
Lifelong learning:
an occupational perspective

Learning for a stronger labour market position
Summary

Karel Kans, Ingrid Christoffels, Rob Schipperheyn,  
Metje Jantje Groeneveld, Joris Cuppen en Alieke Hofland

Leven lang leren: 
een perspectief vanuit het beroep

Leren voor een sterkere arbeidsmarktpositieLeren voor een sterkere arbeidsmarktpositie

Karel Kans, Ingrid Christoffels, Rob Schipperheyn, Karel Kans, Ingrid Christoffels, Rob Schipperheyn, 
Metje Jantje Groeneveld, Joris Cuppen en Alieke Hofl andMetje Jantje Groeneveld, Joris Cuppen en Alieke Hofl and

Leven lang leren: 
een perspectief vanuit het beroep

Leren voor een sterkere arbeidsmarktpositieLeren voor een sterkere arbeidsmarktpositie

Karel Kans, Ingrid Christoffels, Rob Schipperheyn, Karel Kans, Ingrid Christoffels, Rob Schipperheyn, 
Metje Jantje Groeneveld, Joris Cuppen en Alieke Hofl andMetje Jantje Groeneveld, Joris Cuppen en Alieke Hofl and



Original title Leven lang leren: een perspectief vanuit het beroep

 Leren voor een sterkere arbeidsmarktpositie

Authors Karel Kans, Ingrid Christoffels, Rob Schipperheyn, Metje Jantje Groeneveld,  

 Joris Cuppen en Alieke Hofland

Issued by Expertisecentrum Beroepsonderwijs

 October 2016

Design Art & Design Theo van Leeuwen BNO

Translation EPALE Netherlands

Download www.ecbo.nl

Expertisecentrum Beroepsonderwijs

Postbus 1585

5200 BP ’s-Hertogenbosch

The Netherlands

0031 73 687 25 00

info@ecbo.nl

www.ecbo.nl

Ev
dB

-A
00

81
1_

v1
/1

61
03

1

Colophon



101

Summary
The following are our main conclusions:
• Lifelong learning differs significantly among occupational groups in 

both the extent and the manner in which it takes place. The extent of 
lifelong learning is influenced by personal as well as job characteristics, 
yet with diverging outcomes among occupational groups. For example, 
although lifelong learning activities normally decline as age increases, 
in some professions the reverse is true.

• Lifelong learning plays a key part in intersectoral mobility. 
Intersectorally mobile members of the working population are seen 
to more frequently engage in formal and non-formal learning than 
those who have not been mobile. Employers also cite the importance 
of the learning that precedes an intersectoral switch. Not all forms 
of lifelong learning carry the same weight in this respect, however. 
Informal learning that takes place on the job (possibly over many years) 
and in the workplace is most important, mainly owing to the generic 
competences thus developed.

• Though employers report that they select primarily on the basis of 
work experience, which is to say competences of the type acquired 
through informal learning, nevertheless formal, industry-specific 
training is of critical importance. Formal training may not be what 
eventually determines job capability, but it is important for gaining 
employers’ notice. Work placements completed as part of an education 
programme can also help in this respect. Industry sectors can play an 
active role here in facilitating intersectoral mobility.

• It is impossible to say to what extent intersectoral switches are also 
lasting. Whereas former graphics industry employees possess a 
number of competences which, according to the literature, will become 
more important in future, in their new jobs they actually use these skills 
less. These new jobs have certain features, most notably routinisation, 
that are characteristic of occupations being sidelined by robotisation.

Synthesis 5
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• Policy measures aimed at fostering flexible education programmes 
and demand-side funding (vraagfinanciering) are intended to advance 
formal and non-formal learning more than informal learning. However, 
in some jobs that rank low on formal and non-formal learning, it is 
precisely informal learning that is more important. Further research 
will be needed to establish the extent to which informal learning 
strengthens the learners’ labour market position and whether efforts 
focused on this form of learning and its recognition could be a good 
alternative for groups whose participation in formal and non-formal 
learning is comparatively low.

• Existing policy measures do not explicitly target groups with a lower rate 
of participation in lifelong learning. These groups can be differentiated 
on the basis of individual characteristics (age, educational attainment) 
and job characteristics (working hours per week, contract type) . As 
the initial focus of flexible education and demand-side funding trials 
was on higher professional education, it remains to be seen to what 
extent the planned measures will be successful at reaching these other 
groups.

The study report opens with a sketch of labour market developments, in 
particular those impacting occupational structures, and of recent policies 
aimed at promoting lifelong learning. We subsequently describe our 
analyses of participation in lifelong learning across different occupational 
groups, the factors impacting that participation and the role that lifelong 
learning plays in intersectoral mobility. This is supplemented by a case 
study looking at intersectoral mobility in practice, specifically from the 
graphics to the processing industry. 

The present report seeks both to provide a critical reflection on current 
developments and recent policy relating to lifelong learning, and to furnish 
new insights by adopting a perspective different to that usually taken in 
the past. It is not concerned with describing a wholly new approach to 
lifelong learning.
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Recent labour market demand has been shifting towards a preference 
for increasingly highly qualified graduates, with an attendant decline in 
middle-skill jobs (upper secondary vocational education/Dutch MBO 
graduates). Jobs at the lower end of the market suffer less because they 
are difficult to automate. In addition to diminishing middle-skill jobs, 
pressure on terms of employment has been mounting in both middle and 
low-skill job sectors. As people formerly employed in middle segment 
jobs are forced to seek employment in the lower segment, labour supply 
in that segment will grow. This development will deepen the social divide 
between rich and poor.

Those whose jobs are under pressure will need a higher level of education 
and a different set of competences to retain or strengthen their labour 
market position. Generic competences, in particular, are expected to 
become more important; these include entrepreneurial skills, social skills, 
problem-solving capacity, flexibility and a multidisciplinary orientation. 

The generally accepted solution for improving low-skilled workers’ 
weakened labour market position is to promote their (ongoing) 
development through lifelong learning (LLL), in particular through training. 
Such training should on the one hand provide immediate protection for 
vulnerable occupational groups, and on the other act to strengthen the 
Netherlands’ competitive clout and innovative capacity. 

Dutch participation in lifelong learning is lagging behind both national 
ambitions and participation rates in neighbouring countries. This is 
attributable to various factors, related to poor accessibility of learning 
opportunities on the one hand and low demand on the other. These 
aspects are also correlated. Limited accessibility has a financial dimension 
(who pays?), a practical dimension (is the training provided at a location 
and time convenient to the employee?) and a substantive dimension 
(is the training content relevant to the employee?). Demand for training 
must come from individuals themselves or from employers who invest in 
staff training facilities. Where individual participants are concerned, we 
see that participation in training is lower among certain groups, such as 
people with a lower level of education and the unemployed. Accessibility 
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is a factor, but so are aspects of the living environment and psychological 
issues which may impede pursuit of lifelong learning. Formal training 
is not a good fit for all target groups. For some, solutions centring on 
informal learning work best, though recognition remains an issue for 
learning of this type.

In examining employer investments in training, one question to ask is 
whether the training serves to strengthen the employee’s job prospects 
over the long term. On the whole, employers are inclined to invest more 
in specific professional training that offers immediate pay-offs for the 
company, and less in generic skills. The same tends to apply at industry 
level. In many sectors, employers can draw on sectoral training funds 
to cover some or all of the costs of employee training. These funds 
are bound up with a collective labour agreement, to be deployed for 
companies and employees who fall under that agreement. Deployment 
of resources for the training of people who do not fall under the given 
collective labour agreement, or for training aimed at finding employment 
outside the sector or, to a lesser extent, for non sector-specific training 
remains difficult. However, the case study reveals that the reverse can 
also be true.

Since 2014, the Dutch government has proposed various measures to 
encourage lifelong learning, some aimed specifically at resolving these 
bottlenecks. The most notable measures have been focused primarily on 
creating more flexibility in the education on offer and on demand-side 
funding (as opposed to funding the supply of education). At the time 
this study was conducted, it was too early to judge the results of these 
measures.

Reaching groups that learn least
The case study conducted among graphics industry employees (see 
Section 4) offers a good example of an instance in which one of the major 
obstacles to participation in training, namely the general hesitancy of 
sectors to invest in intersectoral mobility, was overcome. Here, resources 
were made available by the graphics industry (a shrinking industry) to 
retrain employees who had lost or were in danger of losing their jobs 
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so they could gain employment in a different sector (the processing 
industry). This concerns a case where a ‘sector of origin’ has opted to 
put up funds to enable former employees to make a career switch to a 
different ‘destination sector’.

To identify factors that determine participation in formal and informal 
learning, we performed an analysis of survey and register data provided 
by Statistics Netherlands (CBS), looking in particular at ten occupational 
groups. Participation in formal and informal learning was found to be 
influenced by characteristics of the job and personal characteristics of 
the employee. Job characteristics concern, among other things, the type 
of appointment: people with smaller and more flexible contracts engage 
less in formal and non-formal training. Personal characteristics that 
have an influence include age and prior education, with the likelihood of 
participation in formal or informal learning diminishing as age increases 
and education level decreases.

It is not clear to what extent measures that do not explicitly target these 
groups can work to boost lifelong learning within them. In how far will 
measures directed at fostering flexibility and demand-side funding 
improve access to training for these target groups? A related question 
is whether a single set of measures can suffice to achieve the two basic 
aims of training, namely, improving Dutch innovative capacity and 
competitive clout, and protecting groups at a disadvantage on the labour 
market.

Targeting informal learning
For the purpose of this study, lifelong learning was defined as participation 
in training that is formal (recognised education programmes) or non-
formal (courses, training sessions, etc.), or in informal learning (on-the-
job learning). Analysis of participation in lifelong learning among ten 
occupational groups revealed that groups differ considerably in terms of 
not only the degree but also the manner in which they engage in learning. 
Engagement in learning appears to be low in a number of occupations 
because participation in formal and non-formal training is low; however, 
in several of these groups people do report plentiful opportunities for 
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informal learning. Better harnessing these opportunities and seeking a 
means to recognise this type of learning would enable people working in 
these professions to improve their career prospects and gain a stronger 
footing in the labour market. What this type of learning involves precisely 
remains unclear, however. Also, why is informal learning more prevalent 
in some professions than in others? Does this compensate for low scores 
on formal and non-formal learning, and to what extent does informal 
learning help people strengthen their labour market position? The case 
study indicates that informal learning is important. Yet, recent measures 
taken by the Dutch government do not target this type of learning. In 
areas where lifelong learning continues to fall behind, therefore, it may be 
fruitful to focus on the promotion and recognition of informal learning. 

The case study on intersectoral mobility from the graphics industry to the 
processing industry revealed that former graphics workers had developed 
a number of generic competences in their old jobs that were valued and 
useful in their new posts. Most of these generic competences had been 
acquired informally. Employees who aim to find a job in a new sector 
benefit considerably from work experience gained in a rich learning 
environment. That said, people with recognised, sector-specific education 
qualifications are more likely to attract the notice of employers in the new 
sector. Informal learning and formal learning thus each play a role in 
intersectoral mobility.

Intersectoral mobility: bright new beginning or from bad to worse?
Also interesting to consider are the competences that many former 
graphics industry employees developed during their careers but use very 
little, if at all, in their new work. Aside from specific printing skills, this also 
includes soft skills such as supervising, customer relations, creativity and 
enterprise. A general observation is that work in the processing industry 
tends to be more standardised. This is due to the nature of this industry, 
in which the production process is reported to be more complex than in 
graphics and tasks focus on only one component of production – usually 
liquids or powders – rather than on specific end products. Graphics 
companies also tend to be smaller, which can translate into a greater 
diversity of tasks. Jobs of a more routine nature are characterised as jobs 
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that are at a high risk of being wiped out by robotisation. Does this mean 
former graphics employees will be at risk once more in future? Has this 
labour force been shunted into an occupation with no future, effectively 
trapped? Or should we reassess the value of these generic skills in 
strengthening employees’ labour market position?

Beyond this, there is also the question of whether the competences of 
these career-switchers are being utilised fully in their new jobs. Whereas 
the level of the former graphics employees was assessed upon their 
transfer, a more comprehensive intake procedure (issue of a competence 
certificate, for instance) might have provided a more complete picture of 
their competences, consequently allowing them to be better utilised.
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