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The issue of lifelong learning has progressively unfolded since the White Paper on teach-
ing and learning published in 1995. At the time, the issue of “adaptability” was also subject 
to lively discussion in the context of the European Social Fund (ESF). ESF is of course a 
strong policy instrument in comparison with the guidelines.  

Over the last ten years, the issue of learning from pre-primary to adult age has become 
more popular and the two instruments (Lisbon and ESF) have progressively been com-
bined. This is highlighted in this evaluation in the examples of Estonia which has been keen 
to learn from Ireland on how to use ESF support for promoting lifelong learning, and Greece 
which has recently targeted one third of its ESF allocation to lifelong learning. 

The issue of regulated professions is addressed within the competition policy, which has 
been a Community-level competency since 1957 and within the Single Market strategy 
since 1993. The European influence on national competition policies has steadily increased 
over the last few years, through a series of Commission impulses (major DG COMP reports 
in 2004 and 2005, and communications on compatibility between Community competition 
rules and the rules governing the professions), European Parliament resolutions on various 
professions (health, law, accounting, etc.), and directives on the mutual recognition of pro-
fessional qualifications and free circulation of services across Europe. Aside from the 
Directive service transposition, Member States are required to build effective and inde-
pendent national competition authorities.  

The regulatory power at Community level in this area is still uncertain, and there is no evi-
dence that its development has been connected to the Lisbon process. The soft 
coordination instrument could be used for popularising an issue which is going to be ad-
dressed through some kind of hard regulation in the future. This assumption is however 
challenged by the fact that the reforms of regulated professions are among the least suc-
cessful ones. 



 

                                                

Estonia adopted the Adult Education Act in 1993 in order to establish the right to learn throughout a per-
son's professional life, and to set the responsibilities of employers and the central and local governments in 

this respect. The issue reappeared on the political agenda in 2005 when the Estonian Strategy of Lifelong 
Learning was approved, together with a reform of the financing schemes that share training costs amongst 
employers, employees and the state. The European Social Fund has been identified has one of the key 
elements in successful implementation of the reform. 

It is clear that the political debates have been shaped by the indicator used in the coordination process (% 
of adult working-age population having been involved in some learning activity over the last four weeks). 
Estonia is still far from the EU average, from the 12.5% 2010 target, and also from its own target of 10%. 

The reform is also owing to an input from the Commission which, at an NRP preparation meeting in Tallin 

in 2005, outlined the need to increase lifelong learning. The meeting was attended by representatives of 
ministries, members of parliament, and representatives of the social partners. Among others, the Commis-
sion's comments were processed in a working group including several ministries (Social Affairs, Economy, 
and Finance), social partners and academic experts.  

Estonia participated in the Education Committee work group on the Education and Training 2010 Pro-
gramme, where it learned about the Irish practice of using Structural Funds to foster lifelong learning. 

From the early nineties to 2003, Greece progressively developed its system of vocational education and 
training, with limited outcomes. It allocated around one third of its ESF funding in the 2000-2006 period to 

professional lifelong learning interventions. In 2005 the government passed a new law which was specifi-
cally meant to achieve an objective of 12.5% of working-age participation in lifelong learning by 2010.  

The new Lisbon agenda was the background of this initiative and it gave support to the Government’s pol-
icy initiatives in this field. However, due to the general elections in September 2007 and to the lack of a 
tradition of social partnership, no major initiative has been taken up to now.  

Greek officials take an active part in the peer learning activities in the field of education and training 2010. 
The UK stands out as the country from which Greece is most keen to learn, not only because it is seen as 
one of the good performers in Europe, but also because many Greeks have studied in the UK and estab-
lished lasting contacts with this country. 
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In the (scarce) evaluations of similar intergovernmental systems, the following success thresholds are 
applied: (1) one half or more of the Members rate a policy objective as being highly relevant, (2) two-
thirds or more of the Members rate an output as being of high quality, (3) one half of more of the Mem-

bers rate the instrument as having at least a medium contribution in terms of sustainable realignment of 
national policy. 

This evaluation is mainly about inducing policy reforms. The evaluation team and the steering group 
have therefore agreed to consider as successful the fact that the IGP process has affected the reform 
agendas widely enough across Europe, the “one half” threshold being applied for assessing the breadth 
of such an influence. 

Policy-making is the result of a complex array of national and international forces. In such a context, the 
depth of influence that may be exerted by a soft coordination instrument is inevitably limited. This evalu-

ation has adopted the view that soft coordination may be considered as successful, even if it has had an 
incremental influence on the reform agenda (e.g. improving quality) rather than on inducing new reforms. 

Speed is also an important dimension of the success since “time is of the essence for the credibility of 
the Lisbon Strategy” (Sapir, 2007). It must however be recognised that reforming a wide range of poli-
cies across Europe is a process which cannot be anything but long. For instance, the current unfolding 
of the flexicurity concept is a 10-year-old yet still not fully mature story. How can the medium-term per-
spective of the guidelines and its three-year cycle fit in with the long-term process of changing minds and 
institutions across countries? This evaluation has adopted the view that the success of the IGP is very 
much about accelerating the pace of on-going reforms. 
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 The assumption under test was the following: discussion of the draft recommendations induces involved policy-

makers to recognise that some reforms are blocked, and to develop efforts to unblock these. A large enough 
number of concerned policy-makers join in efforts to unblock the reforms, which are eventually unblocked, passed 
and implemented (see section 2.3 and Figure 1). 
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The process of reforming the pension system in Portugal took a first step in 2000, with a law 
providing for a new financial model, a new reserve fund and a new pension scheme.   

The year 2005 was a turning point: public expenditures were at their highest level, a new gov-
ernment was elected in March, the Stability and Growth Pact was revised, and the IGP was 
published. A committee composed of representatives of the Ministries of Finances and Labour 
was set up to assess the impact of the ageing population in a long-term perspective and to 
examine specific measures. Two major reforms were designed: the new National Employment 
Plan (2005) and the National Active Ageing Strategy (2006) including incentives for remaining 
in the labour market.  

Portugal has been an active participant in the soft coordination mechanisms, and this is said to 
be “an element of pressure to raise the main problems, and to make efforts to overcome them”. 
The key factors explaining the reforms have however been the change of government, the fact 
that the social partners and public opinion were aware of the emergency state of the social sys-
tem, and the Growth and Stability Pact. 

In Slovenia the pension system was on the political agenda throughout the 1990s, and was 
eventually reformed in 1999 by the “Pension and Disability Insurance Act” which includes a se-
ries of bonuses and penalties aimed at encouraging late retirement. Simulation exercises 
however show that the 1999 reform is unsustainable in the medium and long term. 

In late 2006 the Commission recommended that Slovenia launch a new reform including addi-
tional incentives to postpone retirement age. Such a reform was prepared, but then delayed 
and significantly downsized.  

The reasons for this disappointing outcome are threefold: (1) public opinion is not concerned 
with long-term unsustainability, (2) there is a powerful ‘pensioner party’ in the governing coali-
tion and, last but not least, (3) the inter-ministerial coordination did not work effectively in this 
instance. These factors slowed down the reform process despite the interviewees’ opinion that 
the IGP is “a useful tool … that gives policy-makers an impetus to carry out reforms”, and that 
the pressure for reform is strongly reinforced by the more binding Stability and Growth Pact. 
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The four case studies involved interviews with a number of players in thirteen countries, and it was strik-
ing to repeatedly hear about ideas such as: “all parties believe in …”, “… is a sort of paradigm”, “… is a 
shared vision which is never referred to”, “… is shaped through an international consensus”, “ … helped 
formalising our reflection and work”, “… helped policy-makers think differently”. 

In the case of ageing, the working group of the Economic Policy Committee started framing the concepts, 
methods and indicators which allowed Member States to assess their challenges. Then the German 
Presidency initiated another working group with a view to reaching consensus on solutions that work. The 
framing process started in 1999 and is now close to its finalisation. 

In the case of better regulation, the problem was first framed by the Netherlands and Scandinavian count-
ries. These forerunners introduced the concepts, methods and indicators through which the reform 
agenda is now discussed throughout Europe. The UK then made intensive efforts to review and further 
develop solutions that work. Everywhere, consensus was sought through a series of international net-
works. The framing process started in 2000, and it will take a few more years to develop its Community 
dimension. Moreover, the case study shows that there is not yet consensus on solutions that work. 

The lifelong learning case is closer to that of ageing in the sense that the issue was first framed at Com-
munity level, mainly by the Commission, which developed the key indicator. The process started in 1995, 
but a number of interviewees consider that it is not close to its conclusion.  



 

The issue of ageing was already subject to some kind of soft coordination under the aus-
pices of the IMF in the early 1990s, i.e. almost ten years before it was addressed at 
Community level in 1999. Over the last eight years, the OECD has also run parallel and 
well-coordinated work on ageing, which obviously helped to frame the issue, although the 
Community-level process is understood to have made the strongest contribution. 

Opening regulated professions to competition is an issue which has been addressed at 
OECD level as well as Community level. Whilst Community institutions apply a mix of hard 
and soft instruments, the OECD relies on soft coordination exclusively. OECD influence is 
visible in Ireland where a reform is said to have been induced by an OECD recommenda-
tion. 

The issue of lifelong learning is being actively discussed at Community level, but Europe is 
not the only sphere where this issue is being framed. One of the strategic objectives of the 
OECD Directorate for Education is the promotion of lifelong learning and the improvement 
of its linkages with society and the economy. The International Labour Organisation is also 
active in this area. 

The issue of better regulation has been framed by a group of forerunning European count-
ries. It must however be added that the OECD paved the way by launching an analysis of 
the various regulatory regimes of its member countries at the beginning of the 1990s. 
“Recommendations for Improving the Quality of Government Regulation” were published 
in 1995, and constantly updated thereafter. SIGMA (Support for Improvement in Govern-
ance and Management), a joint initiative by the OECD and the EU, promoted better 
regulation in the new Member States as early as 1992. Finally, the World Bank’s “Doing 
Business Project” deserves to be quoted because it shaped the concepts, indicators and 
rankings which are currently in use all over the world. 
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