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Introduction  

 

 

Lifelong learning and social cohesion are two buzz words nowadays. As Norman 

Longworth underlines in Lifelong learning in action, the overused words tend to mean 

different things for different people: “any phrase which has become so overused is 

inevitably accused of being amorphous, vague, meaningless, intangible, motherhood, 

apple pie – all things to all people.”1 From all the possible meanings of these two words, 

this paper will focus on lifelong learning and social cohesion at the EU policy discourse.  

The EU is expanding its borders and, in this context, lifelong learning and social 

cohesion have become two key issues on the European agenda. From the initial six 

countries, all capitalist societies, the European Union (EU) increased in size step by step 

reaching today 27 countries with different histories and different social, economic and 

political realities. Moreover, the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, Croatia and 

Turkey are also candidates for future membership which will take the EU even further from 

its initial nucleus – from a cultural, geographical and economic point of view. In this 

situation, the EU sets economic competitiveness, challenged by the new created European 

market and social cohesion as its two essential objectives. In addition, the EU lifelong 

learning policy is meant to support these two major objectives.   

This paper is structured in four main sections. The first section is dedicated to a 

brief review of the literature where a few authors are brought into discussion to illustrate 

the diversity of meanings for the two concepts. This literature review is relevant for 

showing how wide is the pool of meanings for the two concepts and serves as a 

framework for the EU policy discussion.  

Then, in the end of the first section I briefly formulate the argument of this paper. 

More specifically, I will argue that in the EU‟s official policy documents on lifelong learning, 

released in the period 1993-2008, the link between lifelong learning and social cohesion is 

mostly created on economic basis.  

                                                             
1 Longworth, N. (2003). Lifelong learning in action. London: Kogan Page Limited. Introduction. 
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The third section is dedicated to the policy document analysis that supports the 

argument, by showing what is the meaning of the concepts in the EU policy and how do 

they link together. In analyzing the policy documents, I chose the chronological approach 

as it was the most adequate in identifying any meaning shifts in time.  

The conclusions confirm the argument and the paper ends with a few observations 

about the assessment and further perspectives in developing this topic. 
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Lifelong learning and social cohesion as concepts 
 

In 1970‟s, when UNESCO introduced lifelong learning in its educational initiatives, 

Bogdan Suchodolski observed that lifelong learning was not a new concept and its roots 

were found in the cultures of ancient China, India, Greece or early Christian culture, in 

humanism or neo-humanism.2 The origins of lifelong learning can be traced back long time 

before it had been included into the policy documents. Moreover, the relationship between 

lifelong learning and social cohesion had already had a long history when these two 

concepts were taken over by the EU and adapted to the policy level. 

   The aim of this section is to illustrate the diversity of meanings and explore the 

depth of the two concepts through literature review. Thus, the findings of this section will 

represent a reference point for approaching, in the next section, the meaning that the 

concepts are given at the EU policy level. 

Lifelong learning lends itself to many interpretations and often it is defined to best 

serve the field where the concept was created. Peter Jarvis, expert in lifelong learning, 

adult and continuing education, defines lifelong learning at the individual level:  

 

“The combination of processes throughout a lifetime whereby the whole person – 
body (genetic, physical and biological) and mind (knowledge, skills, attitude, 
values, emotions, beliefs and senses) - experiences social situations, the 
perceived content of which is then transformed cognitively, emotively or 
practically (and through any combination) and integrated into the individual 
person‟s biography resulting in a continually changing (or more experienced) 
person.”3  
  

 
Thus, lifelong learning is described as an individual act, taking place throughout 

the entire lifespan where the whole person, body and mind, participates in developing 

his/her human potential. Moreover, according to the author‟s definition, human potential is 

addressed in three major dimensions: cognitive (knowledge), emotional (emotions, senses, 

beliefs, values) and practical (skills). Approaching the person as a whole, learning 

outcomes refers equally to learning for knowing – knowledge, learning for doing - skills, 

learning for being - emotions, senses or learning for living together - attitude, values, and 

beliefs. According to Jarvis, learning springs up when the individual experiences social 

                                                             
2 Wain, K. Lifelong learning and philosophy.  in Jarvis, P. (2009).The Routledge International Handbook of 
Lifelong Learning. London: Routledge. 390 - 400 
3 Jarvis, P. (2007). Globalisation, lifelong learning and the learning society. Sociological perspectives, London: 
Routelage.  
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situations, so learning can arise in a formal education system, informal (organizations and 

groupings in civil society) or non-formal environment (family, social movements, in 

everyday life). In addition, lifelong learning is an aim in itself, not an instrument - as Jarvis 

underlines in Lifelong Learning: A social ambiguity lifelong learning as a human act is 

“neither incidental to living, nor instrumental in itself – it is an intrinsic part of the living.”4 

In Jarvis‟s definition, the person is the core of the learning process because it is 

him/her who experiences social situations and who transforms continually into a more 

experienced person. From this particular point of view, Norman Longworth, Advisory 

Professor of Lifelong Learning shares a similar perspective: the learner holds the 

ownership of his/her learning.    

In Lifelong learning in action, Longworth suggests to start the understanding of 

lifelong learning concept from the words themselves because “lifelong learning is what it 

says it is”5: it is lifelong and also learning. By “lifelong” the author understands that it 

addresses the individual from “cradle to grave”: “it is not simply relevant to the adult part 

of our lives, and not only related to continuous professional development of the acquisition 

of skills and competencies for the workplace.”6 Longworth sees “learning” as a concept 

covering the following features: first, it focus on the demands and the needs of the learner 

which means he/she has to be given the learning tools and equipments and then each 

individual will adapt them to his/her learning styles and needs; second, it is beyond 

education, training or teaching because learning has a wider scope – “It has a social, 

economic, political, personal, cultural and, of course, educational meaning in its widest 

sense.”7 Third, the ownership of learning is in the learner‟s hands which entails that 

teaching is moved from “the concept of sage on the stage to the idea of guide at the side” 

and “it means using the tools and techniques which hopefully switch people back into the 

learning habit.” Moreover, lifelong learning is for all and on the long run should exclude no 

one. 

Although both definitions approach lifelong learning as an individual act that takes 

place throughout the entire life and has different outcomes (professional, personal, social 

development etc), the main difference between the definitions is that Jarvis refers to 

learning from every day life, therefore he includes informal learning into the concept of 

                                                             
4 Jarvis, P. (2009).The Routledge International Handbook of Lifelong Learning. London: Routledge. 
5 Longworth, N. op cit. 11 
6 Idem 
7 Ibidem. 12 
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lifelong learning while Longworth talks about formal and non-formal learning only (by 

referring to the teacher‟s role, learning tools and equipments for example).   

For Hans G. Schuetze, whose areas of expertise are legal and economic issues in 

education, lifelong learning includes only formal and non-formal learning, just as in 

Longworth‟s perspective. But for Schuetze, the distinction between the two types of 

learning activities is relevant because it indicates who are the funders of learning, what are 

the financial instruments for supporting learning. For example, if it is workplace based 

education and training then the funder is the employer and/or other parafiscal funds.     

Beyond the funding interest of his definition, his perspective on lifelong learning 

shares some similarities with Jarvis‟s definition, but it does not mention anything about the 

human dimensions that are addressed or the outcome of learning. In his view, lifelong 

learning has three main features: first, people are encouraged to continue learning 

throughout their lives, not just in formal ways; second, learning happens in a variety of 

forms and in many different settings, many of them outside the formal education system; 

third, the lack of a prescribed curricula or programs that apply to all the individuals within 

a specific age group and the responsibility of the individual of taking the initiative in 

choosing from a variety of options8. In conclusion, the first two characteristics are common 

with Jarvis‟s definition as for the third, it points to the direction of the individual 

responsibility in choosing the purpose and in finding ways in financing his/her learning.  

  If for lifelong learning, there are some specific elements shared by the definitions 

mentioned above, for social cohesion, apparently, there is less likely to find a nucleus, a 

common interpretation that crosses the definitions.  

The sociologist David Lockwood considers social cohesion as one of the two levels 

of social integration. The first level has been termed as civic integration: “increases in 

indices of civic corruption (follows from indicators as bribery, corruption, fraud in elections 

and public administration, in contractual, police and judiciary etc) which threaten the 

integrity of the core institutional order at the macro-societal level.9” The second level of 

social integration refers to: 

 

“Decreases in social cohesion, at the „communal‟ level, which would be evidenced 
on the one hand by a weakening of kinship and other primary networks, a decline 

                                                             
8 Schuetze, H.G. Financing lifelong learning, in Jarvis, P. (2009).The Routledge International Handbook of Lifelong 
Learning. London: Routledge. 375-389 
9 Lockwood, D. Civic Integration and Social Cohesion  in Gough, I. & Olofsson, G.(1999) Capitalism and social 
cohesion. London: Macmillian Press LTD. 63 - 84  
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in local voluntary associations and mutual aid, and on the other, by the increase in 
various kinds of deviant behavior, ranging from general public incivility and urban 

riots.10”  
 
In this case, civic integration addresses the macro-societal level, the institutional 

level, while social cohesion corresponds to integration at the local, communal level. Social 

cohesion in Lockwood‟s point of view refers to the absence of a civic community and the 

presence of un-civic community where conflicts under the heading of “urban riots”, 

traditional crimes (theft, burglary, violence against person), disorder, the fall of voluntary 

association membership are the main indicators of the social dissolution. However, as the 

author underlines, social cohesion may as well go beyond these indicators and consider 

also: the strength or weakness of primary social relationships (kin, friends and neighbours) 

and a general altruism that is “the trust in and willingness to help, those beyond these 

primary networks.” Briefly, social cohesion in Lockwood‟s theory rather refers to a state of 

harmony where social relationships function, at the primary level and beyond.         

As opposed to Lockwood‟s definition, for Judith Maxwell, social cohesion is 

explicitly grounded on a system of values:  

 

“social cohesion involves building shared values and communities of interpretation, 
reducing disparities in wealth and income and generally enabling people to have a 
sense that they are engaged in a common enterprise, facing shared challenges 
and that they are members of the same community.”11  
  

 For Jane Jensen, social cohesion does not involve the existence of a system of 

values as in the above definition, but it relies on civic participation and the common desire 

to live together within the community.  

   

 “The term social cohesion is used to describe a process more than a condition or 
end state, while it is seen as involving a sense of commitment, and a desire or 
capacity to live together in harmony.12”  
 

Despite the diversity of meanings, social cohesion, as it follows the discussed 

definitions, is created around a principle, a value shared by all the members of the 

                                                             
10 Idem 
11 Maxwell, J. (1996) Social Dimensions of Economic Growth quoted in Green, A., Preston, J. & Janmaat, G.J. 
(2006). Education, Equality and social cohesion. A comparative analysis, New York: Palgrave Macmillan. 
12 Jensen, J. (1998). Mapping social cohesion. The State of Canadian Research. quoted in Green, A., Preston, J. & 
Janmaat, G.J. (2006). op.cit. 
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community: it may be the desire to live in a network of relationships (Lockwood), shared 

values for the engagement in a common enterprise (Maxwell), civic participation or the 

desire to live together (Jensen). Whatever the core value is, it should be relevant and 

common for the entire community, in order to have the strength to keep together all its 

members. 

Therefore, on the basis of the discussed definitions, what lifelong learning and 

social cohesion have in common is a cultural content, referring to a system of values: 

learning takes place in social situations and values are one of the outcomes of the 

individual learning process, as Jarvis‟s definition reflects; these values that the individual 

assimilates through learning are the nucleus, the “social glue” for social cohesion. So, both 

concepts embed in their meaning a cultural dimension.       

In conclusion, although the definitions for lifelong learning and social cohesion 

may be diverse, the relationship between them articulates on their common content: the 

cultural dimension. Lifelong learning is an important pillar for creating social cohesion as it 

disseminates the values system required by the existence of a harmonious community. The 

findings of this section will further serve as a broader perspective, as a “meanings map” 

for approaching the two concepts at EU policy level.  

 Nevertheless, as it will be argued in the next section of this paper, in the EU‟s 

official policy documents on lifelong learning, released in the period 1993-2008, the link 

between the lifelong learning and social cohesion is defined largely in economic terms. The 

literature review of this first section briefly shows, by using some examples, the diversity 

of meanings of the two concepts. Next, the paper will analyze and discuss the meaning 

that the concepts were given at the EU policy level and then the relation between them.      

 
 

Lifelong learning and social cohesion in the EU policy 
 
 

In this section, I will refer to some of the EU key documents that define European 

policy on lifelong learning in the interval 1993 – 2008, starting with the White paper on 

Growth, Competitiveness and Employment (1993) and ending up with New skills for new 

jobs (2008). The aim of this document based inquiry is to show that the link between 

social cohesion and lifelong learning is built on economic basis. This argument implies that: 

first, at the EU policy level, the meaning of the two includes a more economic oriented 

content; second, the link between the two concepts is grounded on the economic content. 
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In December 1993, in the European Commission‟s White paper on Growth, 

Competitiveness and Employment, education and training are seen as a pillar of the 

national employment system that must be mobilized to improve the functioning of the 

labour market.  

First, in the EU policy discourse, lifelong learning is a strategic tool in the service of 

EU‟s competitiveness, employment and social inclusion. So, the concept is approached 

from an institutional perspective. The document mentions that education and training is 

essentially related to individual development. However, this task has to take a back seat 

nowadays due to “the present difficulties and profound changes which are currently 

undergoing EU”13. The document suggests the existence of a crisis situation when lifelong 

learning is called to give up for the moment to its basic task, individual development, and 

focus on “immediate problems”. In certain limits and in combination with measures in 

other areas, education and training are expected “to solve the problems of the 

competitiveness of business, the employment crisis and the tragedy of social exclusion and 

marginality – in other words, they are expected to help society to overcome its present 

difficulties.14”  

Second, learning has an aim in the EU policy level. It is not about achieving the 

highest human potential within society, but is the only way the individual can respond to 

the new labour market demands: increase individual productivity, increase individual 

employability, and keep the pace with the new technology. So, in the EU discourse, 

lifelong learning is not an aim in itself but an instrument subordinated to economic 

objectives.     

Third, lifelong learning addresses only the individual dimensions that are relevant 

for his/her employability and consequently for a competitive labour market: knowledge 

(linguistic, scientific, practical knowledge), skills (technological and social nature). 

Moreover, the inclusion of the “know-how” term in the document reflects the highly 

practical orientation of learning. In this official document, learning does not refer to any 

dimension (attitude, values, emotions, beliefs, senses) that could be related to individual 

development purposes or for supporting the individual to integrate in the community. 

Based on these three points, lifelong learning concept in Growth, Competitiveness 

and Employment has an overwhelming economic content. Education and training system 

                                                             
13 European Commission. (1993). White paper on Growth, Competitiveness and Employment. page 117, 

http://aei.pitt.edu/1139/01/growth_wp_COM_93_700_Parts_A_B.pdf, 30th November, 2010, 17.00 
14 Idem 

http://aei.pitt.edu/1139/01/growth_wp_COM_93_700_Parts_A_B.pdf
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becomes the meeting point between individual and labour market requirements: the place 

where the individual assimilates or updates his/her relevant knowledge, skills and know 

how to successfully perform in his job, increase productivity and consequently support the 

business sector‟s competitiveness. 

Social inclusion is not explicitly defined in this document. However, social exclusion 

refers the economic gap between the rich and the poor:  

 

"The Community now faces the danger of not only a dual labour market but also a 
dual society. In order to address this threat to social cohesion, Member States are 
asked firstly, to have regard to the reintegration potential of the proposals outlined 
earlier, in terms of the job creation potential of changes in labour costs, flexibility, 
taxation and incentives.”15  

 
In conclusion, social exclusion is reflected by the creation of a dual labour market 

and a dual society whereas the EU‟s aim is to bridge these dualities through paid jobs, 

flexibility and incentives. This is a discourse about “paid work” integration where the EU is 

obviously talking about cohesion built on economic basis. The early school leavers who fail 

in the education system are not prepared for working life and they are more exposed to 

unemployment. Thus, employment is the point where social cohesion and lifelong learning 

meet in this white paper. In the EU‟s discourse, education and training carry the 

responsibility to prepare the individuals for employment and employment consolidates 

social cohesion.                   

   Teaching and learning. Towards the learning society (1995), apparently goes 

beyond economic objectives regarding lifelong learning and social cohesion and starts to 

bring into the debate social and cultural principles. The discourse maintains the 

institutional perspective. However, in the Introduction, education and training are 

described as the main vehicles for self-awareness, belonging, advancement and self-

fulfillment. By including this aim in its perspective, EU extends the meaning of lifelong 

learning from a pure economic sense, to a wider sense that embeds also individual 

development. Moreover, the document approaches the “broad knowledge based” that 

refers to the specific knowledge that helps the individual to get a sense of identity, 

empowers him/her with critical sense and discernment, guides the individual in personal 

                                                             
15 European Commission. (1993). White paper on Growth, Competitiveness and Employment, 119, 

http://aei.pitt.edu/1139/01/growth_wp_COM_93_700_Parts_A_B.pdf, 30th November, 2010, 17.00 

http://aei.pitt.edu/1139/01/growth_wp_COM_93_700_Parts_A_B.pdf
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and social development. In conclusion, it seems that the institutional perspective becomes 

broader by incorporating knowledge and skills non-work related.  

 Despite all these changes that sprigged in this document after the pure economic 

perspective from Growth, Competitiveness and Employment, there are no significant 

changes in the way the two concepts are linked together. The indicators showing that the 

economic dimension and relation between the analyzed concepts were kept nearly the 

same are the following: first, “broad knowledge based” is not further discussed anywhere 

else in the document, except the Introduction and the section dedicated to “Focusing on a 

broad knowledge base16”; second, non-work related knowledge is rarely mentioned 

anywhere in the action plan - is missing from the “Directions for future” and from the four 

general objectives entailing that further actions about it is not a priority for the moment; 

the document still refers only to knowledge and skills when it talks about lifelong learning 

which are both related to the working-field.  

Moreover, the EU keeps its focus and plans validation systems only for the 

knowledge that is strictly related to employability (mathematics, informatics, languages, 

accountancy etc). Another objective, “Proficiency in three community languages” is defined 

to support “individual ability to adapt to working and living environments characterized by 

different cultures”17. More specifically, languages are meant to support international 

employability. Last but not least, the “Combat exclusion objective” defines socially 

excluded groups in reference to reducing economic gaps. Social excluded groups are 

defined as the ones who do not participate in the labour market: young people without 

qualifications, older workers, long-term unemployed, women re-entering the job market. 

In conclusion, EU brought individual development into the lifelong learning discussion, 

which it is a major step in EU policy, but, for the moment, EU has little intention to do 

anything about it as the action plan and the four objectives show. After Teaching and 

learning the economic dimension of both concepts remains striking. 

Based on the experience gained at the European and national levels, the 

Commission published in November 2000 A Memorandum on Lifelong Learning that 

defines lifelong learning as “all purposeful learning activity undertaken on an ongoing basis 

with the aim of improving knowledge, skills and competences.”18 According to this 

                                                             
16 European Commission of the European Communities. (1995). White Paper on Education and Training. Teaching 
and Learning. Towards the learning society. Brussels. 9.  
17Ibidem, 44 
18 Commission of the European Communities. (2000). A Memorandum on Lifelong Learning. Brussels. 3 



13 

 

definition, lifelong learning is only addressing purposeful learning activities. Thus, the 

formation of attitudes, beliefs and values are mostly excluded because these are not part 

of a purposeful learning, most of the time; these are not even the result of a conscious 

learning. So, again, the human individual is not targeted in his/her completeness. Again, 

the focus is kept on the learning dimensions relevant for employment: knowledge, skills 

and recently added competences. According to EU perspective, key competences are 

oriented towards personal fulfillment, social inclusion, active citizenship and employment. 

Among the eight key competences, only two of them address the cultural dimension of the 

individual: interpersonal, intercultural and social competences, and civic competence on 

one hand and cultural expression on the other.   

Social cohesion is among the objectives that must be met through education, 

under the broader objective of “dynamic economic growth.” The document announces that 

a shift has produced in the lifelong learning strategy, a shift toward more integrated 

policies that combine social and cultural objectives with the economic rationale for lifelong 

learning. “Employability is obviously a key outcome of successful learning, but social 

cohesion rests on more than having paid work. Learning opens the door to building a 

satisfying and productive life, quite apart from a person‟s employment status and 

prospects.” This is a new EU perspective over the relation between the two analyzed 

concepts, a perspective that is opened and closed in the same paragraph. There is no 

other attempt to reopen the subject somewhere else in the document or in other policy 

documents. In conclusion, another perspective beyond employability, beyond paid work is 

foreseen but it has not been implemented yet at EU policy level, there are no concrete 

actions on the agenda to support this new perspective. 

In Making a European area of lifelong learning a reality (2001), due to the criticism 

of the dominant economic orientation of the concept in Memorandum, the definition was 

extended to: “all learning activity undertaken throughout life, with the aim of improving 

knowledge, skills and competences with a personal, civic, social and/or employment-

related perspective.19” As Holford & all, state “Despite introducing this new definition, 

however, Making a European Area of Lifelong Learning a reality continued to prioritized the 

relationship between lifelong learning and employability. There was the occasional 

reference to wider lifelong learning needs: for instance, “more resources are called for in 

                                                             
19 European Commission. (2001). Making a European Area of Lifelong Learning a reality. Brussels. 
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respect of non-formal learning, especially for adult and community learning provision, but 

the main focus was clear.”20   

After the Lisbon European Council, the EU strategic goal is to make the European 

Union "the most competitive and dynamic knowledge-based economy (and society) in the 

world, capable of sustainable economic growth with more and better jobs and greater 

social cohesion.” Education and training are considered crucial in achieving these 

objectives. After the Lisbon council, the economic dimension of the concepts becomes 

stronger, this fact being indicated by the documents Investing efficiently in education and 

training: an imperative for Europe and New skills for new jobs.   

In Investing efficiently (2003) lifelong learning has totally lost its cultural 

dimension as all the objectives that have been assigned to it are economic related: growth 

(in terms of individual and social productivity), competitiveness and dynamism (attract and 

keep talents in Europe in order face United States competition, develop entrepreneurship, 

creating awareness of self-employment), knowledge-based economy and society (foster 

the advancement and dissemination of science and technology, research quality), regional 

policies (reduce disparities between more and less developed regions) and social inclusion 

and active citizenship. In this document, it is the knowledge that can create social 

cohesion because knowledge is the solution to bridge the rift between high skilled 

individuals and low-skilled individuals. However, social cohesion remains linked to 

economical prosperity which can be achieved by acquiring new skills through lifelong 

learning. 

New skills for new jobs (2008) has a straight economical aim for lifelong learning, 

just as the title suggests: lifelong learning must predict the labour market trends and 

deliver high skilled individuals accordingly. The document makes only one referral to social 

cohesion which follows the same meaning as in Investing efficiently: “low-skilled are more 

vulnerable in the labour market to prevent them for lagging behind, they need to have 

access in lifelong learning activities.”21 So, lifelong learning remains an instrument in 

creating social cohesion through employability.           

 

 

                                                             
20 Holford, J. Riddell, S. Weedon, E. Litjens, J. & Hannan G. (2008). Patterns of Lifelong Learning. Berlin: 
Transaction Publisher. 
21 Commission of the European Communities.(2008). New skills for new jobs. Anticipating and matching labour 
market and skills needs. Brussels. 3. 
http://highereducationmanagement.eu/attachments/154_1_EN_ACT_part1_v7.pdf, 2nd December, 2010, 14.00 

http://highereducationmanagement.eu/attachments/154_1_EN_ACT_part1_v7.pdf
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Conclusions 
 

In the literature review, lifelong learning and social cohesion have wide and deep 

meanings. Lifelong learning is an individual process that addresses the person as a whole, 

in all his/her dimensions: cognitive, emotional and practical. Consequently, all the learning 

outcomes, from emotions, senses, beliefs, values to skills and knowledge are equally 

relevant as they build up a complete person.  

However, in the EU policy discourse, lifelong learning is an instrument for a set of 

objectives standing outside learning. In the analyzed documents, lifelong learning is called 

to meet the following objectives: economic objectives– lifelong learning as a generator of 

the human capital responsible for providing the labour market with the qualified labour 

force it needs; social – lifelong learning as a generator of social capital that builds up social 

cohesion and citizenship; personal - as an instrument for individual fulfillment. The 

personal fulfillment function is totally missing in the policy document from 1993; it started 

to be brought into discussion in 1995 in Teaching and learning continues to be present in 

2000 in the Memorandum but it slowly disappears from the official documents after the 

Lisbon Council in the favor of lifelong learning as a generator of social and human capital. 

Anyway, personal fulfillment has the feeblest role discussed within the analyzed 

documents. 

Second, the EU discourse does not approach the person as a whole but it is 

focusing on the specific individual dimensions that sustaining EU‟s competitiveness and 

growth: knowledge and practical dimensions. Third, the relevant learning in EU discourse 

is the one that supports employability: knowledge, skills, and attitudes.  

From a document to another, the meaning of lifelong learning in the EU policy is 

just slightly changed, but without significant differences. Regardless these changes, the 

concept of social cohesion maintains unchanged its meaning and the relation with lifelong 

learning. For example, its meaning is the same in Growth, Competitiveness and 

Employment where lifelong learning is a purely economic tool as it is in the Memorandum 

where lifelong learning is addressing also the cultural side of learning through 

competences. So, the concept does not evolve in any way in the analyzed documents from 

1993 to 2008. It is true that sometimes social cohesion is about reducing the economic 

disparities between people or regions and after 2003, it starts to be about reducing the 

knowledge gap between high-skilled and low-skilled, but the two approaches converge to 

the same point: economical disparities that need to be reduced through paid work.   
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As it was indicated in the literature review, social cohesion refers to the network of 

relationship, the lack of conflicts, shared values, reducing disparities in wealth and income, 

the existence of a common enterprise or about the sense of commitment and the desire to 

live together in harmony, at a EU policy level, the focus of social cohesion is narrowed 

down to an economic content: reducing disparities in income through employment. In EU 

lifelong learning policy, under the discussed considerations, EU does not propose any value 

that could play the role of "social glue to fix the cracks in society.22" The Memorandum is 

the only attempt to affirm that social cohesion is more than just paid work, but it does not 

go further in proposing a principle, a value that could build up the European cohesion.             

 In conclusion, in the literature review, lifelong learning and social cohesion have 

diverse and deep meanings whereas at the EU policy level the concepts are narrow, 

referring to a practical, economic content meant to serve "the most competitive and 

dynamic knowledge-based economy (and society) in the world”. Therefore, in the analyzed 

discourse, both concepts have a strong economic rationality.  

And this rationality is the one that creates the linkage between the two concepts. 

There is no other possible link between them because social cohesion at the EU policy level 

has no cultural dimension, no system of values, has no other content than economic – 

disparities between people. 

The relationship between the two concepts is defined largely in economical terms, 

more specifically, related to employability: lifelong learning supports social cohesion by 

offering individuals the possibility to create or update their skills and thus, to get better 

paid jobs. So, better paid jobs become the solution in addressing social exclusion.     

 

Assessments and broader perspectives 
 

 The present paper focuses on the EU‟s policy documents referring to lifelong 

learning in approaching the relationship between lifelong learning and social cohesion. For 

a broader perspective and a deeper understanding of the linkage between the two 

concepts, the EU official documents regarding social cohesion policy could be included in 

the analysis. Does EU social cohesion policy put a different light on social cohesion 

meaning? Is there any shift in social cohesion meaning when the lifelong learning policy 

                                                             
22Words quoted by the authors from one newspaper headline Green, A., Preston, J. & Janmaat, G.J. (2006) op.cit. 
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and social cohesion policy are compared? These are only two questions that a further 

analysis could answer by including into discussion EU policy documents about social 

cohesion.  

 Due to the space limitation and considering the great number of policy documents 

that EU has released since 1990, the present paper refers to only six key documents. For a 

more detailed approach of this topic, a bigger number of documents can be included in the 

analysis. Moreover, the analysis can have a stronger focus on the quantitative referrals 

about the two concepts and their meanings.  

 This paper refers to the way the EU defines lifelong learning, social cohesion and 

the relation between the two concepts. However, it does not bring into discussion the 

consequences born from the economic relationship between the two concepts which 

represent a new topic for a future inquiry.             
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