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Executive Summary 
The Department for Education (DfE) commissioned Kantar Public and Learning and 
Work Institute (L&W) to undertake research to understand adults’ experiences of, and 
decisions about, learning. This report presents the findings from in-depth interviews with 
70 learners and focus groups with 16 adults not currently learning, and recommendations 
for the development of the Government’s National Retraining Scheme and future lifelong 
learning policy. See chapters 1 and 2 for more details. 

Key findings 

Deciding to learn: the tipping point 

The study reveals that, for every learner, there exists a complex and unique relationship 
between their own perceptions of the personal benefits and personal costs of learning. 
The argument that underpins this report is that the trigger to participate in learning for 
each adult comes at a tipping point where personal benefits (or ‘pros’) outweigh personal 
costs (or ‘cons’), see Figure 1. This balance exists throughout an adult’s learning journey, 
from before they consider learning right through to their completion (or termination) of 
their course, and back again to considering learning. An adult is tipped into or out of 
learning as the balance between costs and benefits changes. The weights on the 
balance represent the degree of influence that factors have for that adult. See chapter 3 
for more details. 

Figure 1 The tipping point 

Factors of influence and opportunities to encourage adults into 
learning  

There were four stages of decision-making: pre-contemplation; contemplation; 
determination; and maintenance, see Figure 2. There were 12 main influences on 
whether and how adults engaged with and stayed in learning. These varied by the stage 
of their decisions for learning, and point towards opportunities to encourage adults into 
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learning. Table 1 summarises the influences and opportunities for each stage of decision-
making. See chapters 4-8 for more details on each stage.  

Figure 2 Decision-making stages 

 

Table 1 Summary of influences and opportunities to engage adults in learning 

Decision-making stage Key factors of 
influence 

Opportunities to encourage 
adults into learning 

Pre-contemplation: 

Adults are not actively 
engaging with the 
possibilities of their 
learning. They may not be 
actively appraising 
aspects of their life that 
they do not find fulfilling 
and are therefore not 
considering learning as a 
pathway to personal or 
professional betterment. 

• Perceptions of 
psychological 
capability and 
control  

• Social and 
cultural norms  

• Previous 
experiences of 
education 

• Physical 
capability and a 
diverse set of 
practical and 
circumstantial 
issues 

• Interventions that raise the 
profile of learning in 
adults’ consciousness and 
encourage them to 
consider it as a possibility 

• Communications that 
create a national culture in 
which adult learning is an 
ordinary part of life, where 
learning is something that 
adults cannot help but 
know about and come 
across e.g. priming 
through a TV character on 
a popular drama 
programme 

• Peripheral 
communications, 
positioned in spaces 
adults will encounter as 
they go about their 
everyday lives 
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Decision-making stage Key factors of 
influence 

Opportunities to encourage 
adults into learning 

• Communication sources 
that ask questions and 
gently encourage self-
reflection, rather than 
actively marketing adult 
education 

Contemplation: 

Adults have moved to the 
active consideration of the 
possibilities of learning 
and how learning might 
contribute to their 
personal betterment. 
They are exploring the 
practical and 
circumstantial aspects of 
learning and are engaged 
in a process of evaluating 
the potential value of 
learning. 

 

• Perceptions of 
psychological 
capability and 
control  

• A desire for 
personal 
betterment 

• Encouragement 
from influential 
people 

• Self-perception of 
capabilities for 
learning 

• Physical 
capability and a 
diverse set of 
practical and 
circumstantial 
issues 

• The government, working 
with the National Careers 
Service, learning providers 
and other relevant 
organisations, should 
provide adults with clear 
and accessible information 
about the costs and 
benefits of undertaking 
learning. For example, the 
cost of the course; the 
type of financial support 
that is available; and the 
financial, personal and 
professional benefits of 
different courses  

• Provide information and 
support so potential 
learners understand how 
learning will alter their 
daily lives  

• Providers provide first-
hand experiences of 
learning for adults 
exploring the possibility of 
learning 

• Employers and providers 
facilitate opportunities for 
adults to volunteer, or 
shadow work in 



10 
 

Decision-making stage Key factors of 
influence 

Opportunities to encourage 
adults into learning 

occupations linked to 
learning 

• Design and deliver flexible 
courses , so adults see 
the variety of courses and 
formats of learning 
available 

• Deliver communications 
through channels people 
going through life 
disruptions are likely to 
encounter. For example, 
secondary school open 
days, GP practice, 
pension providers and job 
centres  

• Learning providers 
signpost their own local 
Information, Advice, 
Guidance (IAG) offers, 
where these exist.  

Determination:  

At this stage adults 
decide to take-up learning 
and take action, such as 
enrolling onto a course. 
Adults act when their 
perception of the value of 
learning outweighs their 
perception of the 
challenges or costs to 
learning. 

 

• Financial and 
workplace 
support 

• Emotional and 
practical support 

• Assure adults they can 
emotionally and 
practically cope with the 
demands of learning with 
IAG and support about 
the practicalities of 
enrolling and succeeding 
in learning. For example, 
expectations of the time 
commitment required; 
availability of financial 
support including access 
to loans, bursaries and 
grant; availability of wider 
emotional and practical 
support 
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learning. In addition, several reviews and studies are currently underway including a 
review of level 4/5 qualifications.  

If we are to engage more adults in learning, it is vital that we understand their motivations 
and the barriers to their engagement. Previous research10 shows that motivations for 
learning amongst adults are wide-ranging and influenced by personal, social and 
economic circumstances, as well as past experiences. However, it is also clear that 
adults face a range of situational, institutional and dispositional barriers as they navigate 
learning opportunities. Barriers related to an individuals personality can often be of 
significance for those with lower levels of qualifications, who may have had a negative 
experience of initial education and are least likely to have previously engaged in learning 
as an adult. 

To facilitate more adults to learn and train, it is essential that a range of practical and 
circumstantial factors are addressed, such as cost, childcare, awareness of opportunities 
and employer support. Yet being motivated to learn, and learning being made easy or 
easier, is not always sufficient for learning to happen.  

By seeking to better develop our understanding on how adults make decisions to take up 
learning, and how we can influence these decisions through available levers, this study is 
intended to play a critical role in informing the design of future interventions to boost 
participation rates. The successful design and implementation of policies to increase 
adult participation in learning and training is key to supporting government’s wider policy 
ambitions of economic prosperity, social mobility, inclusion and wellbeing. 

                                            
 

10 Pennacchia, J. (2018) Barriers to Learning for Disadvantaged Groups, to be published 
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2. Methodology  

Research aims 
To design and develop a successful retraining scheme, DfE need to understand how 
adults make decisions about learning. This research therefore aimed to answer the 
following research questions: 

1. What influences engagement (and non-engagement) in adult learning 
opportunities? 

2. What factors facilitate or act as barriers to the uptake and completion of adult 
learning opportunities? 

3. What information sources and networks are potential learners aware of and 
interacting with? 

4. What practical levers exist to encourage more adults into learning? 

Approach overview 
We spoke with 70 learners and 16 non-learners across three stages of this qualitative 
research to address the research aims, see Figure 4. Adults included in the research 
scope were: 

• Level 2 and Level 3 FE learners, for instance studying a Level 2 qualification in 
Barbering or a Level 3 qualification in Management. These adults were aged 19 
and over, had left full time education and had a period of non-learning of a least 
one year (excluding gap years).  

• Level 4 and Level 5 FE and HE learners, for instance studying a Level 4 
qualification in Counselling or a Level 5 qualification in Teaching. They were aged 
19 and over, and were either continuous learners or those who had left full time 
education and returned after a non-learning spell.   

• Adults aged 18 and over who had not done any learning since leaving full-time 
education. 
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Figure 4 Research method, scope and timescales 

 

Using the COM-B model 
We used the COM-B behaviour model to understand the barriers and facilitators of adult 
learning. The model highlights a range of automatic, non-conscious drivers of behaviour 
(emotions, heuristics and habit), rational drivers (judgement, capability and confidence), 
social drivers (culture, identity and norms), and the effect of external environmental 
factors (defaults, priorities and opportunities) which drive behaviour. We used the model 
to help us anticipate what to look for, by developing a hypothetical model based on what 
we and the DfE knew at the start of the research (see the Appendix), and then to 
understand what we found, during analysis after fieldwork was completed.  

 
Figure 5 COM-B Behaviour Model 

Approach 
We purposively sampled Level 2, 3, 4, and 5 learners for the interviews to achieve a mix 
of individuals, with quotas on: previous educational attainment; age; socio-economic 
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group; employment status; reason for taking up adult learning; whether in continuous 
education; whether learning online; whether from an ethnic minority group; gender and 
location. 

We also purposively sampled non-learners for the focus groups, adults that had not done 
any learning since leaving full time education, with the same quotas as above and with 
additional quotas on: would potentially consider adult learning; living arrangements; and 
sector they are employed in. See the Appendix for achieved sample tables. 

Level 2 and 3 learners were recruited from the Education & Skills Funding Agency’s 
(EFSA) Individualised Learner Record (ILR) database, and Level 4 and 5 learners and 
non-learners were free found using a combination of our in-house recruitment team and a 
specialist recruitment agency. All prospective participants were screened, using a pre-
agreed questionnaire, to determine eligibility to take part in the research (see the 
Appendix). Interview participants received £50 and focus group participants received £60 
as appreciation for their time. 

We interviewed Level 2, 3, 4, and 5 learners in-person at their home or a public place of 
their choosing or by telephone in instances where a face-to-face interview was not 
convenient for the participant. Focus groups with non-learners were conducted in central 
locations in London and Leeds. All interviews and groups were audio-recorded with the 
permission of participants for subsequent analysis. Researchers used a topic guide 
agreed with DfE to ensure consistency of topic coverage. The hypothetical behavioural 
model and insights from previous stages informed the development of the topic guides 
for the different stages. 

Interviews with Level 2, 3, 4, and 5 learners included a journey mapping approach to 
support recall of learning experiences. The themes covered included: 

• Background, including experiences of formal/informal education, parental 
education and employment, and job, career and family plans/history 

• Attitudes towards learning and skills development 
• Motivation and expectations of returning to education 
• Triggers to returning to education 
• Barriers and facilitators expected and/or experienced  
• Key sources of support and/or information 
• Recommendations for encouraging other adults to return to education. 

Focus groups built on insights gained from interviews with Level 2-5 learners, and 
involved concept testing ideas from the earlier stages of the research. The themes 
covered in focus groups with non-learners included: 

• Attitudes towards learning and skills development  
• Approaches to considering a learning opportunity  
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• Barriers to learning  
• Opportunities to get adults into learning by concept testing a mock prospectus 

Topic guides and stimulus used in this research are included in the Appendix.  

While this is a large-scale study, the findings are qualitative and thus the research does 
not seek to quantify or generalise the overall population. Rather, the research reflects a 
range of attitudes and behaviours that give insight into the factors influencing whether 
and how adults decide to learn. 
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3. Deciding to learn: the tipping point 
This study has revealed a wide range of factors that influence adults’ desires, intentions, 
and abilities to engage in adult learning. The financial cost of learning was often 
mentioned by adult learners as an important influence on their choices. How close the 
adult lived to educational courses and the convenience of public transport also emerged 
prominently. For those with school-aged children, the availability and cost of childcare 
were important determinants of whether they could learn in the evenings. It might be 
tempting to construct a list of barriers and facilitators, in priority order, for policy makers 
to address on the assumption that, once barriers are lowered and facilitators enhanced, 
many more adults would enrol in learning. 

However, our research reveals that this approach would underplay the degree to which 
an adult’s choice to become a learner is multi-faceted, complex, and personal. The study 
reveals that, for every learner, there exists a complex and unique relationship between 
their own perceptions of the personal benefits and personal costs of learning. The 
argument that underpins this report, therefore, is that the trigger to participate in learning 
for each adult comes at a tipping point where personal benefits outweigh personal costs. 
In this sense, the idea of ‘costs’ encompasses not only financial costs, but also time, 
opportunity, emotional, and other costs. For some, the balance is tipped as perceptions 
of the costs of learning diminish. For others, the balance tips as their perception of the 
benefits of the educational opportunity grows, even if the scale of objectifiable personal 
benefits cannot be said to have changed. 

Figure 6 represents the balance between factors that are components of an adult’s 
decision whether to study. This balance exists throughout an adult’s learning journey, 
from before they consider learning, right through to their completion (or termination), of 
their course, and back again to considering learning. It depicts the balance between the 
personal benefits of learning (or ‘pros’) and the personal costs of learning (or ‘cons’). An 
adult is tipped into, or out of, learning as the balance between costs and benefits 
changes. The weights on the balance represent the degree of influence that factors have 
for that adult. 

Figure 6 The tipping point  
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While the degree of influence any given factor has on an adult’s learning choices varies 
at a given stage of their learning journey, this study reveals a high degree of commonality 
among adults on the nature of the factors. Through analysis, twelve factors of influence 
that impact on decisions have been identified, and are discussed throughout this report: 

• Perceptions of psychological capability and control  

• Social and cultural norms  

• Previous experiences of education 

• Physical capability and a diverse set of practical and circumstantial issues  

• A desire for personal betterment 

• Encouragement from influential people 

• Financial position 

• Flexibility of provision 

• Quality of provision 

• Having clear goals for learning 

Each of these factors could be motivators, facilitators, or barriers, depending on the adult 
and their context. 

Further, this study reveals that adults go through four stages of decision-making, and at 
each stage the nature and influence of the factors that form an adult’s decision on the 
balance between the personal costs and benefits of learning change. Adults move 
through this journey at different stages, and it is not always linear, with adults moving 
back and forth between stages depending on their circumstances. At each stage, adults 
weigh-up costs and benefits, as illustrated in Figure 7 below. In this sense, the 
calculation of the costs and benefits of learning is ongoing and never concludes. The 
challenge to policymakers therefore is not only to tip the balance in favour of adult 
learning, but to ensure it remains tipped. 
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Figure 7 Decision-making stages 

Pre-contemplation: In this stage, adults are not actively engaging with the possibilities 
of learning. They are often sustaining everyday life and seeking a sense of security. They 
may not be actively appraising aspects of their life that they do not find fulfilling and are 
therefore not considering learning as a pathway to personal or professional betterment. 
Where they are appraising aspects of their lives, they have not considered learning as an 
option to help them achieve their goals. Adults at this stage are still receptive to 
influence, particularly where this is aimed at raising their awareness of learning and 
encouraging them to consider it as a possibility. 

Contemplation: In this stage, adults have moved to the active consideration of the 
possibilities of learning and how learning might contribute to their personal betterment. 
They are exploring the practical and circumstantial aspects of learning, and are engaged 
in a process of evaluating the potential value of learning. 

Determination: This is the stage at which adults decide to take-up learning and take 
action, such as enrolling onto a course. Adults act when their perception of the value of 
learning outweighs their perception of the challenges or costs to learning. 

Maintenance, completion, and early withdrawal: Adults are now learning, but to 
maintain and complete learning, a range of barriers may need to be navigated and a 
sense of the ultimate value of learning must be maintained, to ensure adults do not 
withdraw from learning prior to completion. 

Figure 8 provides an example of the factors of influence that impacted on decisions 
throughout the stages of change for one participant. 
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Figure 8 Example of the tipping point  

 

This example is further illustrated in a case study, below. 

Stage 1, Level 5, Manchester 

Pre-contemplation: Lisa comes from a family of teachers and her mother and sister have both 
often said she would be suited to the profession. Lisa’s sister and mother have provided an 
insight into the experience of being a teacher, and into progression routes. Her mother 
retrained to be a teacher in later life. Despite these social influences, Lisa is enjoying success 
in her career as a restaurant manager. She has progressed well and is earning a wage she is 
happy with. Maintaining this current comfortable income is Lisa’s priority now, and she is 
content to sustain her life as it is. 

Contemplation: Lisa has been promoted in her job and as part of this she now has 
responsibility for training new restaurant managers. This becomes one of the highlights of her 
job and encourages her to contemplate the idea of a career in teaching as something she 
would be good at and would enjoy. 

Determination: Lisa has a second child and becomes weary of the work-life balance in the 
catering sector. The hours are long and changeable, and she worries this is having a negative 
impact on spending quality time with her family. At this point there is a shift in priorities between 
money and work-life balance, connected to life-stage and spurred by the disruptive event of 
having a child. Lisa uses an online financial calculator tool and decides she could afford to train 
to be a teacher. She is not concerned that she would struggle with the learning as she is 
building on already positive early experiences of formal education at school and college. She 
enrols on the course. 

Maintenance: Enjoyment of the course, the fact that it is affordable, and having contact hours 
that work alongside childcare are enabling Lisa to maintain her learning. Tutors have confirmed 
that her placements will be flexible to fit around her childcare commitments, so this will not 
present a barrier to sustained engagement with the course. 
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The following four chapters deal with each of the decision-making stages in turn. Through 
them, the key factors of influence are discussed and exemplified, drawing on interview 
data. The key factors of influence at each stage are summarised in table 2 below. 

Table 2: Summary of key factors of influence at each decision-making stage 

Decision-making 
stage 

Key factors of influence 

Pre-contemplation • Perceptions of psychological capability and control  

• Social and cultural norms  

• Previous experiences of education 

• Physical capability and a diverse set of practical and 
circumstantial issues 

Contemplation • Perceptions of psychological capability and control  

• A desire for personal betterment 

• Encouragement from influential people 

• Self-perception of capabilities for learning 

• Physical capability and a diverse set of practical and 
circumstantial issues 

Determination • Financial position 

• Perceptions of psychological capability and control  

Maintenance  • Physical capability and a diverse set of practical and 
circumstantial issues  

• Flexibility of provision 

• Quality of provision 

• Perceptions of psychological capability and control  

• Having clear goals for learning 
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4. Pre-contemplation 

Factors of influence during pre-contemplation 
Before actively contemplating learning, most adults are focused on sustaining their lives 
and do not see personal value in learning. The pre-contemplation stage is characterised 
by an emphasis on sustaining an existing financial, emotional, social, and/or professional 
situation. Therefore, other life priorities take precedence over personal or professional 
development, or engagement with change and disruption: 

‘I was just plodding along really…you know, just getting on with it.’ (Level 2, 
female, administrator at NHS) 

Pre-contemplation is a stage when adults are not necessarily seeking to appraise or 
critically engage with aspects of their lives which they may not find fulfilling. If they are 
seeking change, they have not considered learning as an option to help them achieve 
their goals. 

For some participants, limited understanding and experience of adult learning, of its 
availability and of what it entails, is a significant barrier to contemplating it as a possibility. 
This lack of knowledge means that, if probed, participants in the pre-contemplation stage 
are more likely to make assumptions that barriers to learning are insurmountable, which 
in turn encourages them to switch off any consideration of learning. The likelihood of 
learning being on an adult’s radar is also affected by other factors of influence: 

• self-perception of psychological capability and control;  

• cultural and social norms;  

• previous educational experiences;  

• and physical capability and a diverse set of practical and circumstantial issues. 

Each of these is discussed in turn in this chapter. 

Psychological capability and control 
In pre-contemplation, the extent to which adults feel they have control of their lives 
shapes their dispositions towards contemplating learning in the future. Where adults do 
not see themselves as in control, it is more difficult for them to contemplate learning 
because they cannot conceive of how it could improve their lives. Some participants with 
complex mental and physical health conditions reported being at the mercy of their 
condition in the past, unable to engage with the idea of making changes: 
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Pre-contemplation

Determination & enrolment 

Completion

Factors of influence Interventions

Contemplation

=  suggest resources for 
career transition advice 

= messages about alternative 
career options 

= providers to continue with 
open days and open evenings

= advertising targeted to older 
learners and those looking to 
change careers

= advertising campaigns 
detailing local courses and 
registration dates

= providers to offer specific 
details of courses regarding 
timings and time requirements

= providers to offer blended 
format, face to face and online

= tutors to point students 
towards external online 
resources to support learning  

= childcare provision
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services, including admissions, financial aid, tutors, pastoral care and careers advice 
were also used, and the quality of availability and quality of these helped or hindered our 
learners’ experiences. Tools such as online student finance calculators, online forums 
and videos of past students sharing experiences of courses were useful for those that 
found them. All effective support had one commonality: it was accessible, personalised, 
and encouraging. 

Information and support most useful for Level 2 or 3 learners was on the availability and 
means of accessing financial aid, and on tailored, personalised, and encouraging support 
across the decision-making journey. Well run and inclusive open days or evenings were 
essential for these types of learners, especially when deciding to learn and enrol. Level 4 
and 5 learners found advice from trusted sources of support and a range of tools, 
including online search engines, forums and foundational learning videos (or other 
resources) to refresh memory of skills from school as particularly helpful. 

The factors of influence and support experiences of learners point towards opportunities 
to encourage adults into learning and to complete learning, summarised in Table 5. 

Table 5 Summary of influences and opportunities to engage adults in learning 

 

Decision-making stage Key factors of 
influence 

Opportunities to encourage 
adults into learning 

Pre-contemplation: 

Adults are not actively 
engaging with the 
possibilities of their 
learning. They may not 
be actively appraising 
aspects of their life that 
they do not find fulfilling 
and are therefore not 
considering learning as 
a pathway to personal 
or professional 
betterment. 

• Perceptions of 
psychological 
capability and 
control  

• Social and 
cultural norms  

• Previous 
experiences of 
education 

• Physical 
capability and a 
diverse set of 
practical and 
circumstantial 
issues 

• Interventions that raise the 
profile of learning in adults’ 
consciousness and 
encourage them to consider it 
as a possibility 

• Communications that create a 
national culture in which adult 
learning is an ordinary part of 
life, where learning is 
something that adults cannot 
help but know about and 
come across e.g. priming 
through a TV character on a 
popular drama programme 

• Peripheral communications, 
positioned in spaces adults 
will encounter as they go 
about their everyday lives 


