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6
Gender Gaps in Participation in Adult 

Education in Europe: Examining Factors 
and Barriers

Rumiana Stoilova, Ellen Boeren, 
and Petya Ilieva-Trichkova

 Introduction

Participation rates in adult education tend to be unequal. Educational 
attainment, having a job or not, and age have been repeatedly found to 
be major determinants of participation (Boeren, 2016; Desjardins, 2017). 
Those with the highest qualifications, with knowledge-intensive jobs, and 
those who are younger are more likely to take part. While girls are known 
broadly to have caught up with boys in initial education systems in recent 
decades, as adults, women in many countries tend to receive less support 
for participation in work-related training (EIGE, 2019).
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Recent research by Boeren (2019) has also demonstrated that adult 
migrants living in Europe tend to participate less in education. While 
separate variables such as gender, ethnicity and social class are known to 
correlate with participation in adult education, this chapter aims to 
extend knowledge on participation issues using the lens of intersectional-
ity. Current knowledge on adult education and intersectionality is based 
mainly on small-scale studies. Instead, in this chapter, we draw on large- 
scale representative data from the European Social Survey (ESS) and 
Adult Education Survey (AES) to further understand the role of gender 
and intersectional dimensions in adult education. This also allows us to 
move away from studying gender and intersectionality in one specific set-
ting and to take into account the structural differences in the economy, 
labour markets and education systems that exist between the diverse 
countries of Europe. As previous studies show, adult learning systems are 
indeed ‘embedded in specific economic and social arrangements’ 
(Ioannidou & Jenner, 2021, p. 321) and ‘lie at the intersection of a vari-
ety of other systems including a nation’s education and training system, 
labour market and employment system and other welfare state and social 
policy measures’ (Desjardins, 2017, p. 21).

In this chapter, we first focus on theoretical explanations of gender 
inequalities, intersectionality and participation in adult education. We 
highlight variations between European countries and link these to the 
theory of Bounded Agency (Rubenson & Desjardins, 2009), as used 
throughout this book. We discuss European policies on gender equality 
and lifelong learning before turning to the methodological underpin-
nings of our analyses. The analysis of the impact of intersectionality on 
participation in adult education, including the simultaneous negative 
effects of gender, social origin (parents with basic or lower education) and 
ethnicity, enables us to contribute further to the research on vulnerable 
groups undertaken within Enliven (Maiztegui-Oñate et  al., 2019). 
Discussion of our results leads to a conclusion with recommendations for 
policy, practice and research.
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 Gender Segregation: Theoretical Explanations

Lindsey (2005) argued that segregated gender roles peak once children 
enter a family. Men feel strongly responsible for being the breadwinner 
while women move into being the primary carer, looking after the chil-
dren and undertaking household duties. Because of their stronger involve-
ment in the labour market, men are more likely to participate in vocational 
non-formal education and training which nowadays is very dependent on 
job-related characteristics. This mechanism can also be explained through 
human capital theory (Becker, 1985; Livingston & Guile, 2012; Aleandri 
& Refrigeri, 2013; Knipprath & De Rick, 2015). As fathers feel very 
responsible for maintaining their family financially, they are more likely 
to invest in their skills through education and training (Dieckhoff & 
Steiber, 2011). This will then further strengthen their position in the 
labour market.

Yet focusing on the biological differences between men and women as 
part of the reproductive process, and how this carries over in their diverg-
ing roles once a new-born child has arrived, is not enough. The role of 
discrimination against women has been well-documented in the litera-
ture. Neilson and Ying (2016) wrote about ‘taste discrimination’. This 
concept refers to people’s preferences to work with others who are most 
similar to themselves. Because of the higher proportion of men among 
senior managers, there is also a higher likelihood of appointing men to 
these roles. This leads to what Schuller (2017) has labelled the Paula 
Principle, a situation in which many women work below their levels of 
competence because of sustained gender stereotypical thinking among 
managers. In relation to education and training, those in managerial 
positions receive more chances to participate, and this is strongly age- 
dependent (Tennant, 2007; Boeren, 2016). As women tend to reproduce 
early on in their careers, or at least in the first half of their working lives, 
the advantage they have when younger is also disrupted.

Leathwood (2006) describes participation patterns in lifelong learning 
as strongly classed, raced and gendered due to a combination of 
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reinforcing factors known in the academic literature as ‘intersectionality’.1 
For example, the costs for lifelong learning—underpinned by an eco-
nomic rationale—are higher and rewards are lower for low-educated 
women from ethnic minority backgrounds, especially when they keep on 
facing discrimination afterwards and remain in low-paid jobs. The social 
justice rationale is expressed in the concept of inclusion, which goes 
beyond being employed or mastering basic skills. Inclusion means widen-
ing access to social, cultural and material capitals that can lead to increased 
levels of self-confidence (Bartky, 1990).

In her article ‘The Complexity of Intersectionality‘, McCall (2005) 
insists on the multi-layered complexities of intersectional analysis. She 
introduces three basic levels of complexity: (1) ‘intra-categorical’—
‘focusing on particular social groups at neglected points of intersection’; 
(2) ‘anti-categorical’—deconstructing the very categories of analysis as 
they ‘do not readily allow for the diversity and heterogeneity of experi-
ence to be represented’; and (3) ‘inter-categorical’ (or categorical)—seek-
ing to ‘document relationships of inequality among social groups and 
changing configurations of inequality among multiple and conflicting 
dimensions’ (McCall, 2005, p. 1773). In our analysis, we implement the 
first of these levels of the analysis of intersectionality, applying the intra- 
categorial approach to intersectionality by identifying internal inequali-
ties among women based on social background (measured by parental 
level of education), and their own education and ethnicity.

The role of women in society is perceived differently across Europe. 
Esping-Andersen (1990) extensively researched differences between 
European welfare states, for example, focusing on the social-democratic 
nature of the Nordic countries and their lower levels of discrimination 
(Veggeland, 2016). These contrast with policies in the Southern 
Mediterranean countries where women are expected to concentrate on 
family duties. This translates into lower demand among women to par-
ticipate in education and training. As Schroder (2016) pointed out, these 
differences are strongly embedded in countries’ cultures and are therefore 

1 Intersectionality is a concept developed in feminist scholarship dealing with multiple and complex 
inequalities (Walby, 2007; Verloo, 2006; Yuval-Davis, 2006; McCall, 2005; Oprea, 2005; Collins, 
1998; Crenshaw, 1994).
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difficult to change, and mean that women’s agency to participate in edu-
cation and training is bounded by the wider structural contexts in which 
they live. The European post-socialist countries represent a separate wel-
fare regime, characterised by a longer tradition of combining full-time 
employment and family, of high public sector employment, and of a 
well-established infrastructure of childcare and extended paid parental 
leave. Given the importance of differences between countries, different 
welfare regimes will be included in our statistical models presented below: 
social-democratic, conservative, Mediterranean, liberal, and post-socialist 
regimes.

 European Policies on Lifelong Learning 
and Gender Equality

Europe’s core policies on education and training in the last 20 years have 
centred on the use of benchmarks and indicators (Boeren, 2016). By 
2020, member states were expected to have 15% of their population 
between the ages of 25 and 64 participating in at least one formal and/or 
non-formal learning activity. This was measured on a four weeks basis 
using data from the Labour Force Survey.

Gender equality is an important focus point of the European Pillar of 
Social Rights, introduced in 2017 (European Commission, 2017a). 
Twenty pillars are distributed among three strands: (1) equal opportuni-
ties and access to the labour market, (2) fair work conditions, and (3) 
social protection and inclusion. A New Start Initiative further underlined 
the need to restore imbalances in pay and careers, which often favour 
men (European Commission, 2017b). Interestingly, the Initiative focused 
on paternity leave, parental leave, care leave, and flexible working arrange-
ments but does not mention lifelong learning, education, or training. 
The cultural norms that lead men to see themselves as the major bread-
winners may be difficult to break and take considerable time to change.

Lombardo and Agustin (2011) evaluated European policies and their 
effects on vulnerable individuals and groups through an intersectional 
lens. Their work suggests that reducing inequalities through policies 
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needs to be related to class, gender, and ethnicity. Inequalities are not 
only an accumulation of different individual dimensions such as gender, 
ethnicity, and class but also need to be understood in the light of broader 
societal levels of deprivation. Lombardo and Agustin (2011) focus on 
three policy topics: (1) gender-based violence; (2) intimate citizenship—
policies regulating the intimate or private sphere—divorces, marriages, 
reproductive rights; and (3) non employment policies such as taxes, 
work-life balance, gender pay gap, and equal treatment. They suggest that 
these policies need to be dealt with in an explicit and visible way, through 
the articulation of intersectionality and inclusiveness. Policy suggestions 
need to take a transformative approach that takes structural power hier-
archies into account and challenges the main privileges in society. In 
doing this, they argue, it is important to avoid stigmatising particular 
groups and to consult civil society organizations.

The good intersectionality approach should be evaluated against public 
investments in education, underpinned by the concept of equality of 
opportunities (Cefalo & Kazepov, 2018). Social investments through 
public expenditure aimed at achieving inclusion and equity are also worth 
evaluating from the intersectional perspective. For the European Union 
(EU), social investment ‘means policies designed to strengthen people’s 
skills and capacities and support them to participate fully in employment 
and social life. Key policy areas include education, quality childcare, 
healthcare, training, job search assistance and rehabilitation’.2

Taking into account differences in policy approaches between coun-
tries, this chapter applies the theoretical concept of bounded agency 
(Rubenson & Desjardins, 2009) from a gender-sensitive perspective. We 
work with the distinction made by Cross (1981) that defines situational, 
institutional, and dispositional barriers to participation in adult learning. 
Roosmaa and Saar (2016) observed, in quantitative comparative research, 
that women tend to experience more situational and institutional barriers 
to participation in adult learning than men, but fewer dispositional 
barriers. According to Saar et al. (2014), perceived barriers can be removed 
by institutional and structural solutions: this is a core underpinning of 

2 EU website on Employment, Social Affairs & Inclusion: Social Investment: https://ec.europa.eu/
social/main.jsp?catId=1044&langId=en (accessed 25 June 2021).
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the bounded agency concept, which argues that adults are ‘bounded’ by 
structural elements, effecting the opportunities of their individual actions. 
Boeren (2011) investigated the gender gap related to barriers preventing 
participation. She found several disadvantages for women, such as finan-
cial difficulties in paying course fees and the experience of time pressure 
due to difficulties in combining family responsibilities with other life 
tasks. In this chapter, we analyse mainly quantitative data on the differ-
ences within the category of women, based on the view that intersectional 
research should reject a singular category of gender and avoid applying 
generalizations valid for some women to all women (Verloo et al., 2009).

Although the analyses in this chapter draw theoretically primarily on 
perspectives of intersectionality and bounded agency, discussions of vul-
nerability also throw light on societal inequalities. Maiztegui-Oñate et al. 
(2019) discuss the individual level characteristics that lead to vulnerabil-
ity; these are included in our models as control factors: sex, low educa-
tional attainment, ethnic minority status, and unemployment. As 
structural factors, we also add family background, specifically low- 
educated parents as a proxy for low income and lower socio-economic 
background, leading to poverty, which tends to be intergenerational. In 
this chapter, we aim to explain in more depth the negative effects of inter-
sectionality on participation in adult education.

Gökşen et al. (2016) mapped vulnerability by gender across class and 
ethnic differences. They also used regime type typology for studying vul-
nerability in school-to-work transitions—universalistic (Denmark and 
the Netherlands), liberal (United Kingdom), employment-centred 
(France and Belgium), and sub-protective (Spain, Greece and Turkey). 
Our research takes this further by focusing on intersectionality in adult 
education as a critical factor—among women from ethnic minority back-
grounds and from families with a low educational background—in 
increasing the risk of poverty and becoming vulnerable. By including 
family background, we can account for the complex family situations of 
ethnic minority women, including culture, traditions, and material pov-
erty. We also include the post-socialist, central, and eastern European 
countries, with the aim of focusing on the institutional level, the policy 
measures taken, and their effects on women’s participation in adult 
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education. The authors in the STYLE project3 discovered strong intersec-
tionality effects between gender and youth and linked them to migrant 
status. Central and East European countries relate in different ways to 
ethnic minorities, especially to the Roma population. There are estimated 
to be around 10–12  million Roma, half living in the EU (Martinidis 
et al., 2015); they form very vulnerable groups in several European post- 
socialist countries where they are part of the native population and can-
not be treated as migrants. Kóczé (2009) argued that there was no 
significant intersectional understanding of Roma women’s social position 
in policy-making.

For the EU, there are on average no gender differences in participation 
in adult education (Fig. 6.1). Bigger gender differences can be observed 
in Cyprus, the Czech Republic, Estonia, and Sweden. However, these 
data do not give us a clear picture and the data do not answer the ques-
tion of whether there are significant gender differences in adult education 

3 Strategic Transitions for Youth Labour in Europe: for further information, see https://www.style- 
research.eu/
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Fig. 6.1 Gender differences in participation in adult education (Source: Eurostat, 
AES 2016, data code: [trng_aes_100])
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when we consider other important factors such as education, class (own 
and parents’ educational background), or ethnicity.

Our main research questions are: Which individual factors cause dif-
ferences (1) between men and women, and (2) between women with 
different socio-economic characteristics and social background? and (3) 
How efficient is the role of institutions and policies in different European 
countries in overcoming the barriers caused by intersectionality for access 
to lifelong learning?

 Data and Methodology

In this chapter, we use data from the European Social Survey 2016 and 
the Adult Education Survey 2016. The European Social Survey is a bian-
nual cross-national survey, representative for the population aged 15 and 
over. We have selected data from the eighth round, carried out in 2016 
(European Social Survey Round 8 Data, 2016). This is because we wanted 
to analyse data from two different datasets with the same reference year 
(2016). We have limited the analysis to 21 countries.

The Adult Education Survey4 2016 provides information on adults’ 
participation in education and training and is one of the main data 
sources for EU lifelong learning statistics. The reference period for par-
ticipation in education and training is the 12 months immediately pre-
ceding the Adult Education Survey interview. It also covers themes such 
as access to information on, and obstacles to participation in, education 
and training. The Adult Education Survey covers the resident population 
aged 25–64. The 2016 Adult Education Survey scientific use file which 
we received from Eurostat includes micro data from 32 countries. We 
have limited the analysis to 29 of them: 27 EU countries,5 Norway, and 
Switzerland.

We use four dependent variables. The first is a yes/no variable indicating 
whether a person had improved their knowledge or skills by attending a 

4 This chapter uses data from Eurostat, AES, 2016, obtained for the needs of Research Project 
Proposal 124/2016-LFS-AES-CVTS-CSIS. The responsibility for all conclusions drawn from the 
data lies entirely with the authors.
5 All 28 EU countries at that time, except Ireland (for which there were no data).

6 Gender Gaps in Participation in Adult Education in Europe… 



152

course, lecture, or conference in the last 12 months or not. The second is 
a yes/no variable indicating whether an adult had mentioned family 
responsibilities as an obstacle to participation in education and training. 
The third is a yes/no variable indicating whether an adult had received 
‘partial or full payment’ for the first non-formal education (NFE) activity 
they had attended from ‘public employment services’ or ‘other public 
institution’. The fourth is a yes/no variable indicating whether an adult 
had received partial or full payment for the first NFE activity they 
attended from an ‘employer or prospective employer’.

As independent variables, we have included variables at individual and 
country level. At the individual level, we have included in the analysis of 
the first dependent variable gender as a main independent variable 
(female (1) or male (0)). We have controlled for respondents’ level of 
education (low = ISCED 0–2, medium = ISCED 3–4, and high = ISCED 
5–8); social background measured against parents’ educational back-
ground (0—of low educational background: people neither of whose par-
ents have upper secondary, post-secondary or higher education) or (1—of 
a high educational background: those with at least one parent who has 
upper secondary or higher education); whether the respondents have 
children living at home (1) or not (0); whether they were living with a 
husband, wife, or partner (1) or not (0); whether respondents belong to 
a minority ethnic group (1) or not (0); their main activity at the time of 
the survey (0—paid work, 2—education, 3—unemployment, 4—inac-
tivity); and their age (as a continuous variable).

Regarding the analysis of the other three dependent variables, we 
included the same independent variables at individual level except for 
belonging to a minority ethnic group (the Adult Education Survey does 
not collect data on this). However, some of the categories differ slightly. 
Thus, in the case of the current labour market status the Adult Education 
Survey allows for four categories: 0—full-time employed, 1—part-time 
employed, 2—unemployed, 3—inactive. In the case of cohabitation, 
there is a variable which distinguishes whether a person is living in a con-
sensual union (1) or not (0).

At country level, we have included a variable which distinguishes the 
welfare regime to which a country belongs. For our analyses, the 
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countries in the European Social Survey are classified in the following 
way. Denmark, Finland, Norway, and Sweden are coded as social-demo-
cratic regimes. The liberal regime type encompasses Ireland, Iceland, and 
the United Kingdom. Italy, Portugal, and Spain are classified as 
Mediterranean regimes. Austria, Belgium, France, Germany, and 
Switzerland constitute the conservative type. We classify the following 
countries as post- socialist: the Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, 
Lithuania, Poland, and Slovenia. For the Adult Education Survey, we 
have also classified Norway as a social-democratic regime. In the Adult 
Education Survey, there is only one country belonging to the liberal 
regime (the United Kingdom); Cyprus, Greece, and Malta are classified 
as Mediterranean regimes; Luxembourg as conservative; and Bulgaria, 
Croatia, Latvia, Romania, and Slovakia as post-socialist.

We implement a multi-group analysis, investigating the existence of a 
gender gap related to the barriers preventing men and women from equal 
participation in adult education and the role of different factors in gender 
deprivation. We estimate the effects of education, social origin measured 
by parents’ education, ethnicity and family situation, labour market par-
ticipation, and age on access to adult education, both for the entire sam-
ple and for men and women separately. This approach makes it possible 
to test whether estimates are equivalent across gender groups.

We employ multilevel regression models (see Rabe-Hesketh & 
Skrondal, 2012). Multilevel models are useful, especially in handling 
nested data as individuals are ‘nested’ into countries. The assumption is 
that the attitudes or behaviour of people may be influenced not only at 
the individual level (level 1)—characteristics such as educational level, 
sex, age, social background—but also by group characteristics (level 2) 
such as the welfare regime of the country where people live, labour mar-
ket policies, education, family, and social assistance. In order to analyse 
the factors which prevent men and women from participating equally in 
adult education and to consider family responsibility as an obstacle to 
participation, we estimate three models for each dependent variable: a 
model which includes all respondents and two separate multilevel models 
for women and men.
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 Factors for Gender Differences in Participation 
in Adult Education

We will now discuss the factors that prevent women from equal adult edu-
cation participation with men. Table 6.1 demonstrates that there are sig-
nificant gender differences in participation in lifelong learning. Being a 
woman is associated with a higher probability of participation than being a 
man, when control variables are kept constant. However, when looking 
into the control variables, we can observe additional negative effects 
strongly related to gender. Thus, the results show that inactivity in the 
labour market decreases the probability of participation in adult learning. 
Women taking care of newborn children are over-represented in this cate-
gory. Chances of getting back into employment are unevenly distributed 
among women and depend on opportunities for participation in additional 
training. Living with a partner is also associated with a lower probability of 
participation in adult learning. This underlines the importance of studying 
adults’ family situation separately for men and women.

Having a parent with a high or medium level of education increases 
the probability of participating in adult learning compared to a person 
with low-educated parent. Belonging to an ethnic minority group is asso-
ciated with a lower probability of participating in adult learning com-
pared to other adults. That raises the importance of investigating 
intersectionality further and evaluating the impact of European policies 
on vulnerable individuals and groups affected by multiple dimensions of 
inequality. The estimates also provide evidence that a country’s welfare 
regime matters for participation in adult learning. More specifically, they 
show that adults who live in the countries that belong to the conservative, 
Mediterranean, and, especially, post-socialist regimes are less likely to 
participate in adult learning than those in social-democratic countries.

The differentiated models estimated for women and men show that 
the effect of higher and secondary education on adult learning participa-
tion is greater for women than men. Our analyses also show some gender 
differences relating to family situations. Having a child is associated with 
a higher probability of adult learning for men but has no association for 
women. Living with a partner has a negative effect on the probability of 
participating in adult learning for women, but no effect for men. We see 
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Table 6.1 Participation in adult education (Results of two-level random intercept 
logistic regression models on whether a person has improved his/her knowledge/
skills: course/lecture/conference, in the last 12 months)

Model 1 
(all)

Model 2 
(women)

Model 3 
(men)

Fixed parameters dy/dx dy/dx dy/dx
Sex: Ref. Male
Female 0.0181**
Educational level: Ref. Low
Medium 0.1382** 0.1700** 0.1152**
High 0.3212** 0.3610** 0.2863**
Belongs to a minority, ethnic 

group: Ref. No
Yes −0.0491** −0.0673** −0.0315+
Having a child: Ref. No
Yes 0.0304** 0.0103 0.0516**
Living with husband/wife/

partner: Ref. No
Yes −0.0173** −0.0248** −0.0052
Main activity: Ref. Paid work
Education 0.0689** 0.0955** 0.0443
Unemployed −0.1241** −0.1252** −0.1118**
Inactive −0.2917** −0.2793** −0.2947**
Social background: Ref. Low
High 0.0332** 0.0237** 0.0462**
Age −0.0021** −0.0015** −0.0030**
Country-level features
Regimes, Ref. Social-democratic
Liberal −0.1272 −0.0976 −0.1613*
Conservative −0.1184+ −0.1033 −0.1334+
Mediterranean −0.1889* −0.2042** −0.1709*
Post-socialist −0.2814** −0.2485** −0.3205**
Random parameters
Intercept 0.5406 0.5559 0.5409
Country-level variance 0.2923 0.3090 0.2925
Explained variance at level 2 50.23% 48.17% 52.80%
Intraclass correlation 0.082 0.086 0.082
Log likelihood −11865.5 −5988.9 −5855.7
N (individual level) 22,400 11,560 10,840

Source: ESS 2016, own calculations
Notes: dy/dx (average marginal effects); N (country level)  =  21. Significance: 

+p < 0.10, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01
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similarities in the effects, which are important for the phenomenon of 
intersectionality. Belonging to an ethnic minority group has a stronger 
negative effect for women than for men. The statistical effect of parents’ 
educational background is stronger for men than for women. Last but 
not least, we observe that men who live in countries with liberal and 
conservative regimes have a lower probability of participating in adult 
learning when compared to men living in social-democratic countries. 
For women, there are no such differences. Finally, welfare regimes typol-
ogy can explain the slightly higher proportion of the country-level vari-
ance in the case of men (but not women).

 Obstacles Preventing Participation in Adult 
Education from a Gender Perspective

Figure 6.2 demonstrates that the strongest barrier preventing participa-
tion in adult education in the EU 28 relates to not seeing any need for 
(further) education and training (75.4% of women and 79% of men). 
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‘Family responsibilities’, a situational barrier, are mentioned by 39.8% of 
women but only 24.2% of men, indicating a large gender difference. Not 
being able to meet the ‘costs’ was mentioned by 30.5% of women and 
26% of men.

Information in Table  6.2 demonstrates that gender is an important 
factor in adults’ chances of improving their education and qualifications. 
More specifically, the probability of women perceiving family responsi-
bilities as an obstacle to undertaking learning is higher than for men, if 
control variables are kept constant. Two variables at individual level influ-
ence men and women differently: part-time vs full-time employment and 
higher education vs lower education. Part-time employment has an insig-
nificant effect for men but is significant for women, increasing the nega-
tive effect of the ‘family situation’ as an obstacle for their participation in 
adult learning. Higher education decreases the importance of the family 
situation as an obstacle for women and increases its importance as an 
obstacle for men. Higher age decreases the importance of family respon-
sibilities as an obstacle. We also observe some gender differences at the 
country level. While women in countries other than the social- democratic 
welfare states see family responsibilities as an obstacle, for men this is true 
only in the Mediterranean regime. Welfare regime explains a higher pro-
portion of country-level variance in the case of women than it does for 
men (respectively 42.77% vs 33.48%).

 Gender Gaps Related to Cost

Gender differences also occur in relation to the institutional barrier rep-
resented by the ‘costs’ (who pays for additional qualification or training). 
We found significant effects of gender, education, and social origin mea-
sured by the educational level of parents (see Table  6.3). Adults with 
parents educated at upper secondary or higher education level have a 
lower probability of receiving additional training paid by a public institu-
tion. The probability of receiving financial support from a public institu-
tion is higher for women than for men. Compared to countries from a 
social-democratic regime, only respondents living in Mediterranean 
countries are more likely to receive payment from public institutions for 
their training.
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Table 6.2 Family responsibility as an obstacle for participation in adult education 
(Results for two-level random intercept logistic regression models on whether an 
adult has mentioned family responsibilities as an obstacle to participation in edu-
cation and training)

Model 1 
(all)

Model 2 
(women)

Model 3 
(men)

Fixed parameters dy/dx dy/dx dy/dx
Sex: Ref. Male
Female 0.1442**
Educational level: Ref. Low
Medium 0.0029 0.0060 −0.0002
High −0.0040 −0.0155* 0.0166*
Living in a consensual union: Ref. 

No
Yes 0.1846** 0.1826** 0.1694**
Labour market status: Ref. 

Full-time employed
Part-time employed 0.0489** 0.0848** 0.0094
Unemployed −0.0591** −0.0313** −0.0893**
Inactive 0.0302** 0.0833** −0.0888**
Social background: Ref. Low
High −0.0010 0.0040 −0.0076
Age −0.0047** −0.0059** −0.0028**
Country-level features
Regimes: Ref. Social-democratic
Liberal 0.1614+ 0.1957* 0.1142
Conservative 0.0819+ 0.1207* 0.0272
Mediterranean 0.2409** 0.3065** 0.1570**
Post-socialist 0.0688+ 0.1167* 0.0164
Random parameters
Intercept 0.4376 0.4645 0.4205
Country-level variance 0.1915 0.2158 0.1768
Explained variance at level 2 35.44% 42.77% 33.48%
Intraclass correlation 0.055 0.062 0.051
Log likelihood −47165.0 −28,944 −17943.1
N (individual level) 82,743 47,258 35,485

Source: AES 2016, own calculations
Notes: dy/dx (average marginal effects); N (country level)  =  29. Significance: 

+p < 0.10, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01

In general, women with medium levels of education are less likely to 
receive payment from public institutions for their training than women 
with low education. This effect is not present for men. For women, 
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Table 6.3 Results for two-level random intercept logistic regression models on 
whether an adult had received ‘Partial or full payment for the 1st NFE activity: 
public employment services’ or ‘other public institution’

Model 1 
(all)

Model 2 
(women)

Model 3 
(men)

Fixed parameters dy/dx dy/dx dy/dx
Sex: Ref. Male
Female 0.0067*
Educational level: Ref. Low
Medium −0.0054 −0.0164* 0.0467
High −0.0034 −0.0071 −0.0099
Living in a consensual union: Ref. 

No
Yes −0.0050 0.0031 −0.0074
Labour market status: Ref. 

Full-time employed
Part-time employed 0.0267** 0.0076 0.0713**
Unemployed 0.1986** 0.1989** 0.1943**
Inactive 0.1508** 0.1552** 0.1406**
Social background: Ref. Low
High −0.0178** −0.0132** −0.0212**
Age 0.0005** 0.0009** 0.0001
Country-level features
Regimes: Ref. Social-democratic −0.0361
Liberal 0.0432 −0.0384 −0.0319
Conservative 0.0660+ 0.0508+ 0.0376
Mediterranean 0.0125 0.0524+ 0.0675+
Post-Socialist 0.0229 −0.0040
Random parameters
Intercept 0.6949 0.6180 0.7822
Country-level variance 0.4829 0.3819 0.6118
Explained variance at level 2 23.81% 27.63% 23.57%
Intraclass correlation 0.128 0.104 0.157
Log likelihood −10868.4 −5739 −5020.7
N (individual level) 40,256 19,908 20,348

Source: AES 2016, own calculations
Notes: dy/dx (average marginal effects); N (country level)  =  29, significance 

+p < 0.10, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01

increased age has a positive effect on the probability of receiving financial 
support from a public institution; this effect is not present in the 
case of men.
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Women are less likely to receive payment from their employer for 
training compared to men (see Table 6.4). People with secondary and 
higher education also tend to receive more payments from their employ-
ers than those with low education. Differences between countries 

Table 6.4 Results for two-level random intercept logistic regression models on 
whether an adult had received ‘Partial or full payment for the 1st NFE activity: 
employer or prospective employer’

Model 1 
(all)

Model 2 
(women)

Model 3 
(men)

Fixed parameters dy/dx dy/dx dy/dx
Sex: Ref. Male
Female −0.0118**
Educational level: Ref. Low
Medium 0.0164** 0.0299** 0.0046
High 0.0121* 0.0201* 0.0055
Living in a consensual union: Ref. 

No
Yes 0.0211 0.0152** 0.0228**
Labour market status: Ref. 

Full-time employed
Part-time employed −0.0470** −0.0316** −0.0916**
Unemployed −0.2871** −0.3056** −0.2609**
Inactive −0.2783** −0.2927** −0.2526**
Social background: Ref. Low
High 0.0044 −0.0029 0.0106+
Age 0.0001 −0.0001 0.0002
Country-level features
Regimes: Ref. Social-democratic
Liberal 0.0401 0.0409 0.0351
Conservative −0.0198 −0.0321 −0.0099
Mediterranean −0.0846* −0.0812* −0.0716
Post-Socialist 0.0075 −0.0070 0.0274
Random parameters
Intercept 0.6127 0.5307 0.7017
Country-level variance 0.3754 0.2817 0.4923
Explained variance at level 2 21.17% 27.23% 17.63%
Intraclass correlation 0.102 0.079 0.130
Log likelihood −12174.3 −6531 −5577.5
N (individual level) 40,256 19,908 20,348

Source: AES 2016, own calculations
Notes: dy/dx (average marginal effects); N (country level)  =  29, significance 

+p < 0.10, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01
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(grouped into different welfare regimes) in the probability of receiving 
partial- or full-payment from an employer or prospective employer are 
not significant. The only exception is for those living in Mediterranean 
countries, who are less likely to receive training paid by employers com-
pared to those living in social-democratic countries.

 Discussion and Conclusions

This chapter has investigated the individual factors and barriers (situa-
tional and institutional) preventing men and women from participating 
equally in adult education. The results allow us to respond to our three 
research questions.

Based on our analyses, ‘family responsibilities’ presented the largest 
gender difference. It represents a situational barrier, which has been dis-
cussed in previous research. The issue of family responsibilities is also 
strengthened for women through part-time employment or inactivity; 
this is not the case for men. The assignment of primary care roles to 
mothers (O’Reilly, 2010; Siddle, 2011) explains the first element of the 
gender differences observed in participation. It can, however, also be 
explained through human capital theory (Becker, 1985). The idea of fam-
ily responsibilities preventing women from participating in adult educa-
tion decreases for highly educated women. In fact, when both partners 
are highly educated, we can see a positive effect on transforming the tra-
ditional gender division of the care role between men and women in the 
family (Stoilova et al., 2020).

We also see gender differences in the probability of men and women 
receiving financial support for participation from their employer, which 
tends to be lower for women. Women receive less employer-funded train-
ing than men. There is, however, a higher probability of women receiving 
subsidies from public institutions to support their participation in adult 
education. In that respect, we see a positive effect of social investments as 
part of active policies, aiming at minimizing the negative effects of gender 
and social origin (Cefalo & Kazepov, 2018).
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In discussing our results, we return to the concept of vulnerability, 
investigated by Maiztegui-Oñate et al. (2019) and applied in the Enliven 
project. Women form a deprived social group because family responsi-
bilities are assigned to them. They are discriminated against by employers 
in offers of additional work-based training, especially in Mediterranean 
welfare regime countries. This supports the initial statistical data, show-
ing that men participate more than women in Cyprus, Italy, and Malta. 
In addition, ethnic minority women tend to have limited support within 
the family, and their parents are also often low educated. Taken together 
with their low educational levels, family obligations may lower self- 
confidence (a dispositional barrier). For such multiple deprivations, a dif-
ferent set of policy measures is needed.

Implementing policies and practices such as affordable childcare and 
pay while participating in lifelong learning seems to be a pre-condition 
for low-educated women to be involved. This is especially important for 
women from minority ethnic backgrounds and those with low-educated 
parents. They need more opportunities to escape part-time jobs and inac-
tivity. But that is not enough. Establishing a positive attitude to inclusion 
in adult education is an important policy task. Combating discrimina-
tion is a pre-condition for ethnic minorities and migrants to be moti-
vated for additional and long lasting investments—particularly of time 
and scarce resources—in improving their qualifications.

In this chapter, we have added a fourth barrier—namely, structural 
inequality in societies—to the three identified by Cross (1981): institu-
tional, dispositional, and situational. A critical message from our research 
is the need to look at individual level characteristics and at different cat-
egories of intersection such as gender, ethnicity, and social background as 
generating multiple risks of vulnerability.

In our analysis, social origin has been defined through the educational 
level of parents as an indicator for class. Intersectionality has been 
observed in the multiple disadvantages in participation in adult educa-
tion that include the simultaneous negative effects of gender, class, eth-
nicity, and age for women compared to men, applying an inter-categorial 
approach and—among women—an intra-categorial approach to inter-
sectionality (McCall, 2005). We found the negative effect of ethnicity on 
women to be stronger than on men. The negative effects of 
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intersectionality for participation in adult education could not be effec-
tively reduced under the Mediterranean and post-socialist welfare regimes 
when compared to the social-democratic type.

The present research also contributes to the concept of bounded agency 
as it relates to the account of factors and barriers at individual, group, and 
national level (Rubenson & Desjardins, 2009). An important finding of 
our analyses is that country-level welfare regimes help explain a higher 
proportion of the variance in the case of women than men. This holds 
true for all our analyses of our dependent variables. We suggest this indi-
cates that family policies are mainly targeted at women and explains why 
women’s participation in lifelong learning differs considerably according 
to the welfare regime of the country in which they live.

Our contribution to the idea of intersectional policy evaluation, as 
discussed by Lombardo and Agustin (2011), lies in its extension to the 
policy field of adult education. We have focused on the impact of gender, 
ethnicity, and social origin (as an indicator of class) as barriers to partici-
pation in adult education, treating men and women as complex catego-
ries. The explicit analysis of disparities among men and women is 
significant not only for policy makers but also for society more widely. To 
increase women’s motivation and ability to participate in adult educa-
tion, policy makers should adapt measures and programmes to people’s 
individual situations.
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