
Education as the 
Underpinning System: 

Understanding the propensity 
for learning across the 

lifetime 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Future of Skills & Lifelong Learning 

Evidence Review 
Foresight, Government Office for Science



Education as the Underpinning 
System: Understanding the 

propensity for learning across the 
lifetime 

Sally-Anne Barnes, Alan Brown and Chris Warhurst 

26 September 2016 

This review has been commissioned as part of the UK government’s Foresight Future of Skills 
and Lifelong Learning project. The views expressed do not represent policy of any government 
or organisation.



Education as the Underpinning System: Understanding the propensity for learning across the lifetime 

Contents 

Executive summary ................................................................................................................................ 4 

1. Introduction ..................................................................................................................................... 5

2. Context and trends: Demographic and labour market shifts ...................................................... 7

3. Life and career development ......................................................................................................... 9

4. Encouraging learning and skill development across the lifecourse ......................................... 11

5. Opportunities, barriers and constraints ...................................................................................... 13

6. Skills, competences and attributes for the lifecourse................................................................ 15

7. Managing and coping with change.............................................................................................. 18

8. The role of the education and skills system ............................................................................... 21

9. Conclusion and policy implications ............................................................................................ 22

References ............................................................................................................................................ 24 

Acknowledgments ................................................................................................................................ 30 



Education as the Underpinning System: Understanding the propensity for learning across the lifetime 

4 

Executive summary 

There is much debate about how the labour market responds to changes, for example 
technological and demographic. Within this context, the support from the education and skills 
system still has a role in supporting individuals to make important decisions about their 
engagement in education and investment in skills, as well as helping individuals make informed 
choices and decisions about their transitions into and through the labour market. Individuals 
need to continuously adapt their skills and competencies whilst acquiring new and/or specialist 
skills to cope with demographic and labour market shifts. This is achieved by engaging with 
learning across the lifecourse. 

Recent frameworks for understanding the lifecourse, such as career adaptability, have focused 
on the attributes and competences needed of individuals to manage these labour market 
changes and transitions that they now face during their life. These frameworks take account of 
individual’s engagement in learning throughout their life and how career and life decisions might 
be made. Career adaptability is viewed as necessary to build career resilience and career 
management as well as offering a fresh perspective on the challenges and opportunities 
presented by the changing labour market. If the education and skills system is to further affect 
an individual’s resilience then it needs to encourage and support the development of career 
adaptability attributes and behaviours across the lifecourse. 

The benefits of engaging with education and learning across the lifecourse is that it enables 
people to: up-skill for a particular career path; reskill for a career change; catch up on learning; 
respond to changing circumstances; remain in the labour market longer; be productive; and 
engage in further learning (see section 4). Importantly, those engaged in learning are more 
likely to remain in the labour market and are better able to cope with change and multiple 
transitions (see section 7).  

Policies should be aimed at helping individuals develop, maintain and improve their learning 
and skills to support an extended working life. This aim could be achieved through the provision 
of personalised and tailored skills development programmes, which could be delivered within 
educational institutions, workplaces or online, all underpinned by the provision of effective 
careers guidance throughout the lifecourse and the support for individual engagement with 
learning, in all forms, across the lifecourse. The outcome will be a system that facilitates a 
workforce that is more resilient and better able to manage and positively respond to labour 
market – and other – changes.  
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1. Introduction

In the context of labour market changes and other shifts, individuals have become responsible 
for their learning across the lifecourse and increasingly bear the costs and risks of learning (see 
Bimrose et al., 2016; Hughes, Adriaanse and Barnes, 2016; Schmid, 2016). This paper reviews 
evidence on how the education and skills system affect an individual’s resilience to 
demographic and labour market shifts. It considers the skills, competences and attributes 
individuals need in order to adapt to these shifts and how this adaption can be developed by 
engaging with learning across the lifecourse. Recent frameworks for understanding the 
lifecourse that have focused on the skills, attributes and competences to cope and manage with 
the unstable and changing labour market will be used.  

Throughout their lifecourse, individuals make important decisions about their engagement in 
education, investment in skills and their participation in the labour market. Whether these 
individuals are in transition from education and/or training, in employment and wishing to up-
skill, re-skill or change their career direction or whether they are outside the labour market 
wishing to re-enter it, the education and skills system can play an important role in supporting 
those individuals given the right development and innovation.  

Learning, planned and unplanned, formal and informal, inside and outside the workplace, has 
become a key mechanism and process in navigating the changing labour market and the 
transitioning work over the lifecourse. The changes and transitions may occur through choice or 
constraints. Both may have implications for individuals’ attitudes towards and experiences and 
coping with learning over the lifecourse (Glastra, Hake and Schedler, 2004).  

In order to respond to demographic and labour market shifts, individuals need to be able to 
continually develop skills, competences and attributes with support from the education and skills 
system. The low skilled are susceptible to these shifts as they may not have the resources to 
respond or understand occupational choices and complex occupational pathways. Individuals 
need to develop career resilience and manage their careers in order to respond to the changing 
demands of employment and the multiple job transitions they will experience during their 
working life. Part of these skills, competencies and attributes centre on flexibility, being ready, 
maintaining employability and creating opportunities (Fouad and Bynner, 2008; Savickas et al., 
2009). 

The education and skills system can play a significant role in supporting individuals throughout 
their lifecourse to develop skills and knowledge and maintain a productive workforce, which in 
turn creates sustainable long-term economic growth in the labour market. Education and skills 
are considered important ‘in enabling people to maximise the opportunities available to them, 
achieve their potential and make a contribution to the country’s economy’ (Macrory, 2016). It is 
evident that education and skills are important to both the individual and the economy. The UK 
Human Capital stock, measuring the value of knowledge, skills, abilities, social attributes, 
personalities and health attributes acquired during participation in formal education and their 
value in the labour market was estimated to be £18.95 trillion in 2014 (ONS). Over the last two 
decades, the percentage of the population (aged 16-64 years) with higher-level qualifications 
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has continued to increase with the majority of workers in 2024 expected to be qualified to Level 
4 or above (Wilson et al., 2016). The percentage of the population with no qualifications has not 
changed over recent years and in 2015 was 8.6% (Labour Force Survey, ONS) and is forecast 
to decrease to 2024 (Wilson et al., 2016).  

This review provides an overview of the contextual shifts that affect individuals’ work-orientated 
learning over the lifecourse.  An overview of that context is presented next. This section is 
followed by a presentation of the evidence on career development. The opportunities and 
constraints to learning and skills development across the lifecourse are then presented. The 
review then turns to evidence on skills, competences and the attributes needed across the 
lifecourse. It will then consider recent frameworks for understanding the lifecourse, which have 
focused on unstable and changing labour markets. As part of the conclusion, the role of the 
education and skills system in affecting an individual’s career resilience to demographic and 
labour market shifts will be considered.  
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2. Context and trends: Demographic and

labour market shifts

With recent labour market and other changes, the education and skills system now operates in 
a complex and evolving context. It has to respond to these changes, which represent both 
opportunities and challenges to individuals. In order to cope and adapt, these individuals need a 
range of skills, competencies and attributes. 

A number of recent studies have outlined and discussed current labour market shifts and 
related demographic and social, technological and global shifts (see Eurofound, 2015; OECD, 
2016a; OECD, 2016c; OECD, 2015b; Paccagnella, 2016; Störmer et al., 2014; UKCES, 2016; 
Wilson et al., 2016). If the death of the job for life was once the salient issue (Fouad and 
Bynner, 2008), more recently attention has turned to the potential widespread eradiation of jobs 
through automation (Frey and Osborne, 2013) and even the dissolving of employment with the 
emergent platform economy (Warhurst et al., 2016).Table 1 provides an overview of these 
changes and shifts and how they impact the education and skills system in the UK. 

These changes and shifts impact individuals in a number of ways and require a response from 
the education and skills system. In particular, now bearing the responsibility and risk associated 
with learning over the lifecourse, individuals need to continuously adapt their existing skills and 
competencies whilst also acquire new and/or specialist skills. This adaption, however, is only 
part of the story; individuals also need to be resilient and flexible to compete in a changing, 
unstable labour market in a global economy. For the UK economy to sustain productivity levels, 
a highly skilled workforce that can innovate and adapt to change is needed (Paccagnella, 2016). 
This evidence suggests that greater investment in education and skills is needed. Whilst 
individuals have increased responsibility, support for this investment also needs to come from 
the education and skills system (see Brown, Bimrose, Barnes, Kirpal, Grønning and Dæhlen, 
2010; Hughes, Adriaanse and Barnes, 2016). 



Education as the Underpinning System: Understanding the propensity for learning across the lifetime 

Demographic and societal shifts 
and trends 

Labour market shifts and trends 

Technological shifts and trends Global shifts and trends 



Education as the Underpinning System: Understanding the propensity for learning across the lifetime 

9 

3. Life and career development

Current evidence highlights the importance of individual competencies, behaviours and attitudes 
in managing change and shifts in the labour market with a focus on flexibility, adaptability and 
lifelong learning. Recent models take account of individuals’ engagement in learning throughout 
their working life and how individuals’ characteristics and context influence career and life 
decisions. 

To consider how the education and skills system can respond to these shifts, there is a need to 
understand how individuals’ careers develop over the lifecourse. 

Life and career development stages approach takes account of an individual's self-concept 
changing over time and influencing career choices. Whilst Super’s Life Span approach (Super, 
1957) or career development model can be considered dated, it is useful when considering the 
evidence presented on those early in their career. The model recognises five stages of career: 
growth; exploration; establishment; maintenance; disengagement. There are different needs at 
each career stage. For instance, during the growth stage individuals are trying out their skills, 
testing out different types of occupational roles and engaged in skills development, and so need 
additional support and mentoring. By contrast, during the establishment stage, individuals are 
building their careers and attaining stabilisation, and so need opportunities for career 
development (see Super, 1957).  

Others suggest that individual capability for decision-making differs and changes over time, 
such as proponents of cognitive information processing (see Peterson et al., 2002) and Social 
Learning Theory of Career Decision-Making (SLTCDM) (Krumboltz and Nicholas, 1990). A 
cognitive information processing approach takes account of the complexity of individual 
circumstances as a key factor in the decision making process. These decisions are thought to 
be founded on self and occupational knowledge, comprising values, interests, skills, 
employment preferences and knowledge of options. This approach can offer a way to 
understand how and why career and life stages can change individual priorities and 
employment preferences. Alternatively, SLTCDM states that career choices and decisions 
should be the result of learning as an interaction with environment and genetic endowment (i.e. 
personal characteristics and abilities). Others recognise that both individuals and environments 
change (Osipow and Fitzergerald, 1996) and more recent theories of careers guidance practice 
substantiate the importance of individual competencies in managing change (e.g. Patton and 
McMahon, 2014; Savickas ad Porfeli, 2012).  

Whilst theories from Super (1957), Holland (1992), Krumboltz and Nicholas (1990), Osipow and 
Fitzgerald (1996) and Peterson and colleagues (2002) offer understanding of career stages and 
factors in the occupational choice decision making process, more recent frameworks for 
understanding careers have focused on the unstable and changing labour market (see Savickas 
et al., 2009). Recent frameworks and models recognise differences between individuals in 
terms of their characteristics and context, as well as focusing on empowerment through work 
and work relationships (see Mitchell and Krumboltz, 1996; Patton and McMahon, 2014; 
Schultheiss, 2003). Savickas and colleagues (2009) present the life design approach, which 
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adapts individual understanding to different time frames. Life design interventions allow career 
guidance professionals to support clients in constructing their career through small stories, 
reconstructing the stories into a life portrait, and co-constructing intentions that advance the 
career story into a new episode. Recent theoretical models of careers, therefore, focus on 
flexibility, adaptability and lifelong learning. Evidence from the UK on how models can support 
the skills system may be found in a report commissioned by the UK Commission for 
Employment and Skills (see Bimrose, Brown, Barnes and Hughes, 2011). 
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4. Encouraging learning and skill

development across the lifecourse

Whilst there has been a shift in focus to reskilling, developing new skills and updating existing 
ones, evidence suggests learning is often undertaken for a particular career path or career 
change. All types of learning across the life course is reported to be beneficial as enables 
individuals to respond to changing circumstances and cope with change and transitions 
throughout their life. 

Recently, lifelong learning policy has shifted its focus from skill development in relation to up-
skilling to emphasising the importance of reskilling, developing new skills and updating existing 
ones. With this shift, there is a growing trend for individuals to engage with formal education and 
training throughout their working life. Recent research, with adult learners in England, reported 
that learning across the lifecourse is beneficial as this enables people to ‘catch up on learning’ 
and, in some instances, raise their basic skills proficiency, respond to changing circumstances, 
meet new people and cope with change and transitions throughout their life (Hughes et al., 
2016). Indeed, individuals report feeling reinvigorated, more willing to remain in the labour 
market and to want to engage in further learning (Brown and Bimrose, 2011; Brown et al., 2010; 
Hughes et al., 2016). It should be noted too that older individuals are engaged in learning and 
development activities (see Brown et al., 2010; Brown and Bimrose, 2011; Green, 2009). 

However, research also shows that it is more common for individuals to engage with intensive 
periods of learning across the lifecourse than to do so regularly and incrementally across the 
lifecourse (Brown et al., 2010). This intensive learning is often related to up-skilling along a 
particular career path and reskilling for a career change. Indeed, further research reveals that 
those who engage in learning are more likely to use their learning to change career. Where 
learning is undertaken in a variety of contexts, this has found to encourage mid-career 
transitions (Brown, 2015a; Fuller, 2007).  

Support to assist individuals in their continued investment in their skills and education is 
particularly important for those individuals wishing to raise their basic skills proficiency levels. 
The need for careers guidance to support multiple transitions over the lifecourse and meet 
changing labour market demand and supply is emphasised both for the UK and internationally 
(e.g. Council of the European Union, 2004; OECD, 2004). 

Individuals can also be encouraged to invest in their skills and improve their educational 
attainment levels by providing opportunities to develop at work. Skills development at work is 
argued to support effective development of intermediate skills and improve organisational 
performance and national productivity (Brown, 2009) and is achievable when linked to industry 
business strategies and, within organisations, supportive management (Ashton et al., 2016). In 
this respect, investment in skills and thereby skills development at work requires organisations 
to have a culture that facilitates and supports learning for individuals early and later in their 
career (Eraut et al., 2007; Fuller and Unwin, 2006).  
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Learning and skills development at work for those at all stages of the lifecourse can be realised 
through a range of formal and informal activities, such as apprenticeships, learning on-the-job, 
work shadowing and mentoring. Considerations for assisting skills development at work include: 

• Enabling opportunities for engagement with challenging work;

• Supporting the learning and development of others; and

• Encouraging interactions at work through learning while working (Brown et al., 2010).

Research has suggested that enabling opportunities to engage in challenging work, that is work 
requiring a combination of tasks and duties and the application of a higher level of skills, 
encourages individual investment in skill development (Bimrose et al., 2011; Brown, 2009; 
Brown et al., 2010; Eraut et al., 2007; Felstead et al., 2008). Part of this process is also about 
how well individuals are supported in their learning and development, which can be through a 
combination of support mechanisms. These include: mentoring; supervisory support; formative 
feedback; and reviews of strengths and weaknesses (Eraut et al., 2007; Brown, 2009). These 
processes can then provide opportunities to identify further learning and encourage self-directed 
learning that can also lead to individual investment in skills. Others suggest that by providing 
flexible working conditions individuals are able to combine work and education, but bridging 
mechanisms (such as training allowances) may also be needed (Schmid, 2016). 

Recent research across Europe has, however, identified a number of important considerations 
when developing policy and practice to support skills development at work (Ashton et al., 2016; 
Bimrose et al., 2016; Brown, 2009; Brown, et al., 2010; CEDEFOP/Brown, Bimrose and Merrill, 
2014). First, as we have already noted, skills development policy should focus on enhancing 
both individual development and organisational performance. Second, individual learners need 
to be actively engaged in the process of skill development and receive feedback from 
management. Third, effective skills development at work should be founded upon 
acknowledgment of an individuals’ prior experience and learning and also engage with the 
expertise and knowledge that underpins these individuals’ work. Fourth and relatedly, higher 
and continuing education can allow individuals to engage with valued forms of knowledge, and 
how this knowledge may be linked to the introduction or development of particular careers. Fifth, 
evidence of the ability to engage effectively with a complex knowledge base may itself have 
value on the labour market as a signalling mechanism to employers of individuals’ possession 
of the capability to handle changes in knowledge bases underpinning different types of work 
(Tholen et al., 2016). 

Overall, skills development at work will encourage individuals to invest in their skills and 
educational attainment levels if the learning fits with an individual’s broader career plans and 
these plans are embedded within broader interests.  
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5. Opportunities, barriers and constraints

Opportunity structures for transitions throughout the life course are important. Widening those 
structures encourages individual aspirations, occupational mobility and participation in 
education and training. Parental socio-economic class, status and education impact on an 
individual’s educational attainment and willingness to engage in education and learning across 
the life course. The education and skills system needs to address any negative impacts by 
providing personalised and context sensitive careers guidance throughout the life course. 

A range of research on labour market transitions and career trajectories reports the importance 
of opportunity structures for transitions from education to employment, for career development 
throughout the lifecourse (e.g. Brown et al., 2010; Roberts, 2007). Widening opportunity 
structures are seen as useful in encouraging individual aspirations, occupational mobility and 
participation in education and training. Opportunity structures can be defined through the 
principles of ‘flexicurity’, including lifelong learning strategies, effective active labour market 
policies, mobility and recognition in the importance of up-skilling (Brown et al., 2010). Without 
these structures in place, encouraging individuals to engage in a process of skills development 
can be challenging.  

It should also be noted that barriers and constraints also exist and impede individual progress 
(Bimrose et al., 2008; Bimrose et al., 2016; Brown et al., 2010). For instance:  

• Funding support may be unavailable to help with education or training costs;

• Childcare is often not available (or not affordable) to support caregivers engaging with
the demands of training;

• Transport can be a problem, especially in rural areas;

• Chronic, long-term ill-health often prevents engagement with training and labour market
opportunities; or

• Broader care responsibilities (for elderly parents) restrict choices.

Research also highlight the influence of parental socio-economic background and education on, 
as well as predicting, an individual’s educational attainment and willingness to engage in 
education and learning later in life (Bimrose et al., 2016; Bukodi and Goldthorpe, 2013; Bukodi 
et al., 2013). Parental socio-economic background and parenting style influence child 
development and educational aspirations (Ebner, 2008) and parental educational aspirations 
and knowledge influences children’s education success and pathway (Haunberg and Teubner, 
2008). Significantly, low skilled and low qualified adults are more likely to have had poor 
experiences of education and low educational attainment (Bimrose et al., 2016). Consequently, 
this group were less likely to continue their education or engage in further education in later life. 
Importantly, this study also found that those who had engaged in learning and had progressed 
in the labour market had received personalised support (Barnes and Brown, 2016) or context 
sensitive career guidance (Bimrose, Mulvey and Brown, 2016). Socio-economic background is 
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thus an important factor in determining educational attainments, engagement with education 
and available opportunities at all ages.  
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6. Skills, competences and attributes for the

lifecourse 

A range of cognitive and non-cognitive skills need to be learnt and utilised throughout the life 
course in order to cope and manage the changing labour market. Development of these skills 
early on in life is a strong predictor of employment and higher wages. Evidence highlights the 
importance of early education experiences and the educational environment in creating positive 
outcomes for individuals across the life course. 

It is widely accepted that there are a number of key skills that need to be learnt and utilised 
during the lifecourse and which often form the basis of employability frameworks, including 
literacy, numeracy, problem-solving in technology rich environments and digital skills (see for 
example Dacre Pool and Sewell, 2007; McQuaid and Lindsay, 2005). These skills are 
important, as they are strong predictors of employment and higher wages (average wages are 
10% or more for those with key skills in England) (OECD, 2016b). 

Socio-demographic differences (e.g. age, immigrant background, education level, parents’ 
educational attainment) can negatively impact on skills proficiency, whilst differences in skills 
proficiency by gender are negligible. The Survey of Adult Skills undertaken as part of The 
Programme for the International Assessment of Adult Competences (PIACC) found that 
individuals’ skill proficiency level (in terms of numeracy, literacy and problem solving) is 
positively influenced by a parent with a higher level of qualification. In addition, workers with an 
immigrant background were more likely to have low skills proficiency (OECD, 2016b). The 
PIACC survey  also found differences in skills proficiencies between those workers aged 25-34 
years and 44-65 years, with older adults being less proficient (Paccagnella, 2016) (see Figure 1 
below). There is a 10 percentage point difference between those aged 16-24 years and those 
aged 25-34 years (OECD, 2016b). Whilst labour outcomes and wages for older adults are 
approximately equivalent, if not better than younger adults, the evidence suggests that skills 
policies are not addressing skills development over the lifecourse.  

Encouraging investment in education and skills development programmes, particularly for older 
workers, is key to supporting those who wish to remain in work later in life. Those that engage in 
education and learning throughout the working life to develop and maintain their skills are more 
likely to stay in work longer, be productive and progress in their careers (Bimrose, Barnes and 
Hughes, 2008; Brown, 2009; Brown et al., 2010; Paccagnella, 2016). Others have suggested 
that for older workers it is not just about having the skills but also about ensuring that work is 
suitable and employers provide training (Lorretto, Phillipson and Vickerstaff, 2016; Schmid, 
2016). 
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Figure 1: Age profile of skills proficiency 

Source: Survey of Adult Skills (PIAAC) (OECD, 2012) 

Digital skills are increasingly important underpinning the UK economy (Ecorys UK, 2016; OECD 
2015a). As technology progresses, these skills need to be continuously developed in order for 
the economy to remain competitive and innovative. Recent research suggests that basic digital 
literacy skills are needed by all and need to be used in the workplace to be of benefit to the 
individual and the economy (van Deursen and van Dijk, 2010). For those engaged in the 
platform or task-based economy, these skills are particularly important (Barnes, Green and de 
Hoyos, 2015).  

Working adults need a minimum set of digital skills that can be applicable to a range of sectors, 
plus specific skills that depend on role and sector (Ecorys UK, 2016). Evidence from the PIACC 
survey shows that those with digital skills are more likely to be participating in the labour market 
compared to those low level digital skills even after accounting for other factors (e.g. age, 
gender, level of education, literacy and numeracy proficiency) (OECD, 2016b) . In England, 
Northern Ireland and Ireland, participation rates of adults working at Level 2 or 3 is 17 
percentage points higher than those at or below Level 1. This rate is similar to those across 
Europe. In England, there is a wage premium for using ICT skills and ICT experience (OECD 
2015a).  

Longitudinal research, using the British Cohort Study, indicates that education attainment is 
linked to wage premiums and that non-cognitive factors have a modest effect on pay later in life 
(Green et al., 2015). However, others have reported that non-cognitive skills, behaviours and 
attitudes (e.g. motivation, perseverance and self-control) can be predictors of economic and 
social success. Heckman and colleagues (2006) suggest that these non-cognitive skills are 
more important than cognitive skills in determining, for example, variances in wages, acquisition 
of skills and productivity in the labour market. A recent review suggests that the development of 
non-cognitive skills leads to positive academic outcomes and financial stability in adulthood 
(Morrison Gutman and Schoon, 2013). This research shows that there are gaps in the 
understanding of how to develop non-cognitive skills. Nonetheless there is strong evidence that 
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these skills are developed within schools with effective teaching and social and emotional 
learning (SEL) programmes (for more detail on SEL programmes see section 4.4 of Morrison 
Gutman and Schoon (2013)).  

Overall, this research highlights the importance of early education experiences and the 
educational environment in creating positive outcomes for individuals. Poor experiences can 
have a long-term negative impact on individual engaging with learning across the lifecourse. 
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7. Managing and coping with change

Frameworks and models for understanding the life course have focused on the changing labour 
market as well as the differences between individuals, their life stage and their context. These 
approaches focus on advocating individual career resilience, adaptability and lifelong learning in 
order to manage and cope with change.  

A number of currently accepted frameworks and models for understanding the lifecourse have 
focused on the unstable and changing labour market. These frameworks skip the reasons for 
the increasing individualisation of learning responsibility over the lifecourse and instead take as 
their starting point the existence of this responsibility in the context of changed labour markets. 
Many also recognise differences between individuals in terms of their characteristics as well as 
focusing on empowerment through work and work relationships (see Mitchell and Krumboltz, 
1996; Patton and McMahon, 2014). As noted earlier recent theoretical models of careers focus 
on career resilience, adaptability and lifelong learning. These models take account of 
individual’s engagement in learning throughout their life and how these influence life decisions, 
as well as taking into account personal changes (e.g. starting a family, getting a divorce, taking 
care of elders etc.).  

London and Noe (1997) define career resilience as ‘the ability to adapt to changing 
circumstances even when the circumstances are discouraging or disruptive. It consists of such 
variables as belief in oneself, need for achievement, and willingness to take risks’ (p. 62). 
Career resilience is promoted by ‘protective factors or developmental assets’ which individuals 
can use to cope and manage change (Bimrose and Hearne, 2012, p.339). Some research has 
demonstrated the positive impact of developing and promoting resilience with young people 
(Yeager and Dweck, 2012) and adults (Bimrose and Hearne, 2012). Research on graduates 
found that skill resilience can be acquired formally and informally and in a multitude of different 
situations: family, school, peers, college, university, workplace etc. (Tholen et al., 2016).  

Career adaptability can be seen as necessary to building career resilience and managing 
careers and life in a shifting labour market. As a model, career adaptability (Savickas et al., 
2009) seeks to accommodate a changing environment where occupational prospects are 
unclear and job transitions are becoming more frequent and difficult. UK research found that 
career adaptability is needed in order to make successful transitions in a labour market where 
occupational and organisational knowledge bases can rapidly change (Bimrose et al., 2011). 
One predictor of career adaptability is the propensity of individuals to learn and develop their 
competences (Creed et al., 2009) and one of the most powerful ways individuals become 
engaged with learning is through  challenging work (Brown, 2009), from that point career 
adaptability is also developed (Brown, 2015b), 

Coming from the perspective of work psychology Fouad (2007) defined career adaptability as 
an individual having the necessary resources and being ready to undertake career-related 
tasks. These resources can be cognitive (e.g. knowledge and decision making skills), social 
(e.g. the support of others) and psychological (e.g. emotional readiness). Conceptualisation of 
career adaptability has been further developed from a psychosocial perspective (Savickas, 
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1997; Savickas et al., 2009; Savickas and Porfeli, 2012). With this development, career 
adaptability now refers to an ‘individual’s readiness and resources for coping with current and 
anticipated tasks, transitions, traumas in their occupational roles’ (Savickas and Porfeli, 2012). 
Table 2 below provides a summary of the dimensions of career adaptability, attitudes and 
competences.  

Table 2 Dimensions, attitudes and competencies of career adaptability 

Adaptability dimension Attitudes and beliefs Competence Coping behaviours 

Concern – developing a 
positive optimistic attitude to 
the future 

 Plans
 Forward thinking
 Hopeful
 Connects the

present and the
future

 Planning
 Aware
 Involved
 Preparing

Control – to use self-
regulation strategies to 
adjust to the needs of 
different settings and exert 
some influence and control 
on the context 

 Decisive
 Independent
 Autonomous

 Decision-making
 Assertive
 Disciplined
 Wilful

Curiosity – broadening 
horizons by exploring  social 
opportunities and 
possibilities 

 Inquisitive
 Self-reflective
 Future focused

 Exploring
 Experimental
 Taking risks
 Inquiring

Confidence – believing in 
yourself and ability to 
achieve your goal 

 Efficient
 Self-confident
 Self-perceptive

 Problem-solving
 Persistent
 Striving
 Industrious

Source: McMahon, Watson and Bimrose, 2012; Savickas and Porfeli, 2012; Savickas, 2013 

To be career adaptable, individuals need the 4Cs of concern, control, curiosity and confidence. 
These 4Cs lever the continual development of skills and competences (see Table 2) and career 
management in the context of the changing demands of employment over an individual’s 
working life. Part of these skills and competencies are about flexibility, being ready, maintaining 
employability and creating opportunities (Fouad, 2007; Fouad and Bynner, 2008; Savickas et 
al., 2009; Savickas and Porfeli, 2012). Career adaptability therefore involves an individual’s 
capability to negotiate and undertake ‘successful’ (in the individual’s own terms) occupational 
and labour market transitions in a changing environment and within their own changing 
circumstances and lives. It is also suggested that this process can be driven proactively by an 
individual seeking new challenges or wishing to adopt new perspectives. Recent research 
suggests that certain personality traits and characteristics (e.g. demographic, education, 
extraversion and future temporal focus) positively change career adaptability over time (Zacher, 
2014). 
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So, across the lifecourse, career adaptability can be seen as necessary to building career 
resilience and career management as well as offering a new perspective on the challenges and 
opportunities presented by a changing labour market. 
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8. The role of the education and skills

system 

The education and skills system has a vital role to play in equipping individuals with the skills, 
competences and attributes necessary to cope and manage with labour market and other shifts 
over their lifecourse. 

As the labour market, work and employment are changing, some of the institutions of the old 
education and skill system (see Crouch, 2006) are in decline (trade unions), have been usurped 
(the professional bodies) or are being reconfigured (schools, colleges, universities and 
economic development bodies). Recent reviews (Barnfield, 2013; OECD, 2016a; Störmer et al., 
2014) have suggested that in the current context the education and skills system could develop 
and innovate (see Table 3 below). Table 3 also sets out how these innovations might support 
individuals in responding to labour market and other shifts over the lifecourse. An innovative 
and responsive education and skills system, as set out below, can support individuals develop 
the skills, knowledge, competences, attitudes and behaviours associated with career resilience 
and adaptability. 

Table 3 Education and skills system innovations supporting individuals 

Education and skills system needs to: For individuals: 
Develop flexible learning pathways that are more 
learner cantered To feel control of their learning 

Personalise modes of learning and learning 
content 

To feel their learning is relevant to them as an 
individual 

Offer flexible provision (in terms of time and 
delivery method) 

To be able to engage in a way that meets their 
personal needs, circumstances and preferences 

Expand access to education and learning 
opportunities for academic and vocational training 

To be able to engage with learning that meets their 
learning style/preference 

Provide opportunities for people to gain a broad 
set of skills, knowledge and capacities 

Learning will be relevant in the longer term and be 
applicable to a range of occupations 

Support basic skills development through to higher 
level skills To be able to progress through the labour market 

Take advantage of technological advancements to 
deliver education and learning 

Learning can be innovative, personalised and 
accessible 

Develop a market-based and employer focused 
curriculum Learning will be relevant to the labour market 

Respond to employer needs and support 
employers to deliver workplace learning and on-
the-job training 

Learning will be relevant to occupational role/sector 
and enable upskilling/reskilling 

Offer a variety of qualifications To be able to engage with learning at a range of 
levels on a variety of subjects 

Support creativity and innovation Education and skills would feel more relevant, 
interesting etc. 

Provide skills needed for community engagement Learning could reduce isolation and help individuals 
embed in local communities 
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9. Conclusion and policy implications

The education and skills system can affect an individuals’ resilience to labour market and other 
relevant shifts. It has a key role, therefore, in supporting individuals to be prepared for and thrive 
within these changes.  

More specifically, if the education and skills system needs to encourage and support the 
development of career adaptability attributes and behaviours. This outcome can be achieved by 
supporting individual engagement with learning across the lifecourse. Career adaptability takes 
account of individual’s engagement in learning and how this influences career and life decisions 
as well as taking into account personal change. It can be viewed as necessary to building 
career resilience and career management as well as offering a fresh perspective on the 
challenges and opportunities presented by the changes to the labour market etc.  

The benefits of engaging with education and learning across the lifecourse are clear: it enables 
individuals to: up-skill for a particular career path; reskill for a career change; catch up on 
learning; respond to changing circumstances; remain in the labour market longer; be more 
productive; and engage in further learning. Importantly, individuals engaged in learning are 
willing to remain in the labour market and are better able to cope with change and transitions. 
However, it is important that individuals value their learning and recognise how it can be utilised 
in the labour market. To support this understanding and individual decision-making, impartial 
career guidance and high quality labour market information is needed to inform education, skill 
and employment choices. This guidance and information needs to be available to all ages and 
mandated amongst the key institutions of the emerging education and skills system – schools, 
colleges, universities, Local Enterprise Partnerships and local authorities etc. – but ensuring 
integration not duplication of provision. 

Workplaces also have a role to play in supporting individuals’ response to labour market shifts 
across the lifecourse. They can encourage and support up-skilling and reskilling of employees 
to ensure they are up-to-date with current work innovation and technologies. In this respect, 
there is argument that skill ecosystems are useful in identifying and responding to the mutual 
and evolving learning needs of individuals and organisations (Anderson and Warhurst, 2012) 
and evidence from Scotland, Australia and the US suggest that policy might do well to 
emphasise this ecosystem approach for this purpose (Buchanan, Anderson and Power, 2016). 

At the level of the individual, policies should be aimed at helping individuals develop, maintain 
and improve skills proficiency to support an extended working life. This aim could be achieved 
through the provision of personalised and tailored skills development programmes, which could 
be delivered within educational institutions, workplaces or online. By providing individuals with 
the competencies and attributes to be career adaptable, the system is creating a workforce that 
is more resilient and better able to manage and positively respond to a changing labour market. 

With the right innovation, the education and skills system can play a role in supporting 
individuals develop and build the career resilience and adaptability. The key message from this 
review is that, despite, the individualisation of responsibility and risk for learning over the 
lifecourse, there is still a role for the education and skills system to help individuals navigate 
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through their working lives and not just survive but thrive within labour market and other relevant 
shifts over their lifecourse.  
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