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Summary 

In recent years and decades, many areas of society have become more 
flexible. This means, on the one hand, a trend towards more open­
ness, individualisation and freedom. This is associated with a certain 
liberation from standardisations, constraints and necessities. On the 
other hand, the process of flexibilisation also gives rise to growing chal­
lenges, such as new power and control mechanisms, increased work 
intensity and decreasing social equality. 

For the future of adult education, it is important to harness the po­
tential of flexibilisation and actively look for solutions to emerging 
problems. Given the many uncertainties associated with the future, 
well-founded analyses of current developments and perspectives de­
rived from these are needed to provide guidance for actors involved in 
adult education. This trend report aims to examine the perspectives 
arising from increasing flexibilisation for the future of adult education. 

Flexibilisation was the focus topic of the Think Tank TRANSIT for 2022. 
The trend report summarises the discussions and considerations on the 
topic of flexibilisation that the TRANSIT community and the TRANSIT 
team have engaged in since this thematic focus was adopted. At the 
same time, the report provides a conclusion to this topic.

The report examines three areas of society that are influenced by flex­
ibilisation. These are life courses, the world of work and sources of 
knowledge. The report assumes that flexibilisation is part of a social 
shift in values, where the flexible design of biographies and the dereg­
ulation of collective norms are gaining importance. 

In terms of the transformation of life courses, the trend in the future 
is expected to continue shifting away from highly standardised life 
trajectories with structured educational and career paths towards a 
more flexible way of designing the sequence of life phases. The trans­
formation of life courses is also associated with a gradual dissolution 
of predefined role models, such as gender roles. In summary, flexibi­
lisation is associated with a blurring of regularities and an increasing 
degree of freedom when shaping life courses. As a result, there is likely 
to be a growing number of variations in who participates in adult ed­
ucation and how adult education is incorporated in different stages of 
life. Professional and personal development therefore become based on 
the particular situation and requirements. Furthermore, the individ­
ualisation of life courses implies that parts of adult education are also 
tailored to individuals’ specific requirements. 

In the labour market, as a result of flexibilisation and the associated 
shift in values, aspects such as meaningfulness, autonomy, co-deter­
mination and self-determination are becoming increasingly important. 
As a result, strict guidelines, hierarchical roles and simply carrying out 
tasks are becoming less important. Meanwhile, individual freedoms 
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and the requirements people have in terms of shaping their own roles 
are increasing. Through a sense of meaning and individual role-mak­
ing, the boundaries between private and professional life are becoming 
increasingly permeable. For adult education, this suggests that incor­
porating private and professional life as a single entity is becoming 
increasingly important. The personal benefits of adult education are 
based on the meaningfulness for one’s own ‘life projects’ and the ap­
plicability in various fields of work. Additionally, adult education faces 
the challenge of promoting not only professional competences but also 
transversal and personal skills, as well as an understanding of larger 
contexts.

Another central aspect of flexibilisation is the pluralisation of knowl­
edge sources. Standardised knowledge from sources with unambiguous 
and verifiable authorship is losing importance. In contrast, the amount 
of information and the number of knowledge sources are increasing. 
On the one hand, technological advancements make it easier to cre­
ate knowledge sources and provide information. On the other hand, 
there are increasing efforts to make publications accessible to everyone 
through open access. New sources of knowledge and simplified access 
to information, however, increase the requirements regarding the way 
content is reviewed, classified and interpreted. Additionally, the vast 
amount of knowledge and sources of knowledge can lead to confu­
sion and contradictions. Adult education has the challenging task of 
teaching how to deal competently and critically with plural knowledge 
sources, contributing to the contextualisation of knowledge and guid­
ing individuals in how to tolerate uncertainties and contradictions.

Against the backdrop of these social trends and challenges for adult 
education, this trend report formulates three central perspectives for 
adult education: «variety and diversity», «meaningfulness and co-de­
termination» and «complexity». The perspectives are intended to shift 
the focus towards the social tasks of adult education and, in this way, 
to inspire the various actors involved in adult education to make the 
most of the potential of flexibilisation and actively shape the future. 



5

Introduction

FLE XIB IL ISAT ION: TR ANSIT FO CUS TOPIC

Trends towards flexibilisation are permeating society and the world 
of work. As a result, the way people organise their own lives becomes 
more open, how they organise their work becomes more agile and 
sources of knowledge become more diverse and more easily accessible. 
Flexibilisation takes place in the context of a change in values. Individ­
ually experienced meaningfulness and the connection to a person’s 
own living environment characterise flexible societies. Adult educa­
tion can hardly escape these changes and will have to deal with them 
accordingly in the future. In this trend report, we take a look at the 
perspectives that flexibilisation opens up for adult education and the 
future of learning.

In the first part of the report, we describe trends towards flexibili­
sation. Based on theoretical and empirical literature, we show that 
these trends are reflected in various areas of life connected with adult 
education and are changing the way we live, work and learn. In the 
second part of the report, we derive perspectives for adult education 
from the changes that have already begun and those that are emerging. 
In addition, in the second part of the report, we pose questions to the 
actors involved in adult education to encourage them to reflect deeply 
on their own practices and attitudes. 

Two aspects should be taken into account when reading the report. 
Firstly, it discusses the opportunities and risks of flexibilisation but, 
for reasons of space, it cannot cover all aspects of it. The report aims 
to highlight those aspects from both sides that open up perspectives 
for the way adult education is designed. Secondly, flexibilisation is a 
trend that does not apply equally to all sections of the world of work 
and society (e.g. not to all professions or social milieus) and has already 
affected certain areas more than others. This trend report, therefore, 
assumes a direction of development in each case. 

Of course, flexibilisation is not the only issue that will influence the 
future of adult education. However, due to current developments, it 
appears to entail a particularly large potential for change, which is why 
the TRANSIT community, via a nationwide survey throughout Swit­
zerland, chose it as the key issue for 2022 at the Think Tank TRANSIT. 

Several TRANSIT events were held on the topic of flexibilisation, where 
the community-generated ideas and inputs in a joint process. In addi­
tion, the team joined forces with a number of committed experts to 
draw up a working paper which, together with the inputs from the 
events, provided the basis for this trend report. The TRANSIT team 
has also published several focus articles on the topic of flexibilisation 
on the TRANSIT website, which deal with chosen content areas of this 
trend report in condensed form (https://www.thinktank-transit.ch/
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category/focus-topic/). Overall, the trend report, therefore, provides a 
summary of the discussions and considerations on the topic of flexibil­
isation. At the same time, it provides the conclusion to this thematic 
focus. TRANSIT has already started an exchange on which topic area 
could also be particularly relevant for the future of adult education and 
should therefore be the next focus. 

THINK TANK TR ANSIT

The Think Tank TRANSIT is a platform where perspectives for adult 
education are developed and discussed. It offers space for thought and 
creativity. TRANSIT was founded in 2017. 

The Think Tank TRANSIT has an interdisciplinary and collaborative 
approach. This means that it draws on existing (research) knowledge 
and, in addition, develops thematic approaches, in-depth knowledge 
and perspectives in cooperation with all interested parties. This is be­
cause we firmly believe that future scenarios should also be based on 
existing practical knowledge. This requires good networking and the 
cooperation of people who are active in different fields. Ideally, various 
disciplines that are not necessarily directly concerned with adult edu­
cation will contribute their views on which challenges adult education 
will face in the future. An in-depth discussion of TRANSIT’s working 
methods can be found in the first trend report (available at https://www.
thinktank-transit.ch/publications/)

The Think Tank TRANSIT is a project of the Swiss Federation for Adult 
Learning (SVEB) and is supported by the State Secretariat for Education, 
Research and Innovation (SERI). As a national umbrella organisation, 
SVEB has been active in all three language regions since 1951. It sup­
ports the adult education sector in the current period of change and 
contributes to the development of the adult education system with 
innovative projects.
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Part 1: Flexibilisation of life courses,  
the world of work and sources of knowledge

The term flexibilisation

Before we reflect on trends towards flexibilisation and their signifi­
cance for adult learning and education, we need a brief clarification 
of the term. In general, flexibilisation refers to a process of increasing 
flexibility. Flexibilisation can therefore be understood as a develop­
ment towards increasing openness and manoeuvrability. On the other 
hand, processes in the opposite direction lead to fixation and uniform­
ity. The opposite of flexibilisation is, therefore, standardisation (Szyd­
lik, 2008, p.8). In organisational theory, flexibilisation means a process 
to increase the agility of organisations and individuals. In the context 
of social sciences, flexibilisation is analysed and, to some extent, also 
critically discussed as a process of change and dissolution of bound­
aries. Here flexibilisation often means the dissolution of traditional 
spatial, temporal or organisational boundaries as well as increasing in­
dividualisation and sometimes also the alignment of female and male 
life courses (e.g. Eichhorst & Tobsch, 2014; Sennett, 2000; Tangian & 
Seifert, 2008; Thelen & Baerwolf, 2008).

The main theme of this report is flexibilisation. In addition to the term 
flexibilisation, we also use the term individualisation in many places. 
Here, individualisation is the process of an individual’s transition from 
heteronomy to self-determination. In the social sciences, individual­
isation is also understood as the dissolution of old social ties and the 
resulting emergence of new, individually negotiable leeway in terms 
of development and behaviour (Beck, 1986). Flexibilisation and indi­
vidualisation therefore often go hand in hand, with individualisation 
usually linked to people while the term flexibilisation also refers to 
other areas such as organisations or labour markets.

Changes in social values and flexibilisation

From a social science perspective, flexibilisation is part of an overall 
social context. Towards the end of the last century, many Western so­
cieties transformed into ‘post-modern’ societies. This means that since 
then, the maximisation of economic prosperity has no longer been the 
social and individual focus, instead it has been post-materialist values 
such as the highest possible quality of life (Inglehart, 1997). The trans­
formation involves a change in social norms and ideas which, in turn, 
has given a boost to flexibilisation in many areas of life. A society of 
«singularities» has emerged in which, to put it positively, the realm of 
the necessity of classical modernity has been replaced by a post-mod­
ern realm of freedom, a realm of the culturally purposeless (Reckwitz, 
2018). 

Trends towards flexibilisation are affecting different areas of society. 
In post-modern societies, individuals have more and more control over 



8

their destiny and are called upon to shape their own «do-it-yourself» bi­
ography (Beck, 1986; Giddens, 1991; Mills, 2007). Post-modern working 
conditions are characterised by a deregulation of collective norms such 
as full-time work or weekends off and increasing flexibility in working 
conditions. At the same time, flexibilisation also blurs the boundaries 
between work and private life (Anttila et al., 2015). Sources of knowl­
edge are a significant factor in the individual shaping of biographies 
and identities. These are increasingly diversifying and multiplying. 
Although it is becoming easier and easier for individuals to acquire 
knowledge, it is becoming more and more difficult for them to filter 
out the sources of knowledge that are relevant to them and to check 
the knowledge for authenticity. In the following, processes of flexibi­
lisation are discussed in the three central outlined areas: life courses, 
the world of work and sources of knowledge. 

The literature used as a basis for this description of social developments 
in the context of flexibilisation is, in some cases, from many years 
ago. However, this is not a contradiction to the report’s objective of 
generating future perspectives. This is because well-founded future 
perspectives do not emerge in a vacuum, they require examination of 
longer-lasting developments and debates. In contrast to some other 
analyses of the future, the Think Tank TRANSIT draws on scientific 
foundations for longer-term and extensive changes while, at the same 
time, taking current perspectives from practice. 

L IFE  COUR SE S

The increasing freedom to shape life courses is a significant change that 
goes hand in hand with flexibilisation. Changes in the way life courses 
are shaped have been widely discussed, including in connection with 
the change in gender roles, the questioning of the traditional nuclear 
family and, more comprehensively, in the social criticism of the 1968 
movement. Seen or targeted at the heart of this development was a 
loosening and pluralisation of social norms, which led to an increase 
in individual freedom of choice but also self-responsibility. The trend 
towards individualisation focuses on self-realisation within a uniquely 
designed individuality. This trend is driven by growing self-determi­
nation and individual freedom of choice, and here the relationship 
between the individual and the community is also shifting (Anttila 
et al., 2015). In his analysis of the «risk society», Beck postulated that 
old social ties are dissolving and that this is creating new, individually 
negotiable leeway in terms of development and behaviour (Beck, 1986). 

According to Beck (1986), however, the new leeway also contains vari­
ous risks of a social and health-related nature, which systematically go 
hand in hand with the social production of wealth. Ehrenberg (2004) 
identifies individual states of exhaustion as drastic counter-develop­
ments to the accelerated dynamics of assessment according to moti­
vation and individual initiative. With regard to the role of individuals 
in the labour market, Sennett (2000) analyses the downsides, ambiva­
lences and implicit power mechanisms of flexibilisation. He argued 
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for asking who is actually interested in increasing individualisation 
and who benefits from it. For example, flexible working conditions 
promise the «flexible person» more freedom, but actually set new con­
trol mechanisms in motion. From the perspective of «social capital», 
(Bourdieu, 1983) the new design options must also be viewed critically. 
This is because they are also connected with how much «social capital» 
people have. People with high social capital tend to have better oppor­
tunities for education, employment and social advancement because 
they have access to important resources and information that can help 
them achieve their goals. On the other hand, people with lower social 
capital often have difficulties accessing important resources and infor­
mation. The social problem of increasing flexibilisation is therefore the 
decreasing equality (Reckwitz, 2018). 

Both viewpoints – the praise of individual freedom and the fear that 
individualisation is primarily to maximise profit – continue to affect 
the discussion about the flexibilisation of life courses to this day. In the 
following, we will focus more on the opportunities that flexibilisation 
opens up for adult education. Here we will take an in-depth look at two 
key aspects of flexible life courses: the arrangement of phases of life 
and role models that influence how life courses are shaped. 

Flexibilisation of phases of life

In the course of the last decades, social models for how biographies are 
shaped and what should take place in which phase of life have mul­
tiplied. Life course research assumes that societies are in a constant 
state of change and that their members move in the social space that 
influences their life courses (e.g. Mayer, 2009). An important aspect of 
life courses is their temporal structure. This includes, for example, the 
length of time spent in certain phases as well as the age distribution 
during transition events. Concerning the change in the way life cours­
es have been shaped over the past decades, the literature describes a 
transition from highly standardised life courses with structured ed­
ucational and career pathways (Kohli, 1997) to a more flexible way 
of designing the sequence of life phases. This process is also called 
de-standardisation and describes the blurring of temporal regularities 
in the life course (Scherger, 2007). 

The tendency towards more flexible life phases is also due to the fact 
that Western societies are experiencing growing prosperity, an increase 
in life expectancy and an improvement in the average health condition 
of the population. This means that there is an increase in the number 
of people who are no longer working but are healthy, productive and 
have a wide range of interests (Zukunftsinstitut, 2021). For example, 
these people often express a desire for adult education or gainful em­
ployment even in old age.

However, quite a few authors also view the debates on the de-standardi­
sation of life courses critically. On the one hand, empirical research has 
indicated that no general process of de-standardisation can be observed 
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and that, instead, it takes place selectively (Brückner & Mayer, 2005). 
On the other hand, the increasing individualisation of the life course 
is associated with a decoupling of social roles and increasing disorder 
in the life trajectories (Macmillan, 2005).

According to the Think Tank WIRE, the change in the prevailing life 
trajectories models can also be described schematically as a development 
from the traditional model via the model of simultaneity to the model 
of flexibility. The models link the life phases of individuals (childhood/
youth, adulthood and old age) with their «main activities» (learning, 
employment/family, retirement). The authors conclude: «This fixed allo­
cation of life phases and main activities is becoming noticeably less im­
portant in the 21st century (Achermann & Sigrist, S.37).» In the traditional 
model, youth is seen as a time of learning, adulthood as a time of employ­
ment, career and starting a family, and old age as a time of retirement 
(Achermann & Sigrist, 2017). In today’s dominant model of simultaneity, 
more and more activities are carried out in parallel. Career, family and 
hobbies are increasingly taking place simultaneously. The linearity of 
the traditional model in the sense of a sequential order is giving way to a 
parallelism of activities. According to WIRE, the increasing life expectan­
cy is still hardly taken into account, i.e. the life phase «old age» remains 
coupled to the «main activity» retirement for the time being. Since they 
believe there is an increasing blurring in the allocation of life phases and 
main activities, the authors of WIRE outline the model of flexibility for 
future development (Achermann & Sigrist, 2017). This model takes into 
account both the longer life expectancy and the development of health, 
and it is possible to arrange certain activities in any order or combina­
tion throughout a person’s entire lifespan. This means that, at any age, 
phases of professional activity, learning or training and adult education, 
as well as periods of temporary «retirement», would be possible. 

It can be assumed that the flexible and individualised shaping of life 
courses has consequences for the field of adult education. This is be­
cause so far, concerning life phases, adult education seems to be still 
predominantly oriented towards the traditional, standardised model or 
the model of simultaneity. This is also shown by statistics from the Fed­
eral Statistical Office (FSO, 2023) on participation in adult education: 
higher age groups have lower adult education participation rates than 
younger people. Furthermore, the participation of older individuals in 
adult education is currently declining more than that of younger peo­
ple. In the future, however, adults are likely to increasingly participate 
in adult education in every phase of life, following the trend of flexibi­
lisation. This means, for example, that additional training can follow 
adult education. In addition, active older individuals will be more likely 
to stay longer in the labour market and will want to increasingly partic­
ipate in adult education for both professional and personal purposes. 
The challenge for adult education is to recognise the potential of the 
active older population and to create suitable conditions for their social 
participation. The Zukunftsinstitut, an institute for trend and future 
research in Germany, sees «great opportunities for a new sociocultural 
vitality» in this regard (Zukunftsinstitut, 2022a). 
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As a result of these developments, the line between initial and adult 
education, as well as their sequence, is becoming increasingly blurred. 
For example, in the field of higher education, it is becoming increasing­
ly common for achievements from adult education at tertiary institu­
tions as non-formal education to be credited towards an undergraduate 
degree. Conversely, there is also a trend towards crediting previously 
acquired educational qualifications towards adult education at tertiary 
institutions (Swissuniversities, 2021). 

This raises the question of the extent to which the right to education 
should be extended to include adult education because education is no 
longer exclusively limited to children and young people due to flex­
ibilisation. Furthermore, it needs to be discussed how extensive the 
concept of adult education may be and whether, for example, it should 
go beyond just job-related training. A more comprehensive approach 
would also target people outside the labour market, which would cor­
respond to the flexibilisation of life courses and the right to education. 

Flexibilisation of role models 

The social trend towards flexible and individualised life courses is 
largely based on a change in prevailing norms and values. This is be­
cause the change in values influences which role models are socially 
possible and accepted. 

This also concerns one of the most central social role concepts: gender. 
In the last decades, the role models regarding gender have fundamen­
tally changed so that traditional gender roles are tending to disinte­
grate. New, more diverse role patterns are emerging for both genders, 
while gender stereotypes are losing importance. The traditional or 
modernised breadwinner model, in which the man is employed and 
the woman predominantly takes care of the family and household, is 
increasingly being replaced by various other models that involve a less 
rigid distribution of roles. In these newer models, employment and 
family work are more equally divided between partners, with women 
increasingly participating in working life and men becoming more 
involved in private life. While the flexibilisation of role models is a 
socially significant trend, their actual change seems to be progressing 
rather slowly. With this in mind, the Federal Statistical Office (FSO) 
reports rather slow development towards a more equal distribution of 
work between paid employment and house and family work in Swit­
zerland (FSO, 2020). 

The shift away from traditional gender roles is currently gaining an 
additional dimension: not only are gender roles and norms becoming 
less binding, the concept of gender itself is also becoming less fixed. 
Gender can no longer only be thought of in binary terms in the cat­
egories «male» and «female» but can be defined in as many ways as 
people choose. With the gender categories, sexual orientations are also 
becoming pluralised and are moving away from the binary schema of 
heterosexuality and homosexuality (Zukunftsinstitut, 2022b). 
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Role models for men and women, as well as associated gender-spe­
cific stereotypes, also determine the distribution of men and wom­
en across professions. The labour market in industrialised countries 
is heavily segregated in terms of occupations, with women and men 
usually working in different occupations (Achatz, 2018). For example, 
the fields of nursing, education, cleaning and simple office work are 
dominated by women, while trades and manufacturing are male-dom­
inated domains (Charles, 2005). Despite the general trends towards 
flexibilisation, changing role models and increased female labour 
force participation, segregation has only slightly decreased since 1970.  
Scientific analyses suggest that structural features of post-industrial 
labour markets and modern education systems support the cultivation, 
realisation and display of gender-specific curricular affinities (Charles 
& Bradley, 2009). Due to the continuing occupational segregation by 
gender, there are various initiatives aimed at encouraging women to 
pursue male-dominated professions and men to enter female-dominat­
ed professions. The extent to which these initiatives will lead to pro­
fessional integration in conjunction with the diminishing significance 
of traditional gender roles and gender categories remains uncertain. 

The flexibilisation of role models is also partly due to increased migra­
tion movements. Immigration to Switzerland has increased significant­
ly since the turn of the millennium (FSO, 2022). Furthermore, since 
the introduction of the free movement of people, immigration has not 
been predominantly caused by wars and economic pressure abroad but 
is also due to the shortage of skilled workers in Switzerland. In connec­
tion with this shift, the educational level of immigrants has increased. 
This also leads to increasingly mixed participation in the world of work 
and adult education programmes. 

Migration also has a general influence on the shaping of biographies 
and the flexibilisation of social role models, however. This is because 
different cultural backgrounds and languages can influence the way 
in which people living in Switzerland tell their biography and define 
their identities. Additionally, contact with different cultures and ways 
of life can expand the perspectives and experiences of the resident pop­
ulation. They may shape their biography differently than if they had 
grown up in a more homogeneous environment. Overall, migration can 
contribute to people making their roles more flexible through complex 
and diverse experiences.

So far in the field of adult education, training providers, employers, 
actors in political institutions and, not least, participants in adult edu­
cation have probably, at least unconsciously, often relied on traditional 
gender models and a vision of life that has not been influenced much by 
migration movements. For example, in female-dominated professions, 
periods of non-employment and later reorientation are more common 
than in male-dominated professions, and adult education programmes 
are designed accordingly. If men increasingly give up or share the role 
of family breadwinner and, as a result, gain freedom for adult educa­
tion in various phases of life, they are likely to be more interested in 
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similar adult education formats as women. In addition, women are 
more likely to enter previously male-dominated areas of the labour 
and adult education market. For example, if continuing vocational ed­
ucation and training in some professions has, so far, mainly targeted 
men in full-time employment, the content, as well as course times 
and formats, would have to adjust to a new composition in terms of 
participants. However, the problem arises of how all participants can 
learn effectively. Gender equality in didactics, for example, aims to 
prevent men from receiving better learning opportunities than women 
in mixed-gender adult education courses (Lehmann, 2000). 

In summary, the question arises as to what relevance gender roles, 
job-specific gender stereotypes and cultural backgrounds currently have 
in adult education. Furthermore, all actors involved in adult education 
need to consider how adult education should change when role models 
change or dissolve and the composition of the participants changes.

Conclusion

An individualised society is also likely to demand individualised adult 
education. In the future, adult education is therefore likely to be less 
oriented towards standardised life courses and traditional role models 
in terms of organisation, form and content than it has been in the past. 
Participants in adult education will increasingly have individualised 
life courses and phase models. Adult education therefore cannot be 
tailored to a homogeneous group of participants but should incorpo­
rate the individual living environments and impart skills that can be 
utilised in the specific environments in question. Also, occupation-spe­
cific knowledge should be integrated into different situations and life 
courses. In this regard, ideas need to be developed on how adult educa­
tion could be designed to incorporate individualised life courses. 

WORLD OF WORK

The trend towards flexibilisation and individualisation is also evident 
in the world of work, and a shift in values is taking place here, too. The 
concept of «New Work» vividly describes this shift in values (see also 
the TRANSIT interview with Heike Bauer, 2022). The term «New Work» 
was coined by Frithjof Bergmann (1990) as a concept to describe a spe­
cific type of work that employees find meaningful and also really want 
to do. The concept focuses on the individual and their pursuit of fulfil­
ment and meaningfulness. The central values of the concept are auton­
omy, freedom, meaningfulness, participation in the community and 
integration into society (Bergmann, 2019). Currently, the term «New 
Work» is also used as a vague umbrella term for various approaches 
in the world of work. In everyday language, the term is often used 
interchangeably with agile work, Work 4.0, work-life blending, crowd 
working, knowledge work, remote work and many more. 

Various studies show that a high salary is no longer the most important 
criterion by which employees choose and assess a job. In particular 
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younger generations, such as Generation Z, increasingly express a de­
sire to realise their full potential at work while also taking responsi­
bility. In addition, they value other intangible aspects such as intellec­
tual challenge, an independent way of working and innovative tasks 
(Waffenschmidt, 2018). This change demands a more flexible approach 
to the organisation of work.

In addition to the change in values, technological and social develop­
ments as well as the rapid proliferation of knowledge are driving forces 
behind the increasing flexibilisation in the world of work. The VUCA 
(volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity) model describes 
the rapid and often radical changes in today’s world, stating that the 
increasing pace of changes or volatility, the accompanying uncertainty, 
the complexity of issues and systems and the growing ambiguity make 
it increasingly difficult to predict future developments. This leads to 
organisations and individuals rethinking established approaches and 
striving for more flexible and agile forms of work and development. 

In the following, we shed light on possible effects that more flexible 
and meaningful forms of work may have on adult education. In doing 
so, we take a look at two central aspects of the working world. Firstly, 
the increasing involvement and role-making of employees, and second­
ly, the relationship between work life and private life. 

Involvement and role-making

Under the influence of changing values such as autonomy, employee 
involvement in decision-making processes and diversity, tasks in the 
working world are increasingly being organised in projects rather than 
rigid departments. Project teams need to be composed of people with 
the most suitable skills. In this sense, teams and also entire organisa­
tions are increasingly being understood as networks (Haufe Akademie, 
n. d.). 

The organisation in projects and teams requires the involvement of 
employees. The increasing involvement of employees in shaping their 
work can also be seen in social science research. Accordingly, employ­
ees are becoming more and more informed about their employer and 
work processes so they can play a more active role in shaping them. 
They have more autonomy; hierarchies are flatter and have less con­
trolling management (Green, 2012). Representatives of organisational 
psychology also point out that organisations are moving away from a 
top-down approach in the sense of «predict and control» (cf. Laloux & 
Wilber, 2014) and are increasingly relying on agile forms of collabora­
tion. 

In such a work environment, employees must increasingly design their 
roles themselves (job crafting, cf. Wrzesniewski et al., 2013). This ap­
plies not only to their tasks but also to the further development of their 
skills and personal growth. Employees are therefore required to active­
ly design their professional roles and organise their work themselves. 
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They require skills here to have an impact in their professional role. 
This includes, for instance, the abilities to reflect on their behaviour, 
deal with conflicts and use challenges as opportunities for individual 
development (cf. Majkovic et al., 2021).

The development of skills can take place on various levels. In addition 
to formal adult education, learning at work is particularly important 
here. This form of development is increasingly oriented towards re­
quirements and applications. Organisations can, for example, promote 
the exchange of knowledge between interfaces, provide easily acces­
sible learning opportunities and enable supervisors to support their 
employees in their development (cf. Blum & Gabathuler, 2019). 

The consequences of increasing involvement and role-making are cer­
tainly debatable. In most cases, work and organisational psychology 
research assumes that the positive effects of participation, room for 
manoeuvre and control over one’s job outweigh the negatives. This is 
particularly true with regard to commitment to work (Mazetti et al., 
2021). However, critics point out that greater involvement of employ­
ees does not always mean an advantage for them. Sociological research 
has shown that involvement is often associated with higher work in­
tensity, which can have a negative impact on well-being (Gallie, 1998). 
In addition, stress levels and pressure increase in self-managed teams 
(Gallie & Ying, 2013).

The changing organisation of work and the increasing involvement 
of employees mean that, for adult education, it is important that it 
enables employees to understand, tackle and create solutions for com­
plex problems. Pure expertise is becoming less and less sufficient, and 
personal skills and management abilities are becoming increasingly 
indispensable. Designing one’s own role is also a demanding process 
and requires a broad range of skills that go far beyond professional 
skills and require a lot of self-reflection. 

The question arises as to what adult education looks like when it pro­
vides the necessary tools for successfully coping with the new require­
ments. Manninen, (2020) for example, sees corresponding potential in 
change-oriented adult education: «If you have to cope with complex 
problems, new skills, as for instance technical competencies, are not 
sufficient on their own. You need a deeper understanding of the sit­
uation, the broader context and the processes or mechanisms which 
shape these problems.» One way of promoting competencies for inde­
pendently designing one’s role in the labour market, for example, is 
to consistently reflect on learning content with regard to one’s living 
environment and design. 

Dissolution of boundaries between work and private life

Boundaries between the two life domains of work and free time have 
changed in the past decades. Greater flexibility in where they work 
makes it easier for employees to balance the two domains, which they 
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often appreciate (cf. Majkovic et al., 2021). In addition, the shifts towards 
more meaningfulness and co-determination – values of «New Work» – 
are increasingly dissolving the boundaries between work and private 
life with regard to their role in personal and professional development 
A meaningful symbiosis of life and work is targeted here (Gallie, 1998). 

From the discussions surrounding «New Work», it becomes clear that 
with the progression of the corresponding value of work, life would 
no longer be divided into work and private life, instead it would be 
seen as the sum of all (paid and unpaid) activities. Since the meaning­
fulness of gainful employment would blur the boundaries between 
purely professional and purely private interests and times, the concept 
of work-life blending is likely to increasingly replace that of work-life 
balance. Instead of maintaining a strict separation between work and 
private life, work-life blending aims to integrate work into everyday 
life. This means people can also deal with professional matters in their 
free time. At the same time, a seamless transition between work and 
private life enables employees to flexibly respond to private circum­
stances and work in a self-determined way (Zukunftsinstitut). With 
work-life blending, the challenge in the future will probably not only 
be to organise the two areas of work and life side by side but also to find 
a balance between workload and freedom (Leadership insiders, n. d.). 

As the demands on individuals to market themselves, network and 
invest in their (educational) portfolio increase due to the dissolution 
of boundaries between work and private life, the importance of self-or­
ganisation and (self-)marketing skills grows. In this context, a function­
ing network becomes increasingly important both for the organisation 
of companies and in a private context, and here the private and pro­
fessional areas can hardly be separated anymore. In a working world 
that is characterised by flexibility and individuality, individuals have 
to maintain and manage this complex network. 

Employees see both positive and negative aspects in the dissolution of 
boundaries between the domains of work and free time. On the one 
hand, flexibility in where and when they work is valued as a resource. 
On the other hand, separating work from private life is perceived as 
challenging (Majkovic et al., 2021). The proximity of work and free time 
creates stress factors such as lack of rest or difficulty in setting bound­
aries (Ashforth et al., 2000; Behrens et al., 2021; Reinke & Düvel, 2022). 
Due to blurred boundaries, «work» can always be done. Employees are 
allowed to «live» at the workplace and, as a result, the private sphere 
is no longer protected. This means that difficulties to control overtime 
can also overshadow personal interests (Gottschall & Voss, 2005). This 
seems to be independent of the meaningfulness of work because even 
«work that people really want» can take up so much time that other 
interests are neglected. As private and work life increasingly merge, 
there is also the risk that self-optimisation, self-marketing and contin­
uing education become an obligation for society. The individuals are 
then no longer free but are obliged to constantly change and improve 
themselves (Klingovsky, 2021). 
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One consequence of the dissolution of boundaries between work and 
private life is the increasing self-directed participation in (adult) educa­
tion. Studies indicate that, over time, the traditional ascent orientation 
decreases and an alternative orientation increases, which is charac­
terised by employees reacting to constantly changing demands in the 
world of work with high flexibility and mobility. Accordingly, employ­
ees plan their careers themselves by constantly continuing their educa­
tion and acquiring new skills (Schneider et al., 2022). Adult education 
is increasingly seen as a life-long project that should be managed by 
individuals, rather than being primarily in the interest and responsi­
bility of the world of work. As the «FOCUS Weiterbildung 2022» adult 
education study by SVEB shows, adult education and training provid­
ers are increasingly realising that the individualisation and increasing 
autonomy in working life are leading to participants taking more re­
sponsibility for their own continuing education and setting their own 
goals (Gollob, 2022). As a result, the demand for guidance and support 
from providers is also increasing. 

The blurring of boundaries between work and private life also means 
that adult education should, on the one hand, provide individuals with 
the tools they need to understand and manage the complex connec­
tions between private life and work. This includes, for example, skills 
for self-organisation, dealing with complex networks and (self-)market­
ing. On the other hand, dealing with the blurred boundaries between 
work and private life requires the use of «boundary tactics» to avoid 
or resolve conflicts between professional and private life. A study by 
Kreiner et al. (2009) shows that such tactics are based on knowledge 
that can be learned. Dissolving the boundaries between different areas 
of life also means, in a broader sense, that people want to use and de­
velop their skills for all areas of life. Therefore, adult education should 
not only be helpful for the current professional role but also help to 
achieve additional professional and personal development goals.

Conclusion

To some extent, the education sector reflects the working world and one 
of its aims is to convey skills so people can cope with future challenges in 
the world of work. The concept of «New Work» brings together questions 
and concerns that currently play an important role in many areas of the 
working world. Therefore, they should also be reflected upon and (defi­
nitely critically) discussed in adult education. It can be expected, for ex­
ample, that «New Work» will also require «New Learning». Logically, this 
should be based on the same principles as «New Work»: meaningfulness, 
autonomy and self-determination, as well as belonging to a learning 
community. In this sense, «New Learning» therefore includes more than 
just the flexibilisation of learning spaces and programmes. Firstly, it 
must be possible to acquire the corresponding skills. In addition to skills 
for proactivity, communication and collaboration, a key skill would be 
learning for an uncertain future (Foelsing & Schmitz, 2021). Secondly, 
the question arises of how (career-oriented) adult education can address 
concerns such as participation, meaningfulness, project orientation and 
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work-life blending. This also means that adult education should not only 
impart pure specialist knowledge but also skills that can be used to deal 
with real challenges (Sauter, 2018). 

S OURCE S OF KNOWLED GE 

For several decades, many societies have been evolving into knowledge 
societies. In knowledge societies, knowledge forms the basis for social 
coexistence and economic success. With the trend towards knowledge 
societies, knowledge has also gained importance for the distribution 
of resources. Accordingly, the increase and dissemination of knowl­
edge are central components of knowledge societies. The flexibilisation 
of knowledge sources helps with the increase and dissemination of 
knowledge. On the one hand, modern society and knowledge about 
it are becoming increasingly differentiated while, on the other hand, 
diffusion is increasing (Wimmer, 2002).

Pluralisation of knowledge sources and their accessibility

Against this social background and with the advance of digitisation, 
knowledge sources have diversified and the accessibility of these sources 
has significantly increased. A large part of objectifiable knowledge (i.e. 
knowledge that is not based on subjective experience, intuition, em­
bodied knowledge or aesthetics) is stored digitally today and is dissem­
inated through numerous digital channels and networks. As a result, 
information has become available on an unprecedented scale.

Many (digital) sources of knowledge are freely accessible and can be 
used free of charge. For several years, for example, the trend towards 
open access has intensified in scientific publications and – to a lesser 
extent – in learning materials (open educational resources, OER). Cre­
ative Commons licences (CC licences) establish minimum usage rules 
but often allow for extensive appropriation, use, editing and distribu­
tion of (modified) content. With this development, for instance, pub­
licly funded research results, including the collected data, are made 
freely available, allowing academics from financially weaker institu­
tions or those without institutional affiliations to use the results of 
other researchers. The same applies to learning materials: when they 
become freely available with CC licences, they are also accessible to 
trainers who work outside institutions. 

Large amounts of freely accessible knowledge also provide the basis for 
AI (artificial intelligence), where programs learn from the structure of 
existing data and solve new problems based on this knowledge. There 
are more and more freely accessible AI programs which serve as sources 
of knowledge. For example, they can collect knowledge from different 
sources and compile it into a new form to answer a specific question. A 
current example of this is AI-based programs such as ChatGPT, which 
make it possible to have written work created on a specific question 
with minimal effort. Access to digitised and freely available knowledge 
sources in combination with the learning algorithm produces results 
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that can hardly be distinguished from texts written by humans (cf. Sus­
njak, 2022). Adult education providers must ask themselves how they 
want to deal with the challenge posed by AI-based and freely available 
knowledge sources, for example concerning proofs of performance and 
competence. Furthermore, the question arises as to how AI programs 
can be used meaningfully and how reliable and trustworthy they (and 
the underlying sources) are. In (adult) education, in particular, these 
questions are becoming increasingly pressing (see, for instance, https://
alice.ch/de/news/ethische-leitlinien-fuer-kuenstliche-intelligenz/).

With the amount of publicly available knowledge and the technolog­
ical development of artificial intelligence, the possibilities to connect 
knowledge, put it into different contexts and create new connections 
have also multiplied. This development can be understood as increas­
ing connectivity (Zukunftsinstitut, 2022d). However, this development 
is not only of a technical nature, it also requires social structures. Con­
nectivity requires social negotiation of new «rules of the game» regard­
ing which knowledge can and should be processed and used in what 
form.

The rapid growth of knowledge and information, as well as the plurali­
sation of sources of knowledge and increasing connectivity, place high 
demands on individuals, educational institutions and society. One ma­
jor challenge is to contextualise freely available knowledge and make it 
useful for specific purposes or life situations. This is even more difficult 
as digitised knowledge is constantly changing, being updated and trans­
ported into other connections and contexts. Another challenge is that 
we are receiving more and more information, but we can only absorb a 
small amount of it or we cannot process the information in a meaningful 
way. An important skill, therefore, is the ability to filter out important 
information and put it into a meaningful context. Knowing that the 
majority of all information needs to be disregarded can be unsettling. 
Accepting the knowledge that we are unaware of something has also 
become a requirement. Ralph Hertwig (2023) further elaborates on this 
idea in an interview with TRANSIT: «The digital world means we are con­
fronted with a great deal of information and also misinformation. This 
world is based on a single business model – to attract our attention and 
then sell this attention as a commodity. If we followed every lead and 
tried to critically think through every attention-seeking piece of infor­
mation we are presented with, we would be walking right into the trap 
of this attention market. Therefore, in this environment, we also have 
to learn and apply a different strategy, something like critical ignoring.»

Authorship and authenticity

Until a few years ago, knowledge – usually available in printed books 
– generally had clear authorship and a mostly high degree of authen­
ticity. Operators of traditional sources of knowledge exercised a gate­
keeper or even monopolistic function over certain types of knowledge, 
ensuring authorship and authenticity. With the digitisation of knowl­
edge sources and increased connectivity, it has become much more 
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difficult to identify the authorship or source of digital knowledge and 
gatekeepers have increasingly lost their power. This development has, 
in some cases, been referred to as the democratisation of knowledge: 
more and more people have free access to ever-increasing amounts of 
knowledge – and can spread their own knowledge or opinions without 
any institution intervening and deciding what can or cannot be said. 

However, from today’s perspective, the term democratisation appears 
problematic. The hope that the dissemination of information, particu­
larly on the internet, would have a «democratising» effect dates back 
to the early days of Web 2.0 in the 2000s. Back then, this idea was 
strongly linked to the «liberation» from media gatekeepers (especially 
in countries where freedom and independence of the media were not 
guaranteed). This was, to some extent, also put into practice (the «Arab 
Spring» of 2011 is considered a textbook example). However, in some 
cases, there are still a lot of restrictions on knowledge sources and con­
tent. This is because the internet and newer digital technologies offer 
many possibilities for limiting, controlling or falsifying knowledge. 

The concept of democratisation remains problematic because, even 
with unrestricted access to sources of knowledge, genuinely democrat­
ic structures have not formed and the situation can be better described 
as anarchy rather than the absence of overarching organisation. Given 
this structure, the pluralisation of knowledge sources carries the risk 
that ill-founded opinions or everyday theories are elevated to the lev­
el of established sources of knowledge. Spaces emerge for deliberate 
disinformation (such as fake news or fake science). This can lead to an 
«alternative» perception of reality, where scientificity, provability or 
logic are considered irrelevant or even harmful. In addition, reinforc­
ing this idea, individuals are free to share this knowledge as they want 
within their networks, and this further shifts responsibility. Therefore, 
the discovery and dissemination of new sources of knowledge alone 
have hardly led to an increase in in-depth knowledge.   

Sustainable use of multiple sources of knowledge, which enables a pos­
itive approach to flexibilisation, requires competent handling of these 
sources and the knowledge disseminated through them. Due to the 
pluralisation of knowledge sources and the often-lacking accountabil­
ity for the authenticity of content, it is becoming increasingly difficult 
to select appropriate sources of knowledge and assess their content. 
Overall, both the complexity of knowledge and the requirements for 
handling this knowledge are therefore increasing. 

The actors involved in adult education need to find a constructive way 
of dealing with the complexity of multiple sources of knowledge. Adult 
education should also teach as many adults as possible how to deal with 
such sources. This requires digital literacy, among other things (Zu- 
kunftsinstitut, o. J.). Anyone who does not possess these skills is ex­
cluded from the available knowledge. Therefore, another key issue for 
adult education is how to ensure access to digitally stored knowledge 
for all population groups.
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Conclusion

Adult education has the self-image of being an intrinsic «search move­
ment» (Tietgens, 1986). Learners should be guided and encouraged to 
deal with knowledge. It is not about imparting a predetermined under­
standing of oneself and the world (Pätzold, 2018). In this sense, a large 
amount of freely accessible information is beneficial for adult educa­
tion. However, the pluralisation of sources of knowledge means adult 
education faces some challenging tasks: these tasks range from teach­
ing people how to deal competently with plural sources of knowledge 
and many different channels, to filtering and contextualising freely 
floating knowledge as well as distinguishing between facts and fake 
information and addressing ethical and legal issues. 

Due to the comprehensive availability of information and the demand 
for speed when processing information, learners are increasingly over­
whelmed by the multitude of options and may find it difficult to stay 
focused over extended periods of time. This makes learning difficult in 
the sense of linking knowledge. 

In the context of adult education, teachers no longer have a monopoly 
on specific specialist knowledge. They also have no control over which 
additional sources their learners consult to obtain knowledge and use 
in the context of learning activities. In addition, learning in self-organ­
ised groups and projects is a new form that is often not directly depend­
ent on teachers but is accompanied in isolated cases by experts. The 
role of teachers is also changing accordingly. In order to enable effec­
tive learning, teachers are required to filter the available information 
or help learners filter it and to make contextualisation possible. One 
challenge for institutions and teachers alike is to guide their learners so 
they can handle the many different sources of knowledge competently 
and critically, for example when evaluating the quality of discovered 
information (Schulz, 2018).

As Felix Stalder (Stalder, 2019) notes, teachers no longer have to primar­
ily convey knowledge but rather be able to classify the knowledge that 
learners gather: «My task as a professor includes the need to embed the 
decontextualized knowledge obtained by the students from search ma­
chines into a well-considered, larger context. Where does that knowl­
edge come from? Where is it going? Why has it turned up in this or 
that context?» Accordingly, Stalder sees dealing with complexity as a 
central task for the education of the future. 
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Part 2: Effects for adult education

The outlined developments towards increased flexibility in life cours­
es, the working world and sources of knowledge are accompanied by 
changes in lifestyles, expectations and basic attitudes. They also reveal 
a need for various competencies and skills that has already increased in 
recent years and is likely to become even more important in the future. 
Of course, this raises the question of what role these changes will play 
for adult education and learning in the future.

In this part of the trend report, we will delve deeper into the effects for 
adult education and learning that arise from the outlined social devel­
opments. To make these more concrete and stimulate deeper thought, 
there are specific questions aimed at various actors involved in adult 
education for each of the stated effects. The implications and questions 
are based on the following considerations, for instance: what should 
be the purpose and benefit of (adult) education, how will learning take 
place in the future and what kind of education (e.g. application-ori­
ented, transversal, personality-oriented) and framework conditions 
would be conducive in each case? Afterwards, we will derive three 
overarching perspectives for adult education from the developments 
and implications. 

S O CIAL TREND: FLE XIB IL ISED L IFE  COUR SE S 

The flexibilisation of life courses and models leads to a growing num­
ber of variations in who participates in adult education and how adult 
education is incorporated into different stages of life. As a result, pro­
fessional and personal development becomes based on the particular 
situation and requirements. Adult education is increasingly becoming 
a part of personal life courses. 

Challenge for adult education: participation of individuals with 
a wide range of life courses and in different phases of life

As there is likely to be an increasing mix of adult learners in the future 
in terms of age, gender, life phase, individual circumstances and other 
characteristics, actors involved in adult education should create suita­
ble conditions for all participants. Ideally, these conditions should en­
able the participation of individuals with a wide variety of life courses 
and models and in different stages of life. 

The changing participation in adult education by individuals in different 
phases of life and with diverse backgrounds also offers the opportunity 
to reconsider stereotypical assumptions about participants and to tailor 
adult education programmes to an even wider range of participants. An 
example of this is the inclusion of people in continuing vocational edu­
cation and training whose main priority is personal development rather 
than employability. These could include, for instance, older people or 
those who have been out of the labour market for an extended period. 
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Examples of questions arising for actors involved in adult 
education

ACTORS EXAMPLES  OF QUEST IONS ARIS ING 

Trainers and educa-
tional institutions

Can we use heterogeneity among participants as a source of knowl-
edge? 

How can we deal with different expectations and motivations?

Can we include people with different backgrounds and needs in exist-
ing programmes?

Can we use the skills and experiences of our participants when creat-
ing new programmes?

Do we require a connection to the field of application in our pro-
grammes, or do we also allow for lateral/re-entries and new entries?

To what extent do we recognise achievements from various basic edu-
cation, adult education and informal learning settings?

How do we shape the relationship between professional and personal 
skills?

Can we employ trainers and lecturers with different life courses and 
workloads, and where do we draw the line here?

Employers Do breaks for adult education benefit our company or are they mostly 
for the employees? 

Who do we actually support in adult education projects and which 
employees benefit the most from them?

Is professional and personal development the responsibility of the em-
ployer or the employees?

How open is access to adult education in our company?

What is the relationship between formal training and informal learn-
ing in everyday life?

Is informal learning the responsibility of employees or do we take spe-
cific measures to promote it?

Do we take advantage of the potential of our employees from the vari-
ous domains of their lives?

Funding bodies, policy 
makers, society

Who is entitled to adult education in what phase of life? 

Do existing or planned funding instruments meet the needs of flexibi-
lised life courses?

What is the social value of professional and personal adult education?

Is there a correlation between the gender composition in certain areas 
of adult education and the form in which they are organised? 

Are there already models in adult education that are better suited to 
flexibilised life courses and could be used as a model for other areas?

How can incentives promote diversity in adult education programmes 
and also enhance flexibilised programmes?

To what extent can and do we still want to differentiate between initial 
and adult education?
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Challenge for adult education: individualised course types and 
contents

Individualised life courses lead to more heterogeneity in the motives, 
needs and time resources of adult education participants. Flexibilised 
adult education is gaining importance so that individual life courses 
can be taken into account even more than before. At the level of pro­
grammes, for example, this could be individually selectable modules 
and a combination of them leading to a formal degree. At the level of 
forms of learning, the individual living environment must be integrat­
ed more into the learning process, for example by deepening what is 
learned in social learning forms or through guided reflections. Further 
trends include individualised learning paths through asynchronous, 
self-directed learning, often in digital form, or co-creation of learning 
content together with participants.

However, flexibilised adult education may not be the only answer to 
flexibilised life courses and models. There may also be a need for stand­
ardised and binding forms of adult education that act as a counter­
balance to flexibilised life courses. In this regard, common learning 
objectives, defined course certificates, a closed (learning) group and 
fixed schedules provide a sense of security. 

Therefore, there needs to be a reflection on the extent to which adult 
education needs more flexibilisation or more standardisation. It is also 
not clear whether individualised forms of learning are being increas­
ingly used as a replacement for standardised forms or whether both 
forms can coexist side by side. Adult education providers must ask 
themselves how to combine standardised and flexible forms of learn­
ing or, if necessary, how to meet the different needs of participants in 
different programmes.

Examples of questions arising for actors involved in adult  
education 

ACTORS EXAMPLES  OF QUEST IONS ARIS ING 

Trainers and educa-
tional institutions

How much flexibilisation do we want, and can we incorporate it into 
our programmes?

What is our attitude towards individualised adult education? 

How can I recognise the requirements of participants for individualis-
ation and standardisation? 

How do we deal with the different requirements for flexibilisation or 
standardisation of our participants?

How can we create cohesion in learning groups within an individual-
ised learning programme?

How can we assess the quality of the learning process in flexibilised 
forms of learning?

Which previously acquired skills do we recognise in our programmes, 
and how do we handle informally acquired skills?



25

Employers How does individualised learning work in our company?

What models do we use to support the development measures of our 
employees, and what impact do they have?

What measures do we promote and support for the development of 
skills?

How do we decide which adult education programmes and skills are 
useful for the function in question?

How can work and adult education be combined in our organisation?

When recruiting, do we focus on formal qualifications, or do we also 
recognise informally acquired skills?

Is continued development or even reorientation possible in our organi-
sation?

Funding bodies, policy 
makers

Which forms of learning should we support and promote?

To what extent are flexibilised, informal or asynchronous forms of 
learning promoted?

How can lifelong learning be enhanced in the context of demographic 
change?

How can we also maintain and continue to promote the strengths of 
Switzerland as a centre of knowledge and of the dual education sys-
tem with individualised learning?

 
S O CIAL TREND: FLE XIB IL ISAT ION OF THE REL ATIONSHIP 
BE T WEEN PRIVATE L IFE  AND THE WORLD OF WORK

Meaningfulness, autonomy, co-determination and self-determination 
are becoming more and more important. This applies to both private 
and professional life, with the boundaries between these domains be­
coming increasingly permeable. In the job market, strict guidelines, 
clear roles and simply carrying out tasks are becoming less important. 
Meanwhile, individual freedoms and requirements are increasing the 
options people have for shaping their own role. Participants in adult 
education are likely to expect aspects such as meaningfulness, auton­
omy, co-determination and self-determination to be incorporated and 
for it to be oriented towards both private and professional life. 

Challenge for adult education: combination of professional 
knowledge with transversal and personal skills

Continuing vocational education and training is facing the challenge of 
imparting not only specific job-related competences but also transver­
sal and personal skills as well as developing a sense of larger contexts. 
For example, job-related competences and subject-specific knowledge 
are not sufficient for solving complex, transdisciplinary problems. In 
addition, broad and networked knowledge as well as problem-solving 
skills, for instance, are necessary. Transversal competences, manage­
ment skills, personal development, self-marketing and learning for 
an uncertain future are also becoming increasingly important. The 
question therefore arises as to how much adult education should invest 
in conveying specialised knowledge and how much space should be 
devoted to curating meaning and understanding larger contexts.  
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Examples of questions arising for actors involved in adult  
education

 
Challenge for adult education: dealing with uncertain  
prospects

On the one hand, increasing co-determination and design possibilities 
allow for individual development. On the other hand, they also in­
crease uncertainties because tasks and prospects are no longer clearly 
predictable. In addition, career changes and reorientations in profes­
sional life are always imaginable. 

Participants in adult education will increasingly wonder how they can 
use the knowledge they have acquired in their future lives. They are 

ACTORS EXAMPLES  OF QUEST IONS ARIS ING 

Trainers and educa-
tional institutions

How much space do personal development and reflection have in our 
adult education programmes?

What is our approach between customer-oriented service from the 
provider and self-organised responsibility of the participants?

How can we make it possible for participants to not only deal with the 
subject matter but also with themselves?

Which transversal and personal skills need to be promoted?

Which technological tools can we use to promote transversal and per-
sonal skills?

Do we want to increasingly connect vocational and general education 
courses? 

How do we promote deeper understanding of the larger context?

Can we ensure that efforts focusing on meaningfulness and personal 
development are linked together across the individual programmes?

Employers How much personality can our corporate culture tolerate?

How much responsibility do I want to delegate to my employees as a 
manager, and how much do I want to make important decisions my-
self?

How can we enable our employees to understand the overall processes 
in the company?

How can we promote role-making and job crafting in our organisa-
tion?

How can we develop employees who think holistically despite speciali-
sation?

Are innovations in our organisation initiated along the hierarchy or 
also bottom-up? 

How much feedback and criticism are allowed and welcomed in our 
organisation?

Is it possible to use mistakes as a learning opportunity?

Funding bodies, policy 
makers

How closely should (adult) education be oriented towards specific pro-
fessions? 

Which educational level is responsible for promoting transversal and 
personal skills? 

What value do we assign to specialised knowledge and skills compared 
to broad, interdisciplinary knowledge? 
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therefore focused on the personal benefit of adult education. This ben­
efit is no longer closely linked to professional roles and immediate 
labour market success but, instead, is oriented towards the meaning­
fulness for one's own ‘life projects’ and the applicability in various 
fields of work. 

The transferability of acquired skills and knowledge across various ar­
eas of life and professions is becoming the focus of adult education as 
it addresses uncertainties about future developments. Actors involved 
in adult education must also question how it can teach people to deal 
with the remaining uncertainties.

Examples of questions arising for actors involved in adult  
education

ACTORS EXAMPLES  OF QUEST IONS ARIS ING  

Trainers and educa-
tional institutions

How do we promote curiosity and continuous willingness to learn?

How can we demonstrate the way in which the conveyed knowledge 
can be used in various areas of work and life?

How can we teach specialist knowledge in a way that it can be trans-
ferred to various domains of life?

How can we teach specialist professional knowledge in a way that it 
can be transferred to various professional contexts? 

How do we deal with the participants’ need for meaningfulness in all 
topics and methods in formal adult education that involves stockpiling 
knowledge? 

How can we enable participants to reduce complexity in topics and 
requirements or to learn how to deal with complexity?

How quickly can we adapt our programmes to changing conditions 
and requirements?

Employers Do we prefer knowledge and experience from professional areas that 
do not correspond to the current job, or professional specialisation? 

Are non-linear career paths possible with us?

What benefits do non-linear career paths bring to our company?

Are non-linear career paths possible in our company?

How do we deal with the fact that we do not know exactly in which 
direction professions and their activities will develop?

How do we as managers set an example for how to deal with uncer-
tainties about future developments?

How can we provide guidance to our employees despite uncertainties 
about future developments?

Funding bodies, policy 
makers

How do we create certainty with uncertain prospects?

Are we ourselves ready to adapt to changes brought about by increas-
ing flexibilisation?

How can we use reskilling and upskilling to address changes regarding 
structure and skilled workers?

How can changes in job profiles caused by digitisation be supported?

How can we establish and promote connections between different 
professions and specialisations?
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Challenge for adult education: work-life blending in adult edu-
cation 

As the boundaries between private and work life become blurred be­
cause these spheres are increasingly merging, this is also reflected in 
adult education. Participants view adult education as a project in their 
lives that they want to benefit from both personally and professionally. 
This raises the question of how adult education should deal with the 
dissolution of the boundaries between work and private life. 

Examples of questions arising for actors involved in adult  
education

 
SO CIAL TREND: FLEXIBILISATION OF KNOWLED GE SOURCES   
 
Flexibilisation means that standardised knowledge from sources 
with unambiguous and verifiable authorship is losing importance 
because it faces overlap from a large amount of information from a 
growing number of diversified and easily accessible – mostly digital 
– knowledge sources. On the one hand, new sources of knowledge 
increase knowledge that is, theoretically, available to all individ­
uals. They, therefore, encourage individuals to develop their own 
individualised understanding of things and contexts. On the other 
hand, these knowledge sources also place high demands on users in 

ACTORS EXAMPLES  OF QUEST IONS ARIS ING 

Trainers and educa-
tional institutions

Which competences are important both in private and professional 
life, and to what extent do the two spheres overlap in terms of compe-
tences?

Are there still programmes aimed exclusively at private or professional 
life, or are both spheres always included together?

How do we deal with the boundary between the professional and pri-
vate roles of our participants? 

How much personal information can, or should our participants bring 
into the adult education programme?

How much private information are our trainers and lecturers allowed 
to bring into their courses?

Employers How important are the private lives of our employees in the company?

Can our company benefit from skills that employees have acquired in 
their private lives?

How do we deal with the different requirements of our employees in 
terms of the boundary between work and private life?

Does work have an impact on the private lives of our employees or is it 
rather the other way round?

Does our organisation reward attendance to performance?

Funding bodies, policy 
makers

Should there be recognition procedures and proof of informally ac-
quired competences that are recognised in the world of work?

How can informally acquired skills, e.g. from care work or other unpaid 
activities, be formalised?

How much regulation do flexibilised forms of work need?
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the way they review, classify and interpret content and can lead to 
confusion due to their volume. 

Challenge for adult education: contextualisation and use of 
information

Adult education has the requirement of teaching critical and, at the 
same time, constructive handling of multiple sources. Since it is be­
coming more difficult to verify content and authorship, adult educa­
tion has increasingly important tasks. Firstly, it must try to teach skills 
that make it easier to assess authenticity. Secondly, ideally, it should 
teach how to classify information from multiple sources of knowledge 
into an overall picture. This is because having a comprehensive over­
all picture helps to assess the authenticity and makes the knowledge 
usable in the first place. Thirdly, the question of rights of use is in­
creasingly arising, especially in the case of digital knowledge sources. 
Participants in adult education should be given clarity about whether 
and how they are allowed to disseminate and modify the knowledge. 

Examples of questions arising for actors involved in adult  
education

ACTORS EXAMPLES  OF QUEST IONS ARIS ING 

Trainers and educa-
tional institutions

How do we encourage people to take a critical approach to knowledge 
from uncertain sources?

How important are different sources of knowledge in our learning pro-
grammes?

Do we use multiple sources of knowledge for a constructivist approach 
in our learning programmes?

What role do we play as trainers when participants can obtain knowl-
edge from different sources and are no longer dependent on us for it?

How do we manage to put knowledge that participants bring to us 
into a larger context?

What is the benefit of people being aware of their own lack of knowl-
edge?

Do we want to encourage certain knowledge to be consciously ig-
nored?

Do we see ourselves as experts with an advance in knowledge or as 
learning facilitators in the learning process?

Do we offer our participants knowledge or do we enable them to find 
their own answers?

Employers How do we regulate the handling of different sources of knowledge in 
our company?

Is the internet with its diverse sources of knowledge an asset or a dis-
traction for our employees?

How can we find the information that is useful for us in our company 
and make it applicable in the context of our work?

Do we actively look for new information from diverse sources of knowl-
edge or do we prefer to rely on knowledge from established and stand-
ardised sources of knowledge?

Do we delegate development to digital learning systems (LinkedIn 
Learning, EdX, Youtube, etc.) that employees use in a self-directed 
way?
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Funding bodies, policy 
makers

How can framework conditions be created that allow for the construc-
tive use of multiple sources of knowledge?

Do new sources of knowledge require new educational programmes?

Can certificates from asynchronous online courses be recognised by 
international learning platforms?

Challenge for adult education: inclusion or exclusion of knowl-
edge from uncertain sources

The flexibilisation of knowledge sources poses some challenges for 
adult education regarding the inclusion and exclusion of knowledge 
from uncertain sources as well as the use of artificial intelligence. Ob­
taining knowledge exclusively from standardised and more reliable 
sources provides a certain degree of certainty that this knowledge has 
high authenticity. The question arises, however, of the extent to which 
it would provide orientation in a more flexible world with multiple 
sources of knowledge if adult education providers and participants 
were to rely mainly on standardised and reliable sources of knowledge. 
This could also mean that other sources which are often used in the 
participants’ lives, and should therefore be used as much as possible, 
are not considered. This raises the question of how to deal with pro­
grams that use artificial intelligence to pool and provide knowledge. 
These can help with many problems and reduce the workload, allow­
ing people to concentrate on those areas for which there are no AI 
programs. However, AI applications also raise new questions about 
authorship, the assessment of knowledge sources and their credibility.

Examples of questions arising for actors involved in adult  
education

ACTORS EXAMPLES  OF QUEST IONS ARIS ING 

Trainers and educa-
tional institutions

What sources of knowledge do participants bring to our learning pro-
grammes?

Which sources of knowledge play which role in the participants’ lives? 

What is our position on the use of uncertain sources of knowledge?

Do we allow AI to be used in our learning programmes and do we in-
corporate it into our programmes and skills records?

What human factors are important in adult education that AI cannot 
deal with?

Do AI programs pose the risk that participants will hardly have to deal 
with content themselves anymore?

What digital skills do we require our participants to have and where do 
we offer support?

Are we early adopters of new technologies or do we prefer to rely on 
established technologies?

What was my attitude towards digital forms of learning before 2020 
and what is my attitude today?
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Employers In which areas could AI programs make our work easier?

How will the job profiles in our company change through the use of AI 
programs and other new technologies?

In which areas do we prefer to rely on people rather than technologies 
and vice versa?

How much do we trust content from uncertain sources and from AI 
programs?

Will digital automation take over the work of people in our organisa-
tion?

Would we hire employees based on a selection made using AI?

Funding bodies, policy 
makers

Are the framework conditions sufficient for processing personal data 
in the age of big data and AI?

Which ethical and legal questions are currently raised by AI?

Are decisions made by AI fairer than those made by humans?

Which human skills complement new technologies such as AI pro-
grams and do we want to promote them in particular? 

What ‘knowledge’ do we want to avoid spreading, if possible?

Perspectives for adult education

Based on the discussions in Part 1 on trends towards flexibilisation 
in society and the implications for adult education outlined in Part 2, 
perspectives for adult education are formulated below. These cover the 
three areas of «life courses», «world of work» and «sources of knowl­
edge». 

In contrast to the implications, the perspectives should not be oriented 
mainly towards adult education practices but, rather, should open the 
field of vision again to broader themes and focus on the social tasks of 
adult education. Ideally, the perspectives will inspire actors involved 
in adult education to draw on the potential of flexibilisation, to think 
more deeply about a wide range of adult education issues and to devel­
op new ideas or to address problems. 

Trends towards flexibilisation are permeating society. They are chang­
ing life courses, the world of work and sources of knowledge. This 
implies various opportunities and challenges for adult education.

Figure 1: Perspectives for adult education
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VARIE T Y AND D IVER S IT Y

– Adult education promotes awareness  
 of variety and diversity.
– Adult education continuously and  
 consistently reflects on how it ap- 
 proaches variety and diversity.
– Adult education takes variety and  
 diversity into account at all levels – from  
 organisation to educational formats  
 and educational marketing.
– Adult education ensures manyfold  
 access to lifelong learning.
– Adult education ensures opportunities  
 for participation for people with  
 diverse life courses. 
– Adult education helps shape diverse  
 life and career paths

ME ANINGFULNESS  AND  
CO-DE TERMINAT ION 

– Adult education continuously and  
 consistently reflects on how it can  
 relate to the learners’ personal living  
 environment.
– Adult education has a meaningful  
 effect by helping to connect knowl- 
 edge with the living environments of  
 learners. 
– Adult education promotes skills that  
 enable self-determination and co-de- 
 termination.
– Adult education exemplifies self-de- 
 termination and co-determination.
– Adult education promotes skills to  
 take responsibility in self-determined  
 learning and working contexts.
– Adult education helps to find and  
 promote forms of work that generate  
 meaningfulness and allow for co-de- 
 termination. 

COMPLE X IT Y 

– Adult education enables people to  
 take a careful approach to complex- 
 ity by allowing it and, where neces- 
 sary, helping to reduce it. 
– Adult education promotes the ability  
 to connect knowledge and skills from  
 different areas, creating a foundation  
 for dealing with complexity.
– Adult education calls on individuals  
 to tolerate uncertainties and contra- 
 dictions.
– Adult education teaches knowledge  
 and skills that promote a proactive  
 way of dealing with complexity. 

SOCIAL TREND: 
Life courses follow less rigid guidelines 
and become more flexible with regard to 
the chronological sequence of stages of 
life as well as role-making.

SOCIAL TREND:
Individuals want to actively shape their 
life courses in a self-determined way and 
are increasingly looking for meaningful-
ness here.

SOCIAL TREND:
Due to the variety of options, creating 
unique life courses is becoming more 
complex. 

SOCIAL TREND:
Career choices as well as career paths 
are becoming more diverse and are 
integrated into ‘life projects’.

SOCIAL TREND:
In the world of work, individuals want to 
shape their role as involved employees 
and align it with their life courses, for 
instance.

SOCIAL TREND:
Self-determination and involvement 
make the design of roles in working life 
more complex.

SOCIAL TREND:
The increasing number of knowledge 
sources makes a large amount of infor-
mation immediately available.

SOCIAL TREND:
: Individuals are increasingly called upon 
to connect the knowledge extensively 
offered to them with their own living 
environment and to make it applicable 
in a specific context. 

SOCIAL TREND:
The increase in knowledge sources 
increases the requirements regarding the 
way content is reviewed, classified and 
interpreted. 

IMPLICATION FOR ADULT EDUCATION: 
The actors involved in adult education can 
assume that the variety and diversity of 
life courses and motivations for participat-
ing in adult education will continue to gain 
in importance. 

IMPLICATION FOR ADULT EDUCATION: 
Adult education will increasingly work 
with participants who are looking for a 
connection to their life courses in adult 
education and want to help shape edu-
cational formats and contents. 

IMPLICATION FOR ADULT EDUCATION: 
Adult education will have to be more in 
line with the needs of participants for an 
individualised learning path.

IMPLICATION FOR ADULT EDUCATION: 
It can be assumed that the diversity in 
the professional and personal back-
grounds of participants is also growing 
in continuing vocational education and 
training.

IMPLICATION FOR ADULT EDUCATION: 
Individuals will expect adult education to 
provide support in role-making, to incor-
porate ‘life projects’ and, in this way, to 
curate meaningfulness.

IMPLICATION FOR ADULT EDUCATION: 
Adult education should support 
role-making by consistently promoting 
personal and transversal skills. 

IMPLICATION FOR ADULT EDUCATION: 
Trainers increasingly need to guide 
learners when they assess the quality of 
sources and contextualise information. 
To do this, trainers must also acquire 
skills in dealing with diverse sources of 
knowledge.

IMPLICATION FOR ADULT EDUCATION: 
: Adult education will increasingly be 
called upon to connect knowledge with 
the participants’ living environments.

IMPLICATION FOR ADULT EDUCATION: 
Adult education should teach people to 
work competently with numerous knowl-
edge sources and to maintain a certain 
level of orientation in the way they are 
used despite rapid technological changes, 
while also being able to handle complexity.
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The following three perspectives emerge from the analysis of flexibilisation constituting points of orientation 
for the future design of adult education.

Trends towards flexibilisation are permeating society They are changing life courses, the world of work and 
sources of knowledge. This implies various opportunities and challenges for adult education.

TRANSIT
T H I N K  T A N K  F O R  A D U LT  L E A R N I N G
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Review TRANSIT workshop

The TRANSIT think tank has been focusing on the topic of flexibilisa­
tion for more than a year. Together with experts, we have produced the 
third trend report. As a conclusion to the topic, the TRANSIT think tank 
publicly invited to the salon «Flexibilisation: Perspectives for Adult 
Learning». The event took place on 7 March 2023 at the Wirtschaft zum 
Transit in Zurich. 

In the salon, participants had the opportunity to discuss and reflect 
on perspectives and questions on the topic of flexibilisation with a 
view to their own practice. They were able to reflect on developments, 
discuss challenges and opportunities, and look for examples of «best 
practice». In addition, the event offered the opportunity to network 
and exchange ideas.

Coming together in TRANSIT 

The TRANSIT think tank got its name due to its basic idea: it is to 
create a mental free space where shifts in boundaries, contradictions 
of the current situation and common approaches to solutions can be 
discussed. With the «Wirtschaft zum Transit» we have found a place in 
Zurich Altstetten that – in a different context – operates with similar 
ideas. A food stall in a Ford Transit has become a restaurant that the 
owners run with creative means. The inspiring ambiance allows us to 
give free rein to our ideas and thoughts.

The trend report: basis for the discussions

Helen Buchs, Co-Head of TRANSIT, presents the central points of the 
third trend report. First, she outlines core social developments in the 
areas of «life courses», «world of work» and «sources of knowledge». 
These are largely based on a shift towards post-materialistic values 
such as individualisation, self-determination or meaningfulness. The 
speaker then derives three overarching perspectives for adult learning. 
These are «plurality and diversity», «meaningfulness and participation» 
and «complexity». The presentation hence creates a common under­
standing for the subsequent discussions where we work with these 
perspectives. 

The three perspectives not only stimulate reflection on opportunities 
and challenges, but they are also tangential to the current and future 
practice of adult learning. Accordingly, in group discussions we ded­
icate ourselves to the implementation of the perspectives in practice 
and exchange ideas about opportunities that arise as well as expected 
difficulties. 
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Discussion 1: World Café on Plurality  
and Diversity 
 
In a world café – a workshop method – the participants learn about, 
question and discuss different perspectives on the topic of plurality 
and diversity from each other. Diversity seems to be a concern for 
all participants. In principle, they see many opportunities in taking 
plurality and diversity into account more consequently. 

However, many also point out that the concrete implementation poses 
challenges. In the labour market, for example, diversity is often not 
very pronounced. Labour market-related adult learning has little influ­
ence on this and is sometimes confronted with homogeneous groups 
of participants. Furthermore, with increasing plurality and diversity 
in adult learning, it could become more difficult to convey common 
learning content. 

Some participants see great potential in admission procedures for con­
tinuing education. If fewer exams or certificates were required and 
the focus was increasingly on people and their competences, diversity 
could be increased to the benefit of groups and lifestyles that continu­
ing education often still excludes until today.

Discussion 2: Mini-Fishbowl on Meaningfulness and Participation

For the mini fishbowl, we place two chairs in the middle of a semicircle, 
one for the opportunities and one for the challenges of meaningfulness 
and participation. Whoever sits on them can represent the respective 
positions. In the lively discussions it becomes clear that meaningful­
ness and participation inflict about as many opportunities as challeng­
es for the future practice of adult learning. Some participants vehe­
mently represent one or the other point of view and accordingly settle 
down in the same chair again and again. Other participants, identify 
both opportunities and challenges. 

The participants in particular mention the following opportunities: 
Increased proximity to the needs of the learners, the strengthening of 
confidence in one's own perception, an empowerment of the learners 
and the awakening of interests. Many discussants agree with one speak­
er’s idea that participation is to create orientation and thus curates 
meaning. 

On the other side, concerns arise about the practicability of meaningful­
ness and participation, because their implementation is very time-con­
suming, cost-intensive and often not compatible with the narrow ob­
jectives of some courses. In contrast to empowerment, according to a 
consensus among the participants, the focus on meaningfulness and 
participation also carries the risk of excluding people. In everyday life or 
at the workplace, many societal groups can hardly be creative or search 
for meaning and are therefore not addressed by these perspectives.
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Discussion 3: Silent discussion about complexity  
 
Exciting conversations can also succeed without words. In a silent 
discussion, participants write and sketch their ideas and argu­
ments on the perspective of complexity. Our large tablecloth, 
stretched over several tables, is quickly filled with writing and 
drawings. The votes suggest that dealing with complexity and 
reducing it in the practice of adult learning is not an easy under­
taking. Many comments are in turn commented on several times. 
Arrows between several messages illustrate the entanglements 
between the various opportunities and challenges. 

According to the participants, complexity offers the chance for taking 
a more nuanced perspective and leaves room for individual interpre­
tation and learning patterns. It challenges us to think further and to 
recognise connections, which seems particularly important in a world 
marked by flexibilisation. 

However, complexity can also overtax. If teachers do not succeed in 
reducing complexity, the overload can lead to the exclusion of learn­
ers who cannot cope well with complexity. Participants also note that 
complexity reduction is often necessary to create a common under­
standing. However, some also warn of the pitfalls of under-complexity 
and advocate enduring complexity rather than reducing it.

Greetings and networking at the aperitive

The salon should not only consist of «work» such as presentations and 
discussion rounds. Informal exchange and networking are also impor­
tant. Finally, we will round off the evening with a delicious and rich 
aperitif. Several groups lively discuss about the future of adult learn­
ing. Contact details are exchanged. 

For keeping the inspiration up, the participants write postcards de­
signed by TRANSIT to other salon participants. The TRANSIT team 
thanks all participants for the exciting evening.



36

Closing remarks

In a time of many radical changes and innovations, the future seems 
uncertain. However, looking at the present and the past, there is a 
trend towards flexibilisation in many areas. Flexibilisation brings some 
opportunities and risks on a social level. Dealing with changes, as well 
as their opportunities and risks, does not mean the future can be pre­
dicted but it will at least be possible to address the challenges of the 
coming years in a positive way. 

Flexibilisation affects adult education, which is a part of society and 
therefore cannot escape the changes taking place there. Hence, adult 
education must ask itself how it wants to respond to future changes. 
This can help ensure that, in the future, it can continue to creatively 
carry out its multiple tasks in society and is not reduced to merely re­
acting to the needs of the labour market. 

In this trend report, the Think Tank TRANSIT has derived perspectives 
for adult education from a discussion on social developments lead­
ing towards greater flexibility. The discussions raised questions and 
perspectives aimed to encourage actors involved in adult education to 
open up conceptual spaces and ask critical questions in order to address 
the upcoming challenges with foresight and creativity.

The Think Tank TRANSIT will continue to work on social issues and 
their implications for adult education. In doing so, it aims to keep 
space open for interdisciplinary exchange and provide a platform for 
visionary dialogue. TRANSIT invites all those interested in the topic to 
critically discuss and contribute to the ideas presented here. 
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