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Due to advances in technology and globalization, world citizens are 
increasingly required to be able to engage deeply in lifelong learning and 
upskilling activities (Kim, 2019). As the pace of technological innovation 
accelerates continuously, individuals need to be able to meet the demands of a 
rapidly shifting world of life and work. Educational systems today must rise to 
fulfill these demands, encourage upskilling initiatives, and emphasize the 
development of lifelong learning habits (Regional Center for Educational 
Planning [RCEP], 2019). The concept of lifelong learning, intrinsically linked to 
upskilling, is prominently represented in both global and national agendas. For 
example, Goal 4 of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) includes 
ensuring “inclusive and equitable quality education and [promotion of] lifelong 
learning opportunities for all” (Sustainable Development Goal Fund, 2019). In 
this policy brief, the importance and benefits of both upskilling and lifelong 
learning are summarized, and key recommendations for policy and practice at 
both macro- and micro-organizational levels are presented.
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Effective mechanisms for upskilling and lifelong learning are widely 
recognized to be key elements of healthy, progressive societies. In recognition of 
this, the Regional Center for Educational Planning (RCEP) has published a 
working paper (Dickson et al., 2021) that analyzes contemporary perspectives 
on upskilling and lifelong learning, outlines some examples of international best 
practices, and makes recommendations for the effective implementation of 
upskilling and lifelong learning systems. This policy brief summarizes the key 
points from that working paper. Learning is understood to occur in all kinds of 
environments, both formal and informal, including in schools, workplaces, 
homes, and the community. All countries are taking initiatives to support lifelong 
learning to varying degrees. Yet education systems, in particular, have a 
responsibility to ensure students are able to meet the needs of the future. They 
must instill lifelong learning skills through encouraging and enabling upskilling 
opportunities, as economies and societies also benefit from having upskilled 
citizens (World Economic Forum [WEF], 2020). Funding for developing lifelong 
learning and upskilling have many competing factions, and so can often be 
considered a low priority for governments. This represents one of many 
challenges faced when trying to expand such offerings (UNESCO Institute for 
Lifelong Learning [UIL], 2016). Part of the fuel to encourage and incentivize 
governments to prioritize this in their agendas and budgets is to increase 
awareness and understanding of the benefits, which are societal, holistic, and 
economic. In this policy brief, we outline some of these key benefits of lifelong 
learning and present important recommendations for “practitioners and 
policymakers alike.
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The importance and benefits of lifelong learning and 
upskilling
A quality and equitable lifelong learning approach requires

Equal opportunities for all to access education 
and to learn

Equal opportunities for all to access education 
and to learn

Pay ing particular attention to vulnerable 
groups who are disadvantaged by factors such 
as gender, poverty, conflict or disaster, 
geographical location, ethnicity, language, age, 
or disability

Considering relevant and effective learning 
outcomes, including, at a minimum, foundational 
literacy and numeracy skills 

Providing the building blocks for further 
flexible lifelong learning opportunities for 
sustainability

Figure 1. Considerations in Lifelong Learning (Education for All [EFA] Global Monitoring Report, 2015, p. 1).
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Elfert (2017) describes a long history of lifelong learning, recognized 
universally in diverse contexts and across time. Lifelong learning is often 
separated into distinct domains of formal and informal education. The former 
encompasses structured learning, taking place outside of the working 
environment and often institutionally (Marsick & Watkins, 2001), while informal 
education is more likely to be spontaneous or perhaps home-based in nature, and 
complementary to workplace learning (Manuti et al., 2015). In 1949, the United 
Nations Education, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) stated that 
aim of one form of lifelong learning (adult learning) was to “stimulate a genuine 
spirit of democracy and a genuine spirit of tolerance” (United Nations Education, 
Scientific, and Cultural Organization [UNESCO], 1949, p. 4). This vision of 
lifelong learning was thus underpinned by principles led by a humanistic 
philosophy (Elfert, 2020). Figure 1 provides a snapshot of the key considerations 
in lifelong learning.

Upskilling, on the other hand, in some cases refers more generally to the 
process of learning new skills. It was declared almost a decade ago as being 
“central to the social objective of eradicating child poverty by 2020” (Lewis, 
2011, p. 536) and can be an opportunity for more creative, knowledge-driven 
tasks in some employment sectors, many of which are created by digital 
advances (Vallor, 2015). The manner in which particular countries make choices 
and prioritize their means of implementing lifelong learning is to a large degree 
dependent on their level of development and industrialization. For example, in 
developing countries where basic elements for the continuation of further 
learning are lacking, basic learning needs such as literacy may be prioritized. 
These countries should focus on providing such elements for lifelong learning 
(Akther, 2020). Figure 2 displays a summarized version of the key elements of 
upskilling.
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INCORPORATES LEARNING 

THAT IS DIRECTLY RELEVANT 

TO THE SECTOR AND 

LABOUR MARKET

SUPPORTS 

SKILLS THAT 

CAN BE DEVELOPED 

FROM BASIC TO HIGHER 

LEVELS, ALLOWING FOR 

PROGRESSION

NEEDS TO 

MANAGE A FINE  

BALANCE BETWEEN 

ENHANCING 

ORGANIZATIONAL 

PERFORMANCE AND 

INDIVIDUALS’ 

DEVELOPMENT

SHOULD USE 

TECHNOLOGICAL ADVANCES 

TO THEIR FULL ADVANTAGE 

TO DELIVER FOCUSED 

AND HIGH-QUALITY 

LEARNING. 

SHOULD HAVE THE 

CAPACITY TO BE FLEXIBLE 

AND FIT IN WITH 

INDIVIDUALS’ WORK OR 

PERSONAL 

COMMITMENTS
AN OPPORTUNITY 

FOR MORE CREATIVE, 

KNOWLEDGE-DRIVEN TASKS 

UPSKILLING

Figure 2. Key Elements of Upskilling (Barnes et al., 2016; Vallor, 2015).

Employers, institutions, and governments can support lifelong learning and 
upskilling by providing professional development opportunities for employees. 
Investing in professional development of the individual can increase employee 
retention, which can also be cost-effective. When professionals are allowed to 
attend professional development courses as part of wider lifelong learning aims, 
the organization (along with the individual) gains skills specific to what is needed 
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 to grow the organization and meet goals (Herman, 2016). For people who are 
employed, upskilling can take the form of professional development, such as 
on-the-job training to improve existing skills or formal classes/certifications to 
demonstrate expertise and advanced knowledge. The benefits of workforce 
development and continuing education are that these allow employees to upskill 
by gaining tangible skills and knowledge to keep them competitive in the 
constantly changing job market and economy. 

Falls in crude oil prices and the spread of coronavirus (COVID-19) in 2020 
have left many organizations with few resources. Despite monetary and time 
costs, however, there are clear benefits to allowing employees to continue their 
education through lifelong learning programs, including increased performance, 
productivity, and morale. All of these are beneficial to the organization (Hashim 
& Ahmad, 2013). There is no doubt that the COVID-19 pandemic has had an 
impact on lifelong learning and upskilling practices that has been both positive 
and negative. Countries where citizens, particularly more vulnerable groups, 
may not have had access to technology, reliable internet, etc. are now even more 
disadvantaged, as they have been unable to access online learning. This poses 
serious challenges for Technical and Vocational Education and Training (TVET) 
implementation, for example, particularly in hospitality, healthcare, etc., where 
adult learners have been unable to access the face-to-face training and skills 
development opportunities they would normally have had access to. At the same 
time, the COVID-19 pandemic has provided new opportunities, including 
opportunities to inspire global solidarity and encourage a deep reflection on the 
status of lifelong learning (Elfert, 2020).

How governments can support lifelong learning and 
upskilling

Governments are responsible for developing the systems and principles 
required to inform decision-making and the delivery of desired outcomes in 
lifelong learning systems. In other words, governments develop policies at the 
highest level that support the governance and coordination of countrywide 
programs. One key element of such policy action is the development of a national 
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qualifications framework (Tau & Modesto, 2017) that acknowledges both formal 
and nonformal education. The importance of comprehensive educational 
policies that include support for school-based learning and adult learning was 
illustrated by country responses to the Jomtien Declaration of 1990 (Haddad et 
al., 1990). As countries reformed their education sectors, a lack of joined-up 
policy led to the creation of new forms of insecurity for the most vulnerable 
groups of learners (Singh, 2002). Although adult education is a principal 
component of lifelong learning, governments also have an essential role in the 
upskilling of young adults and students. Being unable to find or retain 
employment when young (a likely scenario if you are unable to contribute 
effectively in the workplace) leads to lasting negative impacts for individuals, 
such as long-term unemployment and a higher risk of mental health issues 
(Strandh et al., 2014).ii

As part of their commitment to Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 4 
(Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning 
opportunities for all), governments in some Arab states are tackling issues such 
as literacy and numeracy provision in schools. In Jordan, for example, the positive 
outcomes of a recent early literacy pilot study led to the implementation of a 
national literacy remediation program across all public schools (Gove et al., 
2017). Gove et al. (2017) see this project as integral to providing a better‐quality 
education to marginalized populations, which is required for the country to meet 
UNESCO’s SDGs. In Oman, the government has recognized the importance of 
English language education in order to meet SGD 4 and actively participate in the 
global knowledge economy (Al-Jardani, 2017). English is the medium of 
instruction for all science majors in public higher education institutions, while in 
schools, students receive three to four hours of English instruction per week.

Governments across the world have varying approaches to addressing the 
needs of lifelong learners and working toward the SDGs. The UAE is an example 
of a GCC country that is committed to the UN’s 2030 Agenda and to achieving 
SDG 4. Lifelong learning opportunities now play a key role in the Ministry of 
Education’s Strategic Plan 2017–2020 (United Arab Emirates Ministry of 
Education [UAE MoE], n.d.). Goal 4 of the strategic plan requires the promotion 
of lifelong learning opportunities for all, through which “the ministry aims at 
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instilling a culture of learning and acquisition of cognitive and life skills at 
different ages and levels through compulsory education.” There is also mention 
of “future skills,” referring to 21st-century-skills that promote a culture of 
innovation. However, the focus is on formal schooling, with little mention of adult 
upskilling programs (UAE MoE, 2019) such as instructor-led sessions and 
self-paced training (Telecommunications Regulatory Authority [TRA], 2020). 
United Arab Emirates University established its Continuing Education Center in 
1998 in order to better serve the educational needs of industry, individuals, and 
institutions through courses ranging from social to scientific fields. All of these 
elements provide pathways for UAE nationals to contribute to the broader goal 
of establishing a predominantly knowledge-based economy through formal 
education pathways.

In some countries, the lifelong learning emphasis (rightly) begins with early 
childhood (EC). In Jordan, for example, the government has emphasized 
increasing enrollment rates in kindergartens, improving the quality of teaching 
and learning, and upskilling early childhood teachers. Literature produced by the 
MoE in Jordan emphasizes both formal and informal learning and stresses the 
need to empower students to “identify their learning paths according to their 
abilities and preferences while also ensuring opportunities for non-formal 
education” (Ministry of Education [MoE], 2018, p. iii). The country also aspires, in 
its plans laid out for 2018–2022, to provide of a number of nonformal education 
opportunities, such as programs for literacy and adult learning, to students who 
dropped out of formal educational systems, and to provide home learning and 
various types of catch-up programs.

Challenges involved in lifelong learning and upskilling

When it comes to expanding and improving the quality of lifelong learning and 
upskilling opportunities, governments and NGOs face a number of key 
challenges at the planning, gaining stakeholder buy-in, and implementation 
stages. These include the challenges of bridging the digital divide, whereby 
individuals in urban areas and wealthier countries have greater access to digital 
learning than their rural counterparts or citizens of poorer countries who lack 
technological infrastructure, leading to inequities in access.
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Other potential challenges to upskilling include funding support, which may 
not be available to individuals; family responsibilities such as childcare, which 
incur additional costs; or transport for those living in non-urban areas to 
nonvirtual training (Bimrose et al., 2016). A further barrier discussed in the 
literature is individuals’ lack of willingness to upskill, although according to 
Kovacs-Ondrejkovic et al. (2019, p. 3), if “people feel that their livelihoods are 
affected by global megatrends,” they are more willing to spend time learning the 
skills needed to either remain relevant in their employment or develop skills 
needed to be eligible for a new role. In addition to these, one of the key 
challenges facing the MENA region, particularly since the region’s population is 
mostly young, is to embrace and ingrain a culture of lifelong learning and provide 
the associated infrastructure to allow this culture to be transformed into 
practice (WEF, 2017). In order to have pools of talent in the region that are highly 
resilient to labor market forces and variations, “more learning needs to take 
place in the workplace, in collaboration with governments, schools, universities 
and non-formal education providers” (WEF, 2017, p. 10). Similarly, part of this 
attitudinal shift toward upskilling and lifelong learning is improving workers’ 
self-efficacy. 

Recommendations

We now present several recommendations for the optimization of upskilling 
approaches. These have been separated into macro- and micro-considerations, 
both of which are important but are likely to have different personnel 
responsible for and involved in them.

Macro-considerations

1) Develop clear and implementable policies related to lifelong learning and 
upskilling: Governments and NGOs must move beyond apprenticeships and 
retraining schemes. They must “think outside the box” in terms of policy 
development for lifelong learning and upskilling. The language of policies must 
be clear and consistent and accessible to all concerned. Clear steps should be 
taken to develop a lifelong learning strategy that links to government policy 
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and demonstrates full support for upskilling initiatives. These policy 
developments require a firm commitment on the part of all personnel involved 
in their implementation. These country-level personnel are charged with the 
implementation of the policies and as such must be able to interpret them 
justly and appropriately.

2) Create formal plans and frameworks, with legal jurisdiction, for lifelong learning 
and upskilling: A suggested framework could be institutional and include 
general, vocational, adult, and higher education (Rasmussen, 2014). These 
should be cross-sector: policymakers “establish their own operational 
definition of LLL, linked to internationally recognized definitions, in alignment 
with their national context” (RCEP, 2019, p. 12). It is important that these 
policies are closely integrated with governmental systems, particularly 
educational systems but other sectors too, since lifelong learning will be most 
effectively implemented with a sector-wide, holistic approach to policy 
development. This can be furthered by the promotion of policy dialogues 
between sectors in order to identify common challenges and create solutions 
for these.

3) Empower future generations through including youth in working groups and 
high-level discussions : Key to discussions on and policy development of lifelong 
learning and upskilling is a focus on providing opportunities for young people 
and fresh graduates to gain the skills and knowledge required to access 
employment in the digital age. This inventory should carefully take market 
demands into consideration as well as skill gaps within those labor markets. In 
order to ensure that future generations are included, representatives from 
youth and graduate demographic groups should be surveyed in order to gain a 
deeper understanding of their priorities and concerns. They should also be 
represented in focus groups in relevant discussion and debating forums, so 
that they may contribute to the development of ideas topical to their peers.

4) Ensure inclusion of those most at risk of “being left behind.” Vulnerable groups 
must be included in policy directives and be able to access lifelong learning. 
These demographics include the elderly, particularly those who may have 
retired or who may not be comfortable with working within a digital world, 
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and those who have been unemployed and whose skills have become 
outdated.

Micro-considerations

1) Empower employees through a cultural shift: Employers and institutions need 
to facilitate a cultural shift toward viewing lifelong learning as being an 
expectation, commonplace, and an essential component of an employer’s 
workforce planning. Integral to this cultural shift is the promotion of intrinsic 
motivation, since this is key to motivation and participation, and the ability to 
choose learning paths that most appeal to individuals in terms of style, 
content, and relevancy to lifelong learning plans. This includes a variety of 
flexible learning pathways.

2) Improve awareness and accessibility of training and development opportunities 
for both employed and unemployed individuals: Beyond simply creating training 
opportunities, educational institutions and employers need to make visible 
efforts to engage employees (or unemployed individuals) in learning, 
providing support where necessary. Part of this could occur by instilling a 
culture of lifelong learning among citizens and employees through exposure 
to various learning experiences and opportunities and through raising 
expectations. This includes clearly laying out expectations of employees in 
terms of what development opportunities employers should offer them.

Conclusion

This moment in the 21st century, with the current global pandemic crisis, 
could be considered the time for a poignant reflection on where we 
stand—globally, regionally, nationally, and organizationally—in terms of support 
for and progress on lifelong learning and upskilling initiatives. The need for 
effective communication across and between NGOs and governmental 
organizations is clear, as this will enable them complement and mutually benefit 
from the support they can offer each other. Lifelong learners’ need for 
technological skills must be addressed so that citizens can develop and 
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contribute to their societies and economies in a sustainable way. However, it is 
also clear that inclusive approaches are needed in order to make sure that 
everyone, including vulnerable groups, has the ability to access educational 
initiatives in a way that engages and motivates them as learners. Governments 
can maximize the development of citizens’ skills in line with the SDGs by 
engaging with relevant institutions and ministries (Skills Working Group Paper, 
2020).
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