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Abstract 

In countries around the world, population aging, technologi-

cal change, and labor market transformations are leading to 

an increasing incidence of mismatch between the skills and 

credentials held by workers and those required by their jobs. 

This is leading large numbers of people to return to schooling 

to enhance their prospects in the workplace. Access to adult 

education is highly stratified, and the returns to educational 

re-entry vary across social categories. This state-of-the-art 

paper focuses on two aspects. First, it examines the degree 

to which adult education (specifically, degree-bearing educa-

tion) most benefits the less advantaged and thus mitigates 

socioeconomic inequality (second chance effects). Second, 

it addresses the degree to which the benefits of adult edu-

cation go primarily to those who are already advantaged 

(Matthew Effects). Our review adopts the perspective of the 

socioeconomic life course and is explicitly cross-nationally 

comparative. 
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1 | INTRODUCTION 

The decision of adults to return to formal education after having stepped away from school into work, family, or other 

roles has become a prominent feature of modern systems of social stratification and the life course (OECD, 2019, 

2020). Several social and macroeconomic trends drive the increased incidence of adult education. Economic returns 

to advanced schooling are at historically high and often rising levels in many places. Increasingly, adults see their initial 

episodes of schooling as inadequate to the skill or credential demands of advancing their careers (Cronen et al., 2017) 

and turn to further schooling as a remedy for those skills gaps (Cunha et al., 2006). The demise of internal labor mar-

kets forces job seekers to pursue further credentials to signal their productive capacity to prospective employers, 

since they no longer have the opportunity to demonstrate this via traditional career lines within employing organi-

zations. Further, the combination of rapid technological change in the workplace, occupational restructuring, the ag-

ing of the workforce, the mismatches between the skills and credentials of immigrants and the demands of the labor 

markets they are entering, and in many nations the declining rate of labor force participation among older workers all 

serve to intensify the need for adults to constantly and routinely upgrade their skills to remain competitive in the labor 

market. For a growing number of people in some countries (notably the United States), the pursuit of formal education 

after one has previously exited the educational system has become part of the normative life course. With notable 

exceptions, sociologists have been slow to appreciate the participation of adults in educational re-entry. 

Comprehensive appraisals of the literature on adult education are now dated (Elman,  1998; Jacobs & Ston-

er-Eby,  1998). Recently, two competing narratives about adult education have emerged. The first—the Ameliora-

tive—of these sees adult education as having the potential to diminish labor market inequalities. While many of the 

recognized signposts of the adult education literature emphasize its role as a social movement for self-improvement 

and personal empowerment (Jarvis, 2004; Richardson & King, 1988), other scholars emphasize its ability to enhance 

human capital (Jenkins et al., 2003; Kristensson Uggla, 2008). The emphasis here is on how adult education might help 

individuals overcome the disadvantages of educational “late starts” or “delayed completions,” thereby serving as a 

“second chance” for those initially left behind (Jarvis, 2007, p. 191). 

The Ameliorative narrative pays less attention to how participation in adult education perpetuates or even wors-

ens inequality. Other scholars have begun to explore the stratifying consequences of adult education by being more 

accessible to those who are already in privileged educational or labor market positions (Elman & O’Rand, 2004; Häll-

sten, 2011; Kosyakova, 2018; Kosyakova & Gerber, 2019; Pallas, 2002). We can call this narrative Stratifying. This 

second narrative focuses on both the sources of inequality in access to adult education, and the outcomes of partic-

ipating in it. Research here is often guided by the concepts of status maintenances (Jacob & Weiss, 2011; O’Rand & 

Henretta, 1999; Pallas, 2002), cumulative advantage/disadvantage (DiPrete & Eirich, 2006; Elman & O’Rand, 2004; 

O’Rand & Henretta, 1999) and the operation of Matthew Effects (Merton, 1968; see also Pallas, 2002). 

Our goal is to critically assess the literature on adult education from the perspective of social stratification across 

the life course. We counter the argument that adult education ameliorates social inequality by providing a second 

chance to initially less educated labor market participants (i.e., Ameliorative narrative) with the argument that adult 

education worsens social inequality by being not only more readily available to but also more profitable for those who 

are already economically or socially advantaged (i.e., Stratifying narrative). We use this essay to weigh the evidence 

bearing on these two positions. Considering the literature on both access and returns to adult education permits us 

to offer a robust assessment of whether and how adult education contributes to social inequality in a broader sense. 

2 | CONCEPTUALIZATION OF ADULT EDUCATION 

We focus fairly narrowly on adult education earned in formal, credential-granting educational institutions (Elman 

& O’Rand,  2004). This is most often tertiary education, but many individuals also return to secondary schooling. 

We distinguish adult education from lifelong learning—the process by which individuals acquire and improve their 
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skills, knowledge, and competencies from various formal, non-formal, and informal learning activities throughout 

the life course, from pre-school to post-retirement, for personal, social, and/or professional reasons (Allmendinger 

et al., 2011; Kristensson Uggla, 2008). We are not concerned here with either programmatic or on-the-job-training 

(Bills & van de Werfhorst, 2017), non-credit bearing instruction, or other casual or non-formal learning. 

Although any definition of adult education is inevitably somewhat arbitrary, a few common features emerge. 

Adult education is non-compulsory or voluntary. Adult education typically involves educational re-entry after one 

has attained and then left an initial level of formal education. Identifying the precise point of exit from the educational 

system is not always straightforward. One could think about leaving schooling to pursue work or family activities 

“full-time.” Often, however, these roles are held simultaneously or episodically. A young person may temporarily enter 

the labor market to make enough money to finance the continuation of his or her interrupted studies. Similarly, family 

roles may intervene and lead to breaks in one's educational trajectory. 

Empirical literature on adult education mostly defines adult learners as being above a traditional college-going 

age (often age 25). This can be a flawed measure, particularly since countries differ in their normative ages of edu-

cational exit and re-entry. In some nations many of those aged 25 are still pursuing their initial education level. The 

typical age of completing a first Bachelor's or equivalent degree is in the mid-twenties in such nations as Germany, 

Finland, Sweden, and Switzerland, and is higher in Israel (OECD, 2017, p. 419). On the other end of the age 25 cut-

off, the educational re-entry of the less educated might be poorly measured. For instance, individuals with a maxi-

mum educational attainment of upper secondary level typically exit the education system between ages 16 and 20 

(OECD, 2017, p. 419). Accordingly, their educational re-entry before age 25 will be underestimated. Recognizing the 

difficulties associated with age-related measures of adult education, recent studies have adopted a life perspective 

and now define adult learners as those who have completed their initial education by excluding educational (re-)en-

tries in a typical age range (Blossfeld et al., 2014) and those before labor market entry (Kosyakova & Gerber, 2019; 

Witteveen, 2021). Thus, in nations in which the first Bachelor's (or equivalent) degree is normally obtained at age 23, 

individuals who gain these qualifications up to age 25 would be excluded from the analyses until they have graduated 

and entered the labor market. 

Even with these definitional constraints, adult education remains extremely heterogeneous. Failure to consider 

this diversity underlies many of the inconclusive and inconsistent findings in the empirical literature. For instance, 

formal adult education may be distinguished by the qualification level over which transitions are taking place. These 

might include, for instance, tertiary versus non-tertiary (Hällsten,  2011; Kosyakova et  al.,  2016), university lev-

el versus sub-university level (Kosyakova,  2018) or academic versus vocational education (Bukodi,  2017; Elman & 

O’Rand, 2007). Other studies consider the type of adult education being pursued relative to the initial one and dis-

tinguish between upgrading (achieving higher formal level of education than initial one), sidestepping (achieving an 

identical or lower level of education than initial one) (Kosyakova & Gerber, 2019; see also Kilpi-Jakonen et al., 2012; Li 

et al., 2000; Vono de Vilhena et al., 2016) or downgrading (achieving lower level of education than initial one) (Moss-

Pech et al., 2021). Other researchers have considered employers' involvement or support in adult education (Däm-

mrich et al., 2014). Participation rates in these various types of adult education appear to be driven by distinct motives, 

diverse stratification patterns, different returns prospects, and institutional regimes that vary across nations with 

different social welfare systems. 

3 | THEORIZING ADULT EDUCATION AND LIFE CHANCES 

Since Blau and Duncan (1969) status attainment models have documented the role of education in determining life 

chances. Still, while often adopting a socioeconomic life cycle model (Duncan et al., 1972), status attainment (and as-

sociated human capital models) for too long assumed a normative life course of predictable and sequential transitions. 

In this model, completed level of schooling affected entry and subsequent mobility through an occupational hierarchy. 
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While this provided a useful first approximation, the increasingly heterogeneous and even disorderly nature of the life 

course that emerged at the turn of the last century made evident the need for more refined models. 

More recently, sociologists have emphasized that the socioeconomic attainment process is socially structured 

in part by inequalities at the time of attaining initial education (Boudon, 1974). These inequalities are further repro-

duced and amplified over the career (Müller & Shavit, 1998), following the logic of the “Matthew Effect.” This term was 

introduced into sociology in Robert Merton's attempt to explain the trajectory of scientific careers (Merton, 1968). 

Essentially the same process is often referred to as “cumulative advantage or cumulative disadvantage” (DiPrete & 

Eirich, 2006). The logic of the Matthew Effect—the term is taken from the passage from the Book of Matthew that 

states “For whoever has will be given more, and they will have an abundance. Whoever does not have, even what 

they have will be taken from them.”—is that “a favorable relative position becomes a resource that produces further 

relative gains” (DiPrete & Eirich, 2006, p. 271). In other words, “the advantage of one individual or group over another 

grows (i.e., accumulates) over time, which is often taken to mean that the inequality of this advantage grows over time” 

(DiPrete & Eirich, 2006, p. 272). 

In the context of adult education, the cumulative advantage thesis would predict that those holding favorable 

socioeconomic positions would increase their advantages over the less highly placed by pursuing adult education. 

Some analysts contest this Stratifying narrative, and maintain that by enhancing one's educational level and access 

to better jobs, adult education can potentially provide a means of reducing these initial inequalities and offsetting 

any Matthew Effects (Hällsten, 2011). Advocates of this Ameliorative narrative often describe adult education as a 

“second chance” that offers opportunities for those who failed in their schooling” or for those wo “never had a first 

chance” (Jarvis, 2007, p. 191). 

Relying on rational choice and life course theories, Kosyakova and Gerber  (2019) offered a theoretical model 

to conceptualize the decisions of adults to (re-)enter education in order to upgrade their initial education level or to 

attain education at the same level or below (sidestepping) as a consequence of resources and incentives associated 

with one's social position and the institutional arrangements to which adults are exposed. The authors structured 

their analysis around the relationships between social position and adult education and stressed the importance of 

differentiation among different types of adult education. They demonstrate that different kinds of adult education 

have different effects on social inequality (see also Hällsten, 2011; Virdia & Schindler, 2018). 

Analyzing the impact of adult education on social stratification is further complicated by the choice of appropriate 

groups for making comparisons. Net of whatever controls one may apply, educational re-entrants may be advantaged 

relative to those who do not re-enter but disadvantaged relative to those whose schooling was uninterrupted. Some 

scholars have compared socioeconomic attainment between “early” graduates—that is, those who entered education 

system during typical ages—versus “late” or “mature” graduates—that is those who did so later in life. Scholars making 

such comparisons typically show that the later entries are more pronounced among disadvantaged individuals, for 

example, in terms of earnings or unemployment experience (Egerton, 2001a; Elman & O’Rand, 1998). More recent 

studies often compare participants in adult education with non-participants. This strategy generally shows that adult 

learners have rather advanced socioeconomic positions (Hällsten, 2011; Kosyakova & Gerber, 2019). 

4 | SOCIO-ECONOMIC SELECTIVITY IN ADULT EDUCATION PARTICIPATION 

For the most part, access to adult education is influenced by the same factors that influence access to other education-

al and socioeconomic outcomes. We discuss some of these factors next. 
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4.1 | Social origin 

Social origin is a strong predictor of educational attainment in the early socioeconomic career (Breen & Jonsson, 2005). 

We know much about the relationship between social origin and educational attainment in the earlier life course, but 

social origin may also be implicated in stratification in educational transitions in the later life course. 

Overall, individuals from higher class origins tend to gain access to higher education “on time”; while those from 

lower classes often postpone their educational involvement to later stages (Bozick & DeLuca, 2005; Egerton, 2001b; 

Weiss & Roksa, 2016). The contention here is that mature students from lower social classes are less constrained by 

origin effects in the later life course, as they become less dependent economically and socially from their families 

(Egerton, 2001b). 

However, when comparing participants with non-participants, previous research identified that advantaged so-

cial origin is an important predictor of participation in adult education (Cincinnato et al., 2016; Elman & O’Rand, 2007). 

This is particularly the case for educational upgrading (Kosyakova & Gerber, 2019) or for a transition into academic 

adult education (Bukodi et al., 2019). The reasons for the positive relationships between social origin and participation 

in adult education are not immediately obvious, since this relationship could be expected to decrease as individuals 

age and their reliance on their families of origin declines. The proposed mechanisms behind this positive relationship 

include (a) available parental educational and occupational resources to cover (direct or opportunity) costs associated 

with re-entering education, and (b) the higher value attached to education as a marker of status or as an intrinsic good 

due to the class-based socialization earlier in the life course (Kosyakova & Gerber, 2019). As Carr and Sheridan (1999) 

showed, parental income increased the propensity of college enrollment in the later life course for men, although pa-

rental educational attainment had no effect. These results could imply that parents benefit their adult offspring more 

through the provision of material resources (perhaps in the form of absorbing opportunity costs) and less in the form 

of human capital. 

Another possible mechanism is that individuals from more advantaged social origins who were unable to reach 

the social position of their parents early in their working lives eventually “catch up” in the later life course (Häll-

sten, 2011). In this way they compensate for a “false” step in their early educational career (Bernardi, 2012). Gerber 

and Hout (2004) called this “regression toward origins,” a process in which previously downwardly mobile individuals 

(relative to their origins) improve their occupational position over the life course. In this sense, adult education works 

as an engine for elite reproduction by enabling individuals with advantaged family background—who struggle initially 

in the labor market—to regain their original elite status (Kosyakova & Gerber 2019) or to achieve “counter-mobility” 

back to their social origin (Bukodi, 2017; Bukodi et al., 2019). 

4.2 | Educational resources 

Many researchers have reported a positive relationship between previous educational attainment and adult edu-

cation (Carr & Sheridan,  1999; Cruce & Hillman,  2012; Elman & O’Rand,  2007; Jenkins et  al.,  2003; Kilpi-Jakonen 

et  al.,  2015). While lower or medium educated individuals often participate in formal schooling later in life (Eger-

ton,  2001b), it is clear that the more education that people have, the more likely they are to get even more (Den-

ice, 2017; Hällsten, 2011; Pallas, 2002). Of course, the claim of human capital theorists that “learning begets learning” 

(Becker, 1964; Heckman, 2000) is perhaps too simple, and researchers have identified many mechanisms that underlie 

the linkage between early and late education (see, for instance, Ainsworth & Roscigno, 2005; Maralani, 2013). 

There are interesting nuances in the research literature. For instance, studies examining different types of adult 

education point to the greater propensity of the initially mid-educated to upgrade and of the initially higher educated 

to sidestep (Kosyakova & Gerber, 2019), that is, to attain another higher degree (Kosyakova, 2018). Similarly, earlier 

episodes of adult education increase the propensity of individuals to pursue another round of adult education (Cruce 

& Hillman, 2012; Elman & O’Rand, 2007; Jenkins et al., 2003). While this finding is secure, there is some ambiguity 
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about why education begets education. It could be that positive experiences with education lead to a growing appre-

ciation of further education and to a growing sense that higher education is achievable and realistic. Alternatively, 

those who attained high levels of education earlier in their lives are likely to have moved into labor market positions or 

professions that require routine or occasional educational upgrading. 

4.3 | Labor market attainment 

Those who pursue adult education are more likely than those who do not to be initially employed (Cruce & Hill-

man, 2012; Kilpi-Jakonen et al., 2012; Kim et al., 2004), have higher earnings (Hällsten, 2011), and hold higher occupa-

tional status (Elman & O’Rand, 1998; Kim et al., 2004; Pallas, 2002). Participants not only have the economic resources 

to return to time- and cost-intensive formal adult education, but may also have a stronger need for keeping their skills 

up to date (Carr & Sheridan, 1999) or for maintaining their occupational status (Hällsten, 2011). Adults who are educa-

tionally underqualified for their current occupation are particularly prone to upgrading (Kosyakova & Gerber, 2019), 

perhaps in order to retain or even regain their competitive advantage in the labor market. 

Many individuals in less-favorable economic circumstances are also responsive to adult education as a way to im-

prove their labor market status. For instance, lower wages (Jepsen & Montgomery, 2012; Stenberg, 2011), and unem-

ployment experience (Denice, 2017; Hällsten, 2011; Stenberg, 2011) often “push” individuals toward adult education. 

Higher occupational aspirations may contribute to these patterns. As Carr and Sheridan (1999) showed, secondary 

segment workers who aspire to mobility into the primary segment often put more effort into adult education. Among 

those initially tertiary-educated, particularly unemployed adults are more likely to attain another tertiary degree than 

those employed (Kosyakova et al., 2016). There is also some evidence that underqualified employment results in high-

er rates of sidestepping (Kosyakova & Gerber,  2019). These patterns suggest that a combination of “unsuccessful” 

labor market position and initially advantaged educational attainment may propel adults to (re-)enter the educational 

system to presumably change their qualifications by acquiring new credentials because their current qualifications 

have proven unhelpful in securing a desirable labor market position. 

Summing-up, individuals from advantaged social origins and those who have already achieved high levels of 

schooling and high-status occupations are more likely to pursue additional schooling than are those in less privileged 

positions. On balance, these findings provide greater evidence for the prevalence of Matthew Effects than they do for 

the second chance effects in the world of adult education. Some reservation regarding causal relationships should be 

preserved since few studies have addressed potential unobserved factors as aspirations, motivation, or ability. Indeed 

as Bukodi et al. (2019) have shown, cognitive abilities moderate to some extent the positive effect of advantaged social 

background on chances to obtain more qualifications in adulthood. 

5 | ADULT EDUCATION AS AN AVENUE TO LABOR MARKET SUCCESS 

The previous section demonstrated sources of inequalities in access to adult education. The extent to which these ine-

qualities are sociologically important is largely contingent on the benefits that are derived from adult education. That 

is, if the returns to adult education are negligible, who participates and who does not becomes less important. What 

does the literature have to say about the returns to adult education? Answering this question presents challenges. 

Analysts need to be clear about the group to which adult learners are being compared. Specifically, the success of adult 

learners might be measured against mature graduates, or against non-participants. Most of the studies that compare 

early to mature graduates have found a disadvantage for mature graduates in terms of earnings (Egerton,  2001a, 

2001b; Elman & O’Rand, 2004; Kmec, 2011; but, see Egerton, 2000). 

In contrast, studies that compared adult learners to non-participants revealed returns that although not typi-

cally large are reasonably prevalent. Adult education improves employment probabilities (Hällsten,  2012; Jenkins 
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et al., 2003; Kilpi-Jakonen et al., 2012), particularly for women (Jenkins, 2006). Others have reported that adult ed-

ucation facilitates exit from unemployment (Jenkins, 2006; Jenkins et al., 2003), and from precarious labor market 

positions (Vono de Vilhena et  al.,  2016). A few researchers have found that compared to non-participants in adult 

education, adult learners experience upward career mobility (Felmlee, 1988; Kosyakova, 2018; Tuijnman et al., 1988) 

and increased wages (Blanden et al., 2012; Hällsten, 2012; Stenberg, 2011), although others find no such relationship 

(Jenkins et al., 2003; Silles, 2007; Tuijnman et al., 1988). 

Owing to data restrictions, most empirical studies focus on the overall returns to adult education. Only several 

studies delved deeper by looking at various sources of heterogeneity in returns to adult education. For instance, Bu-

kodi et al. (2019) found that high ability men and women from disadvantaged origins are more successful at gaining 

access to vocational rather than academic adult education, but that it is academic adult education that provides the 

surest route to upward mobility. They concluded that academic adult education is limited in its ability to provide sec-

ond chances (see also Bukodi, 2017). Kosyakova  (2018) showed that adult education is an efficient tool for career 

mobility, but is more so for those in initially advanced career stages. In this way, adult education, rather than amelio-

rating social inequality, exacerbates or maintains it. In turn, Jenkins et al.  (2003) presented evidence that the least 

educationally qualified may indeed benefit from formal adult education, suggesting an ameliorating effect on social 

inequality. Hällsten (2012) pointed to greater returns in the middle than upper income levels. Similar conclusions have 

been reported by Vono de Vilhena et al. (2016) looking at the variation of the adult education effect by job precarious-

ness of (non-)participants. 

The returns to formal degrees attained in mature ages also differ by gender, being higher for women (Blanden 

et al., 2012; Felmlee, 1988; Hällsten, 2012) and often null (non-existent) for men (Blanden et al., 2012; Silles, 2007). In 

contrast, Kosyakova (2020) revealed a double disadvantage for women: they were not only less likely to participate in 

adult education than men but also experienced lower returns to their participation for employment outcomes. Perales 

and Chesters (2017) additionally reported heterogeneous returns across different types of educational transitions, 

but little evidence of gender differences. Stenberg and Westerlund (2016) found that many of the economic returns 

to adult education only emerged several years after re-entry. 

Of course, the relationship between participation in adult education and labor market outcomes could be spuri-

ous and attributed to unobserved characteristics that drive both participation in and returns to adult education. For 

instance, highly motivated adults are more likely to opt for educational re-entry for purpose of higher wages. Because 

of these endogenous choices it is unclear whether the effect of adult education on wages simply reflects self-selection 

into adult education or whether adult education has a causal effect. Applying various estimation methods to address 

self-selection into adult education, previous studies have shown that adult education benefits participants in terms of 

employment prospects (Hällsten, 2012), higher wages (Blanden et al., 2012 for women; Stenberg & Westerlund, 2016) 

and exit from precarious jobs (see Vono de Vilhena et al., 2016 for the United Kingdom and Russia). 

Turning to the question whether adult education can compensate for pre-existing inequalities in labor market 

outcomes, our review shows that adult learners enjoy improved career prospects compared with non-participants. 

While this implies that adult education might be a powerful instrument to lessen social inequalities by narrowing the 

gap between educational groups, the necessary condition for such a conclusion would be either equal or higher re-

turns to adult education for initially educationally or economically disadvantaged individuals compared with the in-

itially advantaged. We find no unequivocal evidence that this is the case: While some studies suggest higher returns 

for those initially educationally disadvantaged, there is more evidence that adult education either pays off equally 

for all groups or benefits predominantly those who are initially already advantaged. We maintain that existent social 

inequalities endure with or can even be boosted by adult education. 
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6 | HOW NATIONAL INSTITUTIONS SHAPE ACCESS AND RETURNS TO ADULT 
EDUCATION 

The “systemic environment” of institutions often plays an important role in individual choices and decisions to par-

ticipate in education as well as in constraining or facilitating educational returns to the labor market (Allmending-

er, 1989). Similarly, institutional contexts may shape inequality in both participation and returns to adult education 

(Saar et al., 2013). Nations with less pronounced inequality of opportunities for adult education tend to have greater 

participation rates in adult education (Groenez et  al.,  2007; Jung & Cervero,  2002; Kilpi-Jakonen et  al.,  2015). Re-

search on this is scarce, in large part because suitable data remain limited. For both sociological and policy purposes, 

we need to better understand which institutions may promote or build barriers for adults to (re-)enter educational 

systems. Among the most important and perhaps the most promising for future research, the recent literature distin-

guishes educational and employment systems and the role of the welfare state. 

6.1 | Educational systems 

Adult education rates are shaped to a great extent by the interdependence of educational and employment systems 

(Blossfeld et al., 2014; Kilpi-Jakonen et al., 2012, 2015; Saar et al., 2013; Wolbers, 2005). There is some consensus 

that adult education rates are lower in countries with more stratified, vocationally oriented, and highly standardized 

educational systems (e.g., Germany). This is because of the lower need to upgrade skills and to compensate for the 

lack of specific skills. Further, such countries offer few possibilities to accommodate adult learners' needs once they 

are enrolled. As Weiss (2019) argued: while the German higher education system is almost as open for adult learners 

as the American or the Swedish systems, there are few possibilities for part-time studies, credit transfers, or summer 

courses (Weiss, 2019). At the same time, educational systems oriented around the production of more general skills 

(e.g., the United States) have a stronger common core in the curriculum, thereby becoming less time consuming and 

demanding for adult learners. In support of that Groenez et al. (2007) showed that more comprehensive education 

systems result in growing participation rates in adult education (though, see Wolbers, 2005 for contra-evidence). 

The openness of educational systems towards mature students has a positive association with both enrollment 

rates in and returns to adult education (Kilpi-Jakonen et al., 2012). Although the age gradient seems to be reduced in 

education systems with a lower focus on youth, they continue to be important drivers for reproduction of educational 

inequalities (Blossfeld et al., 2014). Sweden is an interesting case. Swedish tertiary education is intentionally open 

to adult learners and labor market legislation supports employees who take a leave to study, providing exceptional 

incentives for educational re-entry. Hällsten (2012) found that educational re-entry in this environment does in fact 

pay off, although more in the middle than upper income levels, and more for women than for men. This probably ex-

plains why Sweden demonstrates one of the highest prevalence of adults engaged in learning (Blossfeld et al., 2014; 

Kilpi-Jakonen et al., 2015). 

Nations with relatively less-educated populations have more need to (re-)invest into education and, hence, to en-

courage adult education (Kilpi-Jakonen et al., 2014). A “learning begets learning” hypothesis, however, also suggests 

higher participation rates in countries with more educated populations (Dieckhoff,  2007). On balance, evidence is 

more in line with the Matthew Effect prediction (Jung & Cervero, 2002). At the same time, access to adult education 

seems to be less stratified in countries with more educated populations, probably owing to the necessity for the low-

er-educated to catch-up with their more-educated peers (Kilpi-Jakonen et al., 2015). 

Technological change, globalization, and innovations in the deployment of labor can lead to the deterioration of 

skills. These structural changes may increase the incentives of firms and workers to (re-)invest in adult education in 

order to meet the requirements of changing labor markets (Bartel & Sicherman, 1998; Kosyakova & Gerber, 2019). 

Similarly, countries' openness towards adult learning measured via greater innovation rate, expenditures on research 
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and development, and the coherence and comprehensiveness of their adult learning framework go hand-in-hand with 

proliferating participation rates in adult education (Dämmrich et al., 2014; Groenez et al., 2007). 

6.2 | Welfare state 

The openness of the national welfare system has a strong impact on the role of the state in contributing to the in-

dividual's options for education and employment for vulnerable groups (Esping-Andersen,  1990; Lassnigg,  2005; 

Rubenson & Desjardins, 2009). In this sense, opportunities to rely on the welfare support or social security system 

enable adults to undertake time- and cost-intensive education in the later life course (Rillaers, 2001), particularly of 

vulnerable groups like women, older workers, migrants, and the unemployed (Blossfeld et al., 2014; Rubenson & Des-

jardins, 2009). Indeed, greater expenditures on social protection or more generous welfare policies have been found 

to promote adult education (Dämmrich et al., 2014; Kilpi-Jakonen et al., 2012). Empirical tests of the heterogeneity of 

the welfare protection effect on the propensity to undertake adult education are scarce. 

By supporting a combination of education and/or work with family life, family policies can shape educational tra-

jectories in the later life courses (Chang, 2000). These policies may be particularly efficacious for women (Dämmrich 

et al., 2015; Rubenson & Desjardins, 2009). Unfortunately, there is limited evidence on the role of family policies on 

the propensity to (re-)enter schooling later in life. Studies that consider the welfare regime (Esping-Andersen, 1990) 

might shed some light here: female participation rates in formal adult education without employer support in the Nor-

dic countries, that facilitate combining work and family and that emphasize gender equality, are more pronounced 

relative to Southern and Central European countries, characterized by the male breadwinner model (Dämmrich 

et  al.,  2014; Rubenson,  2006; Rubenson & Desjardins,  2009). Despite growing evidence of gendered participation 

in adult education (Astone et al., 2000; Cruce & Hillman, 2012; Denice, 2017; Fouarge & Schils, 2009; Pallas, 2002), 

also from a cross-comparative perspective (Blossfeld et al., 2014; Kilpi-Jakonen et al., 2012), this research often relies 

on general welfare state categories and fails to examine systematically the importance of various aspects of family 

policies, for example, leave policies, flexible work arrangements, childcare support, and measures that increase father 

involvement. 

6.3 | Employment systems 

Labor market institutionalization and employment regulation may also shape access to adult education (Blossfeld 

et al., 2014; Dieckhoff, 2007; Kosyakova, 2018; Vono de Vilhena et al., 2016). In general, stronger institutional bound-

aries, limited movement between occupations, and lower labor market dynamics restrict opportunities for labor mar-

ket improvements. Hence, lower (expected) adult education rewards make adult education investments less attrac-

tive. At the same time, countries with stronger institutional boundaries are likely to have more equalized institutional 

support for various groups to participate in adult education. In contrast, more liberalized employment systems create 

fewer obstacles for the positive impact of adult education on employment outcomes. In these systems, labor market 

success is strongly determined by individual resources such as performance and recent education and employment 

history, while initial educational attainment recedes into the background (DiPrete et al., 1997). Correspondingly, hu-

man capital investments become better proxies for individual motivation, skills and productivity, making adult learn-

ers more attractive to employers. In such a context, however, stratification in access to adult education is also likely to 

be more pronounced. 

To assess the impact of labor market institutionalization, the cross-comparative literature considered countries' 

union density, labor market flexibility, and wage compression (Dämmrich et  al.,  2014), though only a few of these 

indicators have been tested for participation in formal adult education. In contrast to theoretical predictions, em-

pirical research considering all types of educational activities finds positive impacts of the degree of labor market 



 17519020, 2021, 9, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://com

pass.onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/doi/10.1111/soc4.12920 by U
niversitatsbibliothek B

am
berg, W

iley O
nline Library on [06/03/2025]. See the Term

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline Library for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons License

  

-~WILEY----------------KOSYAKOVA AND BILLS10 of 15 

institutionalization (Groenez et al., 2007), whereas no such relationship has been established if only formal adult ed-

ucation is taken into account (Dämmrich et  al.,  2014). Our suspicion, which awaits empirical test, is that countries 

with high rates of job changing have higher rates of re-entry into education and training (Estévez-Abe et al., 2001). No 

study thus far has examined whether labor market institutionalization shapes inequality in access to adult education 

for various vulnerable groups. 

Sievertsen (2016), using Danish data, reported that the propensity of adults to (re-)enter education correlates 

positively with labor market prosperity. This may be because of the potentially higher certainty of future positive re-

turns (Groenez et al., 2007). Higher unemployment rates are also likely to increase the propensity of adult education 

as a result of individuals' effort to improve or to secure labor market position. Here again empirical evidence implies 

either negative or no effects (Blossfeld et al., 2014; Groenez et al., 2007). A recent study by Witteveen (2021) finds 

that the patterns may be more complex than this. American and European youth differ in their responsiveness to eco-

nomic conditions when making decisions about educational reentry, with American being generally more risk-averse 

because of their uncertainty about the expected benefits from further schooling (Witteveen, 2021). 

The findings of cross-comparative research are not easily summarized. Adult education usually pays off, but more 

for some groups than for others, and more in some institutional environments than in others. Perhaps most impor-

tantly, the weight of the evidence seems to point towards Matthew Effects, although these effects are not persistently 

large, and their import is very often conditional on other variables. Put simply, we need to know much more about the 

impact of adult education on socioeconomic outcomes across different employment, educational, and welfare state 

institutional regimes. 

7 | CONCLUSION AND AVENUES FOR FUTURE THEORETICAL AND EMPIRICAL 
WORK 

We began this paper with reasons to anticipate increased enrollments in adult education. Among others, the demands 

for new technology-generated skills, an aging workforce, transformed occupational structures, and migration will con-

tinue to put pressure on labor markets. As important perhaps as any of these factors is educational expansion itself. 

The human capital claim that “learning begets learning” (or perhaps more accurately, “credentials beget credentials”) 

captures the behavior of highly schooled populations. Net of everything else, a population of well-educated people 

creates its own demand for even greater levels of schooling. 

From a sociological viewpoint, adult education is a potentially important tool for lessening social inequalities that 

emerged in the earlier life course. It creates the possibility of improving an initial educational level, changing a qual-

ification, and updating skills and knowledge. All these adjustments, in turn, might be essential for enhancing one's 

labor market position and opportunities for career development. As our review has shown, this “second chance” per-

spective of adult education is, however, disputable. Individuals from advantaged social origins and those in privileged 

labor market positions—higher prior levels of schooling, more desirable jobs, more skills on which to build—are able 

to leverage these advantages for further access to human capital. This has been demonstrated for various levels and 

types of formal adult education and across various countries. In short, Matthew Effects are ubiquitous in the world of 

adult education. 

This conclusion sustains when considering the benefits of adult education. Adults benefit economically from 

returning to school. “Second-chance” schooling significantly raises the likelihood that individuals will achieve more 

secure jobs with higher wages than had they remained out of the educational system. At the same time, the evidence 

that adult education either pays off equally for all groups or benefits predominantly those who are initially already 

advantaged is more often manifested than the evidence for greater labor market benefits for those initially disadvan-

taged. We maintain that existent social inequalities endure with or can even be boosted by adult education. Even after 

people have completed their initial spells of schooling, there is a remarkable accumulation of educational and occu-

pational (dis-)advantages across the life course in which the already advantaged gain further ground. We agree with 
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Pallas (2002, p. 351) that “those who are already ‘rich’ by virtue of attending college do get richer.” There may be some 

selection effects at work as well, if returns are low in part because of the lower participation rates of less educated 

people, although those few studies that have the requisite data to detect selection effects generally do not find them 

(e.g., Blanden et al., 2012; Hällsten, 2012; Vono de Vilhena et al., 2016). 

We need research that provides deeper understanding of how Matthew Effects operate in the realm of adult 

education. Essentially, this means building models that illustrate the changing effects of social background and first 

spell of education over the life course. We need to ask if initial advantages or disadvantages grow or diminish as ca-

reers develop, for instance, by means of examination of the cumulative social origin effects at each educational and 

labor market transition. Moreover, individuals' subsequent economic and non-economic outcomes throughout their 

life course are contingent on the previous decisions and experiences made along these social pathways. Participation 

in and returns to adult education reveal a highly selective process which in turn requires more sophisticated theoret-

ical grounding than any simple micro-, meso-, and macro-perspective. The theoretical task for sociologists is now to 

more fully account for both access to and outcomes of educational re-entry in life course models of stratification and 

to think about how best to model the selection processes underlying the timing of different educational transitions 

and factors shaping these processes. 

Matthew Effects are unlikely to appear independently of other sources of disadvantage such as gender, race/eth-

nicity, age, or migrant status. Later educational trajectories may rely heavily on earlier educational trajectories, but 

access to earlier educational trajectories themselves depend on a range of ascribed and achieved factors. There may 

be instances too of adult education weakening the link between ascription and achievement. Hence, an intersectional 

lens on access to adult education is necessary. 

While the benefits of adult education seem to be disproportionately captured by those already advantaged, there 

is some evidence for adult education to have the potential to bring marginalized actors into the socioeconomic main-

stream, at least beginning to turn some outsiders into insiders. Again, context is crucial. Vono de Vilhena et al. (2016), 

for instance, suggested greater possibilities for adult education policy in the United Kingdom and Russia than in Spain. 

Our review further highlights the complexity of adult education related to individual education and work experience 

during times of societal changes. However, solid empirical evidence is still scarce. We need greater efforts to relate 

participation in and the outcomes of adult education to national institutions and policies going beyond the use of—in 

many cases outdated—general welfare state categories. We therefore strongly endorse cross-comparative research 

on adult education helping in understanding the potential of institutions and policies to shape stratification in access 

to and benefits of adult education. One possible avenue would be to rely on cross-comparative data sources such as 

the Programme for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies and examine the potential of various edu-

cation, labor market and welfare policies to reduce stratification in access to adult education between initially advan-

taged and disadvantaged. 

We believe that well-designed and carefully targeted adult education has the potential of being a powerful policy 

tool and hope that this essay helps establish the empirical base for the design and delivery of such programs. 

AC K N O W L E D G M E N T S  

The authors would like to thank Patrick Denice, Cheryl Elman, Aaron Pallas, Angela O’Rand, and Felix Weiß for pro-

viding helpful advice on the earlier versions of this study; two anonymous reviewers for insightful and constructive 

comments; and all those who commented on the earlier presentations of this work at the Provost Global Forum, Uni-

versity of Iowa in Iowa (April 2019). 

Open access funding enabled and organized by Projekt DEAL. 

C O N F L I C T  O F  I N T E R E S T  

Not applicable. 



 17519020, 2021, 9, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://com

pass.onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/doi/10.1111/soc4.12920 by U
niversitatsbibliothek B

am
berg, W

iley O
nline Library on [06/03/2025]. See the Term

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline Library for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons License

  

  

 

-~WILEY----------------KOSYAKOVA AND BILLS12 of 15 

O RC I D  

Yuliya Kosyakova https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9621-1755 

David B. Bills https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9349-6989 

R E F E R E N C E S  

Ainsworth, J. W., & Roscigno, V. J. (2005). Stratification, school-work linkages and vocational education. Social Forces, 84(1), 

257–284. 

Allmendinger, J. (1989). Educational systems and labor market outcomes. European Sociological Review, 5(3), 231–250. https:// 

doi.org/10.1093/oxfordjournals.esr.a036524 

Allmendinger, J., Kleinert, C., Antoni, M., Christoph, B., Drasch, K., Janik, F., Leuze, K., Matthes, B., Pollak, R., & Ruland, M. 

(2011). Adult education and lifelong learning. Zeitschrift für Erziehungswissenschaft, 14(S2), 283–299. https://doi. 

org/10.1007/s11618-011-0197-0 

Astone, N. M., Marie, N., Schoen, R., Ensminger, M., & Rothert, K. (2000). School reentry in early adulthood: The case of in-

ner-city African Americans. Sociology of Education, 73(3), 133–154. https://doi.org/10.2307/2673213 

Bartel, A. P., & Sicherman, N. (1998). Technological change and the skill acquisition of young workers. Journal of Labor Econom-
ics, 16(4), 718–755. 

Becker, G. S. (1964). Human capital. Columbia University Press. 

Bernardi, F. (2012). Unequal transitions: Selection bias and the compensatory effect of social background in educational ca-

reers. Research in Social Stratification and Mobility, 30(2), 159–174. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.rssm.2011.05.005 

Bills, D. B., & van de Werfhorst, H. G. (2017). The sociology of workplace training. In K. Brown (Ed.), The Cambridge handbook of 
workplace training and employee development (pp. 626–644). Cambridge University Press. 

Blanden, J., Buscha, F., Sturgis, P., & Urwin, P. (2012). Measuring the earnings returns to lifelong learning in the UK. Economics 
of Education Review, 31(4), 501–514. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.econedurev.2011.12.009 

Blau, P. M., & Duncan, O. D. (1969). The American occupational structure. Wiley. 

Blossfeld, H.-P., Kilpi-Jakonen, E., Vono de Vilhena, D., & Buchholz, S. (Eds.). (2014). Adult learning in modern societies: An interna-
tional comparison from a life-course perspective. EduLIFE lifelong learning series. Edward Elgar. 

Boudon, R. (1974). Education, opportunity, and social inequality. Changing prospects in western society. Wiley & Sons. 

Bozick, R., & DeLuca, S. (2005). Better late than never? Delayed enrollment in the high school to college transition. Social Forc-
es, 84(1), 531–554. https://doi.org/10.1353/sof.2005.0089 

Breen, R., & Jonsson, J. O. (2005). Inequality of opportunity in comparative perspective: Recent research on education-

al attainment and social mobility. Annual Review of Sociology, 31(1), 223–243. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev. 

soc.31.041304.122232 

Bukodi, E. (2017). Cumulative inequalities over the life-course: Life-long learning and social mobility in Britain. Journal of Social 
Policy, 46(2), 367–404. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0047279416000635 

Bukodi, E., Bourne, M., & Betthauser, B. (2019). Cognitive ability, lifelong learning, and social mobility in Britain: Do further 

qualifications provide second chances for bright people from disadvantaged backgrounds? European Sociological Review, 

35(1), 81–97. https://doi.org/10.1093/esr/jcy047 

Carr, D., & Sheridan, J. T. (1999). Back to school: A life course approach to understanding men's and women's college attendance in 
adulthood (PSC research report No. 99-437). Population Studies Center, University of Michigan. 

Chang, M. L. (2000). The evolution of sex segregation regimes. American Journal of Sociology, 105(6), 1658–1701. 

Cincinnato, S., De Wever, B., Van Keer, H., & Valcke, M. (2016). The influence of social background on participation in adult 

education. Adult Education Quarterly, 66(2), 143–168. https://doi.org/10.1177/0741713615626714 

Cronen, S., McQuiggan, M., & Isenberg, E. (2017). Adult training and education: Results from the national household educa-
tion surveys program of 2016. NCES 2017103REV. National Center for Education Statistics. https://nces.ed.gov/ 

pubs2017/2017103rev.pdf 

Cruce, T. M., & Hillman, N. W. (2012). Preparing for the silver tsunami: The demand for higher education among older adults. 

Research in Higher Education, 53(6), 593–613. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11162-011-9249-9 

Cunha, F., Heckman, J. J., Lochner, L., & Masterov, D. V. (2006). Interpreting the evidence on life cycle skill formation. Handbook 
of the Economics of Education, 1(6), 697–812. 

Dämmrich, J., Kosyakova, Y., & Blossfeld, H.-P. (2015). Gender and job-related non-formal training: A comparison of 20 coun-

tries. International Journal of Comparative Sociology, 56(6), 433–459. https://doi.org/10.1177/0020715215626769 

Dämmrich, J., Vono de Vilhena, D., & Reichart, E. E. (2014). Participation in adult learning in Europe: The impact of country-lev-

el and individual characteristics. In H.-P. Blossfeld, E. Kilpi-Jakonen, D. Vono de Vilhena, & S. Buchholz (Eds.), Adult learn-
ing in modern societies: An international comparison from a life-course perspective. eduLIFE lifelong learning series (pp. 29–55). 

Edward Elgar. 

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9621-1755
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9349-6989
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordjournals.esr.a036524
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordjournals.esr.a036524
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11618-011-0197-0
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11618-011-0197-0
https://doi.org/10.2307/2673213
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.rssm.2011.05.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.econedurev.2011.12.009
https://doi.org/10.1353/sof.2005.0089
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.soc.31.041304.122232
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.soc.31.041304.122232
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0047279416000635
https://doi.org/10.1093/esr/jcy047
https://doi.org/10.1177/0741713615626714
https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2017/2017103rev.pdf
https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2017/2017103rev.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11162-011-9249-9
https://doi.org/10.1177/0020715215626769


 17519020, 2021, 9, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://com

pass.onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/doi/10.1111/soc4.12920 by U
niversitatsbibliothek B

am
berg, W

iley O
nline Library on [06/03/2025]. See the Term

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline Library for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons License

----------------WILEY~-KOSYAKOVA AND BILLS 13 of 15 

Denice, P. (2017). Back to school: Racial and gender differences in adults’ participation in formal schooling, 1978–2013. De-
mography, 54(3), 1147–1173. https://doi.org/10.1007/s13524-017-0570-6 

Dieckhoff, M. (2007). Does it work? The effect of continuing training on labour market outcomes: A comparative study of Germa-

ny, Denmark, and the United Kingdom. European Sociological Review, 23(3), 295–308. https://doi.org/10.1093/esr/jcm002 

DiPrete, T. A., De Graaf, P. M., Luijkx, R., Tahlin, M., & Blossfeld, H.-P. (1997). Collectivist versus individualist mobility regimes? 

Structural change and job mobility in four countries. American Journal of Sociology, 103(2), 318–358. 

DiPrete, T. A., & Eirich, G. M. (2006). Cumulative advantage as a mechanism for inequality: A review of theoretical and empir-

ical developments. Annual Review of Sociology, 32(1), 271–297. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.soc.32.061604.123127 

Duncan, O. D., Featherman, D. L., & Duncan, B. (1972). Socioeconomic background and achievement. Seminar Press. 

Egerton, M. (2000). Pay differentials between early and mature graduate men: The role of state employment. Journal of Educa-
tion and Work, 13(3), 289–305. https://doi.org/10.1080/713676996 

Egerton, M. (2001a). Mature graduates I: Occupational attainment and the effects of labour market duration. Oxford Review 
of Education, 27(1), 135–150. 

Egerton, M. (2001b). Mature graduates II: Occupational attainment and the effects of social class. Oxford Review of Education, 

27(2), 271–286. https://doi.org/10.1080/3054980120051958 

Elman, C. (1998). Guest editorial: Adult education, bringing in a sociological perspective. Research on Aging, 20(4), 379–390. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0164027598204001 

Elman, C., & O’Rand, A. M. (1998). Midlife entry into vocational training: A mobility model. Social Science Research, 27(2), 128– 

158. https://doi.org/10.1006/ssre.1998.0617 

Elman, C., & O’Rand, A. M. (2004). The race is to the swift: Socioeconomic origins, adult education, and wage attainment. Amer-
ican Journal of Sociology, 110(1), 123–160. https://doi.org/10.1086/386273 

Elman, C., & O’Rand, A. M. (2007). The effects of social origins, life events, and institutional sorting on adults’ school transi-

tions. Social Science Research, 36(3), 1276–1299. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssresearch.2006.11.001 

Esping-Andersen, G. (1990). The three worlds of welfare capitalism. Polity Press. 

Estévez-Abe, M., Iversen, T., & Soskice, D. (2001). Social protection and the formation of skills: A reinterpretation of the wel-

fare state. In P. Hall & D. Soskice (Eds.), Varieties of capitalism: The institutional foundations of comparative advantage (pp. 

145–183). Oxford University Press. 

Felmlee, D. H. (1988). Returning to school and women’s occupational attainment. Sociology of Education, 61(1), 29–41. https:// 

doi.org/10.2307/2112307 

Fouarge, D., & Schils, T. (2009). The effect of early retirement incentives on the training participation of older workers. Labour, 

23(Special Issue), 85–109. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9914.2008.00441.x 

Gerber, T. P., & Hout, M. (2004). Tightening up: Declining class mobility during Russia's market transition. American Sociological 
Review, 69(5), 677–703. https://doi.org/10.1177/000312240406900504 

Groenez, S., Desmedt, E., & Nicaise, I. (2007). Participation in lifelong learning in the EU-15: The role of macro-level determinants.In 

ECER Conference, Ghent, Belgium, September 19–21. Paper. 

Hällsten, M. (2011). Late entry in Swedish tertiary education: Can the opportunity of lifelong learning promote equality over 

the life course? British Journal of Industrial Relations, 49(3), 537–559. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8543.2010.00784.x 

Hällsten, M. (2012). Is it ever too late to study? The economic returns on late tertiary degrees in Sweden. Economics of Educa-
tion Review, 31(1), 179–194. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.econedurev.2011.11.001 

Heckman, J. J. (2000). Policies to foster human capital. Research in Economics, 54(1), 3–56. https://doi.org/10.1006/ 

reec.1999.0225 

Jacob, M., & Weiss, F. (2011). Class origin and young adults’ re-enrollment. Research in Social Stratification and Mobility, 29(4), 

415–426. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.rssm.2011.02.004 

Jacobs, J. A., & Stoner-Eby, S. (1998). Adult enrollment and educational attainment. The Annals of the American Academy, 

559(1), 91–108. 

Jarvis, P. (2004). Adult education and lifelong learning. Theory and practice (3rd ed.). RoutledgeFalmer. 

Jarvis, P. (2007). Globalisation, lifelong learning and the learning society. Sociological perspectives. Routledge. 

Jenkins, A. (2006). Women, lifelong learning and transitions into employment. Work, Employment & Society, 20(2), 309–328. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0950017006064116 

Jenkins, A., Vignoles, A., Wolf, A., & Galindo-Rueda, F. (2003). The determinants and labour market effects of lifelong learning. 

Applied Economics, 35(16), 1711–1721. https://doi.org/10.1080/0003684032000155445 

Jepsen, C., & Montgomery, M. (2012). Back to school: An application of human capital theory for mature workers. Economics of 
Education Review, 31(1), 168–178. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.econedurev.2011.10.005 

Jung, J.-C., & Cervero, R. M. (2002). The social, economic and political contexts of adults’ participation in undergrad-

uate programmes: A state-level analysis. International Journal of Lifelong Education, 21(4), 305–320. https://doi. 

org/10.1080/02601370210140977 

Kilpi-Jakonen, E., Buchholz, S., Dämmrich, J., McMullin, P., & Blossfeld, H.-P. (2014). Adult learning, labor market outcomes 

and social inequalities in modern societies. In H.-P. Blossfeld, E. Kilpi-Jakonen, D. Vono de Vilhena, & S. Buchholz (Eds.), 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s13524-017-0570-6
https://doi.org/10.1093/esr/jcm002
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.soc.32.061604.123127
https://doi.org/10.1080/713676996
https://doi.org/10.1080/3054980120051958
https://doi.org/10.1177/0164027598204001
https://doi.org/10.1006/ssre.1998.0617
https://doi.org/10.1086/386273
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssresearch.2006.11.001
https://doi.org/10.2307/2112307
https://doi.org/10.2307/2112307
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9914.2008.00441.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/000312240406900504
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8543.2010.00784.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.econedurev.2011.11.001
https://doi.org/10.1006/reec.1999.0225
https://doi.org/10.1006/reec.1999.0225
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.rssm.2011.02.004
https://doi.org/10.1177/0950017006064116
https://doi.org/10.1080/0003684032000155445
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.econedurev.2011.10.005
https://doi.org/10.1080/02601370210140977
https://doi.org/10.1080/02601370210140977
https://determinants.In


 17519020, 2021, 9, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://com

pass.onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/doi/10.1111/soc4.12920 by U
niversitatsbibliothek B

am
berg, W

iley O
nline Library on [06/03/2025]. See the Term

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline Library for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons License

 

 

 

-~WILEY----------------KOSYAKOVA AND BILLS14 of 15 

Adult learning in modern societies: An international comparison from a life-course perspective. eduLIFE lifelong learning series 
(pp. 3–28). Edward Elgar. 

Kilpi-Jakonen, E., Vono de Vilhena, D., Kosyakova, Y., Stenberg, A., Blossfeld, H.-P., Vono de Vilhena, D., Kosyakova, Y., Stenberg, 

A., & Blossfeld, H.-P. (2012). The impact of formal adult education on the likelihood of being employed: A comparative 

overview. Studies of Transition States and Societies, 4(1), 48–68. 

Kilpi-Jakonen, E., Vono de Vilhena, D., & Blossfeld, H.-P. (2015). Adult learning and social inequalities: Processes of equal-

isation or cumulative disadvantage? International Review of Education, 61(4), 529–546. https://doi.org/10.1007/ 

s11159-015-9498-5 

Kim, K., Hagedorn, M., Williamson, J., & Chapman, C., (2004). Participation in adult education and lifelong learning: 2000-01. 

(NCES 2004–050). U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics. U.S. Government Printing 

Office. https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2004/2004050.pdf 

Kmec, J. A. (2011). Are motherhood penalties and fatherhood bonuses warranted? Comparing pro-work behaviors and 

conditions of mothers, fathers, and non-parents. Social Science Research, 40(2), 444–459. https://doi.org/10.1016/j. 

ssresearch.2010.11.006 

Kosyakova, Y. (2018). Cumulation or compensation? Returns to adult education and social inequalities in Soviet and post-So-

viet Russia. European Societies, 20(1), 65–88. https://doi.org/10.1080/14616696.2017.1329935 

Kosyakova, Y. (2020). Gender inequality and the regime change. Adult education and labor market rewards in the Soviet and 

post-Soviet Russia. Zeitschrift für Erziehungswissenschaft, 7, 51–81. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-25513-8_3 

Kosyakova, Y., Dämmrich, J., & Blossfeld, H.-P. (2016). Participation in formal adult education and changes in patterns of ine-

quality over the life course in contemporary Russia. World Studies in Education, 17(1), 5–26. 

Kosyakova, Y., & Gerber, T. P. (2019). Adult education, stratification, and regime change: Upgrading and sidestepping in Russia, 

1965–2005. Sociology of Education, 92(2), 124–149. https://doi.org/10.1177/0038040718823192 

Kristensson Uggla, B. (2008). Who is the lifelong learner? Globalization, lifelong learning and hermeneutics. Studies in Philoso-
phy and Education, 27, 211–226. 

Lassnigg, L. (2005). Lifelong learning, school to work and labour market transitions. Position paper workpackage 4. TLM.NET 2005 

Working Papers No. 2005-06. SISWO/Social Policy Research. 

Li, J., Hong, J., König, M., Buchmann, M., & Sacchi, S. (2000). The influence of further education on occupational mobility in 

Switzerland. European Sociological Review, 16(1), 43–65. https://doi.org/10.1093/esr/16.1.43 

Maralani, V. (2013). The demography of social mobility: Black-white differences in the process of educational reproduction1. 

American Journal of Sociology, 118(6), 1509–1558. https://doi.org/10.1086/670719 

Merton, R. K. (1968). The Matthew Effect in science: The reward and communication systems of science are reconsidered. 

Science, 159(3810), 56–63. 

Moss-Pech, C., Lopez, S. H., & Michaels, L. (2021). Educational downgrading: Adult education and downward mobility. Sociolo-
gy of Education, 94(2), 143–158. https://doi.org/10.1177/0038040720982890 

Müller, W., & Shavit, Y. (1998). Bildung und Beruf im institutionellen kontext: Eine vergleichende studie in 13 ländern [educa-

tion and profession in institutional context: A comparative study in 13 countries]. Zeitschrift für Erziehungswissenschaft, 

1(4), 501–533. 

OECD. (2017). Education at a glance 2017: OECD Indicators. OECD Publishing. 

OECD. (2019). Getting skills right: Future-ready adult learning systems. OECD Publishing. 

OECD. (2020). Increasing adult learning participation. Learning from successful reforms. OECD Publishing. 

O’Rand, A. M., & Henretta, J. C. (1999). Age and inequality: Diverse pathways through later life. Westview. 

Pallas, A. M. (2002). Educational participation across the life course. Do the rich get richer? Advances in Life Course Research, 7, 

327–354. https://doi.org/10.1016/S1040-2608(02)80039-9 

Perales, F., & Chesters, J. (2017). The returns to mature-age education in Australia. International Journal of Educational Re-
search, 85(February), 87–98. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijer.2017.07.003 

Richardson, J. T. E., & King, E. (1988). Adult students in higher education. The Journal of Higher Education, 69(1), 65–88. 

Rillaers, A. (2001). Education and income inequality: The role of a social protection system. Journal of Population Economics, 

14(3), 425–443. https://doi.org/10.1007/s001480000041 

Rubenson, K. (2006). The Nordic model of lifelong learning. Compare: A Journal of Comparative and International Education, 

36(3), 327–341. https://doi.org/10.1080/03057920600872472 

Rubenson, K., & Desjardins, R. (2009). The impact of welfare state regimes on barriers to participation in adult education: A 

bounded agency model. Adult Education Quarterly, 59(3), 187–207. https://doi.org/10.1177/0741713609331548 

Saar, E., Bjørn Ure, O., & Desjardins, R. (2013). The role of diverse institutions in framing adult learning systems. European 
Journal of Education, 48(2), 213–232. https://doi.org/10.1111/ejed.12026 

Sievertsen, H. H. (2016). Local unemployment and the timing of post-secondary schooling. Economics of Education Review, 50, 

17–28. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.econedurev.2015.11.002 

Silles, M. A. (2007). Adult education and earnings: Evidence from Britain. Bulletin of Economic Research, 59(4), 313–326. https:// 

doi.org/10.1111/j.0307-3378.2007.00268.x 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11159-015-9498-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11159-015-9498-5
https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2004/2004050.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssresearch.2010.11.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssresearch.2010.11.006
https://doi.org/10.1080/14616696.2017.1329935
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3%2D658-25513-8%5F3
https://doi.org/10.1177/0038040718823192
https://doi.org/10.1093/esr/16.1.43
https://doi.org/10.1086/670719
https://doi.org/10.1177/0038040720982890
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1040-2608%2802%2980039-9
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijer.2017.07.003
https://doi.org/10.1007/s001480000041
https://doi.org/10.1080/03057920600872472
https://doi.org/10.1177/0741713609331548
https://doi.org/10.1111/ejed.12026
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.econedurev.2015.11.002
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.0307-3378.2007.00268.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.0307-3378.2007.00268.x


 17519020, 2021, 9, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://com

pass.onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/doi/10.1111/soc4.12920 by U
niversitatsbibliothek B

am
berg, W

iley O
nline Library on [06/03/2025]. See the Term

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline Library for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons License

 

-------------WILEY~-

[ 

KOSYAKOVA AND BILLS 15 of 15 

Stenberg, A. (2011). Using longitudinal data to evaluate publicly provided formal education for low skilled. Economics of Educa-
tion Review, 30(6), 1262–1280. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.econedurev.2011.04.008 

Stenberg, A., & Westerlund, O. (2016). The journal of the economics of ageing flexibility at a cost—Should governments 

stimulate tertiary education for adults? The Journal of the Economics of Ageing, 7, 69–86. https://doi.org/10.1016/j. 

jeoa.2016.01.001 

Tuijnman, A., Chinapah, V., & Fägerlind, I. (1988). Adult education and earnings: A 45 year longitudinal study of 834 Swedish 

men. Economics of Education Review, 7(4), 423–437. 

Virdia, S., & Schindler, S. (2019). Educational upgrading, career advancement, and social inequality development from a 

life-course perspective in Germany. Research in Social Stratification and Mobility, 60(April 2018), 29–38. https://doi. 

org/10.1016/j.rssm.2019.02.002 

Vono de Vilhena, D., Kosyakova, Y., Kilpi-Jakonen, E., & McMullin, P. (2016). Does adult education contribute to securing 

non-precarious employment? A cross-national comparison. Work, Employment & Society, 30(1), 97–117. https://doi. 

org/10.1177/0950017014561335 

Weiss, F. (2019). Saving some inequality for young adulthood? Social origin differences in ‘re’-enrollment in postsec-

ondary education in the United States, Sweden, and Germany. Comparative Sociology, 18(4), 522–565. https://doi. 

org/10.1163/15691330-12341506 

Weiss, F., & Roksa, J. (2016). New dimensions of educational inequality: Changing patterns of combining college and work in 

the U.S. over time. Research in Social Stratification and Mobility, 44, 44–53. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.rssm.2016.02.001 

Witteveen, D. (2021). Encouraged or discouraged? The effect of adverse macroeconomic conditions on school leaving and 

reentry. Sociology of Education, 94(2), 103–123. https://doi.org/10.1177/0038040720960718 

Wolbers, M. H. J. (2005). Initial and further education: Substitutes or complements? Differences in continuing education and 

training over the life-course of European workers. Review of Education, 51, 459–478. 

AU T H O R  B I O G R A P H I E S  

Yuliya Kosyakova, is post-doctorate Senior Researcher in the Migration and International Labour Studies De-

partment at the Institute for Employment Research (IAB). She is also Associate Lecturer in the Chair of Sociology, 

area of Societal Comparison at the University of Mannheim and in the Chair of Sociology, area Social Stratifica-

tion at the Otto-Friedrich University of Bamberg. She received her PhD in sociology at the European Universi-

ty Institute, Florence, Italy. Her research revolves around the themes of labor markets, (refugee) migration and 

integration, international comparison, institutional change, gender, educational inequalities, and the life course. 

Her papers have been inter alia published in academic journals such as European Sociological Review, International 

Migration Review, Research in Social Stratification and Mobility, and Sociology of Education. 

David B. Bills was Professor of Sociology of Education and Emma E. Holmes Faculty Research Fellow at the Uni-

versity of Iowa. He was also Distinguished Research Fellow in the Social and Education Policy Research Program 

of the University of Iowa Public Policy Center and Chair of the Department of Educational Policy and Leadership 

Studies. His research interests were in social stratification, sociology of education, demography, labor markets, 

and the sociology of work and employment. He was former editor of Sociology of Education and the author of The 

Sociology of Education and Work (Wiley). He had recently published in New Directions for Institutional Research, An-

nual Review of Sociology, and Research Handbook on Sociology of Education. Sadly, he died on 15 July 2021. 

How to cite this article: Kosyakova, Y., & Bills, D. B. (2021). Formal adult education and socioeconomic inequality: 

Second chances or Matthew Effects? Sociology Compass, 15(9), e12920. https://doi.org/10.1111/soc4.12920 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.econedurev.2011.04.008
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jeoa.2016.01.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jeoa.2016.01.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.rssm.2019.02.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.rssm.2019.02.002
https://doi.org/10.1177/0950017014561335
https://doi.org/10.1177/0950017014561335
https://doi.org/10.1163/15691330-12341506
https://doi.org/10.1163/15691330-12341506
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.rssm.2016.02.001
https://doi.org/10.1177/0038040720960718
https://doi.org/10.1111/soc4.12920

	Formal adult education and socioeconomic inequality: Second chances or Matthew Effects?
	Abstract
	1 | INTRODUCTION
	2 | CONCEPTUALIZATION OF ADULT EDUCATION
	3 | THEORIZING ADULT EDUCATION AND LIFE CHANCES
	4 | SOCIO-ECONOMIC SELECTIVITY IN ADULT EDUCATION PARTICIPATION
	4.1 | Social origin
	4.2 | Educational resources
	4.3 | Labor market attainment

	5 | ADULT EDUCATION AS AN AVENUE TO LABOR MARKET SUCCESS
	6 | HOW NATIONAL INSTITUTIONS SHAPE ACCESS AND RETURNS TO ADULT EDUCATION
	6.1 | Educational systems
	6.2 | Welfare state
	6.3 | Employment systems

	7 | CONCLUSION AND AVENUES FOR FUTURE THEORETICAL AND EMPIRICAL WORK
	ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
	CONFLICT OF INTEREST
	REFERENCES




