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Why do people engage in lifelong learning? 

By Cecilia Bjursell 

 

To live is to learn. Life demands learning. And learning is lifelong. 

When the concept of ‘lifelong learning’ was first introduced about 50 years ago, education was 

primarily concerned with child education and, consequently, education was focused on what 

took place in the school classroom. A close examination of the concept of ‘lifelong learning’ 

brings our attention to the following facts: (i) learning takes place continually, throughout a 

person’s life; and (ii) learning occurs in every context where the person may find themselves, 

not just in a classroom.  

In academic research, lifelong learning is a multidisciplinary field where researchers focus on 

issues related to adult education and citizenship. In today’s political discourse, lifelong learning 

has re-emerged as an urgent policy issue. This is the case because employers can’t find the 

competence they need, so they want to know how they can make learning accessible and 

attractive. But even when education is made accessible, some people may decline to take up 

what is offered to them. However, some people do take up the offer of further education, which 

leads us to enquire: What makes people interested in education and learning? Why do people 

engage in lifelong learning?  

Together with my colleagues, I have studied learning that occurs later in a person’s life for 

many years now. With respect to individual people, I have been fascinated by how their desire 

to participate in education and learning seems to differ with age. A young person’s participation 

in education is mandatory, and you often hear them complain about going to school. In an 

adult’s working life, participation in learning and education is often voluntary but is expected 

from employers. One obstacle for adults in their working lives is that they do not find time for 

education and learning. There are so many other things to do each day. But when a person 

retires, that person is usually not subject to external forces to engage in education and learning. 

However, we see that a significant number of older adults do participate in learning activities, 

for example, in study circles or different kinds of courses. When we ask them why they want 

to continue with their learning, older adults emphasise the joy and excitement that they feel and 

their desire to continue growing.  

There seems to be an odd set of behaviours connected to learning in our society: when we are 

forced to learn (or at least legally obliged to learn), then we don’t want to. But when no external 

forces are pushing us to learn, then we are eager to learn. What causes these contrary attitudes? 

During our research interviews with older adults who engage in educational activities, we ask 

them why they participate in educational activities. They say that they want to increase their 
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knowledge and they want to be part of a social community. These motives have been repeated 

in several studies around the globe. However accurate these studies may be, I claim that there 

remains more to discover why people engage in lifelong learning. 

In the 1960s, Howard McClusky presented a ‘Theory of Margin’. The fundamental premise of 

this theory is that if a person has ‘margin’, then they are in a position to deal with life’s inner- 

and outer demands. Skills are one thing that can provide ‘margin’. McClusky also referred to 

educational needs. The theory addresses the dynamics of participation and program 

development and consider how older people create space to achieve and maintain their well-

being. The theory has been subject to criticism because of its top-down perspective, but I think 

that these limitations should be seen in the light of the fact that the theory was developed in the 

mid-20th-century under the attitudes and working methods that prevailed at that time. However, 

we note that Howard McClusky did advocate for the notion of ‘limitless human potential 

throughout a person’s life’. 

Returning to the lifelong perspective, McClusky’s ‘Theory of Margin’ addresses various age-

related needs, with a focus on later life learning. Five distinct categories of need are identified, 

and since we require theories that enable us to perform in-depth analyses of our empirical 

material, we will discuss these needs in some detail in a moment. I will do this because I have 

seen how this reveals new dimensions in the empirical material that I have collected thus far. 

Thus, they deserve continuous exploration with regard to the question: Why do people engage 

in lifelong learning? 

The five educational needs are: 

• Coping Needs 

• Expressive Needs 

• Contributive Needs 

• Influence Needs 

• Transcendence Needs 

Coping Needs means that you participate in an educational program to master the skills that are 

needed to deal with the life changes that you are confronted with. Contrary to the image of later 

life as a period of calm repose (even stagnation), it is often the case that people go through 

disruptive life changes as they age. For example, the death of a spouse can introduce a dramatic 

change to a person’s life. To cope with the new life situation, they may have to learn new 

practical skills (to do the work that the other person used to take care of), but coping needs also 

refers to emotional coping and finding a new identity in life. 

Expressive Needs entails that you may feel compelled to engage in activities that are carried out 

for their own sake. Such activities give the person the opportunity to express themselves. A few 

years ago, we performed a study of a course called “Graffiti for Seniors”. We concluded that 
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the participants wanted to express themselves through Art. Thus, we observed that the 

participant’s expressive need was satisfied by this specific course. 

Contributive Needs are associated with an altruistic desire to help others deal with problems or 

to assist others in achieving their development tasks. When we examine studies of 

intergenerational learning, we note that contributive needs are an important motive why people 

engage in inter-generational activities. Grandparents who help with childcare or other domestic 

tasks contribute to the family’s development, but the work that grandparents do can also 

contribute to situations beyond the confines of the family unit. 

Influence Needs involve a desire to contribute to overall social issues; behaviour that requires 

political skill and wisdom. In our research into the behaviour of older adults, we have come 

across some who want to contribute to society, but we have also seen that many of our senior 

citizens want to take an educational course and meet other people for discussions in order to 

keep up with the changes that continuously take place in society. For these individuals, learning 

and education constitute a way for them to maintain the ability to remain updated and competent 

citizens. 

The last category, Transcendence Needs, refers to a person’s need to gain a deeper 

understanding of the ‘meaning of life’ and to create one’s ‘life-narrative’, a story of what one’s 

life has been like. The concept of ‘transcendence’ is explored in more detail in the ‘Theory of 

Gerotranscendence’. Gerotranscendence refers to a state of development that contributes to 

positive experiences of ageing. In this process, the individual may re-define the Self and 

relationships to others and move on to develop a new understanding of fundamental, existential 

questions.  

The five needs that I present here can, either separately or in combination with each other, be 

used to explain how participation in lifelong learning makes a positive contribution to an 

individual’s life. Whilst the theory is focused on learning that takes place later on in life, it is 

based on the idea that learning continues throughout a person’s life. Given this premise, we are 

justified in applying the theory to adult learning in general. For example, one might fruitfully 

explore why people participate in lifelong learning, and lifelong learning theories inform us that 

learning has to start with the individual. Instead of providing a perfectly structured educational 

course, one should closely examine the individual's motivation (or lack thereof) if one wishes 

to understand lifelong learning. 

As an illustration, I will refer to my own life-narrative to discuss the needs presented in 

McClusky’s theory. Before I continue, please note that this example is situated in the Swedish 

context, where we have an education system that is free and open for all, including adults who 

need or want to enrol in continued education. 

I grew up on a farm up in the north of Sweden. At the time, I did not entertain the idea of 

enrolling at university. Of course, my aspirations may have been different had I been brought 

up in Lund or Uppsala. We know that geographical proximity to a higher education institution 
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is a determining factor with regard to who enters higher education or not. However, research 

also tells us there is a strong link between the parents’ level of educational attainment and the 

educational pathway that their children take. In Lund and Uppsala, you will find far more people 

with academic degrees than in the countryside in the north of Sweden. My parents did not hold 

academic degrees, but they had undergone professional education. 

According to Statistics Sweden, the proportion of the population who obtain a post-secondary 

education is highest for individuals with highly-educated parents. About 80% of the population 

whose parents are highly-educated have attained a post-secondary education themselves, 

compared to only 25% if no parent has an upper-secondary education. In other words, if your 

parents have a higher education degree, then you are more likely to obtain a degree too. 

So how did it come about that not only did I enrol at a higher education institution to read for a 

degree, but I also continued with my academic pursuits to become a professor? Well, remember 

that lifelong learning entails recognising that learning takes place in all areas of life, not only 

at school.  

Growing up on a farm provides you with an environment where you learn how to solve 

problems. When working with animals, you can never really know what will happen, but you 

know that things will happen! Watching my parents continuously solve problems taught me 

problem-solving skills; something that has been an asset outside the context of the farm. 

Problem-solving skills address Coping Needs. When I entered the university as a young student, 

I realised that learning how to manage in the world of academia and its language would be an 

essential skill. Working with research and the subject of ‘everyday learning’ as a professor still 

demands that I cope by acquiring new skills and knowledge. I thus claim that Coping Needs 

should not only be met as a young student but they are still relevant as a (somewhat older) 

professor. 

In addition to running the farming business, my father was an arts and crafts man, in that he 

worked with pictures and text in various artistic forms. His speciality was calligraphy, and he 

was often asked by people to write cards for special occasions. I have inherited his interest in 

Art, and I feel that I have a need to express myself in word and image. Of course, there is space 

for, and I would say a need for, creativity during the research process. In the context of doing 

research, we may speak of a more abstract creativity in terms of theorising. But we also work 

with text and image in our publications. This is an essential part of being a researcher. Research 

thus also constitutes a context where Expressive Needs are met. 

The desire to assist others in achieving their development tasks, Contributive Needs, are 

satisfied through teaching and collaboration with colleagues. As a child, I had a mother who 

knew everything, like mothers usually do. But one day, when I was about ten years old, I heard 

a word on the radio that I didn’t understand. I asked my mother what it meant. To both her and 

my surprise, she didn’t know the meaning of the word. For a moment, she hesitated, and then 

she said:  
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- I don’t know, but I’m going to look it up.  

She went to the dictionary (it was one of the few books in our house), looked it up, and explained 

the word’s meaning to me. And is this not just what we do in our teaching and research? We 

accept that we don’t know certain things, and so we look them up. We learn more about these 

previously unknown things and then we share them with others. Our work in academia is 

designed to contribute to the growth of other people, just as my mother contributed to my own 

personal growth.  

A similar case can be argued for our Influence Needs; needs that focus on the contribution to 

general social issues. To be honest, I realise that this need cannot be reasonably considered a 

driving force that every professor in academia subscribes to. Some people might prefer to stay 

isolated from society in their so-called ‘ivory tower’. Nevertheless, in increasing numbers, 

academics are finding ways to collaborate with and contribute to society. In my case, I have 

found it natural to work with different actors in society throughout my academic career. My 

purpose for doing so is not only to contribute to society, but also to learn from other sectors 

because there is a great deal of knowledge out there. 

I have so far argued that the first four needs of McClusky’s theory, namely Coping Needs, 

Expressive Needs, Contributive Needs, and Influence Needs, correspond to the needs that can 

be met in the work of a professor. But what about the last need, Transcendence Needs?  

‘Theorising’ (an essential academic pursuit) has a dimension of transcendence, in the sense that 

the construction of a theory is evidence that you strive for a deeper understanding of the 

meaning of the phenomenon under investigation. Transcendence Needs also include reference 

to personal development and the need to create an overview of one’s life. I feel these needs 

growing inside me as I age. While the other four needs are present in various forms early on in 

life, I view Transcendence Needs as most relevant for later life learning. In a forthcoming book 

about older adults’ learning, we explore existential questions, thus giving us further insight into 

the role that Transcendence Needs play in this context. 

McClusky’s theory provides us with a framework in which we can garner insight into 

motivation at an individual level. However, we must remember that motivation does not only 

concern the individual, as theories on lifelong learning remind us. The environment surrounding 

the individual is also crucial. Therefore:  

• I recognise that I have been brought up in a society that provides an education system 

that made it possible for me to enter into the domain of higher education.   

• I recognise that my work colleagues at the School of Education and Communication 

create a work place that is inspiring and open for development.  

• And last but not least, I recognise that my parents provided me with the necessary 

abilities and self-esteem so that I could comfortably conquer unknown territories.  
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To fully understand why people engage in lifelong learning entails that we closely analyse both 

the individual level and the context surrounding the individual. Learning cannot be reduced to 

a mere mechanistic activity; instead, it can be likened to caring for flowers that grow in the 

garden. These flowers will grow differently depending on where the seed came from, but they 

will also grow differently depending on the climate and the soil in the garden. You may have 

heard the following quote attributed to Alexander Den Heijer: 

“When a flower doesn’t bloom, you fix the environment in which it grows, not the flower.”  

The same idea applies to lifelong learning. 

I want to end this talk with a heart-felt ‘thank-you’ to the people who make up my close 

professional environment, in particular the Encell group, but also my close personal 

environment; my family and friends, my husband Peter, and our daughters Olivia and Isabel. 

You have enabled me to prosper, grow, and, I daresay, bloom. 

Thank you! 


