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Introduction
How do partnerships
and networks develop
lifelong learning in
companies?

There is much evidence that social networks affect
the lifelong learning of individuals. In our research, we
have investigated how far this is also true of business
enterprises. Companies do not exist in a vacuum.
Partnerships and networks are vital in developing
and supporting lifelong learning opportunities within
companies.
A wide range of organisations and agencies play
a part: private companies, government agencies,
public educational, training and research bodies, and
NGOs – including especially social partners such as
trade unions, employers’ associations. Our “policy
trail” methodology enabled us to explore their role
in supporting and developing lifelong learning for
enterprise employees.

Key Observations
The benefits of
education/ enterprise
relationships are
mutual, but there are
also risks

Countries differ in how companies’ role in education
is organised (or “institutionalised”). In particular, this
differs by education level: for example, in Denmark
companies participate in course accreditation up
to Masters level; Germany has a dual system at
all levels. There are also differences in how public
finance for training and education is delivered, and in
the understanding of the company as an education/
trainer.
When a company’s key staff know “how the
educational world works”, their enterprise is betterpositioned to take advantage of the opportunities
available to it and its staff. Well-networked companies,
with a good range of collaborations, tend to have
better understanding of education and training
options.
Good networks enable companies to identify and
meet specific learning and training needs more
effectively, and to develop employees in accordance
with company needs.
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Companies’ involvement in NGOs and professional
networks facilitates participation in highly valued
peer-to-peer learning and knowledge transfer. It also
contributes to a better identification of educational and
training needs that align with business development
needs.
Strong relations between companies and education
institutions generate mutually beneficial knowledge
exchange dynamics.
Companies can benefit from building relationships
with educational institutions. However, there are
also risks: in particular, public educational and
training organisations should ensure that the public
interest is not subordinated to the business interests
of particular companies (e.g., in marketing their
products). Public regulation has an important role in
protecting the public interest. This risk is particularly
acute where public bodies are short of funding.

Social partners play a
vital role in developing
workplace lifelong
learning

Professional associations play a valuable role
as mediators or brokers in relations between
governments and companies. (In 13 out of our 14
case studies, companies we investigated were
members of one or more professional association.)
Professional associations and trades unions can play
a role in defining public training provision priorities,
and in the provision of lifelong learning for employees.
(We found that their role varies by country and by
sector).
Involvement in social networks and NGOs can
constitute a form of ‘social partnership’. Though often
directed towards lobbying particular group interests
in public policy environments, this also encourages
lifelong learning opportunities relevant both within
companies and for public policy-makers.
Where trades unions are well-established, they
provide an important source of pressure to
encourage and support lifelong learning. Building
lifelong learning into collective agreements can be
particularly important.

02

Country

Professional associations can facilitate knowledge
and experience exchange, and awareness of the
availability of lifelong learning, amongst companies
and managers.

How company/
government relations
can strengthen lifelong
learning

Relations between the companies we investigated
and government agencies were mainly those of
supplier and/or customer.
For some enterprises, provision of services to
government and public agencies is financially
important. Some of these companies provide
advanced expertise. Commercial engagement
such as this benefits lifelong learning both within
government and in the private sector.
Some enterprises have a clear “ideological” position.
For instance, we investigated companies committed
to extending the benefits of “free software”, and to
“architecture for the common good”. While these
stances were commercially advantageous, they were
not generally adopted for instrumental reasons. Such
companies may be motivated to intervene in the
public policy environment to promote their principles.

Recommendations for
Policy-Makers
Encourage enterprises
to see the value of
strong networks

Invest in educational and training programmes
and organisations that encourage partnerships
with companies and build lifelong learning within
companies.
Encourage strong relations between business
enterprises and education institutions: these have
mutually beneficial knowledge exchange outcomes.

Involve social partners
in the lifelong learning
policy process

Involve professional associations and trade unions
in policy development and encourage them to
collaborate to develop lifelong learning opportunities
for workers and to provide mechanisms for dispute
resolution in relation to employees’ training.
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While encouraging strong relations between public
educational bodies and private companies, regulatory
frameworks should ensure the autonomy of educational
institutions and strengthen and develop both students’
employability and their roles and rights as citizens.
Policy should ensure public educational institutions
are able to deliver a range of economically and socially
significant curricula.

Research Parameters
LLLight’in’Europe
research project

The policy trail method involves combining analysis of
national legislation and policy initiatives with the results
of case study research in and around enterprises.
Fourteen case studies were conducted, involving
interviews with samples of managers, workers and
policy actors, and analysis of company documents. The
enterprises were located in Denmark (1), Germany (7),
Italy (1), Slovakia (1) and Spain (4). Of the enterprises,
five had over 250 employees, five between 50 and 250
employees, and four fewer than 50 (including one with
fewer than 10).
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This policy brief is part of the publication suite of the FP7 Project LLLight‘in‘Europe.
The publication suite consists of 21 policy briefs, 6 thematic reports and 1 synthesis
report. The 21 policy briefs discuss findings and policy implications proceeding from
the project‘s research; they are organized along three level of analyses (persons;
enterprise; country) and seven topics.
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Resources of society for learning

02

Institutions of learning

03

Circumstances of learning

04

Role of transversal skills

05

Role of job-specific skills

06

Productivity of skills

07

Outcomes of skills

This policy brief discusses findings related to Institutions of learning at the analysis
level country. For further publications and multimedia material related to the project,
please visit www.lllightineurope.com

