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EDITORIAL 
UNIVERSITY LIFELONG LEARNING FOR TODAY 
AND TOMORROW  
 
Balázs NÉMETH 
University of Pecs, HU 
 
Kevin ORR 
University of Huddersfield, UK 
 
Eva CENDON 
FernUniversität in Hagen, DE  
 
Email: nemeth.balazs@pte.hu 
 
 

As part of the globally enhanced discourse on the Futures of Education (UNESCO, n.d.), a 
great number of universities in member countries of the United Nations have responded to 
the recent call to embrace the culture of lifelong learning with a future-oriented focus 
(UNESCO, 2021). They try to transform their organisations into lifelong learning universities 
and to initiate effective and innovative forms of knowledge transfer for sustainable economies 
and inclusive societies through the expansion of skills and competence development (ibid.).  
 
 
PARTICIPATION, PERFORMANCE AND PARTNERSHIP 
 
Participation, Performance and Partnership are key aspirational challenges and urgent 
imperatives in the context of our rapidly changing world. This requires that higher education 
institutions be alert, responsive and proactive actors in helping society address the myriad 
social, economic and environmental issues we face today. The Participation of all in reaching 
solutions for all is crucial to address the current global crisis. Committed Performance 
focused on solutions and based on evidence, best practices, knowledge and respect for all 
traditions needs to be deployed to help steer humanity away from the precipice. Partnership 
based on mutual respect, consent and inclusion is essential in order to benefit the whole of 
society. University lifelong learning is a key catalyst in helping to create the conditions of 
participation, performance and partnership that society needs now. 
 
University lifelong learning has to embrace the interrelated triangle of participation, 
performance and partnership as a paradigm influencing lifelong learning in and around 
universities. This relates not only to increased quality, access, better forms and content, but 
also to effective and innovative modes of delivery that reflect the needs of learners, learning 
communities and society at large. eucen’s position paper on the Sustainable Development 
Goals (Németh, de Viron, Seppälä, Kröber & Royo, 2018) emphasised the role of 
participation, performance and partnership in shaping lifelong learning to urgently address 
the UN Agenda 2030 on the SDGs and their 17 goals (UNESCO, 2015). Universities are one 
of the actors involved in this process. Partnerships, commitments to optimal performance 
and the participation of the widest possible range of actors is needed and often the key to 
success. 
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UNIVERSITY LIFELONG LEARNING TODAY AND TOMORROW 
 
Therefore, the 52nd eucen conference held in 2022 at the Central European University (CEU) 
in Budapest, Hungary, focused on key aspects of university lifelong learning in the frame of 
three particular strands to highlight some key areas for action. We welcomed papers and 
presentations that addressed participation, performance and partnership within the following 
dimensions: 
 

• University Lifelong Learning in urban environments to enhance learning communities; 
• Universities promoting Lifelong Learning through skills development and effective 

HRD; 
• Universities’ roles in enhancing sustainable environment and social inclusion through 

LLL. 
 
In order to reflect the diversity of our members and readership and their various perspectives 
on university lifelong learning, whether managerial, research or practice-based, we invited 
different kinds of contributions: research papers that draw on theoretical debates or empirical 
research, contextualised within current national and international policy debate, developing 
the theoretical base of the field or reporting on significant research done; contributions that 
show and illustrate innovative practice or short papers offering a closer look at certain 
practices, approaches or projects that are either in progress or have been completed, and 
critically reflect upon their impact within the university or beyond; and, finally, discussion 
papers presenting informed opinion and reflection on new trends, current research or policy 
developments within or connected to university lifelong learning.  
 
Contributors to the conference were invited to hand in papers for this volume of the journal. 
The accepted six papers enrich the above dimensions with valuable input and address some 
particularly challenging aspects of university lifelong learning recently faced by higher 
education institutions. The volume comprises one research paper, two short papers, two 
innovative practice articles and one discussion paper. They present perspectives from 
Germany, Hungary, Italy, Spain, and Turkey, all of them focussing on at least one of the 
three “Ps” – participation, performance or partnership. 
 
The editors hope readers will find these papers relevant, useful and practical enough to help 
universities respond to matters of participation, performance and partnership with equitable 
and sustainable measures referring to quality lifelong learning. 
 
 
CONTRIBUTIONS AND CONTENT 
 
The two opening papers of this volume of the EJULL are both contributions from the host 
country of this year’s conference, Hungary. In the introductory short paper, Éva Farkas sets 
the scene and provides us with the recent political context of higher education in Hungary 
and the specific role university lifelong learning plays in it. She sheds light on three areas in 
which universities can increase their performance with regard to lifelong learning – areas that 
are not only of high importance for the Hungarian context, but equally relevant for the 
European higher education area. Balázs Németh, in his research paper, offers a reflective 
perspective on the changing roles of universities in developing learning cities and examines 
via an international lens learning cities in Ireland, the Netherlands, the United Kingdom, 
Finland, Denmark and Hungary with regard to organisational capacity, cross-sectional co-
operation and partnership, as well as stimulation of learning communities. 
 
With the international tone set, the two innovative practice pieces that follow focus on the 
dimension of sustainability and inclusion and present reflective perspectives on two 
European projects that address issues surrounding these two topics. Eva Cendon, Anita 



European Journal of University Lifelong Learning - EJULL  Vol 6 No 02 (2022) 
 

 
University Lifelong Learning for today and tomorrow 
Németh, B., Orr, K. & Cendon, E.  

3 

Mörth and Andrea Mangiatordi report on a pilot project that aims at making international 
project collaboration greener by basing the partnership almost solely on virtual collaboration. 
They present the cornerstones of such an approach and reflect on their experiences and 
learnings and what this means for our environment. Tamer Atabarut, Sevgi Kesim Guven, 
Ece Gözde Gokakin and Elif Yildiz take the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) of 
UNESCO, especially SDG 5 on Gender Equality, as a starting point and demonstrate how to 
realise it within in the national context of Turkey. They report on the development and roll out 
of a training programme for high schools and universities, in cooperation with local 
authorities and companies, that aims to inform, guide and offer practice on how to intervene.  
 
The dimension of skills development and effective human resource development is put into 
focus by Sarah Lukas, Monica Bravo Granström, Roswitha Klepser and Karin Schweizer. In 
their short paper, the authors introduce a mentoring concept for language mentoring at the 
workplace in which employees are trained as language mentors. The authors present key 
findings of the accompanying evaluation and discuss the possible role of universities in work-
based learning. Roberto Romero-Llop, José Manuel Castro-Jiménez, Àngels Fitó-Beltran, 
Vanesa Valero-García, and Sagrario Martín-Aragón offer another, more meta-level focus on 
skills development in their discussion paper on higher education (HE) micro-credentials. The 
authors take a European perspective and propose a definition of HE micro-credentials, 
following the recommendation of the European Council, and connect it with already existing 
initiatives in the higher education context across Europe. 
 
This volume is concluded – as usual – by our “Three questions to…”. This time, the 
questions are posed by Kevin Orr, and the discussants are Marcella Milana, Associate 
Professor in the Department of Human Sciences at the University of Verona, Italy and 
Honorary Professor of Adult Education in the School of Education at the University of 
Nottingham, UK, and Zsuzsanna Géring, Senior Research Fellow and Director of the Future 
of Higher Education Research Centre at Budapest Business School, University of Applied 
Sciences, Hungary. They discuss the present and future of lifelong learning in relation to 
sustainability, especially pertaining to social inclusion and the environment, and reflect on 
features of successful lifelong learning at universities. In addition, they analyse the 
relationship between personal development, social development and economic development 
in lifelong learning.  
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THE ROLE AND POTENTIAL OF HUNGARIAN 
UNIVERSITIES TO SUPPORT THE DEVELOPMENT 
OF LIFELONG LEARNING  
 
Éva FARKAS 
University of Szeged, HU 
 
Email: farkaseva9@gmail.com 
 
 
Keywords: Hungary, university, lifelong learning, professionalisation, validation 
 
 
ABSTRACT 
 
This study presents the performance of Hungarian universities in the three main areas where 
universities can best achieve transformative impact on boosting lifelong learning. These 
areas comprise educational services for traditional and non-traditional students, the 
professionalisation of teachers and educators working in higher education and adult 
education and the provision of flexible learning pathways, with recognition of prior learning 
and offering micro-credentials. 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
The implications of the global megatrends we face every day – including, but not limited to, 
industry 4.0, digitalisation, an ageing society, climate crisis, migration, COVID, war, and 
limitation of human rights – are fundamentally changing our lives, work and relationships. 
The COVID-19 pandemic has made it particularly clear and painful to learn that in our ever-
changing world, individuals and organizations that adapt quickly and flexibly to accelerated 
change and development can continue to succeed. Learning is key to adapting effectively to 
challenges, and true lifelong learning will gain more genuine importance than ever before. It 
is also widely acknowledged that lifelong learning is fundamental to achieving the UN 2030 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (United Nations, 2015) and to implementing and 
enforcing the principles and rights contained in the European Pillar of Social Rights 
(European Commission, 2021).  
 
Universities at the crossroads of education, research, and innovation are in a unique position 
to become the drivers for the revitalization of lifelong learning at the individual, organisational 
and (inter)national levels to support the social, economic and environmental transformations 
needed to address the world’s most pressing problems, in line with the 2030 Agenda 
(European Commission, 2022; UNESCO, 2022). Experience shows that the following are 
considered key areas in which universities can have the best transformative impact on 
boosting lifelong learning: 1) educational services for traditional and non-traditional students, 
2) the professionalisation of teachers and educators working in higher education and adult 
education and 3) the provision of flexible learning pathways, with recognition of prior learning 
and offering micro-credentials. 
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HIGHER EDUCATION CONTEXT IN HUNGARY 
 
In the academic year 2022/23, there are 64 higher education institutions recognised by the 
state in Hungary: 39 are universities (including universities of applied sciences) and 25 
colleges (Educational Authority, 2022). Most universities (21) are run by private foundations 
governed by their boards of trustees. In 2018, the Ministry for Innovation and Technology 
adopted a plan to change the model of maintaining and funding universities. The main goal 
of the model change was to improve the overall performance and competitiveness of 
universities and to attract new private resources through a more flexible regulatory 
environment. As a result of the reform process, 21 universities were transformed from state-
funded universities into private foundations by September 2021. There are currently only five 
public universities in Hungary, and the rest are funded by private foundations or religious 
organisations.  
 
Pursuant to the Higher Education Act, the core activities of higher education institutions 
include education, academic research and artistic creation. The educational core activity of 
higher education institutions extends to include higher education vocational training 
programmes (4 semesters, EQF level 5), Bachelor programmes (BA/BSc, 6-8 semesters, 
EQF level 6), Master programmes (MA/MSc, 2-4 semesters, EQF level 7), doctoral 
programmes (EQF level 8) and postgraduate specialist training programmes (non-degree, 2-
4 semesters).  
 
The post-2010 higher education policy in Hungary had an immensely negative impact on the 
number of applicants and enrolments, which fell radically by 2013. The decline was triggered 
by the introduction of a self-sustaining higher education system and an extensive self-
financing of training programmes, which was accompanied by a reduction and redistribution 
of state-funded places (Kováts-Temesi, 2018, p. 16). Elements of restrictive education policy 
decisions included: 
 

• a 20% reduction in the number of public-financed places at universities, 
• abolition of specific university courses (including the Bachelor’s degree in Andragogy 

and the Master’s degree in teaching Andragogy), 
• a significant increase of and government decision on the minimum points required for 

a successful application to university for popular undergraduate programmes of 
humanities and social sciences, 

• change in the conditions for prioritising disadvantaged applicants (Kováts-Temesi, 
2018, pp. 16-17; Farkas, 2016, pp. 34-38).  

 
In addition, for some undergraduate programmes, the advanced level secondary school 
leaving exam (at least one out of the five subjects) was made a condition for entry to higher 
education, even for those who had passed their exam before the introduction of the two-level 
system1. This requirement became mandatory for Bachelor programmes from 2020. These 
measures clearly negatively impacted students’ perceptions and resulted in a 20% decline in 
applications for the academic year 2020/21. The higher education policy decisions have led 
to a significant drop in student numbers over the past decade. The total number of higher 
education students in 2020 was 73,854 fewer than in 2010, indicating a 20% drop.  

 
1 The two-level secondary school-leaving examination was introduced in 2005, which makes it possible for students 

to take the secondary school-leaving examination either at an ordinary (intermediate) or an advanced level in 
each of the four compulsory subjects (Hungarian language and literature, Mathematics, History, and a foreign 
language). Students are allowed to select the fifth subject, which can also be a vocational subject in upper 
secondary vocational schools. In 2022, 3% of pupils passed the secondary school leaving exam at an advanced 
level from Hungarian language and literature, 7% from Mathematics, 12% from History, 41% from English, and 
21% from German. The ordinary and advanced level secondary school leaving certificates are classified at level 
4 of the European Qualifications Framework.  
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The number of full-time students decreased by 36,019 (15% decrease), while the number of 
part-time students fell by 33% (Figure 1). 
 
 
Figure 1: Number of students in higher education in Hungary 

Source: Hungarian Central Statistical Office, 2022 

 
 
Given the above, it is hardly surprising that Hungary has one of the lowest tertiary education 
attainment rates in Europe among 25-34 year-olds (EUROSTAT, 2021). It was 30.7% in 
2020, which is far below the EU average (40.4%), although there is a strong demand for 
highly skilled workers in Hungary and the employment rate of recent tertiary graduates is 
above the EU average2 (OECD, 2021). 
 
 
EDUCATION SERVICES AT UNIVERSITIES IN HUNGARY 
 
Universities in Hungary tend to focus mainly on learning pathways to Bachelor’s and 
Master’s degrees. In addition to these, universities offer two main types of study 
programmes. One is a 2-year-long higher education vocational training programme, which 
results in vocational qualification at EQF level 5. The other is a 1- or 2-year-long 
postgraduate specialist training programme for graduates holding Bachelor’s or Master’s 
degrees. These programmes can only be launched by higher education institutions and do 
not lead to a university degree but offer the option of specialisation in a particular field of 
study. As data show (Figure 2), the Hungarian higher education system has not been able to 
strengthen short-term tertiary education, which is the main channel of expansion of higher 
education in many countries. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
2 The employment rate aged 25-64 with tertiary education in 2020 is 85.9% in Hungary, and the EU average is 

85% (EUROSTAT, 2021; OECD, 2021).  
 



European Journal of University Lifelong Learning - EJULL  Vol 6 No 02 (2022) 

The role and potential of Hungarian universities to support the development of Lifelong Learning 
Farkas, E. 

8 

Figure 2: Number of students in short-term higher education study programmes in Hungary 

 
Source: Hungarian Central Statistical Office, 2022 

 
Another problem is that only less than half of all students graduate within the required time, 
and the completion rate is one of the lowest among the OECD countries (OECD, 2021). In 
this context, the provision of effective learning support services for students with learning 
difficulties or other disadvantages and the retention of students who drop out of Bachelor and 
Master programmes by offering them adult education would be important areas in supporting 
lifelong learning at universities. However, adult and continuing education outside the 
academic track is not considered a strategic issue and is not recognised in the same way as 
traditional university study programmes. In 2020, only half of the institutions provided adult 
learning outside the formal university system, and only 5% of all adults participated in it 
(OSAP, 2020). However, it seems that exploiting the potential of educational services for 
non-traditional students could be an important and worthwhile area for the expansion of 
university lifelong learning.  

 
 
PROFESSIONALISATION OF HIGHER EDUCATION TEACHERS AND ADULT 
EDUCATORS 
 
One of the areas where universities can best achieve transformative impact on boosting 
lifelong learning is undoubtedly the professional development of adult educators and 
teachers in higher education. When it comes to quality and professionalism, it is of utmost 
importance that those who work in adult education should acquire professional qualifications 
in higher education. In many countries, as education becomes more and more service-
oriented, adult educators and teachers are recommended or expected to have formal 
qualifications. In Hungary, a pedagogical or andragogical qualification or competences are 
not required to teach in adult or higher education. Although quality issues are increasingly 
discussed in the field of higher education in Hungary as well, professional 
excellence/recognition is still measured in terms of the quality of academic performance 
(e.g., research, publications, citations). At the same time, the pedagogical activity of teachers 
in higher education is rather undervalued, and there are no standardised qualitative criteria 
for assessing it.  
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Teachers/educators can be most effective if they become lifelong learners, engage in 
teaching innovations and institutional educational development and reflect on and evaluate 
their teaching for improvement. Adaptivity is crucial in quality lifelong learning, which implies 
the need for professional development and continuous learning at both the individual and 
community levels. It is closely linked to the concepts of adult learning, learning support and a 
learner-centred approach. Universities, through teacher training, could have an outstanding 
impact on empowering teachers and enabling them to apply modern teaching methods, 
create innovative and motivating learning environments, and use non-traditional forms and 
activities of learning and assessment to enhance self-directed learning3. 
 
 
PROVISION OF FLEXIBLE LEARNING PATHWAYS 
 
Successful policies for lifelong learning must include ensuring flexible learning pathways for 
individuals. In the fast-changing world of work, short-term, practice-oriented training is the 
best way to ensure a match and harmony between individual skills and labour market needs. 
Offering micro-credentials (included in the twelve flagship actions announced in the 
European Skills Agenda) (European Commission, 2020) makes it possible to certify short-
term learning outcomes relevant to the labour market. This action can be an effective way of 
flexible and tailor-made professional development. The Council recommends the European 
approach to micro-credentials in order to reach their full potential based on common 
standards ensuring quality, transparency, cross-border comparability, recognition, and 
portability (Council of the European Union, 2022). Micro-credentials are not yet in established 
practice in Hungary, and the professional dialogue on this issue is still in its early stages.  
 
Another tool closely linked to micro-credentials for ensuring flexible upskilling and reskilling 
learning pathways and access to formal education and at least partial qualification is 
validation and recognition of learning outcomes acquired in a wide range of non-formal and 
informal learning environments. Validation could also provide opportunities to create a more 
sustainable future for refugees and migrants, who often do not have a certificate of their 
formally acquired qualifications.  
 
Unlike Western Europe, in most Central, Eastern, and Southeast European countries, 
including Hungary, it is impossible to gain access to higher education without completing 
formal upper secondary education (Figure 3). 
 
 
  

 
3 The best-known and widely accepted definition of self-directed learning comes from Knowles: “a process in 
which individuals take the initiative, with or without the help of others, in diagnosing their learning needs, 
formulating learning goals, identifying human and material resources for learning, choosing and implementing 
appropriate learning strategies, and evaluating learning outcomes” (Knowles, 1975, p. 18). 
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Figure 3: Accessing higher education with non-formal and/or informal learning, 2020/21 

 
 
Source: European Commission, European Education and Culture Executive Agency, 2022, p. 32 

 
However, in most countries (including Hungary), it is possible to count prior non-formal 
and/or informal learning towards fulfilling the first cycle of a higher education study 
programme (Figure 4). 
 
 
Figure 4: Prior non-formal and/or informal learning counting towards the fulfilment of a higher education study 

programme in the academic year 2020/21  

 

 
Source: European Commission, European Education and Culture Executive Agency, 2022. p. 33 
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The Higher Education Act in Hungary states that the Credit Transfer Committee is entitled to 
recognise prior non-formal and informal learning to fulfil academic requirements. However, it 
seems that only a few universities have a regulated framework for the validation process. To 
understand how validation works in practice, we conducted a questionnaire survey among 
university teachers in 2019/2020. From all 39 state-recognised universities, 1281 teachers 
(10% of all university teachers) were involved in the research. Twenty-eight per cent of the 
teachers said that validation exists at their universities, and processes and procedures are 
regulated in the study and examination requirements. Twenty-seven per cent of the 
respondents reported that validation works on an individual agreement between teachers 
and students. These data indicate that validation exists at universities, but in an informal 
way. Validation should be a quality-assured and regulated process through standardised 
procedures. Validation methods are typically the same as the assessment methods and tools 
used in formal learning. However, validation requires the use of several combined methods 
to consider individual differences, the nature of the learning outcomes to be assessed, and 
the fact that learning outcomes acquired in non-formal contexts are undifferentiated, 
fragmented, and unstructured. Twenty-six per cent of teachers said that validation and 
recognition of non-formal prior learning do not exist at all at the given university (Kovács, 
2021).  
 
 
CONCLUSIONS 
 
Lifelong learning and the role of universities in making it a reality are still not sufficiently 
reflected in Hungarian education policy. There is no comprehensive and strong lifelong 
learning policy framework in Hungary, and the concept of lifelong learning has a narrower 
interpretation than the basic idea that emphasises the value of all forms of learning in 
improving the quality of life. An analysis of the institutional development plans of universities 
suggests that lifelong learning as a factor influencing strategic approach has not yet become 
an integral part of the universities’ organisational culture and an organising principle of their 
mission. This is not unique to Hungary, however. As the latest global survey4 by the 
UNESCO Institute for Lifelong Learning concludes, although the higher education sector has 
a huge potential to promote lifelong learning, universities today are far from realising their 
potential to stimulate social change and social enlightenment (UNESCO Institute for Lifelong 
Learning, 2022). Recent European initiatives and developments do, however, provide 
universities with effective support to implement SDGs in their strategic plan and create 
lifelong learning governing principles and organizational culture, which permeates their way 
of thinking and drives all their activities to start changes in the right direction (UNESCO, 
2022).  
 
Universities are responsible for opening a window to the world and offering more SDG-
related adult learning to all individuals and leaders from politics, business, industry, social 
and civil organizations, education institutions, media, etc. In this process, it is vital to ensure 
future-ready training for higher education teachers and adult educators and to provide more 
flexible learning pathways.  
 
Reaffirming a human rights-based approach to (higher) education is also essential. Not 
everyone will attain higher or adult education, but everyone should at least have the same 
opportunities for inclusive and equitable quality education at the level to which they aspire. It 
is important to stress that educational inequalities are not just an educational, social, or 

 
4 Global Survey Report: The contribution of higher education institutions to lifelong learning 

https://www.uil.unesco.org/sites/default/files/medias/fichiers/2022/0 5/2022_05_13_HEI_reportWHEC.pdf 
An analysis of the results of the global survey provides insights into the current state of LLL in 399 HEIs 
worldwide. It provides many aspects that need to be taken into consideration in turning universities into LLL 
institutions.  
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economic issue but also a moral one. All actors involved have a moral responsibility to do all 
they can to ensure proper support so that everyone has equal access to quality education, 
regardless of their family, social, financial, or community background, and equal 
opportunities to realise their full potential and successfully adapt to the changing world.  
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ABSTRACT 
 
In the age of learning, universities play a key role in the development of smart and creative 
urban communities in the frames of learning cities. This paper will analyse the changing roles 
of universities in enhancing learning cities as part of their mission in lifelong learning so as to 
increase citizen participation in effective knowledge transfer.  We will reflect upon the roles of 
learning cities in building the learning culture/infrastructure to develop skills for life. In 
addition, we try to understand how the organisational capacity of formal institutions (HE/VET) 
is used to facilitate and strengthen ’weaker’ organisations working with communities, 
volunteers, etc. We will also respond to trends of how co-operation and partnership within a 
learning city are fostered between municipalities, formal educational institutions, civic 
learning organisations, companies, and other types of non-learning organisations. Finally, we 
formulate a reflection on what universities can do to stimulate joint approaches to learning 
within a region/city to support learners in acquiring skills for life. The key message of this 
paper will be connected to how to balance competing individual and community claims when 
it comes to how urban environments must change in order to offer sustainable, resilient and 
more equitable ways of cohabitation. Several experiences are reflected in this paper that 
were acquired through the author’s membership in the PASCAL International Observatory, 
the ASEM Education and Research Hub for Lifelong Learning (ASEM LLL Hub), UNESCO’s 
Global Network of Learning Cities, the ESREA Network, eucen, as well as various local and 
global adult learning communities. 
 
 
A MOVE TO BRIDGE SMART AND LEARNING CITIES THROUGH ULLL – 
EXPANDING ROLES FOR HIGHER EDUCATION INSTITUTIONS (HEIs)  
 
When the aspirations and realities of the new millennium gained momentum in Europe, 
initiating local and regional developments through learning (EC, 2002), it was widely believed 
that universities would have strong roles in analysing the ways and methods of developing 
communities through collaborative forms of knowledge transfer (Longworth, 2006; Doyle, 
2007). University lifelong learning became understood as a multidimensional construct of 
learning based on connections between formal, non-formal and informal settings so as to 
enhance both economic growth through employability and social cohesion through active 
citizenship. 
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In the last twenty years, transnational organisations like the PASCAL International 
Observatory, ASEM (Asia-Europe Meeting) Lifelong Learning Hub and eucen have 
demonstrated in several ways that innovations in lifelong learning would require the 
participation of higher education institutions (HEIs). Such involvement would help formulate 
quality developments in participation and performance through partnership-based actions 
from local and regional to national and international dimensions. Recognised innovations 
were mainly formulated in project-based actions which focused directly on social capital, 
place management, lifelong learning, and sustainable development. It comes as no surprise 
that learning cities and regions, as models of urban-based economic recovery, were 
rediscovered through multidisciplinary research groups using lifelong learning in order to 
connect universities to local and regional innovations for economic growth, social mobility 
and cohesion based on stakeholder collaborations. This has been exemplified by the PASCL 
International Observatory’s ECCoWell model (put forward by Kearns (2012)) or its PURE 
project (Preece, 2017).  
 
The role of universities may vary depending on the specific situation and position, ranging 
from that of initiator, partner or follower in developing urban platforms for knowledge transfer. 
After three decades of lifelong learning policy, however, the time has come to develop 
constructive definitions surrounding the roles and responsibilities of universities in the 
promotion of sustainable, liveable and creative communities for prosperity and collaboration.  
 
Our attempt is to provide reflections in the context of university lifelong learning to help 
learning cities and communities demonstrate effective forms of skills development and 
knowledge transfer. When we explore the evolution of learning cities (Jordan, Longworth and 
Osborne, 2013), we have to recognise that learning cities, regions and communities have 
entered an age of uncertainty. This fact, however, may help us generate orientations for 
discussion to recommend new positions and roles for universities on the basis of some 
emerging examples of practice in the formation of collaborations through lifelong learning. 
Therefore, in 2007, the OECD and its two relevant institutes (IMHE-Institute for Managing 
Higher Education, and the CERI Centre for Educational Research and Innovation) formulated 
a profound model of how universities should make use of growing competition and risks, 
thereby recommending connecting global competition with local engagements through local 
and regional models of activating citizens (OECD IMHE-CERI, 2007). 
 

 
Figure 1 – Closed model of HEI/region interface (OECD, 2017, p. 40, adapted from Goddard and Chatterton, 
2003).  
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Modified goals of lifelong learning policies in 2008 and beyond resulted in a predominantly 
economy-centred reality of skills and competence development for jobs through reconsidered 
VET. Universities could still convincingly demonstrate over the last fifteen years that they 
have a responsibility to maintain a holistic approach to lifelong learning so as to develop and 
promote participatory actions for quality learning and skills for communities, economies and 
the environment. As such, PASCAL, eucen and the ASEM LLL Hub made use of policy 
papers such as the European University Association’s Charter on Lifelong Learning (EUA, 
2008), Learning City charters, declarations and several other project-based toolkits to 
develop local and regional collaborations of learning (Eckert et al., 2012). Let us also 
recognise that the European approach to lifelong learning has always been somewhat 
twofold in order to strike a balance between the social and the economic, and that this 
approach was also copied by the learning city-region model so as to combine economic 
realities, social and cultural aspirations and quality concerns (Duke, Osborne and Wilson, 
2005). 
 
Universities that have been involved in innovations around learning city-regions and 
communities are those organisations who have demonstrated a recent history of researching 
and developing lifelong learning, place management and social capital, with particular 
emphasis on sustainable development. Along with UNESCO’s influence and/or the impact of 
the OECD, approaches and initiatives of the European Commission must also have played 
key roles in influencing such HEIs in Europe. These initiatives galvanised a number of 
European governments to make use of the European Social Fund to turn cities and regions 
into learning regions, either in the wave of the European Lifelong Learning initiative, as the 
earliest frame for lifelong learning interchange and dialogue (TrainingZone, 1992) or as part 
of the Regions of Lifelong Learning (EC, 2002) a decade later. Another possible impact has 
been the movement of the European Capitals of Culture (EC, n.d.), another significant 
platform to change cities becoming capitals of culture. The above indicated factors are rather 
important for universities in cities that became engaged in turning their cities and 
communities into learning communities to collect and share quality skills and knowledge. 
 
UNESCO’s focus on lifelong learning, and especially on learning cities, became more 
pronounced at the end of the decade directly following the turn of the Millennium. The aim 
was to highlight the importance of cities and regions connecting formal, non-formal and 
informal places of learning. In this regard, UNESCO’s Global Learning City Initiative (GLCI) 
was a direct step that signalled a shift into the direction the OECD and the EU had made 
several years earlier, so as to build on learning communities having explored and achieved 
significant stakeholder collaborations and having promoted active citizenship (UNESCO 
Institute for Lifelong Learning, 2012). 
 
It is also important to consider that the EC’s White Paper on Governance in 2002 (European 
Commission, 2001) supported practical implications of learning city-region models based on 
active citizenship and critical thinking. Moreover, new narratives around active citizenship 
helped connect lifelong learning, higher education and active citizenship, which became a 
leading model for UNESCO (University of the Western Cape/UNESCO, 2001) to explain new 
dimensions for universities in the development of communities. 
 
In the last twenty years, it has become rather clear that cities and regions with innovative 
universities that have a strong commitment to and activities in lifelong learning would have 
better and more creative positions to assemble stakeholders to formulate urban 
developments; these developments are based on skills and knowledge transfer reflecting 
needs of the community, so as to embrace a culture of lifelong learning. Recently, 
UNESCO’s call for promoting adult and lifelong learning connected learning cities and 
communities to the development of sustainable and resilient communities in line with the UN 
Agenda 2030 and its goals for sustainable development (UNESCO Institute for Lifelong 
Learning, 2017). At the same time, enhancing lifelong learning made UNESCO highlight the 
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unique role of universities in the development of lifelong learning through local and regional 
developments, either in smart, creative approaches, or in learning models based on 
collaboration with respected stakeholders aiming at specific places for promoting 
sustainability (UNESCO Institute for Lifelong Learning, 2022a). This recognition, combined 
with bridges towards innovations through learning cities, encouraged UNESCO’s Global 
Network of Learning Cities to work in clusters so as to respond to challenges of 
sustainability, health and well-being (UNESCO Institute for Lifelong Learning, n.d.). It 
became evident that learning cities that have universities with strong positions in lifelong 
learning hold greater capacities to realise their plans and strategies within the scope of 
smart, creative and learning communities to reconstruct economies and society for better 
futures. Having scrutinised some model cities and regions like Cork, Wolverhampton, Espoo, 
Pécs, Sonderborg and Groningen, we stepped forward to formulate reflections upon some 
important points. 
 
 
ROLES OF LEARNING CITIES IN BUILDING THE LEARNING 
CULTURE/INFRASTRUCTURE TO DEVELOP SKILLS FOR LIFE 
 
One of the key roles of HEIs in the promotion of learning cities/regions and learning 
communities is the combination of research, development, and innovation. When one looks 
into the planning, achievement and formation of learning cities and their nearby regions, it 
becomes obvious that universities can initiate and foster the plan and strategy, but also 
develop particular projects so as to strengthen the commitment of city leadership to support 
their selected model’s best fit for needs relating to community development. Although 
economic growth and development are essential for political leadership so as to legitimate 
power through strengthening jobs, social and community dimensions also claim several 
interventions and particular collaborations that help prepare communities and their members 
to learn for change with better skills and knowledge.  
 
This social and community dimension may place specific components of knowledge 
platforms within the axis of urban strategies. This is, for example, what PASCAL International 
Observatory and its Learning Cities Networks have signalled – namely, to explore effective 
forms of learning cities and regions to offer knowledge transfer to meet the emerging needs 
of different generations in an age of uncertainty. Accordingly, such an approach is helping in 
rediscovering identity, belonging and active citizenship in various forms of partnerships 
labelled by different focuses of learning cities (PASCAL International Observatory Learning 
Cities’ Networks, n.d.). In this regard, universities can help city-region stakeholders find their 
way, whether with a focus on economic, social, or environmental development, or a 
combination of all three, with smart, creative or learning orientations.  
 
We also have to understand that celebratory events, such as learning festivals, days, weeks, 
etc., are very important and necessary for universities and other organisations of lifelong 
learning to support communities of learning to exchange ideas, values, knowledge and skills 
in a process of bottom-up work building on local needs to collect and share. Learning cities 
and regions, therefore, have become well recognised by UNESCO in its 2015 
Recommendation on Adult Learning (UNESCO Institute for Lifelong Learning, 2015) and its 
recent Marrakech Framework for Action 2022 (UNESCO Institute for Lifelong Learning, 
2022b). 
 
Some other important roles for learning cities and regions are to identify and demonstrate 
new/atypical places and forms of learning, but also to underline the fact that learning culture 
is built in common and shared ways amongst local communities. Universities can help in 
educating and training new generations of facilitators of adult learning to hold good skills and 
competences in the formation of community-based lifelong learning. Professionalisation and  
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the professional development of educators are also necessary dimensions some universities 
may address, as responsibility and relevant project work and collaborations from local to 
global are essential and effective examples from which to learn. Beyond PASCAL, the ASEM 
LLL Hub and eucen are those higher education platforms where research, development and 
innovations are combined with practice and relevant scientific advancements. 
 
Universities are relevant organisations to highlight learning city activities in the scope of 
intergenerational and intercultural learning, as attention to vulnerable groups and 
sustainability is a key issue for public discourse and dialogue. Furthermore, matters of 
infrastructure of learning, maintained by providers of formal, non-formal and informal places 
of learning, together with necessary life skills development through communities of practice, 
can be effectively demonstrated by universities; in doing so, universities help make these 
topics appear influential for learning city charters to describe values and principles of lifelong 
learning in local and regional settings. Consequently, learning cities and regions need 
universities to build and develop lifelong learning, but also to generate local and regional 
development based on strategic thinking (Németh, 2020). 
 
These central focuses, in the case of Espoo in Finland, are demonstrated by specific 
activities to connect Espoo City Library, Omnia, Third Sector, three designated universities, 
Omnia Adult Education Centra, Esbo Arbis, Business Espoo and the City of Espoo so as to 
enhance continuous learning paths from early years to later life (Erkkilä, 2020). 
 
Wolverhampton City and its regions has formulated particular priorities to make its learning 
region promote and realise aspirations, for example, through the learning festival, the global 
learning festival, Wolverhampton learning communities, and PASCAL’s EcCoWell 
Community Recovery Program. Its second priority is aspiring towards a skilled workforce, 
which is connected to the strategic development of a city-wide approach for learning digital 
skills, aligned with wider strategy and digital inclusion. A third priority is the engagement of 
adults in learning for health and well-being. This aspect is demonstrated by membership in 
UNESCO’s learning city cluster on health and well-being and also through focuses on 
learning experience in art and culture, as part of the Wolverhampton City Learning Region 
(WCLR) for well-being co-ordinated by a specific platform at the University of Wolverhampton 
(University of Wolverhampton, n.d.). 
 
The Cork Learning Festival in Ireland is an example that underlines the importance of 
creating a culture of learning through various activities in which University College Cork plays 
a role of research and innovation in association with several stakeholders and community 
platforms, like learning neighbourhoods (O’ Tuama, 2020). Cork as a learning city is a 
profound example of community orientation with a good balance between social and 
economic development, but also demonstrates how a city as former cultural capital of Europe 
may use the learning city model to channel its lifelong learning actions into long-lasting 
partnerships for resilience and cohesion in community.  
 
The UNESCO Learning City of Groningen in the Netherlands chose a particularly unique way 
to signal the importance of inclusion by reaching out to disadvantaged members of the 
community through changing perspectives of policies, perspectives referring to lifelong 
learning and to its intergenerational and intercultural dimensions (Klercq, 2021).  
 
The case of Sonderborg Learning City in Denmark is an example of following the “Netflix 
approach” to learning, so as to link pupils, families and companies at two levels. One is an 
internal track to promote sustainable development through available specific learning 
materials, project week, the local UNESCO festival and weeks dedicated to the 
empowerment of young people. An external track is to deliver the UNESCO Festival for 
SDGs and a Youth Summit. Such actions are well-supported by the participation of specific 
university bodies (Andersen, 2021). 
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The City of Pécs in Hungary has formed its Learning City Programme and its Learning City 
Festival in association with several stakeholders and civil society organisations. Its key 
partner for research and development is the University of Pécs, which has managed 
connections with UIL and organised three international conferences around recent trends 
and issues in lifelong learning since 2017. The university took the role of helping strengthen 
community and community learning through learning festivals by formulating thematic 
programmes, based on collaboration amongst relevant stakeholders, so as to reflect 
challenging aspects of economy, culture and arts, society and the environment in the context 
of urban development and sustainability. Also, the University of Pécs has initiated and 
promoted international partnerships regarding research and innovation through UNESCO 
GNLC and its cluster on health and well-being (Németh, 2021). 
 
 
HOW IS THE ORGANISATIONAL CAPACITY OF FORMAL INSTITUTIONS 
(HE/VET) USED TO CAPACITATE AND STRENGTHEN ’WEAKER’ 
ORGANISATIONS WORKING WITH COMMUNITIES AND VOLUNTEERS? 
 
First of all, universities can turn their experience and expertise in lifelong learning into the 
formation of learning cities and communities based on dialogue with local and regional 
groups, platforms of organisations and institutions. Also, HEIs have a strong and rather high 
reputation when it comes to convincing city municipality and local/regional institutions of 
education and training to enter various forms of partnerships with the aim of quality 
development of skills and competences. 
 
Key perspectives indicate making use of effective forms of university lifelong learning, 
providing capacity building for Learning City partners and stakeholder representatives and 
applying the results of innovations to enhance quality dimensions of learning cities based on 
linkages with the PASCAL Observatory and the ASEM LLL HUB. Moreover, universities can 
support the development of international partnerships towards UNESCO Sustainable Cities 
in order to connect smart, creative and learning aspects following a recent trend in cross-
sectoral collaboration. VET development grounded in a strong alliance with economic 
stakeholders, like employers, unions, chambers of commerce and industry and SMEs is 
another emerging perspective for universities to enhance engagement and performance in 
lifelong learning. Simultaneously, widening learning cities with regional focuses to respond to 
scientific and technological innovation is a further trend that cities would embody by 
becoming smart and creative communities (Osborne, 2018). 
 
We have collected some relevant examples of learning cities to bolster the above argument: 
 
In Wolverhampton, the university has been profoundly involved in community engagement as 
a civic mission for HE. Accordingly, this scope enables input for expertise and innovation in 
lifelong learning, the development of city-wide, national and international partnerships, acting 
as a catalyst for community collaborations in different forms, research to underpin 
developments in the WCLR initiative with innovative steps, co-ordination of the 
Wolverhampton City Learning Region platform as investment and, finally, commitment to 
supporting learning communities (Mahoney, 2020). The City of Wolverhampton Council 
supports these issues through a relevant framework for governance to indicate ambition and 
vision for shaping the learning city. Another form of commitment is the mayor’s support 
towards the implementation of the UNESCO model of a learning city. 
 
The example of Cork demonstrates a strong link between smart, inclusive and sustainable 
dimensions through the green campus initiative of University College Cork, the Food Forest 
model and the Playful Paradigm as connected to skills and competence developments. 
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In Espoo, collaborative partners co-create the learning city by combining formal and non-
formal learning grounds. Concrete inputs in VET are provided by Omnia, while its partner 
HEIs, like Aalto University, Laurea and Metropolia Universities of Applied Science, are 
adding research and innovation, amongst other directions, to that scope. Accordingly, early 
childhood education and care, basic education, basic art education and general upper 
secondary education serve to form a bridge with non-formal learning grounds of liberal art 
education, libraries and culture, sports and youth services, Business Espoo, third sector and 
open learning spaces in association with universities (Rinta-Aho, 2021).  
 
In Pécs, the impact of higher education has mainly been focused on the co-design, planning 
and organisation of the annual learning festivals in partnership with the House of Civic 
Communities and outreach to several civil society organisations engaged in lifelong learning, 
community development, sustainable futures, creative platforms in art, education, smart 
technologies and creative modes of knowledge transfer. Based on its participation in several 
international projects, the University of Pécs, as member of eucen, the European Association 
for the Education of Adults (EAEA), PASCAL and the ASEM LLL HUB and partner of 
UNESCO UIL in the development of learning cities, has a specific role to support weaker 
learning organisations, trying to promote participation and skills development via their 
programmes to reach wider public attention and recognition in the frame of Pécs Learning 
City Programme and its festival of Learning City Pécs (Németh, 2020). 
 
In Sonderborg, Syddansk Universitet is a key stakeholder in the formation and development 
of the House of Science in Sonderborg together with some other educational providers, e.g., 
the local Folkeskoler and training institutions, to develop STEM related skills with a strong 
attention to labour market needs and VET realities referring to upskilling and reskilling 
(Sonderborg House of Science, n.d.) 
 
 
HOW IS COOPERATION AND PARTNERSHIP WITHIN A LEARNING CITY 
FOSTERED BETWEEN MUNICIPALITIES, FORMAL EDUCATIONAL 
INSTITUTIONS, CIVIC LEARNING ORGANISATIONS, COMPANIES, AND OTHER 
TYPES OF NON-LEARNING ORGANISATIONS? 
 
Universities are needed to signal the initiation of platform-building in the frame of learning 
cities and regions with attention to project-based piloting and to raising awareness through 
examples of good practice. Universities and other respected stakeholders of the learning city 
can organise workshops and intensive programmes with cities/municipalities that have been 
engaged in learning city orientations. Consequently, this process generates public discourse 
on the benefits of building a learning city with attention to choices and limitations, legitimising 
the ways and forms in which learning communities may turn learning festivals and other 
celebratory events into demonstrations of the power and joy of learning. 
 
Universities act as leading agents of cities by turning attention to learning city collaborations 
for urban benefits and how to make use of respective resources and capacities in and 
around lifelong learning. It is not only through the ways of joining UNESCO Sustainable 
Cities Networks, for example, the Global Network of Learning Cities, but also through the 
development of smaller communities of learning within a city (like districts, neighbourhoods 
and families) that it becomes possible to collect and share necessary knowledge for urban 
collaborations of citizens for a better life and environment. 
 
The collected examples may help in responding to the aforementioned question, How is 
cooperation and partnership within a learning city fostered between municipalities, formal 
educational institutions, civic learning organisations, companies, and other types of non-
learning organisations? 
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Cork Learning City is a wider umbrella organisation that incorporates early childhood 
learning, primary and secondary education, tertiary and further education, higher education, 
providers and learners, community education and the private sector. They are all brought 
together into the Learning City Roundtable to discuss, initiate and enhance learning 
community developments and balance them with other respected aspects of sustainable 
urban programmes of learning workplaces, learning neighbourhoods, seminars and 
conferences and the learning lab, specific platforms where University College Cork has 
specific roles and responsibilities through university lifelong learning (O’Tuama, 2016). UCC, 
having been a eucen member, has benefited from several former eucen projects to have 
promoted the third mission of HEIs (eucen COMMIT, n.d.). 
 
The Espoo Learning City Network follows an open and inclusive format that involves relevant 
stakeholders and providers of education and learning in formal, non-formal and informal 
environments. The City of Espoo has generated specific platforms at the municipal level, like 
City Board, Growth and Learning and City Vitality to generate co-ordinated attention and care 
through effective management to include Chambers of Commerce and the Association of 
Entrepreneurs to work with several organisations involved in continuous learning (Erkkilä, 
2020). 
 
The Wolverhampton City Learning Region is based on a particular partnership approach and 
includes a broad range of organisations working in partnership to place learning at the heart 
of the city to tackle social and economic challenges using education and learning as the 
focus. This partnership implies platforms like learning organisations and adult education 
providers. Moreover, it also incorporates a University of the Third Age, and a platform for 
Equality and Diversity Partnerships (Mahoney, 2020). 
 
In the Netherlands, the regions of Zwolle and Flevoland have recently developed platforms 
for collaboration. Zwolle has developed platforms of learning region to enhance linkages 
between city and schools, to connect with the business community and to develop quality-
based strategies of education and VET. Flevoland has been promoting a platform of libraries 
engaged in lifelong learning and effective learning in the workplace (Klercq, 2021). 
 
In Pécs, the main focus is on inclusive policies and practices. The Learning City Programme 
of Pécs was established by 2017 so as to promote both participation and performance in 
learning, and also to develop access to formal, non-formal and informal learning supported 
by programmes based on inclusive policies set by involved stakeholders. 
 
Inclusive policy in Pécs means addressing barriers of learning for disadvantaged citizens, 
namely, those who are socially marginalised, have physical impairments, or special 
educational or learning needs. These factors may lead to learning difficulties and lack of 
participation and therefore, civil society groups involved try to tackle the problem through 
collaborative actions based on trust, equity with mutual benefits and attention (Németh, 
2020). 
 
 
WHAT CAN UNIVERSITIES DO TO STIMULATE A JOINT APPROACH TO 
LEARNING WITHIN A REGION/CITY TO ACQUIRE SKILLS FOR LIFE? 
 
Universities are in a position to help learning communities develop through collaborations of 
local citizens and their organisations and institutions. There are several challenges 
universities may help overcome in partnerships with stakeholders in lifelong learning. More 
specifically, HEIs that have been involved in the development of learning cities and regions 
can help effectively explain the mutual benefits of learning city developments for urban-
based communities. Through collaborations, they can also empower communities to build  
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trust, stronger identities and resilience in an age of uncertainty. Universities are seen as 
organisations with the capacity to bridge learning city developments to effective forms of 
skills formations and local/regional skills coalitions. 
 
Universities can make municipalities plan and formulate policy, law and better financing to 
improve participation and performance in adult learning as part of strategic thinking in lifelong 
learning. Accordingly, universities should accelerate actors/players/stakeholders with 
practice-based engagement and support efforts towards inclusive, equitable and creative 
actions of learning in sustainable communities so as to leave no one behind (Németh, 2021). 
 
Examples of the analysed cities may be used as models and as sources for comparative 
analysis: 
 
In Cork, a Memorandum of Understanding on Learning was formulated and signed by four 
distinguished lead partners and two strategic partners based on an agreement to create a 
culture of learning in Cork City. These partners, one of whom is University College Cork, 
established a steering group so as to enhance learning for all, promoting inclusion and 
working towards prosperity and sustainability (Barret, 2020). 
 
In Espoo Learning City, the commitment to inclusion through participation allows learners 
from vulnerable adult social groups to participate in programmes of continuous learning and 
also stimulates the involvement of those under 30 who may be facing obstacles to inclusive 
learning for skills development (Erkkilä, 2020). 
 
In the Netherlands, the City of Groningen tries to build on equal opportunities and Den Bosch 
advocates programmes for youth and talent development so as to meet the needs of their 
citizens (Klercq, 2021). 
 
In Sonderborg, collaboration amongst stakeholders resulted in the formation of a taskforce 
group around SDGs to help develop a roadmap for education and to maintain valuable 
formal and non-formal learning opportunities (Andersen, 2021).   
 
Wolverhampton City Learning Region has developed a specific strategic document called 
Relighting our City in order to get Wolverhampton to respond to citizens in need, create 
opportunities for young people, generate jobs and learning opportunities, help vital business 
to grow, and stimulate vibrant high streets and communities. 
 
 
CONCLUSIONS 
 
HEIs should make every attempt to support learning cities in receiving recognition and 
respect for their collaborative work to improve learning in urban environments. Lifelong 
learning in cities and communities is a critical pre-condition for the improvement of quality 
education based on equity and inclusion, and the implementation of SDGs. Learning cities 
are appropriate formations to highlight the diversities of learning based on valuable voluntary 
work and solidarity to provide accessible forms of skills development for vulnerable and 
underrepresented groups in societies, but also to integrate atypical forms of learning, non-
vocational orientations of learners, communities and/or special districts, neighbourhoods with 
urban linkage to address challenging matters of life, work, community, nature, cultures, 
connections, etc.  
 
In order to combat illiteracy, the digital divide and exclusion, we must make use of good 
practices of cities and regions that have been engaged in forming learning communities for a 
better Europe of partnership, solidarity and inclusion. Universities must continue to discover  
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and research valuable learning city models across the world in association with UNESCO in 
order to learn, relate and compare. They should also rely on the potentials of learning cities 
to enhance adult and lifelong learning both in EU member states, as well as in other parts of 
the world, to generate attention and care. 
 
Finally, it is self-evident that eucen and its members must promote the involvement of 
universities to research and innovate through learning cities and regions for quality learning. 
There is another opportunity, by bridging HEIs to the New European Agenda on Adult 
Learning 2030 (Council of the EU, 2021), so as to make use of learning cities and 
communities in enhancing quality adult learning in between local and global realities. 
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ABSTRACT 
 
Meeting face to face, delving into different cultural contexts and thereby gaining both a better 
understanding of each other as well as fostering new partnerships and new ideas is at the 
heart of European projects. Over the last two years, we have experienced a significant shift 
in these collaborative experiences, with face-to-face meetings in different cultural settings 
being postponed or cancelled and uncertainty over whether these meetings could ever take 
place alternatively. In every crisis, however, there is an opportunity – this is also true for 
European collaboration that must instead manage virtually. In this innovative practice paper, 
we would like to outline our experiences from a project that aimed to conduct European 
collaboration within an EU project with ONE meeting only: the ONE Meeting Project (The 
ONE Meeting Project, 2021). To this end, we have developed a specific approach for going 
almost exclusively online that is based on sustainability, accessibility and agile project 
management (Cendon, Kananen, Uotinen, & López-Forés, 2022), using ourselves as the 
direct actors performing, experiencing and experimenting with it. Making international 
collaboration greener ranges from less traveling to sustainable travelling, to using 
technologies efficiently and to strengthening local partnerships. We would like to share what 
was important for us when following such an approach, what we have learned from our 
experiences, and what this means for the sustainability of our environment as well as for 
future methods of employing digital technologies for collaboration and learning.  
 
 
INTRODUCTION AND CONTEXT  
 
The climate crisis has reached Europe and the European Agenda, with the adoption of the 
European Green Deal as a strategy and commitment to make Europe a climate-neutral 
continent by 2050 and to transform the EU economic model into a sustainable one 
(European Commission, 2019). The aims of the Green Deal are ambitious: they encompass 
clean, affordable and secure energy; a clean and circular economy; energy and resource 
efficient building and renovating; sustainable and smart mobility; a fair, healthy and 
environmentally-friendly food system; preserved and restored ecosystems and biodiversity; 
and a toxic-free environment (ibid.). While the road map for the Green Deal was being 
launched, the COVID-19 pandemic hit Europe and the whole world. This has slowed the 
ambitious goals not only of the Green Deal but also of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development (United Nations Department for Economic and Social Affairs, 2021). In 2021, 
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the United Nations stated that “the climate crisis continues, largely unabated” (2021, p. 20) 
and claimed that due to the rising greenhouse gas emissions, economies need to shift 
towards carbon neutrality (ibid.).  
 
But what does this mean for European mobility and the role of Erasmus+ projects? The 
Erasmus+ programme promotes learning mobility of individuals, groups and organisations 
across Europe, “thereby contributing to sustainable growth, quality jobs and social cohesion, 
to driving innovation, and to strengthening European identity and active citizenship” 
(European Commission, 2022, p. 6). As face-to-face transnational partner meetings and 
cross-border travelling are key components of Erasmus+ projects and of EU project 
collaboration in higher education, the role of mobility needs to be scrutinised in view of a 
green(er) and climate-neutral Europe. This issue has also been taken into consideration by 
the latest Erasmus+ programme guide covering the period from 2021-2027, with environment 
and the fight against climate change being one central priority besides inclusion and 
diversity, digital transformation, participation in democratic life, common values and civic 
engagement. The European Commission states: “Erasmus+, with mobility at its core, should 
strive for carbon-neutrality by promoting sustainable transport modes and more 
environmentally responsible behavior.” (European Commission, 2022, p. 9)   
 
Almost two years earlier, during the rise of the COVID-19 pandemic, this aim was the starting 
point for an Erasmus+ project with a total of seven partners across Europe: the ONE Meeting 
Project (ONE) connects sustainability with virtual collaboration within European projects by 
having only ONE on-site meeting. Thus, ONE aims at strengthening productive, virtual 
collaboration within strategic and structured international projects, both in order to reduce 
travel-induced and associated environmental impacts and to be able to act efficiently when 
faced with unexpected events such as the COVID-19 pandemic.  
 
Participation is a central element of the ONE project. Everything that we have developed as 
part of the ONE project was done in a participatory process including partners from the 
outset. It was important to consider all partners’ needs and experiences in order to specify 
and design our approach and the project results. Decisions were based on discussions within 
the partnership; products were shaped and fine-tuned based on partners’ feedback and 
insights. Inclusivity is a central feature of the project’s agile approach. Participation also 
reached beyond our consortium by involving relevant stakeholders and future users of the 
project. 
 
In this paper, we will first outline the ONE approach by describing its cornerstones that were 
developed within our partnership: sustainability, accessibility and agility. We thereby show 
how we have addressed the possible contribution of Erasmus+ projects to carbon-neutrality. 
Then, we discuss our achievements and practices, critically reflecting on what it means to 
follow such an approach. We share what we have learned from our experiences and what 
this means for the sustainability of our environments, as well as for future means of 
employing digital technologies for collaboration and learning.  
 
 
THE ONE APPROACH 
 
The ONE approach builds a case for environmental issues and sustainability within EU 
projects (Duart, Febrer, Lopez, & Roche, 2022) and the mindful deployment of virtual tools 
for communication and collaboration (Uotinen, Kananen, Hamill, & Kelly, 2022). It has been 
developed within our partnership and is based on three cornerstones: Sustainability, 
accessibility, and agility (Cendon, Mörth, Royo, Wietrich, & Mangiatordi, 2022). In the 
following, we describe their central features and show how they are interconnected.  
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SUSTAINABILITY  
 
The ONE approach addresses sustainability on three levels: the project itself, the products of 
the project, and the partners on an institutional level.  
 
Having ‘ONE meeting only’ during the lifetime of a project ensures reduced frequency of 
travel, which is the most direct strategy for reducing CO2 emissions. Yet, the ONE approach 
goes beyond this in several regards: with regard to the ONE meeting, it includes guidelines 
to keep the number of travelling persons at a minimum and to use green means of transport. 
In addition, necessary supplies for the meeting such as catering should be purchased at local 
businesses that subscribe to sustainability. With respect to compensatory strategies for 
holding meetings online as an alternative to face-to-face meetings, the approach addresses 
CO2 emissions that are generated by working and meeting online, a factor that is often 
overlooked (Obringer et al., 2021). In doing so, the approach goes far beyond what has been 
addressed by criteria for green travel as part of a green ERASMUS+ programme (DAAD, 
n.d.) so far. To this end, the ONE approach encourages limiting the transfer of huge data 
quantities, including video streaming in online meetings, as well as using green tools such as 
the ecological search engine Ecosia that offsets the energy used for online search processes 
by planting trees.  
 
On a second level, the approach facilitates the sustainability of the project results, a goal that 
should be inherent in every step and action of the project, by ensuring that resources of all 
kinds have not been spent in vain. For example, project results should a) be created in close 
exchange with the target groups, i.e., the representatives of future users of the products and 
should b) be produced in a way that others can adapt and reuse easily. This includes online 
publishing with the use of open licensing. Furthermore, the results need to be widely 
communicated in networks at hand and used in one’s own sphere of influence, specifically 
one’s own organisation.  
 
Thirdly, the ONE approach promotes the transposition of sustainability awareness from 
project level to the organisational level of the involved partner institutions. We developed, for 
example, an online survey (FernUniversität in Hagen, 2021a) that partners had to fill out at 
the beginning of the project in order to identify how they could contribute to the sustainability 
of the project results according to their respective organisations’ capabilities. This helps 
partners to think outside the “project box” and to link project results to their organisations’ 
existing sustainability measures. Combining this initial impulse with regular check ins on the 
status of achievement of objectives in meetings helps to ensure each partner’s contributions 
to sustainability. 
 
Partners were also asked to describe their organisations’ environmental measures and 
define new goals in order to increase the organisation’s contribution to sustainability in 
general (FernUniversität in Hagen, 2021b). Such a procedure allows partners to set 
measures according to their individual situations und capabilities. Sharing the results can be 
inspiring for all partners, regularly addressing them helps partners achieve the defined goals, 
and in-depth discussions facilitate creative exploration of further paths, critical reflection on 
work done so far, and the eventual adaptation of sustainability approaches. On this 
organisational level, the ONE approach helps to address central topics of the Green Deal, 
such as energy efficient buildings, cleaner energy and clean technological innovations, or 
use of longer lasting, re-useable and repairable products (European Commission, n.d.). 
 
To make all this binding and institutionalised, the ONE Meeting project laid down these 
issues in a Sustainability and Exploitation Strategy (FernUniversität in Hagen, 2021a). Its 
central parts have been published as Environmental Policy (FernUniversität in Hagen, 
2021b). 
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ACCESSIBILITY 
 
To be fully sustainable, a transnational, collaborative project should also consider and foster 
inclusiveness at its core: making participants comfortable and avoiding commonly 
experienced barriers means being able to provide a better user experience – and better 
overall quality – for everybody. Accessibility is, as a matter of fact, a very difficult goal to 
reach: it requires continuous effort, constant checking and extensive knowledge. The ONE 
project considered different conceptualisations of accessibility that are relevant to 
collaborative projects, potentially in any context. 
 
By considering accessibility as a complex problem, the ONE approach presents a collection 
of practical suggestions that address three different areas of intervention: 
 

1. the specific needs of specific people that can be addressed by allowing and 
facilitating the use of Assistive Technology (i.e., the need for tagged PDF documents 
for Screen Reader users); 

2. the common needs of specific groups of people that require barrier removal 
interventions to avoid common issues (i.e., the application of dyslexia-friendly 
typography and pagination, or the systematic use of automated transcription during 
meetings); 

3. the varied needs of a varied audience that can be tackled through the application of 
Universal Design principles, to improve user experience and success chances for all. 
At this level, theories of inclusive design can help in envisioning spaces that are more 
accessible, meetings that are more welcoming, and documents that are better 
perceivable, for all. 

 
The ONE approach, and especially the ONE Guide, points to resources that are already 
available online in order to act as a unifying gateway for accessibility approaches and 
practices. The overall suggestion is to start from accessibility interventions in smaller 
contexts to scale up at the proposal level, to make accessibility a requirement, rather than a 
feature. 
 
 
AGILITY 
 
When it comes to managing and steering European transnational projects with the aim to 
reduce the carbon footprint, and with a claim for accessibility, agility is an important 
cornerstone. Hence, the ONE approach embraces agile project management as part of its 
methodology to navigate projects safely, to deal with unforeseen moments and disruptive 
situations, and to achieve goals even in changing circumstances. 
One central feature is agility in steering the project to meet changing requirements. This 
pertains to external changes such as a pandemic, a climate catastrophe or unstable 
geopolitical circumstances, as well as to internal changes like partners’ issues regarding time 
and capacities or unforeseen events. Agility needs to be paired with constant reflection on 
the ongoing processes, asking: what do the team or the partners need? What does the 
project need? And what do external circumstances require from us? While the ONE 
approach does not favour any special method or process of agility, the following features are 
of relevance: (1) open-mindedness: acceptance of changing requirements and joint search 
for new solutions and alternative routes; (2) reflection and retrospective moments on a 
regular basis to make necessary adjustments and promote efficiency; and (3) an open 
atmosphere and good support for the partnership from the coordinator to keep the team 
motivated. 
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Regular interaction and communication are another key to agility and agile project 
management. Questions that need to be tackled are: how do we encourage quick feedback 
and quick responses? How much synchronous communication is necessary when 
collaborating almost exclusively virtually? Within ONE we maintained frequent 
communication via short weekly internal team meetings and virtual one-hour monthly partner 
meetings to keep everybody on track and keep things going, even remotely. For the 
meetings, we selected tools that require low bandwidth and facilitate easy access. These 
regular short and well-structured meetings help to stay on course even if things need to be 
changed ‘on the go’.  
 
Finally, when adopting agility in EU projects, some principles of change management as well 
as a sensitive approach with regard to culture, geographical distance, communication and 
(geo)political differences are crucial. As the ONE approach is about dealing with change, it is 
necessary to get everybody on board and to make the project team, the partnership and their 
organisations co-creators of change. We have learned how crucial it is to create shared 
understanding not only about the project and its targets, but also for one another, one’s 
specific cultural backgrounds, and how they shape one’s working and communication habits. 
This is one reason why we have developed and gathered methods and tools for creating 
social moments in online meetings. (The ONE Meeting Project, 2022). Furthermore, it is 
important to create possibilities to involve colleagues, leadership and other stakeholders in 
each step of the project – and take their feedback into account for further development, e. g., 
through consultation (Cendon, Royo, & Wietrich, 2022) or user testing and user participation 
(The ONE Meeting Project, n.d.). 
 
 
DISCUSSION 
 
When developing and implementing the ONE approach in our project, we were quite 
successful in building our case with regard to the carbon footprint. During the life-time of a 
two-year Erasmus+ project, the partnership would normally have three face-to-face 
transnational partner meetings, whereas in our project we only met face to face once during 
the lifetime of the project. This helped us to reduce our carbon footprint from 13,778 tons to 
3,749 tons within our project (Duart et al., 2022, p. 23). Nevertheless, as already mentioned 
before, online collaboration also produces CO2 emissions: 15 one-hour online meetings with 
cameras off produce 0,377 kg CO2 emissions which is around 9 kg less than online meeting 
with cameras on (Obringer et al., 2021, p. 3). 
 
Having said that, our experiences during the project also showed us some limits as well as 
some challenges when it comes to prioritising climate efficiency.  
 
Reducing the carbon footprint via online collaboration  
 
To meet or not meet face to face only once still poses a challenge with regard to building 
trust and bonds. Then, in such an exacerbated situation, turning off the camera in order to 
avoid huge data transfers is an even bigger challenge. We have tried to deal with this in two 
ways: First, we left our cameras on more often and second, we budgeted additional time for 
social experiences in virtual rooms that else come along with real meetings automatically. 
 
Dealing with barriers and ensuring facilitators, online and offline  
 
Diverse teams need varied strategies to fully answer to all accessibility needs. Mixing online 
and offline interactions adds an extra layer of complexity. It is therefore important to 
consolidate strategies that allow for minimizing and optimizing the accessibility interventions. 
With that in mind, the adoption of an agile framework should also consider continuous 
checks of barriers and facilitators that the development of a project can present or needs.  
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Reducing the carbon footprint by travelling less 
 
Travelling, even for just ONE on-site meeting, requires in some instances travel by plane 
instead of by train. Our partners from Ireland, Northern Ireland and Finland would not have 
made it to our transnational partner meeting in Hagen (Germany) without going by plane 
within a reasonable amount of time. In the end, the partners from Italy and Spain also 
travelled by plane. Despite our best intentions, various reasons (time constraints, long travel 
time) made greener travel options challenging.  
 
ONE Meeting during the project lifetime 
 
ONE Meeting in a two-year Erasmus+ project is possible – we proved our case. However, 
although we did not meet face to face until almost the end of our project lifetime, we had two 
longer online meetings that took place in addition to our regular monthly one-hour online 
meetings: a kick-off meeting at the beginning of the project and a two-day midterm meeting. 
They were very important to keep our partnership vital and motivated. Furthermore, we have 
learned that we need to dedicate as much time as possible for socialising, exchange and 
informal get togethers in this ONE meeting. Timelines, project management issues, and 
reports about deliverables can take place online, but social aspects require at least one face-
to-face meeting during the lifetime of a project.     
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
This paper addressed an EU project that aimed at finding ways to make EU projects more 
sustainable by conducting European collaboration with ONE meeting only. The so called 
ONE approach adopted by the project consortium consists of three cornerstones – 
sustainability, accessibility and agility – contributing to making Erasmus+ projects greener. 
We described our approach, analysed our experiences, proved our case, and presented 
critical reflections of our experiences and challenges.  
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ABSTRACT  
 
In 2015, the United Nations declared Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) by targeting 
people, the planet, prosperity, peace, and partnership. SDG 5-Gender Equality promotes the 
empowerment of women and focusses on eliminating all forms of discrimination against 
women. A study conducted by L’Oréal Paris and IPSOS in 2019 revealed that street 
harassment is one of the most prevalent problems faced by women and girls, yet is not 
addressed well enough. According to this study, 78% of women experience sexual 
harassment in public spaces. While 25% of them stated that someone helped, 79% wished 
someone would help. In order to tackle this issue, an initiative was started with an 
international company (L’Oréal Paris) and an NGO (Right to Be). With this collaboration, a 
training programme was designed to help those exposed to street harassment and to build 
safe and inclusive spaces for all. Later, in 2021, this training programme was implemented 
as a global project.  
 
In Turkey, Boğaziçi University Lifelong Learning Centre (BULLC) joined this partnership. As a 
lifelong learning institution, BULLC contributed to this project in different ways, i.e., 
localisation of the training content, train-the-trainers and campaigns in order to foster social 
and personal change, and online and in-person trainings. So far, BULLC has delivered the 
trainings in high schools and universities, and also built partnerships with local authorities 
and companies to inform, guide and offer practice on how to tackle street harassment. The 
goal of the project for 2022 was to train 1,500,000 people globally and 50,000 locally.  
 
The collaboration in this project is a good example of ULLL partnership created among the 
university, private sector, local authorities and NGOs. Furthermore, it contributes to the 
achievement of SDG 5 (Gender Equality) and SDG 17 (Partnerships for the Goals) for a 
sustainable world. 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
According to the World Health Organization, 35% of women worldwide have experienced 
physical and/or sexual intimate partner violence or non-partner sexual violence (World Health 
Organization, 2009). Street harassment is an experience that devalues women and men of 
all sexual orientations. The definition of street harassment is not always clear, however. As a 
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result of the harassment itself and its projection in the collective unconscious, women also 
often experience serious guilt and shame around harassment.  
 
When people see someone fall or drop something in public, they instinctively help out. On 
the other hand, they do not show the same reaction when they see someone being sexually 
harassed. Most want to do something about it, but do not know what to do. Without knowing 
what constitutes street harassment and what to do, our ability to act is limited. 
 
Street harassment is actually an indicator of the increasing violence against women all over 
the world. According to Laniya (2005), street harassment is deeply rooted in the broader 
notion of male supremacy, power and patriarchy. Cultural figures also directly or indirectly 
reflect hierarchy and prejudice against women. Furthermore, the impact of COVID19 also 
amplified gender inequality. Not only were there a greater number of women forced to stay at 
home due to the pandemic, COVID19 also caused the deepening of existing inequalities and 
resulted in an increase in violence at home (UN Women, 2021). Consequently, women were 
deprived of social and economic life during this period. 
 
One of the most important steps in preventing violence against women is fighting against 
gender discrimination and ensuring gender equality. The UN’s SDG 5 also defines these 
essential objectives of ensuring gender equality, affording women equal rights and 
opportunities and eliminating the main causes of discrimination in the public and private 
sphere. As one of the 17 SDGs declared in 2015 by the UN, “Gender Equality” (SDG5) 
underlines that equality and empowerment of women and girls are the fundamentals of 
inclusive and sustainable development. In this context, the most important measures that will 
enable women and girls to become stronger and more visible are, invariably, lifelong learning 
tools. It is through education and social projects that social transformation becomes possible 
to ensure gender equality. 
 
Within this context, the projects that make women stronger in education, health, economics, 
and politics have taken on even greater importance in creating an equal world. There is no 
doubt that in order to empower women in those fields, they must first be more visible in the 
public sphere. Hence, women need to feel safe on the street and public places. However, 
along with the incidence of street harassment, the rate of violence against women also 
increases.  
 
The Stand Up Project was initiated to protect the self-worth of women and men by creating a 
set of proven tools to safely intervene when there is a victim or a witness to harassment in 
public spaces. 
 
 
THE STAND UP AGAINST STREET HARASSMENT PROJECT 
 
The Stand Up Against Street Harassment Project, which is also known as the Stand Up 
Project, is a project originally created in partnership with an NGO, Right to Be, and a global 
company, L'Oréal Paris to prevent street harassment. Right to Be is a non-profit organization 
that raises awareness about and combats harassment through intervention trainings both 
online and in-person, a photo blog, and grassroots initiatives. The background of the project 
is based on the “Show Up for Gender Equity” campaign by the New York City Commission 
on Gender Equity in 2020 to build a safer and more inclusive New York City. The Stand Up 
Project is based on the inference that if an eyewitness sees harassment without intervening, 
it deepens the psychological trauma of the victim and leads the harasser to think that they 
have done nothing wrong. In order to disrupt this dynamic at once, the project has launched 
training programmes worldwide. Globally, with the support of Right to Be, this project is now 
carried out in approximately 50 different countries. In Turkey, L'Oréal Paris and Boğaziçi 
University have agreed to collaborate in order to adopt and implement the project locally.  
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Boğaziçi University plays a leading role in Turkey in the area of university lifelong learning by 
integrating social dimensions with its formal education and research functions. Moreover, 
new generation universities are no longer purely education-based or single-disciplined 
institutions, but have already transformed into places where achieving education and 
research goals functions alongside the development of social projects, thus adding direct 
value to society. Furthermore, the continuing education/ULL centres play an important role in 
those projects by bringing scientific based knowledge and rich experience with different 
stakeholders in similar projects. Within this context, the aim of the Stand Up Project 
coincides with the core objectives of Boğaziçi University’s lifelong learning policy. It was 
agreed to carry out the project in Turkey with the partnership of Boğaziçi University Lifelong 
Learning Centre (BULLC) and L'Oréal Paris. 
 
Within the scope of this project, the role of BULLC is primarily to bring the academic 
knowledge and experience in similar corporate social responsibility projects. Initially, the 
faculty members of the university who were to be involved in this project were determined by 
considering their background and project experience. The academic team reviewed the 
curricula and content of the Stand Up training and contributed to the localization. Interactive 
train-the-trainer sessions were also another platform for discussion and further development 
of the project training material. During the implementation period, faculty members offered 
the additional asset of academic knowledge and experience to the trainings. The project, 
which was enriched through collaborations with other universities and stakeholders, has not 
only contributed to the change and transformation of society, but has also used the power of 
interaction with national and international networks in developing and implementing solutions 
to social problems.  
 
Street harassment is on Turkey’s agenda and demands awareness and concrete action in 
order to work towards a solution. Therefore, this project is crucial to raise awareness on this 
issue and to encourage people to take a more active, conscious stance. The general value of 
“everyone deserves it” has also been the main motto of the project. The training programme 
developed in this context aimed to teach participants how to identify street harassment they 
witnessed in public and then equip them with five effective intervention methods that have 
been proven to help put a stop to it. Since the beginning of the project, online education 
programmes have continued on a global scale. The general content of the training is 
structured as follows: 
 

a) Deepening understanding of street harassment: outlining what street harassment 
looks like and why it matters. 

b) Learning how to respond while witnessing harassment: ways to intervene and 
still feel safe and comfortable, i.e., learning 5D methodology. 

c) Teaching strategies: about how to react when harassed and to help combat the 
judgment that harassment is the fault of the victim. 

d) Provision of ways: To provide participants with the belief that there is at least one 
thing they can do about street harassment. 

 
At the training implementation stage, initially the training programme was designed and then 
trainers were provided with in-depth knowledge about this sensitive subject. The project set 
out to rethink and to build a world where harassment is no longer normalised, instead of one 
where girls and women often receive sexualized comments about their bodies. 
 
 
THE IMPACTS OF STREET HARASSMENT 
 
Unfortunately, Turkey is not in a good position in the international rankings announced every 
year on gender equality. Even a slight decline from 130th to 133rd rank is significant, 
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according to the Global Gender Gap Index (GGGI) (WEF, 2021). Although the issue of 
sexual harassment in Turkey is on the agenda, its reactivity dimension is a social 
phenomenon that does not extend beyond social media posts. The assumption that 
harassment does not result in serious physical harm may be one contributing factor to the 
fact that the physical, social and mental impacts of street harassment on victims are largely 
ignored by society. This situation, on the one hand, normalises the issue of harassment in 
the public sphere for society; on the other hand, it has made it a part of daily life. Hence, 
harassment has not been prevented and, moreover, is witnessed increasingly every day. The 
Stand Up Project devotes an important part of its training to this subject in order to draw 
attention to these points in particular. The impacts of street harassment could be 
summarised as below (Fernandez, 2016): 
 

a) Psychological and mental health: Some of its effects manifest as trauma; most 
commonly seen as anxiety or depression. It can manifest as PTSD and appear just as 
severe as some of the worst forms of sexual assault. 

b) Social and financial impacts: Especially not walking alone or not walking at all in 
the street at a certain time at night in the hope of avoiding harassment negatively 
affects social life. There is an additional economic impact involved in women having 
to take taxis at night or choosing to live in more expensive houses for security 
reasons. 

c) The impact on life quality: Limited or little interaction with other people in daily life. 
As a clear example of this, women feel inclined to think that saying "hello" in public or  
"good morning" when they pass men will be an invitation to something worse.  

 
The results show that women especially restrict their own movements, seeing themselves as 
responsible for the harassment. The percentage of those who think that women are 
sometimes responsible for harassment on the street because of their attitudes or appearance 
is 53% (L’Oréal, 2019). Furthermore, harassment devalues women's views of themselves 
and “accentuates the perpetual male gaze that allows a man to view a woman and forces a 
woman to view herself as object rather than subject” (Laniya, 2005, p.103).   
 
 
COMMON REASONS WHY WITNESSES FAIL TO INTERVENE IN STREET 
HARASSMENT 
 
One of the most important problems that the Stand Up Project has tackled is people's 
unwillingness to react when they experience or witness street harassment. According to the 
results of the fieldwork carried out during the formation of the project, the reasons for this 
approach are listed as follows: 
 

• I am afraid that it will turn to me. 
• It is not my problem. 
• I am afraid I will make things worse. 
• I do not fully understand what is going on. 
• It is harmless. 
• I cannot make any difference. 

 
Lastly, there is a concept called the “Bystander effect.” It is the thought that “No one else is 
doing anything, so why should I do?” (Hudson, 2004).  
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STAND UP TRAINING: WITNESS INTERVENTION – 5D’S METHODOLOGY 
 
The content of the 1-hour online training provides an expert-approved set of tools to 
intervene with the harassment using 5D methods, which are distract, delegate, document, 
direct, delay. It's a 1-hour online training that talks about micro-attacks to violence — what 
harassment can look like — and how the 5D witness intervention method can help and try to 
dispel the judgment that harassment is our fault. The training content also discusses how 
witnesses will prioritise their own safety. Witness intervention basically consists of five 
methods known as “5D.” They are shown in Figure 1 and summarised below: 
 
Distract: Creating something distracting to calm the situation. You can start talking to the 

person who is the target of this harassment or try another way to distract them. 
You can ask for directions, ask for the time, or drop something on the ground to 
start a conversation with the target person or to distract them. 

Delegate: Asking for help from the authorised person who sees the harassment situation. 
It is a way to involve other people by saying "Do you see what is going on 
there? Do you want to do something?" 

Document: Documenting harassment in the street. For this, assuming that while the witness 
maintains a safe distance, the scene of the incident can be recorded as video, 
etc. The recording of the harassment moment must be provided to the person 
being harassed. 

Delay: Supporting the harassed person after the incident. Hence, asking questions 
such as "May I sit with you?", "Can I accompany you?", or "What do you need?" 
are essential. 

Direct: Speaking up about harassment clearly with the harasser as a witness. At this 
point, one needs to be determined and clear. Interventions are made with 
phrases such as "This is completely inappropriate”, “You should stop what you 
are doing.” 

 
Besides introducing these methods to the people participating in the training, this project also 
aimed to help everyone discover the method they find most suited to them. 
 
 
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
 
Since the project’s implementation in 2021, it has greatly exceeded the number of people it 
initially aimed to reach. In 2021, 710,000 people participated in the project globally. In 
Turkey, 14,000 people was set as the target at the beginning of the year, but it ultimately 
reached 48,000 people with the short trainings on the website and live trainings of BULLC. 
Eventually, Turkey became the 3rd country with the highest participation in the Stand Up 
Project's global training in 2021. The project played a substantial role in resolving people's 
reservations about intervening in street harassment as a witness. In particular, having 
awareness of safer methods such as distract and delegate made the participants feel 
comfortable. Another important result is that participants have provided valuable feedback on 
their efforts to change their feelings and behaviours toward the harasser, instead of blaming 
themselves. These trainings are aimed at providing a cultural transformation so that more 
women can be seen in the public sphere and take part in business life. Helping to build a 
world where women can make themselves visible more comfortably and confidently is one of 
the significant outputs of this project. The output also corresponds to the mission of the 
BULLC as a pioneer of social inclusion and diversity projects, and to the objectives behind its 
ULLL activities.  
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CONCLUSION 
 
The project’s main objective is to continue reaching more people in the upcoming period and 
to include people from different socioeconomic strata. The next phase of the project aims to 
reach 1,500,000 participants in 2022. Through social media campaigns carried out with 
influencers, celebrities and events, more people will be attracted to the project. Universities’ 
role in acting as a bridge between society and the academy through lifelong learning will 
continue by adding value and expanding partnerships with NGOs and the private sector. In 
future periods of the project, conducting both fieldwork and social impact analysis related to 
street harassment will increase the reach of the project, especially through its integration in 
lifelong learning. In this sense, the project results, which will be framed by the relevant 
researchers, will contribute to a long-term and permanent transformation on behalf of training 
and public perception in Turkey. 
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ABSTRACT 
 
The globalized society of today is marked by significant challenges, such as increasing 
complexity and rapid changes in the labour market. Through university lifelong learning, skills 
and competence in society can be developed. Higher education institutions (HEIs) and their 
offers of continuing education at university level thus play an important role. As an example, 
the project Language Training on the Job (LaTJo) within the EU programme FIER (Fast 
Track Integration in European Regions), in which a model for language mentoring at the 
workplace was conceptualized, is presented here. The project, conducted by the Academy of 
Continuing Education (AWW) of the University of Education Weingarten (PHW), adopts an 
important issue: fast integration on the job for migrants and refugees. Hereby, the focus is on 
the colleagues of the newcomers and hence aims at the dissemination of societal tools to 
support the integration process. Furthermore, it transfers academic knowledge to society. 
Applying training directly on the job circumvents a number of obstacles to engaging in 
lifelong learning. The following paper introduces a mentoring concept in which employees 
are trained as language mentors. Subsequently, key findings of the accompanying evaluation 
are presented. The article concludes by discussing lifelong learning, the possible roles of 
universities in work-based learning and actual as well as future challenges.  
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Lifelong learning 
 
The globalized society of today is characterized by significant challenges, such as increasing 
complexity and rapid changes in task areas and job profiles in the labour market. Through 
university lifelong learning (LLL), skills and competence in society can be developed. In the 
current European discussion on education policy, the concept of lifelong learning has been 
given a strategic and functional focus. The European Commission regards lifelong learning 
as a key competence, and the Memorandum on Lifelong Learning (2000), still an influential 
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education policy document, states that "Lifelong learning is no longer just one aspect of 
education and training; it must become the guiding principle for provision and participation 
across the full continuum of learning contexts" (emphasis in original). In this line, the EU has 
set the goal to include 12.5% of the European population in some kind of LLL. To support 
LLL, key factors that lead to participation have been identified at three levels: the individual 
(e.g., Landberg & Porsch, 2022), the educational provision level and the socioeconomic 
context (Boeren et al., 2010, p. 47). In this article, we focus on the educational provision 
level. 
 
It is not just in the EU that LLL is stated to be important for society development (see also, 
e.g., UNESCO 2022). In Germany, however, LLL is not nearly as firmly anchored as the 
numerous political declarations of intent would suggest (Wolter & Banscherus, 2016). Higher 
education institutions (HEIs) and their offers of continuing education at university level play 
an important role when it comes to LLL. The conditions for such offers, however, struggle 
with several challenges regarding implementation, e.g., the legal demand of full-cost 
calculation for continuing education courses, leading to high course fees, or narrow entry 
requirements (Cendon et al., 2020). This might impede the participation of learners from 
various demographic, social and economic backgrounds and on different educational 
pathways in the HEIs’ offers. Refugees, in particular, often do not meet all requirements, 
despite possibly being in greatest need of continuing education since their professional 
qualifications may not be acknowledged in their new country of residence.  
 
The University of Education Weingarten (PHW) in Germany meets those challenges with an 
institution focused on LLL, the Academy for Continuing Education (AWW). The AWW aims to 
promote lifelong learning by offering in-service continuing education courses in the workplace 
as well as at the university that address global challenges at the local level. The AWW 
responds to a wide range of local needs through proactive initiatives such as the project 
described in this paper, which establishes a model for language mentoring in the workplace. 
Integration in the European labour market is an ever-relevant issue (e.g., Omanović et al., 
2022) in which different European measures of labour market integration are to be examined.  
 
Lifelong learning for fast integration in the labour market 
 
The research presented in this paper was conducted within the frame of the European 
project FIER – Fast track integration in European Regions1. The aim of this project was to 
facilitate and accelerate integration processes of refugees in Europe. It was coordinated 
under the integration strategy labelled “Fast track” in Sweden, which recaps activities that 
shorten the time between arrival at the new country of residence and taking up employment. 
These activities include language training, general education and professional education, 
and combine them with job experience. The actions within this project met the challenges of 
the waves of refugees taking place in Europe in the years from 2015 onwards. More than 2.8 
million refugees were estimated to be living in Europe in the year 2021 (Statista, 2022). More 
than one million people with refugee backgrounds migrated to Germany between 2015 and 
2019 (Brücker et al., 2019). With the war in the Ukraine, approximately another one million 
have arrived (as Ukrainian citizens can move within Europe without a visa, no exact number 
can be stated, Mediendienst Integration, 2022). These numbers clearly indicate that 
migration and the challenges associated with it are a very important issue that needs to be 
addressed. Project partners in FIER included institutions from Sweden, Norway, Turkey, 
Belgium, Germany and Austria. They worked together on different strategies to implement 
fast track integration in the working place, considering their own countries’ challenges and 
conditions, but also learning from each other and sharing experiences.  
 

 
1 https://fierprojecteu.com/  
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In the following, the subproject Language training on the job (LaTJo) (in Germany) is 
presented in more detail. Its focus was to implement a training programme which could train 
mentors at the workplace. The rationale behind this project was to train the colleagues of the 
newcomers as language mentors. In doing so, the mentors are given professional tools to 
support the integration process of newcomers (i.e., mentees) in a more structured and 
guided way. Furthermore, they provide an informal education possibility. Thus, the mentors 
take on two roles: they are beneficiaries of university LLL and, after completion, they act as 
multipliers of lifelong learning opportunities. This is especially important with regards to 
lifelong learning opportunities for refugees, as they often hesitate to participate in formal 
processes of the respective trade. The mentors play an important role in guiding the actions 
of the mentees. Moreover, the professional learning is accompanied by language learning 
units. While the trade is learned, relevant professional language is trained as well. The 
innovative character of this approach is that the training focus is not on the migrants, but on 
the professionals that (already) have a permanent position and very good language skills of 
the host country (Germany in this case). Completing a language course in the host country’s 
national language has been shown to be one of the significant factors to gaining employment 
for refugees (Lochmann et al., 2019; Månsson & Delander, 2017, p. 55). The overall aim is to 
provide better conditions to support migrants in engaging in decent work, as stipulated in the 
UN Agenda 2030 Sustainable Development Goal 8 (United Nations, 2015). 
 
The idea is that for a successful integration process, all involved parties have to contribute. 
The term integration is used here to define a process of convergence, cooperation and 
interaction between two cultures (Jeuk, 2015, p. 110-111). It is hence acknowledged that 
influence between new migrants and long-time residents is mutual (Feldman, 1994, p. 213) 
and that this can also be valid within an organisational context (Omanović & Langley, 2021, 
p. 3). In order to configure integration successfully, opportunities to learn, educate oneself 
and to develop new skills must be offered to all parties included in the integration process. 
This is the starting point for the training for language mentors on the job. The basic concept 
of the training is presented in the next section2. 
 
Concept of language mentor training 
 
The target group for language mentor training is individuals working in a permanent position 
with very good language skills in German. A professional background in language teaching is 
not required. The training was initially drafted for the hotel and gastronomy sector. After three 
runs in the hotel sector, the mentor training was broadened and conducted in the industry 
sector. It is therefore adaptable and applicable in diverse professional sectors. 
 
The aim of the language mentoring training is to enable trained language mentors to 
configure the workplace as a learning environment. It is through such proactive human 
resource development (HRD) initiatives that companies begin to gain recognition as learning 
organisations. The mentors should be able to plan, implement and reflect on language 
support processes for the mentee. They are able to accept and even appreciate linguistic 
and cultural diversity as contributors to the mutually influential integration process. 
Intercultural challenges are met competently. The mentoring targets three key competences: 
language competence (of the mentee, see Trim et al., 2013), action competence (of the 
mentee, see Nieke, 2012; Stäudel, 2008) and social competence (since the latter is 
interactive, of both, mentor and mentee, e.g., Ebert, 2018; Euler & Reemtsma-Theis, 1999). 
 
In order to achieve these goals, language mentors are first trained in language learning and 
diagnostic processes as well as in the didactic of video-supported learning. Furthermore, the 
mentors receive training in intercultural communication as well as in giving feedback. After a 

 
2 A more detailed description of the concept can be read in Klepser et al. (2022) as well as Lukas et al. 

(in print).  
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practical phase in which the mentors train the learning contents with their mentees, a second 
input phase deals with the role of the mentor, introduces the method of collegial case advice 
and ensures the consolidation of the transfer by discussing the process and results of the 
practical phase.  
 
The training consists of two core learning units. The first – language learning processes and 
diagnosis – introduces the concept of profile analysis according to Grießhaber (2012), based 
on the processability theory of Pienemann (1998). Profile analysis is a diagnostic tool that 
allows the assessment of a learner’s language skill level and corresponding learning goals 
based on the placement of verbal elements, primarily the finite verb. The version applied for 
this project was created for German. However, language profile analyses exist for other 
languages as well, such as for Swedish as a second language (e.g. Håkansson, 2003).  
 
The second core learning unit in the training – video-supported learning – has the advantage 
of being very flexible. The mentors learn to create a learning video with work-related actions, 
accompanied by linguistic explanations with a focus on relevant vocabulary. The videos can 
be made without professional equipment, for instance with a smartphone. The mentors are 
trained in how to develop a screenplay that uses language appropriate to the language level 
of the mentee. The mentee can then watch the video on their own at any time and learn the 
words and sentences used. Afterwards, the mentee can make their own video on which the 
mentor can provide feedback regarding actions as well as on language.  
 
 
EVALUATION OF TRAINING 
 
Within the framework of the FIER project, the mentor training was conducted in four different 
groups, three of them in the hotel and gastronomy sector and one in the industry sector. The 
trainers were academic staff from the AWW. The training was evaluated throughout the 
project phase by interviews with the freshly trained mentors (19 mentors were interviewed). 
The aim was to investigate if the mentor training was rated as effective by the mentors (part 
of the evaluation results can be read in Lukas et al., 2021). Additionally, for the second 
trainer group, four of the mentees working together with the mentors in the training were 
interviewed3. 
 
An important step in the process of language mentor training for many participants was to 
become aware of their own language and way of speaking. They also said that they reflected 
more on the choice of words they used after the training and also on the accuracy and speed 
of pronunciation. The use of profile analyses was reflected as very helpful by almost all 
participants. It encouraged more attention be paid to the language level of the mentees. The 
ability for a perspective change seemed to have been stimulated by the training. Two of the 
participants said they had developed a deeper understanding for the challenges of 
understanding a foreign language when spoken quickly and slurred. 
 
The method of working with learning videos was evaluated positively by all participants. 
Independent of time and place, repeatability and flexibility were some of the reasons 
provided. The effectiveness of this method was clearly affirmed. When asked which work 
assignments were particularly suitable for the learning videos, many answered that the 
assignments should not be too complex and that smaller work steps should be selected from 
a larger sequence of actions.  
 
Some challenges were also identified. These included the additional expenses involved, the 
fact that there could be some loss of authenticity when communicating more consciously and 
less naturally, and that clients might form a bad impression of the mentee. It was also noted 

 
3 Please note that in three of the groups, the project team only had contact with the members. 
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that there is a lot of staff turnover, and hence the training was not worth the effort. Some 
mentioned not being comfortable with acting in a video.   
 
The mentees all stated that they learned a lot linguistically at their workplace through contact 
with colleagues and guests. They also reported having learned new words through shooting 
the learning videos. Half of the respondents said they had learned both language and action 
while shooting the videos, while the other half said they had learned only language. All 
respondents stated that comprehending other people at work is a challenge. Comprehension 
problems were particularly high for all respondents when dialect was spoken. Half of the 
respondents also said they had increased comprehension problems when their interaction 
partner spoke very quickly. Still, the importance of social contact to colleagues was 
emphasised in the interviews as well. The mentors were their contact persons for dealing 
with problems and questions regarding work. Private matters were also discussed with the 
mentor. Receiving feedback was an important aspect of the mentor programme to them. 
 
 
DISCUSSION  
 
The rapid global changes of the past years require that HEIs take action. Competences 
needed to face the challenges of the 21st century have been described under the concept of 
21st century skills (González-Pérez et al., 2022). Among those, lifelong learning, cultural 
awareness and communication have been mentioned (van Laar et al., 2017, p. 582). HEIs 
have the responsibility to react to changing requirements and provide opportunities to 
acquire the requisite skills (Cendon et al., 2021). Committing to its mission statement, the 
PHW addresses the challenges regarding lifelong learning on different levels. Through 
project structures, challenges such as entry requirements and high entry fees can be 
overcome. In such a way, people not working in the academic sector can also profit from 
high-quality continuing education. However, in order for HEIs in Germany to be able to 
support university lifelong learning in a more sustainable way and on a larger scale, a firmer 
structure and state funding are needed. The project dependency has to be reduced. 
 
The evaluation of the presented project confirms that professional language can also be 
trained at the workplace by non-professional mentors. Undoubtedly, the mentors need 
structured training to be prepared for this task. By means of the training, they receive tools, 
based on scientific findings to implement mentoring on the job. The methods used in this 
training were accepted and appreciated by both mentors and mentees. The profile analysis, 
in particular, was considered very helpful by the mentors, offering a relatively easy way to 
diagnose language level and to adapt level-appropriate support. The introduction to video-
based learning was also seen as a valuable tool to accompany the mentoring process.  
 
The conducted evaluation, however, only offers a limited overview of the effects of mentoring 
in the workplace. Academic research investigating effects of mentoring for refugees is still 
scarce (Bagnoli & Estache, 2022) and it is therefore important to foster research in this area 
to be able to design relevant mentoring structures. Specifically, language mentoring on the 
job is still a vastly ignored component in researching mentoring programmes. Therefore, the 
importance of accompanying research in university lifelong learning should not be ignored. If 
the challenges of a fast-changing society are to be met successfully, a circuit of training 
concepts, developed according to state of the art, society transferable, evaluating research, 
is indispensable for the acquisition of greater (or changed) knowledge.  
 
Universities have the responsibility to engage in providing LLL opportunities. In doing so, 
they contribute to the transfer of academic knowledge, based on scientific findings in society. 
It is also important to include non-formal and informal LLL opportunities in these 
considerations. So far, awareness of this appears to be more prevalent in the Scandinavian 
countries than in Germany (e.g., Colardyn & Bjornavold, 2004). The project presented here 
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shows an example how this can be implemented in a German context. Learners from various 
demographic, social and economic backgrounds were trained in academic knowledge of 
language diagnosis and support processes as well as didactic tools and basics of 
intercultural communication. This enabled them to contribute to socio-political processes in a 
meaningful and active way. 
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ABSTRACT 
 
Massive Online Open Courses (MOOCs) concept and the COVID-19 pandemic have 
fostered the need for a recognition of learning outcomes from short learning experiences. 
Recognition of short-learning experiences is not a new concept. It is used by many 
companies (Google, Amazon, Microsoft, and CISCO, for example), as well as by education 
providers at all levels in different ways and in concepts like continuous professional 
development, lifelong learning courses, adult education, and validation of prior learning. The 
concept of micro-credentials, however, is newer and lacks a clear definition, especially in the 
university context. This can lead to significant variations in the offer of the so-called “micro-
credentials”. 
 
This paper will focus on a proposal for a definition of Higher Education (HE) micro-
credentials and the main differences with micro-credentials offered by non-university 
providers. To do so, this document will follow the council recommendation on a European 
approach to micro-credentials for lifelong learning and employability. 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
As compared to other recognitions of learning experiences, such as formal programme 
certificates, micro-credentials can offer more flexibility and demand less time and effort from 
the learner. Micro-credentials are also a way to empower the learner such that they can 
choose their own learning pathway, deciding on the specific micro-credentials they want to 
obtain. Learners can also apply for recognition of prior short-learning obtained in non-formal 
or informal training experiences through micro-credentials.  
 
Micro-credentials need a clear definition, however, as there is a lack of transparency in the 
recognition process. There are also many standards involved in the micro-credential 
ecosystem and its technological support that provoke confusion among stakeholders. 
Therefore, there is a need for confidence in the micro-credentials and their recognition 
(MICROBOL, 2021; OECD, 2021a; Oliver, 2019). 
 



European Journal of University Lifelong Learning - EJULL  Vol 6 No 02 (2022) 
 

Higher education micro-credentials: A European university perspective  
Romero-Llop, R., Castro-Jiménez, J. M., Fitó-Beltran, À., Valero-García, V. & Martín-Aragón, S. 

54 

Recently, in December 2021, the European Union published a Proposal for a Council 
Recommendation on a European approach to micro-credentials (European Commission, 
2021). It proposed a definition of what constitutes a European micro-credential, the minimum 
information it should have, and how to integrate it with the Europass Digital Credentials 
infrastructure. One piece of information needed for this European approach is the level of 
learning experience leading to the micro-credential, as defined by the European 
Qualifications Framework (EQF), or the Qualifications Frameworks in the European Higher 
Education Area (QF-EHEA), so that there is a way to separate Higher Education (HE) micro-
credentials from the rest on offer. The Commission Staff Working Document accompanying 
the Proposal for a Council Recommendation also states that the development and regulation 
of micro-credentials need to prioritise access and inclusion in order to mitigate the risk of 
omitting unskilled citizens and others who may face social barriers. This proposal, published 
on June 26, 2022, is now an official Council Recommendation (European Commission, 
2022). According to this last document, the European definition of micro-credential is as 
follows: 
 
“Micro-credential’ means the record of the learning outcomes that a learner has acquired 
following a small volume of learning. These learning outcomes have been assessed against 
transparent and clearly defined standards. Courses leading to micro-credentials are 
designed to provide the learner with specific knowledge, skills and competences that 
respond to societal, personal, cultural or labour market needs. Micro-credentials are owned 
by the learner, can be shared and are portable. They may be stand-alone or combined into 
larger credentials. They are underpinned by quality assurance following agreed standards in 
the relevant sector or area of activity” (European Commission, 2022, p. 9). 
 
 
EUROPEAN HIGHER EDUCATION micro-credential 
 
At this point in the paper, it is worth considering the challenges involved in defining the 
concept of a “European HE micro-credential”, including how to highlight explicitly the HE 
approach, while also maintaining the required flexibility. Several issues, which are developed 
below, will be key to facilitate the understanding and recognition of HE micro-credentials. 
 
Inclusion in National Qualification Frameworks (NQF) 
 
The European Qualifications Framework (EQF) provides a common reference framework to 
compare and understand European qualification systems. The EQF is open to micro-
credentials as long as they are included in the NQF. A common approach is needed for 
including micro-credentials within the NQF, both at the European and national levels, since 
the member states are responsible for their respective NQFs. If micro-credentials are 
included within the NQF at a certain level, consequently, this will indicate the EQF level of 
the micro-credential. Thus, including them on NQFs will support the recognition, quality, 
transparency, and uptake of micro-credentials. Therefore, based on the principle of 
openness and flexibility, the NQF should also incorporate micro-credentials at the HE Levels 
and not just in traditional degrees exclusively, as it does currently. However, it should be 
noted that learning outcomes provided by micro-credentials will not mark the completion of 
an NQF cycle, but rather intermediate qualifications within the cycle as part of the larger 
qualification that is the NQF. As such, micro-credentials will not provide direct access to the 
subsequent level of qualification, but may help facilitate HE access to citizens that could not 
access it in the past, bridging further expansion of the HE ecosystem.  
 
Considering that alignment of the National and European frameworks facilitates comparing 
qualifications across Europe, it is important that the National Academic Recognition 
Information Centers (ENIC-NARIC) provide the necessary information for Europe-wide 
recognition. The example of Ireland (QQI 2021a), which has taken a European leadership 
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role in micro-credentials with an NQF that describes qualifications in the Irish education and 
training system, can be viewed as a benchmark to be adopted across countries. The Irish 
NFQ is a 10-level system that shows how general education awards, further education and 
training, and higher education awards are mapped against the ten levels of the framework. It 
allows learners to know and understand what is needed to achieve a qualification and, 
moreover, to compare qualifications in order to assist in choosing a particular micro-
credential, knowing it will be recognised both at home and abroad. 
 
Clarification of the providers of HE micro-credentials 
 
In recent years, a widely held belief has emerged, which assumes that all education and 
training institutions will participate in the emerging task of offering micro-credentials at any 
level. This is based on a ‘common sense’ understanding of the role and purpose of higher 
education, particularly in supporting people to attain the skills needed to work (Wheelahan & 
Moodie, 2021). We disagree with this view and argue that Higher Education Institutions (HEI) 
should analyse the current landscape and their institutional capacity to strategically reset 
their priorities to become involved in the micro-credential field. Furthermore, in cases of 
collaboration of HEI with external parties (e.g., private sector partners, employers, and other 
providers of education) on the development, assessment, or delivery of a micro-credential, 
we appeal to the fact that the HEI should be responsible both for granting the micro-
credential and ensuring its academic quality.  
 
We believe that in order to achieve confidence in the level of the HE credential and to 
maintain confidence in the HE systems, HE accreditations should only be issued or validated 
by a HEI with a clear quality policy and authorization to be an actor in HE according to 
national laws. This is predicated on the fact that it is the university faculty who is qualified to 
ensure that coherence, sequence and hierarchy in the disciplines are not undercut in 
providing micro-credentials (Wheelahan & Moodie, 2021). As micro-credentials are defined, 
there is a high risk that non-HEI or other education providers with no experience in HE could 
enter the HE arena without the quality accreditations and controls that foster confidence in 
the system. 
 
On the other hand, more flexibility should be permitted and encouraged through national 
policies for HE in the field of micro-credential so as to offer the learning opportunities and 
corresponding qualifications needed in a short period of time (AQU 2021). 
 
Fostering assessment, rigour, transparency, and comparison 
 
Clarifying the standards that are expected in micro-credentials is crucial if they are to be 
accepted for credit in formal qualifications. Assessment and rigour are critical for ensuring 
credential and competency validation for issuing qualifications. Moreover, clear and 
transparent information on course content and learning outcomes should be made available 
by the micro-credential provider. 
 
Furthermore, there should be mechanisms in place to locate and compare the different HE 
micro-credentials, such as national catalogues, where HEIs could publish their micro-
credentials according to standards that will allow for comparison and, consequently, 
transferability between institutions and countries. This sort of cross comparison would allow 
learners could choose the qualification they want to obtain based on broader information and 
knowledge. The standard should be based on the European recommendation in order to 
foster transparency and ease of understanding for other European learners. 
 
Ireland, through its National Quality Agency (QQI), has an interesting publishing system 
where quality and transparency are managed by the same institution. In particular, it includes 
all quality-assured, recognised qualifications offered by universities and institutes of 
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technology, as well as private HE colleges, education and training boards, and private further 
education providers delivering courses leading to a QQI Award (QQI, 2021b). 
 
Creation of financial frameworks and counselling 
 
Increasing access of HEIs to new financial resources is also crucial in facilitating inclusion. 
Higher education institutions should be able to offer increased learning opportunities and 
counselling to less-advantaged learners to help them create their own learning pathways. 
The Commission Staff Working Document accompanying the Proposal for a Council 
Recommendation on a European approach to micro-credentials for lifelong learning and 
employability (2021) indicates that short learning experiences have been undertaken 
primarily by learners that already have resources, leaving a high risk for exclusion of those 
who may face obstacles. Counselling is also key in order to support inclusion and facilitate 
education and training opportunities to a wider range of learners. At any rate, learners need 
more options at lower costs to support their education and training to improve their 
professional opportunities. 
 
There are many potential barriers to micro-credentials over and above inertia and HEIs’ 
natural reluctance to change. The lack of senior leaders who understand micro-credentials 
and are willing to act as change agents, for instance, results in a lack of resources, both 
financial and human, allocated to institutional implementations.  
 
Although specific financial frameworks would be adapted in each country, there should be a 
clear financial commitment at the national level for HE micro-credentials. Thus, the European 
recommendation mentions Individual Learning Accounts (ILA’s) as a means for enabling and 
empowering individuals to participate in labour-market relevant training and facilitate their 
access to or retention in employment. Other initiatives that can be noted include the 
Springboard+ in Ireland, which aims at complementing the core state-funded education and 
training system and providing free and subsidised upskilling and reskilling HE opportunities in 
areas of identified skills need (The Higher Education Authority Ireland, 2022). 
 
Clear Policies for lifelong learning for HEIs 
 
In some countries, it is also vital to adapt the policies to allow HEIs to attend to adult learners 
that need short programmes as part of their primary tasks. In many countries, the regulations 
are aimed only at initial learning, so it is very difficult to develop lifelong learning and even 
more difficult to recognise this learning in other HE study programmes (OECD, 2021b). 
Another important policy factor to consider is how to reconcile family and work commitments. 
It is key to find time to study as well as having the financial resources and the economic 
ability, especially among those with low incomes. 
 
In terms of diversity, policies should consider this feature as being the core of an education 
offer that builds on the increasing need for flexibility in higher education. The approach needs 
to assume that micro-credentials come in diverse formats (online, face-to-face, or in blended 
formats) that allow for the development of a competitive micro-credential offer.  
 
As concerns the faculty staff of HEIs, the lack of incentives around promotion and tenure 
poses a serious barrier. When there is no associated reward for increased workload, 
cooperation and participation are not to be expected. This is a matter that demands further 
action. In the Netherlands, for instance, a noteworthy trend continues to emerge in which 
professors are assuming more enriched task assignments than traditionally conceived. More 
specifically, they are assigned not only to Bachelor's and Master's courses but are also 
engaged in continuing education or education for professionals, which is legitimised and 
incentivised through rewards and recognition. Therefore, these activities are no longer an 
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"add-on" and do not come "on top" of existing assignments (Cendon and Noordegraaf, 
2021). 
 
Other indirect policies will be needed to include lifelong learning as a main task in the HEI 
institution.  
 
 
CONCLUSIONS 
 
We espouse a view where national qualifications frameworks are driving the micro-credential 
development. Then, micro-credentials may provide strategic value in their integration with 
other major institutional initiatives as part of a larger qualification that is the NQF. 
Assessment and precision are critical for ensuring credential and competency validation for 
issuance of micro-credentials. 
 
A national publishing system managing quality and transparency should be implemented, 
which allows credential comparison and transferability between institutions and countries. 
 
Higher education institutions should be the key providers of HE micro-credentials. 
 
Few government agencies and professional associations are taking leadership roles in 
moving micro-credentials on to national workforce agendas. However, with planning and 
investment with a focus on providing what our HE institutions do well, micro-credentials may 
be a conduit to other forms of collaborations with private sector partners, employers, and 
providers that expand opportunities for the institution and for students. This is not in 
contradiction with our assumption that accreditations should be issued or validated 
exclusively by a HE institution (HEI). These considerations and proposals would help the 
transformation of our HEIs to real Lifelong Learning HE institutions that will help individuals in 
their upskilling and reskilling through micro-credentials. 
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Following the eucen conference hosted by the Central European University in 
Budapest in June 2022, Kevin Orr on behalf of the editors of EJULL has asked two of 
the keynote speakers to discuss three questions that pertain to the theme of the 
conference “University Lifelong Learning Today and Tomorrow: HEIs for a Higher 
Quality and More Inclusive Knowledge Transfer”.  
 
Marcella Milana is an associate professor in the Department of Human Sciences at 
the University of Verona and honorary professor of adult education in the School of 
Education at the University of Nottingham. She is editor-in-chief of the International 
Journal of Lifelong Education. She researches the politics, policy and governance of 
adult education, from global and comparative perspectives, and in multi-scalar 
systems like the European Union. 
 
Zsuzsanna Géring is a Senior Research Fellow and Director of the Future of Higher 
Education Research Centre at Budapest Business School, University of Applied 
Sciences, Hungary. She researches the future of higher education, corporate social 
responsibility, as well as the use of mixed methodological textual analysis and 
discourse analysis. 
 
 
 
Kevin Orr: What is the role of lifelong learning in universities in relation to sustainability, 
especially pertaining to social inclusion and the environment? 
 
Zsuzsanna Géring: In my opinion, one of the key roles of universities related to lifelong 
learning is to help students acquire the self-learning, self-management skills. The last 
few years with the abrupt changes in our lives and the increasing level of uncertainty 
demonstrated that the ability to adjust and change our habits is crucial. This requires a 
general openness to new knowledge, new methods, and new ways of ‘operation’. Let’s  
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just remember the digital transformation of education and office-work from one day to the 
next during the pandemic. Of course, that was a crisis situation, and desperate times 
requires desperate measures, but lately it seems that the crisis is staying with us and 
becoming the new normal. We lost the illusion of safety and stability (i.e., no wars in 
Western societies, no pandemic which can reach us, etc.) and never-ending prosperity. 
This brought such a high level of uncertainty in our lives that without a heightened level 
of stress-management and flexibility we could not prevail. And this requires personal, 
institutional, and social level coping strategies. Autonomous learning and self-
management skills could substantially enhance these coping mechanisms. Accordingly, 
this type of skill-development at the universities could lead not only to personal, but 
social resilience. In my opinion, this is the most important and at the same time the most 
challenging tasks of the universities in our times. 
 
Furthermore, this is necessary to be able to change our general short-sighted attitude to 
a more responsible and sustainable perspective. To this, a shared understanding and 
common language is necessary, which can be and should be acquired in (higher) 
education. Without this collective knowledge, we cannot even start a meaningful 
conversation outside academia. We need the words and concepts to understand the 
world around us, we need the scientific thought-processes and methods to be able to 
select relevant and trustworthy information. Therefore, in my opinion the first task is a 
general level knowledge transfer to create a common understanding. But this should be 
complemented with those skill-development processes, which could enhance critical 
thinking, system-thinking and openness. It is very important to incorporate the 
institutional and social level viewpoints into the individual reasoning and actions, to reach 
socially and environmentally optimal (or at least not bad) outcomes. 
 
 
Marcella Milana: Recent policy developments, for instance at European level, endorse 
lifelong learning in universities, thus universities can play an important role also in 
relation to sustainability. But sustainability can mean many things, especially at times of 
multiple crises, as we experience today, under the long wave of the COVID-19 
pandemic, the reappearance of warfare in Europe, and the visible effects of global 
climate change. 
 
In the broadest sense, sustainability implies the capacity of a system to maintain or 
support a process over time, so that meeting today’s needs should not compromise the 
capacity of future generations to meet their own needs. This entails not exhausting 
available natural, economic and social resources. 
 
But how does it translate in practice? 
 
Let’s take the university, as a physical site and organizational structure, and to be more 
concrete the university campus in Verona where I work, for instance. It is a site where 
people (staff and students) meet with each other and the environment, which is made of 
natural resources (i.e., a garden and the plants that inhabit it), material resources (i.e., 
the building architecture, its interiors and furnishings, and the city in which it is located), 
which are also (tangible and intangible) cultural resources. As such, the university is a 
site for informal lifelong learning for staff and students as much as an organization that 
supports it. 
 
Several years ago, with two colleagues of mine (Palle Rasmussen and John Holford), we 
reflected on the need for an alternative ontology to support sustainable adult education 



European Journal of University Lifelong Learning - EJULL  Vol 6 No 02 (2022)	

The present and the future of Lifelong Learning in Higher Education.  
Three questions to Marcella Milana and Zsuzsanna Géring 	
Orr, K., Milana, M. & Géring, Z.	

61 

that, among others, considers the intrinsic (rather than the extrinsic) value of the natural 
environment and brings social justice concerns to the fore. This applies to lifelong 
learning in universities too.  
 
Recognizing the intrinsic value of the natural environment was done on the Verona 
campus, for instance, when free water machines substituted bottled water vending 
machines. At the same time, the natural environment was still considered an extrinsic 
resource when green areas of the campus were refurbished to please the eyes rather 
than welcoming students and staff - and this in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
when society had learned that meeting outdoors was safer! 
 
Social inclusion through university lifelong learning is practiced in universities, including 
mine, by facilitating access to refugees with no proof of their university credentials, 
people whose prior learning is acknowledged or adults with special needs and learning 
disabilities, etc. This implies an increase in admission rates (and corresponding 
university fees!). But too often it does not correspond to an increase in university staff, so 
available human resources become exhausted and the quality of students’ learning 
decreases. Also, adults with or without special needs and learning disabilities, 
independent of whether they study full or part-time, in Verona are admitted to the same 
study programs, many of which qualify for a profession (i.e., teacher, psychologist, etc.). 
So, there is a one-size-fits-all provision that does not account for people’s different 
capabilities and aspirations, whereas to avoid a waste of human and cultural resources 
social inclusion should go hand in hand with a diversified learning provision. 
 
 
 
Kevin Orr: What does successful lifelong learning look like in a university today? 
 
Marcella Milana: This is a big question, whose answer depends on who is to judge 
“success”, and against which criteria. If one endorses the view that lifelong learning 
benefits all - that is: people, institutions, and societies, as I do, success can be judged 
against two criteria, for instance, that common benefits prevail against partisan ones, and 
that social benefits are higher that strictly economic ones. 
 
From this perspective, a successful lifelong learning in a university looks like several 
things that, taken together, brings the university – as an institution – to contribute to 
common and social benefits for people and societies. 
 
This means, however, that universities should be recognised by students as much as 
university personnel, academic and non-academic, at all levels of the hierarchy, as 
microcosms that resemble societies at large; hence permeated by learning process at 
individual, group and institutional levels. Accordingly, every “citizen” of such microcosms 
should fight against the marketization of universities through lifelong learning by 
constantly questioning ‘who is gaining what’? 
 
Consequent with this, for instance, successful lifelong learning depends on supporting 
people, through guidance services, to build self-confidence and self-esteem so they can 
make satisfactory choices during transitions at any time along their lifespan, not only in 
education-to-education, education to work, or work-to-work transitions. Equally delicate 
transitions for people’s active engagement with others and society are those involved 
with parenthood, retirement, relocation or migration. 
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Moreover, successful lifelong learning comes with acknowledgment by all those involved 
that the kind of knowledge recognised through assessment and recognition procedures do 
matter. This is because recognition of prior learning does not represent an end goal but a 
starting point for people’s further learning and development.  
 
Also, successful lifelong learning comes with better attention on the kind of rights 
educational credentials may allow for holders, as much as the institutional conditions that 
guarantee the exercise of such rights, to eschew rather than reinforcing credentialism and 
education inflation. 
 
Finally, it shall come as no surprise that successful lifelong learning necessitates adequate 
funds for research and development, among others, to expand the knowledge base on the 
needs that diverse transitions bring about for people, and contribute to developing 
responsive guidance activities; advance critical research on the kind of knowledge – and 
to what effects - is (de)valued in recognition of prior learning procedures, and to innovate 
such procedures accordingly; and to establish a new line of research on the ontology of 
educational credentials, to inform further explorations of how to render credentials – 
including micro-credentials - valid objects to entitle their holders to exert the right to further 
learning. 
 
 
Zsuzsanna Géring: For me this question is connected to two topics: reaching those who 
do not have the necessary agency about their education; and “opening the gates” of the 
universities. 
 
As for the first point, I think that the question of agency is broader than the concept of 
social exclusion. Here, I mean the capability and the willingness to make decisions and 
choices, when I talk about agency. That is a deliberative attitude toward personal, 
institutional and social actions. Of course, there is a huge overlap between those who 
have no agency about their education and those who lack the necessary financial and 
social capital to join. However, when we talk about lifelong learning, we would like to 
reach those as well who have the money and the time to learn, even some willingness, 
but for some reason they think that universities are not for them. For example, those who 
would like to learn, but think that university is for the young people and so on. Therefore, 
successful lifelong learning in my opinion means a minimum level of agency, the feeling 
of capability and enthusiasm. And this can be enhanced at the typical basic university 
education of the young ones to ensure learning ‘appetite’ for later. And this can be 
enhanced by empowering those who are outside, but can be involved. For this, a general 
social conversation is needed, to reach the public showing that universities are not only 
high academic research fortresses but open and inclusive educational spaces. 
 
And this leads to the second point: universities should be entry-points and open spaces 
to those who would like to learn. It is not an easy task to change the longstanding 
traditions of years-long, slow and mainly theory-based scientific education to a more 
flexible, more practice-oriented and more involving type of education. This requires not 
only new content, but new, more flexible forms of teaching and learning, new ways of 
operating, while maintaining high academic quality. This is a challenge, to which the 
answer is not evident. Should universities move toward micro-credentials and flexible 
networks with mentor-type teachers? Or, on the contrary, should they provide solid and 
longer programmes both with knowledge-transfer and skill-development in order to 
differentiate themselves from non-academic educators? 
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There is not a ‘one-size-fits-all’ solution to this. Although the global competition between 
universities, the rankings and the general isomorphism of the field push the institutions to 
copy each other (typically those at the top of the lists), every university is embedded in its 
local, national and regional environment. The requirements of their stakeholders are 
complex and always changing. Accordingly, they should scrutinise these expectations 
and try to find those scenarios, which help them to balance between their missions and 
their internal and external responsibilities. 
 
 
 
Kevin Orr: What is the relationship between lifelong learning for personal development, 
social development, and economic development? 
 
Marcella Milana: Hmm… this is another big question! In theory, the relationship should 
be the same that holds together different members of the same family. I mean that 
personal, social and economic development should not be seen as different, 
disconnected things. In practice, we live in a world where the mainstream narrative 
shared by politicians, the media, etc., depicts development as something that is primarily 
– when not exclusively – of an economic type, and for the benefit of the individual, where 
the social dimension tends to be forgotten if not openly contrasted.  
 
We are strongly indebted to neoliberal globalization for this, as a framing of public policy 
that stimulates a raise of profits by minimizing the costs of investment, and a reduction of 
social security, while advocating individualism. As citizens, we are caught in what 
Foucault describes as “subjectification”, namely we observe, analyse, interpret and 
recognise ourselves in a domain of the possible that is of either/or personal, social, 
economic development. Accordingly, we have come to believe that to develop 
economically (i.e., getting a well-paid job), depends almost exclusively on ourselves (i.e., 
becoming employable), thus personal development is what really matters. But this is a 
false moral stance that emphasises the intrinsic worth of the individual and its agency, 
while dismissing the bounding effects of socio-economic and cultural structures. 
 
Perhaps it is because I am Italian, and for me a family (good or bad) is a family, not a 
simple aggregate of individuals, that I cannot see how lifelong learning could be related 
to either/or personal, social, economic forms of development. This said, it is of course a 
shared experience that within an individual biography, at different stages of a person’s 
life, learning may be more or less instrumental and supportive of personal, social or 
economic development. But, if lifelong learning is acknowledged as benefitting all 
(people, institutions, and societies) intentional and organised learning should at least not 
be designed to only target one developmental dimension. 
 
 
Zsuzsanna Géring: When we talk about universities we should keep in mind that higher 
education is not only about knowledge transfer, grading and certification. It is also a 
place where students learn how to be an informed citizen, a prepared future employee 
with professional norms. Those who participate in learning during a lifetime enhance not 
only their intellectual, but also their social skills. They get to know new forms of 
collaboration, norms of the social and digital spaces, they learn to pay attention to others’ 
opinions, values and interests. Furthermore, (hopefully) they learn about institutional and 
social effects of individual decisions. These are those effects which go beyond personal 
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development and could help to improve social well-being and long-term sustainability 
both in the economic and environmental sense. 
 
Furthermore, universities are not only places of education, but at the same time, they are 
workplaces for thousands. The way of operating, the institutional culture, the approach to 
collaboration and partnership, the role of competition and creativity, the level of hierarchy 
and so on can all serve as a model for future workplaces. Students will spend a 
considerable time in this environment, which has strong effects even if not as formalised 
and structured as the courses themselves. That is why universities and their academic 
and non-academic employees should be aware that their role and responsibility exceed 
far beyond the classroom or the student office.  
 
Kevin Orr: Thank you very much. 
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