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As one of the key challenges facing European countries at the beginning of the 21* century,
the goal of increasing practice and intensity of lifelong learning is high on the political
agenda currently. Many experts agree, however, that much still needs to be done before
Europe can claim to have established lifelong learning as common practice across all
segments of its population. A large number of barriers remain to keep people from
engaging in adult education and training, in spite of a level of interest which is often
considerable.

In this context, much attention has focused on the ability of ICTs to improve the process of
learning and training, by giving easier access to more adequate learning content and more
efficient ways to learn “anything, anytime, anywhere”. A recent report by a group of social
policy experts enlisted by the European Commission claims that “e-Learning can make a
major impact for social inclusion. It provides access to education and training opportunities
for all, in particular for those who have access problems for social, economic, geographic or
other reasons™.

Until now, however, there is very limited knowledge about the conditions under which the
positive potential of ICTs for supporting “lifelong learning by all” can be turned into
reality. It is certain that factors to be taken into account include not only access to ICTs and
eLearning services, but — more importantly — also attitudes towards technology and learning
in general, and the endowment with the skills required to use eLearning offers. Aspects of
motivation are of key relevance for explaining attitudes towards lifelong learning, as
stressed by the OECD: It considers motivation “an essential foundation for learning that
continues throughout life. It requires attention to developing the capacity for ‘learning to
learn” through self-paced and self-directed learning™. A lack of motivation for learning
often originates from individuals’ experiences with initial education, and more often than
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not affects those who also lack the financial means and the time to participate in traditional
training offers.

There is a danger that eLearning will benefit only those segments of the population who are
already very likely to practise lifelong learning, while not reaching the rest of the
population. This would imply the risk that eLearning will not contribute towards (or even
endanger) social inclusion.

The paper tries to shed light on the issues involved by critically reviewing the relationship
between lifelong learning and ICTs, and by presenting first results from the EU population
survey undertaken early this year as part of eUSER, an EU funded research project looking
into user orientation of online public services and how well current supply meets the needs
and preferences of the European population.

Through the survey, data from a representative sample of labour market participants has
been gathered in 10 EU member states. The survey instrument included an extensive list of
variables which together may be able to explain why individuals take up lifelong learning in
general, and eLearning in particular. Data has also been collected on user’s satisfaction with
eLearning courses and their features, and on the extent to which Internet-based learning has
removed traditional obstacles to participation in lifelong learning.

The survey results support the view that if eLearning services are to reach wider parts of the
population — and thereby provide an effective and efficient alternative to traditional modes
of training provision — they need to fully integrate personal interaction with a guide or
instructor, and also enable exchanges with other learners. Moreover, supplementing
Internet-provided training with traditional classroom-type sessions (“blended eLearning”) —
or the other way around — can be an effective way of avoiding the possible negative effects
of training “at arm’s length”.

In order to obtain deeper insight into the reasons why persons are, or are not, motivated to
engage in adult education — and how this relates to attitudes and patterns of usage of ICTs -
the adult population is grouped according to two typologies which have been developed and
validated using the survey data. This allows us, for example, to distinguish between “adult
learners” who are non-Internet users on the one hand, and “non-learners” who are using the
Internet, on the other hand. Such a distinction seems necessary because radically different
strategies might be needed for making eLearning attractive to each of these groups.

Looking at persons who already make use of Internet-provided training courses, the survey
found evidence that eLearning does indeed make a difference for the possibility to engage
in learning. A significant share of eLearning users would have been unlikely to participate
in adult education if it had not been for the opportunity to do so via the Internet, which
means in a way that is adapted to their specific personal preferences concerning time, place,
speed and content of the course.
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