
data on the participation of adults in NFE in the Czech Republic, a tendency towards the saturation threshold
reaching can be observed. For this purpose, the paper uses secondary data from the CZ 2005 and AES 2007,
2011 and 2016 surveys. Based on a descriptive analysis of data in the form of time series, we have found
that with the increase in NFE participation, the adult demand for further participation in education and
training has substantially decreased. It has fallen significantly in those who have not previously had
experience with NFE, and especially in those who had participated before. As a result, the saturation of
adult participation in NFE has increased significantly and demand for it has decreased.
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1.

Introduction
Non-formal education (NFE) of adults has long been at the heart of the European Union's (EU)

educational and social policy (CEC, 2012, 2014). At the same time, its importance and usefulness have
been mentioned in several important strategic documents of non-governmental and non-profit organizations
such as UNESCO (GRALE, 2013, 2016) and OECD (EDG, 2015). In this paper, the NFE is understood to
be in line with these documents, i.e. any organized adult learning activity that takes place outside the formal
education system and through which adults develop their competencies, with or without the certification of
the outcomes the activities.
The importance of the NFE as a social practice rests, according to a number of authors (see e.g.
Antikainen, 2006; Blossfeld, Kilpi-Jakonen, Vono de Vilhena, & Buchholz, 2014; Field, 2006;
Psacharopoulos, 2006; Regmi, 2015) in contributing to increasing the competitiveness of economies both
at macro-regional and national levels as well as at cities or companies at micro social levels. In addition, it
has positive functions for many areas of non-economic life, such as higher levels of civic engagement
(Biesta, 2011), better quality of life, higher levels of innovation (Desjardins, 2017) or adults' ability to make
use of their unique potential to change their life situations (Sen, 1997).
For these reasons, one of the central goals of national and transnational policies is the systematic
increase in adult participation (which is most often defined by belonging to the age group of 25-64 years)
in the NFE. This goes hand in hand with reducing inequalities in access to it, especially for those social
groups that may be the most disadvantaged in this regard – for example, women on maternity leave, the
elderly, the unemployed or young adults (Boeren, 2016, 2017; Riddell, Markowitsh, & Weedon, 2012).
However, there are significant national differences in participation in the NFE, as shown in Table
01. There, we can find the countries of the current European Union divided into five groups according to
the degree of adult participation in the NFE – from the highest to the lowest. The scientific literature agrees
that the involvement of adults in further education and training is influenced not only by the economic
development of individual countries (e.g. their GDP rate, market balance, etc.), but also by many other
factors that are relevant macrosocial predictors of participation in empirical analyses (Boeren, 2017;
Desjardins, 2017; Rubenson, 2018). The most common ones are: (1) welfare state measures to support adult
involvement in NFE and eliminate barriers to it (Desjardins & Rubenson, 2013; Roosmaa & Saar, 2010,
2017; Rubenson & Desjardins, 2009); (2) restrictivity/openness of the adult education system (Saar, Ure,
& Desjardins, 2013); (3) current knowledge and skills requirements in major labor market segments (Rees,
2013; Saar & Räis, 2017); (4) alternatively, it may be a different combination of all three previous sets of
factors (Green, 2006, 2011; Verdier, 2017, 2018).
Table 01. Adult participation in NFE in European Union countries
Extent of participation of
Group of countries
Countries
adults (25-64 years) in NFE
Countries with very
Participation higher than 61% Switzerland, Netherlands
high NFE participation
Countries with high
Norway, Sweden, Austria, Hungary,
Participation 51-60%
NFE participation
Germany
Countries with average
Finland, Slovakia, Great Britain, Denmark,
Participation 41-50%
NFE participation
Belgium, Estonia, Cyprus, Czech
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Republic, Slovenia, Portugal, Lithuania,
Belgium
Countries with belowaverage participation in Participation 31-40%
Italy, Spain, Malta
NFE
Countries with very low
Bulgaria, Romania, Greece, Turkey,
Participation lower than 30%
NFE participation
Poland, Latvia
Note: (data: AES 2016, Eurostat). Participation in NFE in the last 12 months before the survey.
Not only does the overall rate of adult participation in the NFE vary from country to country, but it
also dynamically develops in some countries, regardless of the structural frameworks of the welfare state
or labor market in which the NFE was originally formed (Verdier, 2017, 2018). Given the evolution of
participation in the NFE, two major global trends were observed in the last two decades (Desjardins, 2015,
2017; Rubenson, 2018). First and foremost, the growth in the overall participation rate of adults involved
in lifelong learning has accelerated significantly in the context of the 'knowledge society' emergence since
the 1980s and 1990s. Secondly, there is an increase in the proportion of NFE participants who are educated
primarily because of the use of newly acquired skills in their working life (job-oriented-training).
However, both of these trends have very divergent trajectories at the level of individual countries,
as documented in Table 02, which maps the changes in the overall participation of adults in NFE in selected
EU countries between 1997 and 2016, using data from the Global Adult Literacy Survey (IALS), PIAAC
(Program for International Assessment of Adult Competencies) and AES (Adult Education Survey).
Table 02. The development of adult participation in NFE in selected states of the European Union
between 1997–2016.
Country
IALS 1997
AES 2007
AES 2011
PIAAC 2013
AES
Growth
2016
rate
Denmark
56
38
53
61
44
-6
Finland
58
51
51
61
55
-1
Sweden
53
69
67
61
57
2
UK
44
40
24
51
48
2
Norway
48
50
57
29
55
3
Poland
14
19
21
32
23
13
Czechia
27
35
35
47
45
14
Italy
22
20
34
31
40
16
Belgium
21
34
33
46
41
18
Germany
18
43
49
50
50
29
Note: (data: IALS, 2000; PIAAC, 2013; AES 2007, 2011, 2016, Eurostat). Results in percentage are
sorted according to growth rate. Adults at the age of 25-64.
Based on data from these surveys, a pair of developmental patterns of adult participation in NFE can
be identified:

(1) The Early NFE Adopters pattern, which is typical of countries with a higher NFE participation
rate (40-60%) already in the late 1990s and which, even in the longer term, monitored by
international adult participation surveys (1997-2016), do not have high incremental dynamics.
This development pattern is characterized by NFE participation stagnating or even showing signs
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of decline. None of the countries surveyed here in the long term dynamically grows above 69%
(see Sweden in 2007), with the majority not exceeding 60% or more;

(2) The Late NFE Adopters pattern, typical of the countries with a lower NFE participation rate
(between 15-30%) at the beginning of the monitored period and in which the development of adult
skills began to develop 'quantitatively' only later, especially between 2013 and 2016. On the
contrary, it is characteristic for them that they tend to achieve larger increments of participants
over time. E.g. in the twenty years since 1997, Italy and the Czech Republic have almost doubled
the number of adults engaged in continuing education and training, while the proportion of adult
learners in Scandinavian countries (e.g. Finland or Sweden) in 2016 was virtually comparable to
the late 1990s.

The above-mentioned breakdown of the countries into 2 groups (Early NFE Adopters and Late
NFE Adopters) is clearly shown in Figure 1. Countries belonging to the Early NFE Adopters group
(Denmark – Norway) have significantly lower growth rates than countries belonging to the Late NFE
Adopters group (Poland – Germany). The greatest jumper is Germany, where the participation rate
increased from 18% to 50% between 1997 and 2016. By contrast, Denmark and Finland, which already
had almost 60% participation in the NFE in 1997, show a declining participation and their participation
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Figure 01. Percentage of participation in NFE in 1997 in the context of its growth rate.

2.

Problem Statement
Although there has been a significant increase in the average participation rate of adults in the NFE

over the past 20 years (Desjardins, 2015, 2017; Rubenson, 2018), it should be noted that this increase is far
from having affected all countries. On the contrary, it has been highly diversified. In the European Union,
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it is predominantly linked to an increase of participants in Late NFE Adopters countries. What is equally
important is that this trend shows that there is a saturation threshold in the case of NFE.
It is typical of the saturation threshold that neither higher demand for nor higher supply of NFE leads
to further involvement of adults in education and training. In the case of demand for NFE, this is due to the
fact that, in line with the human resources theory, the share of actors in the population who are able and
willing to educate themselves further or who have direct or indirect profits from this type of education is
gradually decreasing (Becker, 1962, 1975; Psacharopoulos, 2006; Schultz, 1960, 1961). In the case of
supply, this threshold is defined by the usability and return of the investment in education by institutions
using the knowledge and skills coming from this education, which is most often employers (Brown, Green,
& Lauder, 2001). In other words, despite its politically declared relevance as well as empirically
documented benefits for both individual and collective actors, it is highly probable that the number of NFE
participants has a certain growth threshold beyond which it cannot expand in the long term towards an
imaginary utopian society of lifelong learning with all individuals being educated.
Based on these assumptions, this paper aims to focus on whether it is possible to empirically prove
a trend towards the saturation of adult participation in one of the selected European Union countries - the
Czech Republic, which is a typical country with the Late NFE Adopters development pattern (see Table
02).
We believe that the focus of the paper is important for at least three reasons: first, from the point of
view of knowledge of the developmental dynamics of NFE in the post-communist countries of Eastern
Europe, or newly acceded states of the European Union; secondly, in terms of the formulation of a future
effective education and social policy, since the existence of a saturation threshold has major implications
for defining realistic objectives and indicators in the NFE policy. That policy cannot have more ambitious
goals than the likely limits of adult participation. Thirdly, because of few analyses that focus on diachronic
/ developmental aspects of adult education systems (Milana, 2018).
With this focus in mind, we first specify our research objectives (Chapter 3), which we then
supplement with refinement of the key mechanisms that affect NFE participation and interact with the
saturation threshold (Chapter 4). In the following part of the text (Chapter 5) we will turn our attention to
the description of the research file used and data analysis, while in the following chapter we present our
main findings (Chapter 6). In the final part (Chapter 7) we discuss their theoretical and empirical
implications, as well as the limits of the conducted survey and the possibilities of its further focus.

3.

Research Aim
The main objective of the paper is to explore the development of saturation of adult participation in

NFE in the Czech Republic in 2005-2016 and to discuss, using the available data, whether the NFE of
adults in the current Czech Republic is approaching its growth limit or has the potential to further
dynamically expand quantitatively.

4.

Purpose of the Study
The key point of this paper is an application of a long-term approach to studying the development

of NFE in the Czech Republic in an effort to identify its current trends and predict future ones. This can
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only be achieved if we are able to understand the threshold effects of adult participation in NFE and the
factors that influence them further. Within this framework, we focus on a pair of very important and
interrelated mechanisms that precondition long-term participation in NFE. They are partly the previous
experience of adults with NFE and partly the intention of adults to participate in NFE. According to
scientific literature (Keller, 2010; Crossan et al., 2003; Desjardins et al., 2006), both mechanisms operate
as relevant predictors of further participation in NFE.
In the Czech Republic, the impact of previous NFE experience on adult participation in continuing
education has been mentioned by a number of previous surveys (Kalenda, 2015a, 2015b; Rabušicová &
Rabušic, 2008). The mechanism of its effect is based on the fact that experience with NFE reduces two
types of highly frequented barriers to participation in NFE in the Czech Republic (Kalenda, 2016; Kalenda
& Kočvarová, 2017). It is partly the weakening of the so-called personality barriers connected with the
conviction of individuals that they would not manage further education, either due to lack of skills,
education, age or other reasons, and partly it is information barriers. For them it is typical that potential
participants in further education do not know where they could develop their skills, who could provide them
with NFE, or what this activity will demand from them and what they can expect from it. If the NFE
experience is lacking, they can easily develop various obstacles to the NFE which in turn reduce the NFE
utility and the likelihood of their participation.
However, previous learning experience does not only make an important predisposition for NFE
participation by reducing the perception of barriers. It also increases the predisposition to join NFE through
the mechanism of 'chance accumulation' (Bask & Bask, 2015; DiPrete & Eirich, 2006). In other words, it
affects the future intention of participating in NFE. The mechanism of the accumulation of chances is based
on the argument that people who had previously participated in various forms of education and training and
benefited from it in some way (e.g. by improving their skills, obtaining a compulsory certificate for the
performance of their profession, etc.) are more likely to participate in this activity in the future. In this
example, we can therefore see how the intent to participate in NFE and the previous experience of adult
education are related. This empirical connection is also supported by some studies from the Czech Republic
from 2005-2011 (AES, 2011; Rabušicová & Rabušic, 2008). At the same time, people who declare that
they intend to participate in NFE in the future also participate in it more often (Kalenda, 2015a).
Both interrelated mechanisms also interact with the mechanism of saturation of participation in NFE
- the saturation threshold. This is influenced precisely by the demand for NFE by adults (the intention to
participate). Participation in NFE should therefore only increase, and to that extent, if there are a sufficient
number of individuals in the population who have (1) participated in NFE in the past and are still interested
in participating in the future; (2) have not participated in NFE recently, but are planning further participation
in it in the future.

5.

Research Methods
The paper is primarily based on secondary data on the participation of adults in NFE from four

follow-up surveys conducted in 2005-2016. Firstly, it is the research “Adult Education in the Czech
Republic” (CZ 2005), which was carried out within the research of the Rabusics (Rabušic & Rabušicová,
2006; Rabušicová & Rabušic, 2008). Secondly, it is the results of the AES surveys (2007, 2011, 2016) from
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2007-2016 for the Czech Republic, which were carried out by the Czech Statistical Office. In all four cases,
these are representative data for the Czech adult population. For the purposes of our analysis, we worked
with a sample of the adult population aged 25-64 years, which corresponds to the major part of the adult
population, which is already outside the formal education system and which is predominantly part of the
economically active population.
The development of adult participation in NFE is mapped through the questionnaire item “I have
participated in at least one NFE training activity in the last twelve months prior to the survey” (yes / no).
The item also expresses the experience of the actor with NFE. In order to monitor future demand, we are
working with a second important variable - the intention to participate in NFE (“I plan / do not plan to
participate in education in the next twelve months”). In order to try to answer our research question, we use
descriptive statistics that, in the context of the time series of percentage participation in NFE, allow us to
monitor the key development trends in the chosen time period.

6.

Findings
The development of adult participation in NFE in the Czech Republic is characterized by a slight

increase from 1997 to 2005, from 27% to 35% (Kalenda, 2015b). Since that year, the involvement of adults
in NFE has remained at the level of 35% for less than ten years to record a dynamic increase at the end of
the monitored period. At that time, it achieved a record attendance of 45% (see Table 03). However, in
parallel with that late expansion there was a continuous decline in the number of individuals planning to
join NFE between 2005 and 2016. While in 2005 it was 37%, in 2007 it was 26%, and nine years later even
13%.
When comparing the two categories, we find that the number of people declaring an interest in
continuing to participate in NFE declined by 24 percentage points in one decade, while the share of
participants only increased by 20 percentage points. We can see quite well that the growth of adult
participation in NFE was not sufficient to fully make up for the decline in the declared future demand for
it.

Table 03. Development of intention to participate in NFE in the Czech Republic based on previous
experience with NFE
CZ 2005
AES 2007
AES 2011
AES 2016
Intention to
Intention to
Intention to
Intention to
participate
participate
participate
participate
No
Yes
Ʃ
No
Yes
Ʃ
No
Yes
Ʃ
No
Yes
Ʃ
Participated
55
10
65
49
16
65
59
6
65
49
6
55
Did not
8
27
35
25
10
35
29
6
35
39
6
45
participate
Ʃ
63
37
100
74
26
100
88
12
100
87
13
100
Note: CZ 2005 data adjusted according to (Rabušicová & Rabušic, 2008); AES 2007, 2011; 2016
according to Eurostat). Results in percentage. Adults at the age of 25-64. Planned and conducted
participation within 12 months before and after the survey.
Regarding the intention to participate in further education, a significant difference in the impact of
previous experience with NFE can be identified from the beginning of the monitored period. In 2005, more
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than two thirds of adults planning to join NFE had direct experience with it. However, its influence
disappears over time. It is clear from the results of the last two surveys, AES 2011 and AES 2016, that the
gap between those who participated in the NFE and want to participate in the future and those without this
experience has already completely disappeared, both groups being equal (see Table 03).
Another important finding of our development-oriented analysis is an increase in the proportion of
adults who have participated in NFE but who are no longer planning to participate in it. While in 2005 the
share of these persons in the population was only 8% of adults, it continually increased to 39% over the
next decade. In other words, the number of persons declaring their disinterest in participating in NFE nearly
doubled in the given period, and today it is more than one in three adult Czechs. In contrast, the proportion
of non-participants who do not plan to participate in the offered educational activities remained relatively
constant throughout the period, ranging around half the adult population (49-59%).
Chart 2 shows a different view on the data, namely the decreasing percentage of respondents
declaring their intention to continue to participate in NFE. The results are broken down into NFE
participants and NFE non-participants. It is obvious that the greatest motivation for further participation in
NFE was declared by participants in this type of education in 2005, and it has declined significantly since
then. NFE non-participants declared the greatest intention to participate in the 2007 survey, but this also
fell afterwards.

Intention to participate (%)

30
25
20
15
10
5
0
CZ 2005

AES 2007

AES 2011

AES 2016

Data source
Non-participants

Participants

Figure 02. Declared intention to participate in NFE in the next 12 months.

7.

Conclusion
7.1. Theoretical implications
Please replace this text with context of your paper. Our results support the assumption of increasing

saturation of demand for NFE in the Czech Republic, which is influenced by a dramatic increase in the
number of individuals who do not intend to continue their education and training within NFE courses, these
being not only from the group of adults who have never participated in NFE but also those who have already
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had experience with it and therefore should have fewer disposition and information barriers to participating
in it (Felton-Busch, Solomon, McBain, & De La Rue, 2011; Flynn, Brown, Johnson, & Rodger, 2009).
In this respect, it can therefore be argued that with increasing saturation of the further education
market, previous NFE experience ceases to have an impact on both planned adult participation and
perception of barriers. In addition, it is entirely in line with the claims of Rubenson and Desjardins (2013)
on the perception of barriers to education in countries with low and high adult participation in lifelong
learning. In an international comparative analysis, the authors found that the degree of perceived barriers
occurs with the same frequency in countries with high and low adult participation rates in lifelong learning.
Therefore, previous experience with NFE does not necessarily lead to a reduction in disposition and
information barriers, especially if the education in question was not beneficial for someone, overestimated
his skills or did not show signs of sufficient quality.
Regarding an analysis of the future demand for NFE, it should be emphasized that in 2016 only
about 13% of adults planned to participate. If we focus only on individuals who did not participate in this
type of further education and whose participation could probably mean a higher future increase of
participants, only 6% of adults planned to participate in NFE. Compared to the situation in 2005, this was
a decline to almost one third of the original demand. In this respect, it is highly unlikely that adult
participation in the Czech Republic could increase significantly.
In line with the central arguments of the classics of the theory of human resource development
(Becker, 1962, 1975; Schultz, 1960, 1961), we believe that such a significant drop in NFE demand is
associated with decreasing NFE utility attributable to four complementary factors. Firstly, NFE of adults in
the Czech Republic does not have the same value as formal education outcomes in the Czech Republic,
making some persons prefer to use an extensive publicly funded tertiary education system that expanded
between 2004 and 2014 and that is widely available today (Prudký et al., 2010). In most cases, it is only
within that system where one can obtain a recognized certificate of further vocational training which is
recognized by employers. Secondly, adult skills are not an important tool in the Czech Republic either for
gaining a job or for a higher remuneration provided by employers (Matějů & Anýžová, 2015). Therefore,
participants in the labor market are more focused on other occupational strategies and career management
than through systematic investment in developing their skills. Thirdly, the Czech labor market is currently
very closed and has minimal unemployment as well as a high level of job protection. Thanks to this, as in
the previous case, people are not very interested in joining NFE. Fourthly, where adults used NFE to
develop their skills in the monitored period, they are likely to have done so at least once between 2005 and
2016 and therefore no longer have a need to use NFE and join it again. One of the reasons is that the Czech
economy does not have as high requirements for the continuous development of work skills as the
economies of the Western countries (Nölke & Vligenthart, 2009), where more persons are concentrated in
the area of knowledge professions that require more systematic and permanent forms of workforce training
(Brow et al., 2001).
Apart from the decrease of the NFE utility, we can identify a second important pattern in our results
that, in our opinion, has an impact on the saturation of adult participation. It is the decreasing of the impact
of NFE experience, or the weakening of the effects of the mechanism of cumulated chances (Bask & Bask,
2015; DiPrete & Eirich, 2006). As the number of participants increases, the impact of the previous
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involvement in NFE on the intention to participate in further education and training decreases. We believe
that this phenomenon can be explained both by the structural (socio-economic) factors, described in detail
in the previous paragraph, and by the fact that with the increasing number of individuals involved in NFE
its exclusivity decreases in shaping the symbolically valued skills of an individual, as Pierre Bourdieu
would say (1984), a specific form of cultural capital acquired through NFE, so there comes inflation of
expected profits from it. Due to this inflation, therefore, fewer and fewer adults declare their willingness to
engage in it, because it no longer constitutes a form of competitive advantage as at a time when far fewer
participants are involved.

7.2. Practical implications
Our findings have important implications for the development of state policy in the field of adult
education, which should not focus only on the overall level of participation in NFE as a primary indicator
of equality / inequality in access to further education in the field, or as a prerequisite of an effective
functioning of the whole system (PDV, 2010). The available data show that the Czech Republic is slowly
approaching the maximum limits of participation in NFE and its further increase is unlikely. The priority
should not be to increase the participation in NFE across the board, but to provide more targeted forms of
assistance to social groups which have long been excluded from NFE and which could benefit significantly
from it. These are mainly individuals who have not yet had direct experience with it and do not plan to
participate in it, which continues to be more than half of adults. Most often they are low-skilled workers,
seniors, persons on parental leave, and middle-aged working women, for whom NFE could be very suitable
for improving their job status and financial income (Simonová & Hamplová, 2016), improving their quality
of life, and reducing social inequality.

7.3. Limitations
The main limits of this study are several successive points. The first one is the very nature of the
synthesis of data from several successive surveys on which our findings are based. Since we do not work
with the results of longitudinal research on the same population, we are not able to trace variations in the
change of individuals' experience with NFE and the intention to participate in further education in the
context of their biographical paths. We describe only general patterns of participation and demand for NFE
which are characteristic of representative groups of the Czech population between 2005 and 2016.
Another limitation of the time series analysis is the fact that we have a relatively short time series
(five points), which is further distorted by the fact that it is not equidistant (the spacing of points in the time
series is varied). It limits both the application of any time series analytical procedures (which we are aware
of when applying the growth rate) and any prediction of future developments.
A secondary analysis allows to work only with variables based on questionnaires included in
previous representative surveys at the national level (CZ 2005) or in international comparative surveys of
adult participation in further education (AES 2007, 2011, 2016). In this context, our conclusions are
therefore conditioned by the formulation and focus of the available items that we use to operationalize both
the previous NFE experience and the perception of future demand for it. The time horizon of the used items,
which deals with the period of 12 months before and after the survey, is particularly important. As a result,
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we are unable to trace the experience of participants with NFE that they may have had earlier (two or three
years before) and that affected them, or the intention to engage in NFE beyond a period of one year.
Last but not least, our results are limited by focusing solely on the demand factor and not on the
NFE supply. We have resorted to this focus because of the availability of more conclusive data from the
available surveys and the possibility of their developmental comparison, as well as because of the overall
scope of this study, which does not allow to address the issue in a sufficiently coherent manner.

7.4. Future directions
As part of further research, it would be appropriate to focus on the limits we have mentioned above,
especially to explore in more detail the relationship between the intent to participate in NFE and the
previous experience of individuals with NFE. With this in mind, such research should further address the
previous biographical experience of adults in education, because if this experience is already negative in
the early stages of the learning career, people later show less willingness to participate in further education
(Crossan et al., 2003; Paldanius, 2007). Follow-up surveys should also deal with a greater number of
variables that can affect NFE saturation, and not only those that interact with demand for NFE, but also
those that interact more with adult NFE supply (e.g. unemployment rate, level of requirements for skills in
the labor market, etc.). From a comparative perspective, the follow-up research should focus on two
interrelated problems. First of all, on other countries that show the Late NFE Adopters formula, i.e. if they
show the same dynamics of NFE demand reduction as in the Czech Republic, secondly, on comparing these
countries with Early NFE Adopters that have a different developmental pattern and that have developed
extensive NFE systems much earlier.
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