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1. Executive Summary
Single mothers across Europe continue to face deeply embedded structural barriers that persist regardless of
the strength of national welfare systems. While countries such as Slovenia and Belgium demonstrate
comparatively robust social protection frameworks, and Cyprus and Romania operate within more constrained
systems, the lived realities of single mothers converge across contexts. Time poverty, financial precarity, and
insufficient or inflexible childcare consistently emerge as the primary constraints limiting both participation in
adult education and access to sustainable employment pathways.

Comparative statistical evidence reinforces this structural pattern of vulnerability. Single-parent households
remain disproportionately exposed to poverty and social exclusion across all participating countries. National
disparities are significant (ranging from 11.8% of children at risk of poverty in Slovenia and 14.8% in Cyprus, to
as high as 33.8% in Romania, as observed by Eurostat, 2025), yet these differences mask a shared systemic
issue: single-parent families are consistently overrepresented among at-risk populations. This is further shaped
by persistent gender inequalities, as approximately 85% of single parents are women (EIGE, 2016). As a result,
single mothers operate within conditions of “bounded agency” (Rubenson & Desjardins, 2009), in which formal
rights and opportunities exist but real choices are severely constrained by structural, economic, and social
pressures.

The transnational analysis conducted in this project identifies a coherent, cross-cutting set of barriers that
operate cumulatively rather than in isolation. These include:

e Economic vulnerability, reflected in elevated poverty risk and concentration in insecure, low-paid
employment;

e Time poverty and cognitive overload, driven by the dual burden of income generation and sole
caregiving responsibilities;

e Childcare deficits, including limited availability, high costs, and lack of flexible provision aligned with
learning or working schedules;

e Systemic misalignment of adult education systems, which continue to be designed around “ideal
learners” with stable time, income, and support structures;

e Apersistent skills—participation gap, whereby training opportunities exist but remain inaccessible due
to logistical and structural barriers;

e Emotional and psychological constraints, including chronic stress, isolation, reduced self-efficacy, and
internalised stigma;

e Institutional and educator-level limitations, with insufficient tools, training, and resources to
effectively engage and support single mothers;

¢ Intersectional inequalities, where additional factors such as rural residence, Roma background, or
migrant status further intensify exclusion.

These findings are strongly aligned with broader European evidence, which indicates that single mothers face
approximately double the risk of poverty compared to the general population and demonstrate consistently
lower participation rates in adult learning and skills development initiatives. Crucially, the project’s qualitative
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data adds depth to this picture by highlighting the lived experience behind these statistics. For example, focus
group participants in Slovenia unanimously identified time scarcity and financial pressure as the most
significant barriers to engagement, emphasising that even well-designed digital or upskilling programmes
remain ineffective without embedded flexibility and integrated support mechanisms. As one key insight
summarises, time flexibility is not an added value; it is a precondition for participation.

From a systems perspective, these findings reveal a critical misalignment between policy intent and
operational reality. Existing education and employment support structures are not failing due to a lack of
provision, but due to a lack of accessibility, adaptability, and integration. Addressing this gap requires a
paradigm shift, from fragmented, programme-based interventions to holistic, user-centred pathways that
simultaneously address skills, care responsibilities, financial stability, and psychosocial wellbeing.

As a direct response, this project positions itself to deliver an integrated, transnational model for the
empowerment of single mothers, combining flexible learning pathways, targeted skills development (digital,
financial, and transversal competences), embedded mentorship and psychosocial support, and capacity-
building for educators and institutions. By aligning structural conditions with real-life constraints, the project
aims not only to increase participation in adult learning but to enable meaningful and sustainable transitions
into employment, thereby contributing to broader goals of social inclusion, gender equality, and economic
resilience across Europe.

Policy Implications and Strategic Direction

The evidence generated through this analysis points to a clear conclusion: single mothers’ participation
barriers are systemic and therefore require integrated, multi-level solutions rather than isolated
interventions. Fragmented approaches that focus solely on skills, employment, or social support fail to address
the cumulative nature of constraints shaping single mothers’ lives.

Effective  responses must  therefore = combine four  mutually reinforcing  dimensions:
(1) financial stabilisation, (2) accessible and flexible childcare, (3) adaptive learning pathways, and (4)
sustained psychosocial and mentoring support. Only through this integrated model can participation become
realistic rather than aspirational.

In this context, the SHE-LEARNS pilot interventions will operationalise a user-centred and evidence-based
approach by prioritising:

e Time- and cost-flexible learning design (modular, blended, self-paced formats aligned with irregular
schedules)

e Embedded childcare solutions (on-site, subsidised, or coordinated childcare linked directly to learning
activities)

e Targeted outreach to isolated and hard-to-reach women (including rural, migrant, and marginalised
communities)

e “Guidance sponsorship” models, providing continuous mentoring and administrative navigation
support (e.g. enrolment, benefits, employment pathways)
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Crucially, these interventions reposition flexibility not as an added feature, but as a structural precondition for

access.

At the system level, institutional collaboration must be significantly strengthened. Single mothers do not
interact with one system, but with multiple fragmented ones: education, employment, childcare, and social
services. Without coordination, even highly motivated individuals are unable to convert intention into

sustained participation.

Below is a conceptual stakeholder map illustrating the required ecosystem:

GOVERNMENT

(policy, funding, benefits)

SOCIAL SERVICES
(casework, support)

I
|
|

v

EMPLOYMENT SERVICES

(activation, pathways)

v
CHILDCARE SYSTEM
(access, flexibility)

v v
I
NGOs / CSOs SINGLE EDUCATORS
(outreach, mentoring) MOTHER (flexible learning)
(core) I '

Figure 1: Integrated Stakeholder Ecosystem for Single Mothers’ Inclusion
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2. Methodology
Work Package 2 (WP2) applied a mixed-methods, comparative research design, combining quantitative,
qualitative, and survey-based approaches to ensure both empirical robustness and contextual depth. This
multi-layered methodology enabled triangulation across data sources, strengthening the reliability and
transferability of findings.

The desk research component included a comprehensive review of:

e EU-level and national statistical datasets (e.g. EU-SILC, Labour Force Survey, OECD Family Database,
Eurostat indicators),

e policy frameworks and strategic documents,

e and relevant academic and grey literature on adult learning, social inclusion, and gendered labour
market participation.

To complement this, primary data collection was conducted through two interconnected qualitative and
guantitative strands:

(1) Focus groups

Several focus groups were carried out, in order to get a more illustrative picture of the state-of-the-art situation
in participating countries: 1 in Belgium (4 educators and 2 single mothers), 1 in Cyprus (4 single mothers — of
whom 3 also adult educators, 7 adult educators — of whom 3 also single mothers), 2 in Romania (one of them
with 17 educators and 1 single mother and the second one with 6 single mothers) and 2 in Slovenia (1 with 4
single mothers and 1 with 4 educators). Focus groups were carried out with two key target groups:

e single mothers, and
e adult educators.

Primary data were collected in Slovenia (see Slovenia Focus Group Report, March 2026) and further enriched
with comparative insights from parallel focus group exercises in Belgium, Cyprus, and Romania. These
discussions provided in-depth insights into lived experiences, perceived barriers, and enabling conditions.

(2) Structured questionnaires

In parallel, targeted questionnaires were administered to both groups across participating countries. There
were 124 responses gathered from the four participating countries. In order to administer the questionnaire
to the widest possible range of respondents, they were translated to English, Romanian, Slovenian, French and
Spanish languages. These instruments were designed to:

e quantify key barriers (e.g. time constraints, financial limitations, childcare access),
e assess participation patterns in adult learning,

e capture perceptions of existing support systems, and

e identify priority needs and preferred learning formats.
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The questionnaires enabled the systematic validation and scaling of qualitative findings, ensuring that
insights derived from focus groups were not anecdotal but reflected broader trends across the sample.

A thematic analysis framework was applied to qualitative data, with transcripts coded to identify recurring
patterns related to barriers, enabling factors, and lived experiences. These themes were then cross-referenced
with questionnaire results and structural indicators (e.g. poverty risk, employment rates, adult learning
participation), creating a multi-layered analytical model that bridges subjective experience with macro-level
evidence.

The integration of desk research, focus groups, and survey data followed a triangulation logic, allowing for:

e validation of findings across methods,
e identification of cross-country convergence patterns, and
e detection of context-specific differences.

Key quantitative indicators, including poverty risk, employment rates, and education participation, were
sourced from Eurostat, OECD, and national statistical offices, ensuring comparability and methodological
consistency.

Based on this integrated evidence base, recommendations for the SHE-LEARNS project were prioritised using
an evidence-convergence approach, taking into account:

e consistency across qualitative and quantitative data,
e strength and reliability of supporting evidence, and
e alignment with identified promising and transferable practices.

Country Profiles and Desk-Based Evidence

The comparative analysis across Slovenia, Belgium, Cyprus, and Romania reveals a shared structural pattern
of vulnerability, despite significant differences in welfare regimes, economic capacity, and institutional design.
While national contexts vary in terms of social protection coverage and labour market conditions, single
mothers consistently occupy a structurally disadvantaged position, shaped by the intersection of care
responsibilities, labour market precarity, and systemic inflexibility in education and support systems.

Slovenia

Slovenia represents a high-performing welfare model, characterised by strong social protection, high female
labour market participation, and universal childcare entitlements. Approximately 9% of households with
children are single parent (Statistical Office of the Republic of Slovenia, 2025). Despite this supportive
framework, single-parent families face disproportionately higher risks of poverty, alongside relatively high
childcare costs in practice. Employment rates among lone mothers are high (around 70%), yet often
concentrated in precarious, part-time, or low-skilled work (Eurostat, 2025).
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Adult participation in lifelong learning (approx. 19%) exceeds the EU average (Eurostat, 2025);
however, structural accessibility remains limited. Evidence from focus groups highlights a key systemic gap:
education systems continue to assume “ideal learners” with stable time and support structures. As a
result, unexpected caregiving demands, such as child iliness or schedule disruptions, directly lead to dropout,
revealing a disconnect between formal provision and lived realities.

Belgium

Belgium’s complex, multi-level welfare system combines relatively strong social transfers with institutional
fragmentation across regions and language communities. Around 11-12% of households with children are
single-parent, aligning with the EU average (Statbel, 2026). While educational attainment is high and adult
learning participation (approx. 30%) exceeds EU benchmarks (Eurostat, 2025), access remains unevenly
distributed. Low-skilled women, including single mothers, are significantly less likely to benefit from training
opportunities. Focus group findings reinforce that time constraints and financial pressures are primary
barriers, compounded by rigid programme structures and inconsistent employer support. The Belgian system
partially compensates through NGO-led initiatives and targeted schemes (e.g. transition allowances), as well
as high childcare coverage. However, this results in a fragmented support landscape, where access depends
heavily on local availability and coordination.

Cyprus

Cyprus reflects a more constrained welfare context, with lower public spending and limited structural support
for single-parent households (less than 10% of households with children according to Eurostat). Despite
this, poverty risk among single parents is among the highest in Europe (over 27% according to Eurostat).
Systemic barriers are particularly pronounced: limited childcare provision, especially outside school hours,
weak enforcement of child maintenance, and highly centralised education systems with minimal flexibility.
Adult participation in education remains below the EU average (approx. 14% according to Eurostat). A critical
insight emerging from focus group data is the distinction between time poverty and cognitive/emotional
overload. Single mothers frequently report that exhaustion, stress, and isolation act as equally significant
barriers to logistical constraints, leading to delayed or abandoned participation in training. Without integrated
support, engagement in adult learning is often postponed until caregiving demands decrease.

Romania

Romania presents the most structurally challenging context, with the highest poverty rates in the EU (34%)
and extremely high levels of child poverty (33.8%) (Eurostat, 2026). While only around 7% of households with
children are single-parent, these families are disproportionately affected by multiple and intersecting
vulnerabilities, including rural marginalisation, ethnic inequalities (notably among Roma communities), and
limited access to services (Eurostat, 2026). Adult learning participation is extremely low (below 10% according
to Eurostat), reflecting both systemic barriers and limited institutional capacity. Focus group insights highlight
the dominance of short-term survival strategies, such as informal work and subsistence agriculture, which
take precedence over long-term investment in education. Structural rigidity in education systems, combined
with limited financial support and cultural factors (e.g. stigma, reliance on extended family), further constrain
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participation. In this context, single mothers face compounded exclusion, where economic necessity,

institutional inflexibility, and social isolation reinforce each other.

Table 1: Comparative overview of structural conditions affecting single-parent households across selected EU

countries

Dimension

Welfare model

Single-parent
households (%)

Poverty risk
(single parents)

Maternal
employment

Adult learning
participation

Key structural
barrier

Childcare
availability

System flexibility

Key insight

Slovenia

Strong, universal

~9%

Elevated (above
average)

High (~70%)

~19%

System rigidity
despite support

High (formal)

Low (rigid
programs)

“ldeal learner”
mismatch

Belgium

Strong but
fragmented

~11-12%

Moderate

High

~30%

Fragmentation of
support

High but uneven

Medium (varies
regionally)

Access depends on
system navigation

Cyprus

Moderate/limited

<10%

Very high (~27%)

Moderate

~14%

Lack of childcare +
emotional load
Limited/flexible
gaps

Low

Emotional load
critical barrier

Romania

Weak/uneven

~7%

Extremely high
(33.8% child
poverty)

Low/informal

<10%

Poverty + systemic
exclusion

Limited, especially
rural

Very low

Survival overrides
education

Source: Eurostat (EU-SILC datasets: household composition, at-risk-of-poverty, employment and lifelong learning

indicators), complemented by OECD (Family Database, Social Expenditure) and European Commission (Country Reports

& Education and Training Monitor)
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CHAPTER 3

OVERVIEW OF SINGLE
MOTHERS IN EUROPE
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3. Comparative Thematic Analysis

The cross-country analysis reveals that barriers faced by single mothers are not isolated challenges but
mutually reinforcing structural constraints. Across all contexts, economic pressure, time scarcity, care
responsibilities, and system rigidity interact to create a cumulative exclusion effect, where participation in
adult learning becomes structurally unrealistic rather than individually constrained.

Economic Vulnerability as a Structural Baseline

Single-parent households face higher poverty and social exclusion globally. Nearly half of EU single mothers
are at risk, with disparities like Slovenia's 11.8% and Romania's 33.8% in 2024, reflecting differences in welfare
capacity. Yet structural vulnerability persists across countries, driven by factors such as labour market
conditions, care costs, and social transfers, not just by national wealth. Despite employment rates of about
75% in countries such as Belgium and Cyprus, many single mothers work in low-wage or part-time jobs, limiting
their economic security. Care-related costs like childcare, schooling, and transport are a significant financial
burden. Focus groups show education or training is often economically unattractive because costs may
outweigh benefits. One participant noted, “even with subsidies, taking courses often costs more in childcare
and school expenses than the course itself” (Belgium FG, 2026). Intersectional factors worsen economic
vulnerability. Single mothers from minority groups, especially Roma, face disadvantages from structural
inequalities, limited access to services, and labour market exclusion. Research shows increased maternal
employment hasn't reduced poverty among single-parent households, mainly due to care costs and income
instability.

Children at risk of poverty or social exclusion in the EU, 2023 and 2024

(% of the population under the age of 18)
40 'y

& 2023 W 2024

30

20

P S ST TSI T LI DTS S8 xS S F & TS S § O §
= &ggs§§§§§§$§§§§§§§$§§§§§§§§
i
§ §F TTFESSSTTIETISF TS5 FIES
§ 8 &
[« an 2024 dota,
'BJ\NVHA'NQW.S /
1) Provisiomal 4
eurostati@

Figure 2 illustrates the comparative scale of child poverty risk across the analysed countries, highlighting both national
variation and the consistent overexposure of single-parent households to economic disadvantage (Eurostat, 2024).
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3.1 Time Poverty and Cognitive Load

Time scarcity emerged as the most consistent and pervasive barrier across all contexts. Single mothers are
required to manage paid employment, childcare responsibilities, and household tasks simultaneously,
resulting in highly constrained, fragmented time availability. However, the analysis indicates that the challenge
extends beyond time availability to include cognitive load. Participants across countries described constant
coordination, stress, and decision-making pressure, which significantly reduces their capacity to engage in
structured activities such as education or training. This aligns with existing research demonstrating that
conditions of scarcity limit cognitive bandwidth and reduce individuals’ ability to plan and sustain long-term
activities.

Focus group participants noted that even short periods of time are often insufficient for meaningful
engagement due to fatigue and mental exhaustion. This distinction between time availability and usable
capacity is critical for understanding participation barriers. Eurostat time-use data further support this finding,
indicating that lone parents spend significantly more time on childcare than partnered parents. As a result,
participation in adult learning is frequently postponed or limited to short, fragmented formats.

3.2 Childcare as Enabling Infrastructure

Access to affordable and reliable childcare is a key enabling condition for participation in both employment
and education. While all analysed countries provide some form of formal childcare, significant gaps remain in
accessibility, flexibility, and affordability. In higher-capacity systems such as Slovenia and Belgium, provision is
relatively extensive; however, limitations persist, particularly for children under three years of age and for care
outside standard working hours. In Cyprus and Romania, reliance on informal care networks remains common,
reflecting both limited availability of formal services and affordability constraints.

Across all contexts, waiting lists, co-payments, and inflexible schedules reduce effective access to childcare.
These constraints have direct consequences for participation, as disruptions in childcare arrangements
frequently result in missed work or training sessions. Participants reported that even short-term disruptions,
such as child illness or school closures, can lead to withdrawal from programmes.

Existing research confirms that single-parent households allocate a higher proportion of their income to
childcare than dual-parent households. In practice, many single mothers rely on informal or ad hoc
arrangements, which lack stability and predictability. These findings highlight that childcare should be
understood not as a complementary service, but as a core infrastructural component enabling participation
in education and employment.
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3.3 Adult Education System Misalighment

Despite the availability of adult education systems in all four countries, a consistent structural misalignment
was identified between programme design and the lived realities of single mothers. Adult learning
programmes are typically structured around assumptions of regular attendance, fixed schedules, and
uninterrupted participation. Curricula are often non-modular and institutionally rigid, with limited flexibility in
delivery formats. Educators reported that while some informal adjustments are possible, these depend largely
on individual discretion rather than systemic design. This results in a situation where formal access to
education exists, but practical accessibility remains limited. Even when financial barriers are addressed through
subsidies or grants, participation is constrained by the inability to meet attendance requirements or adapt to
unexpected disruptions. In several contexts, particularly Cyprus and Romania, the limited availability of flexible
or hybrid learning options further exacerbates these challenges. The analysis, therefore, suggests that the key
limitation lies not in the availability of programmes but in their adaptability to diverse learner circumstances.

3.4 Skills versus Participation

The findings indicate that the primary barrier is not a lack of skills, but a lack of conditions enabling
participation. Across all focus groups, single mothers prioritised flexibility, financial stability, and support
structures over specific training content.

Where skills needs were identified, they were primarily related to practical and transversal competencies,
including financial literacy, administrative navigation, and confidence-building. This suggests that skills
development is contingent on the removal of structural barriers, rather than being a standalone solution.

At the same time, educators highlighted the need for targeted upskilling to support labour market re-entry,
particularly for women with interrupted career paths or outdated qualifications. However, without addressing
participation constraints, such initiatives risk limited uptake. This reinforces the conclusion that participation
is the primary bottleneck and that skills development interventions must be embedded within broader
support frameworks.

3.5 Emotional and Psychological Barriers

An important cross-cutting theme is the emotional and psychological burden associated with single
parenthood. Participants across all countries reported high levels of stress, fatigue, and isolation, as well as
feelings of guilt related to balancing caregiving and personal development. These factors directly impact
participation, affecting motivation, persistence, and completion rates. In several cases, participants described
difficulties in managing administrative tasks or meeting deadlines due to mental overload. Despite their
significance, psychosocial factors are rarely addressed within adult education systems. However, focus group
findings indicate that peer support and mentoring can play a critical role in enabling participation. Informal
support networks were frequently described as both practically useful and emotionally beneficial. These
findings suggest that psychosocial support should be considered an integral component of participation
strategies, rather than an auxiliary measure.
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3.6 Integrated Perspective

The comparative analysis demonstrates that barriers to participation among single mothers are multi-
dimensional and interdependent. Economic constraints, time scarcity, childcare limitations, institutional
rigidity, and psychosocial pressures interact to create a cumulative effect that restricts access to education and
training. Importantly, these barriers are not the result of individual limitations, but of systemic misalignment
between institutional structures and the realities of single-parent households.

Table 2: Integrated stakeholder perspective, illustrating the need for coordinated action across policy,
education, social services, and childcare systems in order to enable meaningful participation.

Activity category Single mother (%) Average adult woman (%)
Paid work 35% 30%

Childcare 30% 20%
20% 20%
Personal care (sleep, hygiene) 13% 20%

Leisure / free time 2% 10%

Source: Own elaboration based on Eurostat Time Use Surveys, OECD Family Database, and UN Women estimates on
unpaid care work. Evidence consistently shows that women—and especially single mothers—allocate a
disproportionately high share of time to childcare and unpaid domestic work, while having markedly less leisure time.

3.7 Educators’ Capacity and Institutional Gaps

Across all analysed contexts, adult educators demonstrate a high level of awareness regarding the specific
constraints faced by single mothers. However, this awareness is not matched by institutionalised support
mechanisms, resulting in a reliance on ad hoc, informal adaptations rather than systematic responses.
Evidence from focus groups indicates that individual educators often attempt to accommodate single mothers
through flexible practices, such as postponing assessments or allowing minor schedule adjustments.
Nevertheless, these measures remain discretionary and inconsistent, as institutions generally lack formal
policies to identify, monitor, or support single-parent learners as a distinct group.

This gap is further reinforced by structural limitations in funding and programme design. In all four countries,
adult education funding models are primarily output-oriented and do not include dedicated provisions for:

e childcare support,
e psychosocial counselling, or
e targeted outreach to vulnerable learners.
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As a result, any additional support services depend largely on external funding, project-based initiatives, or
NGO involvement, leading to fragmented and uneven provision. The comparative analysis highlights that this
institutional gap is not a result of a lack of commitment at the practitioner level, but of system design that
does not recognise single mothers as a priority target group within adult education frameworks.

In line with EU-level research and access-to-education literature, there is a clear need to move from informal
accommodation to system-level inclusion mechanisms, including:

e formal identification and monitoring of single-parent learners,

e dedicated access pathways (e.g. reserved places or targeted outreach),

e integrated support roles (e.g. liaison officers or “single point of contact”),

e and funding structures that explicitly account for additional support needs (e.g. childcare, mentoring,
counselling).

Such measures align with broader calls to design adult education systems that are responsive to learner
diversity, rather than based on standardised participation assumptions.

Table 3: Institutional gaps vs. required system-level responses

. . Current situation .er Recommended system-level
Dimension . Identified gap
(Across countries) response
e L. No formal recognition Introduce formal
Identification of - . .. . e o
. within adult education Invisible target group identification & monitoring
single mothers .
systems mechanisms
Informal, ad hoc Institutionalise flexible

Inconsistent and
unsystematic support

Educator
flexibility

policies (attendance,
deadlines, modularity)

adjustments by
individual teachers

No dedicated budget Integrate targeted funding
lines for support (childcare, psychosocial

services support)

Programme Standardised, “one- Misalighnment with high- Develop flexible, modular,
design size-fits-all” delivery burden learners blended learning pathways

Embed services within
institutions (mentors, liaison

Lack of childcare,
mentoring, and counselling

Funding
structures

. Dependent on NGOs or  Fragmented and uneven
Support services

external projects rovision .
proj P officers)
Outreach Limited or passive Underrepresentation of Proactive outreach and
mechanisms recruitment vulnerable groups reserved access pathways

Source: Own elaboration drawing on European Commission (Education and Training Monitor; Adult Learning and
Inclusion frameworks), OECD (Skills Strategy; adult learning participation barriers), and European Institute for Gender
Equality evidence on gendered care burdens. The framework reflects commonly identified systemic gaps in accessibility,
flexibility, and support structures for high-burden learners across EU adult education systems.
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3.8 Intersectionality

Intersectionality emerges as a critical cross-cutting dimension shaping access to education and training. Single
mothers do not constitute a homogeneous group; rather, their experiences are differentiated by overlapping
social, economic, and geographic factors.

The analysis identifies several key patterns of compounded disadvantage:

e Ethnicity: Roma single mothers in Romania face both structural poverty and systemic discrimination,
significantly limiting access to services and education.

e Migration status: Migrant single mothers in Belgium and Cyprus encounter language barriers, limited
institutional knowledge, and social exclusion.

e Geographic location: Rural single mothers, particularly in Cyprus and Romania, experience reduced
access to childcare, education, and employment opportunities.

These intersecting factors produce stacked vulnerabilities, in which multiple forms of disadvantage reinforce
one another. Evidence from existing research confirms that individuals with combined low socio-economic
status and minority backgrounds are significantly less likely to participate in adult learning. For example, while
Romania’s overall child poverty rate stands at 33.8%, it rises dramatically within Roma communities, indicating
that standard policy approaches are insufficient to reach the most excluded groups. Similarly, migrant single
mothers may remain outside formal support systems due to a lack of accessible information or culturally
appropriate services.

The findings underscore that:

Barriers are not additive, but multiplicative; each additional layer of disadvantage significantly reduces the
likelihood of participation.

From a policy and implementation perspective, this requires a shift towards targeted and differentiated
approaches, including:

e culturally sensitive programme design,

e tailored outreach strategies,

e collaboration with community-based and minority-focused organisations,
e and integration of social inclusion measures within education provision.

For SHE-LEARNS, this implies that effective intervention must go beyond general accessibility and
incorporate intersectionality as a core design principle, ensuring that the most marginalised subgroups are
not excluded from participation pathways.
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Table 4: Intersectional risk factors and compounded barriers

Primary factor Additional layer Resulting barrier Impact on participation

. . . . e Inability to afford training-

ST NG T T el B Low income Financial instability y &
related costs

. Ethnic minority (e.g. Discrimination + service  Extremely low access to

Single motherhood y(eg . . Y
Roma) exclusion education systems
Language + Limited awareness and uptake

SN TG T e Bl Migrant status . . . "
g & administrative barriers of opportunities

Reduced access to services and

ST W T T4 ool B Rural location Geographic isolation
programmes
. . Skills gap + low Lower likelihood of re-
TN o3 (Y0 (1 I Low education level . S
confidence engagement
Multiple factors (e.g. Roma + rural + Compounded Near exclusion from formal
combined low income) disadvantage learning pathways

Source: Own elaboration drawing on European Commission, OECD, European Institute for Gender Equality, and
Fundamental Rights Agency evidence on adult learning participation gaps and intersectional inequalities. The framework
operationalises how multiple vulnerability factors (gender, income, ethnicity, migration status, geography, and education
level) interact to produce compounded barriers and exclusion from formal learning pathways.
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4. Policy Implications and Recommendations

The comparative analysis demonstrates that improving participation of single mothers in adult learning
requires a system-level response, rather than isolated or programme-specific adjustments. Barriers identified
across WP2 are interconnected and mutually reinforcing; consequently, effective intervention must
address access conditions, support structures, and institutional design simultaneously. SHE-LEARNS
therefore adopts an integrated intervention logic, combining flexible learning provision with enabling services
and institutional adaptation. The following recommendations translate analytical findings into actionable
implementation priorities.

4.1 Integrated Participation Frameworks

Adult learning provision should be embedded within holistic support packages that combine:

e flexible, modular, and hybrid learning formats, and
e practical enabling measures (childcare, transport, material support).

Participation is contingent on the alignment of these elements. As such, SHE-LEARNS pilots should
operationalise “access by design”, where support services are structurally embedded rather than externally
attached. A concrete implementation mechanism includes the mandatory integration of childcare
support (on-site or voucher-based) into all pilot training activities targeting single mothers.

4.2 Structured Guidance and Navigation Support

Administrative complexity and system fragmentation represent major barriers to entry and retention. To
address this, SHE-LEARNS should introduce dedicated guidance mechanisms to ensure that each participant
is supported throughout the learning pathway.

This includes:

e individual mentoring (entry, progression, completion),
e administrative navigation (applications, benefits, documentation), and
e coordination across services (education, employment, social support).

This approach shifts responsibility from the individual to the system, ensuring continuity and retention.

4.3 Financial Protection and Incentive Alignment

Participation must be financially viable. Policies and pilot interventions should ensure that engagement in
education does not result in a loss of income stability or an increased financial burden.
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Key measures include:

e fee waivers or subsidised access,
e compatibility between training participation and social benefits,
e and targeted financial support (e.g. stipends, childcare subsidies).

Without such safeguards, participation remains structurally inaccessible for high-risk groups.

4.4 Embedded Psychosocial and Peer Support

The evidence confirms that psychosocial factors significantly influence participation outcomes. SHE-LEARNS
should therefore integrate structured peer support and mentoring components, alongside access to
counselling where feasible.

Group-based formats (peer circles, mentoring groups) should be incorporated into programme design to:

e strengthen engagement and retention,
e reduce isolation, and
e support confidence-building.

This positions psychosocial support as a core component of delivery, not an auxiliary service.

4.5 Targeted Outreach and Inclusive Access Pathways

Standard recruitment models relying on self-selection are insufficient. SHE-LEARNS should
implement proactive and data-informed outreach strategies, targeting single mothers through:

e social services and employment agencies,
e community organisations and NGOs, and
e local networks in rural or marginalised areas.

Outreach must be tailored and accessible, including multilingual communication and culturally sensitive
approaches, particularly for migrant and minority groups.

4.6 Capacity Building for Educators and Institutions

To ensure sustainability, institutional capacity must be strengthened. SHE-LEARNS should support training and
guidance for adult educators, focusing on:

o flexible pedagogical approaches,
e modular and adaptive course design, and
e management of diverse learner needs.
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Importantly, flexibility must be embedded at the institutional level, reducing reliance on informal or individual
adjustments.

4.7 Policy Alignment and Cross-Sector Coordination

Long-term impact requires alignment across policy domains. SHE-LEARNS should contribute to strengthening
coordination between:

e education systems,
e social protection frameworks, and
e employment services.

A key recommendation is the introduction of a “single-parent perspective” in policy design and monitoring,
ensuring that reforms are assessed by their impact on vulnerable household types.

Implementation Logic

The recommendations above reflect a shift from fragmented interventions to integrated participation
pathways, where learning is supported by aligned systems and services.

Participation is not enabled by provision alone, but by the conditions surrounding it.

SHE-LEARNS pilots should therefore function as demonstration models, testing scalable approaches that
combine flexibility, support, and coordination.

Table 5: SHE-LEARNS Intervention Framework

Identified barrier SHE-LEARNS response Expected outcome
. . Financial support (fee waivers, subsidies, Increased access and reduced
Economic constraints . L
benefit compatibility) dropout

. . . . Improved participation and
Time poverty Flexible, modular, hybrid learning formats P . P P

completion rates
Integrated childcare solutions (on-

Childcare gaps site/vouchers)

Reduced participation barriers

Administrative

ik Mentoring and guidance support Higher enrolment and retention
complexity
. . Increased motivation and
Psychosocial stress Peer support and counselling .
persistence
Limited outreach Targeted, proactive recruitment Inclusion of hard-to-reach groups
S S - . More inclusive and responsive
Institutional rigidity Educator training and system adaptation ..
provision
LI TaATET( el I Cross-sector coordination mechanisms Sustainable and scalable impact
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5. Cross-National Focus Group Insights

To complement the desk-based and statistical analysis, focus groups conducted across the four participating
countries provide critical insight into the lived experience, prioritisation of barriers, and decision-making
processes of single mothers. These qualitative findings offer an important added value by illustrating how
structural constraints are not only present but also actively shape participation behaviour. Across all national
contexts, three constraints emerged consistently and unequivocally: time poverty, financial strain, and
insufficient or unreliable childcare. Participants repeatedly emphasised that participation in education is not
limited by lack of interest or motivation, but by the absence of enabling conditions. Learning is often perceived
as desirable but practically unattainable once the cumulative demands of paid work, caregiving, and household
responsibilities are taken into account.

A key finding across all focus groups is that non-participation is frequently a rational and adaptive response,
rather than an indicator of disengagement. Even when educational opportunities are formally accessible,
indirect costs, such as childcare, transport, and lost income, render participation economically unviable.
Similarly, the fragmentation of available time, combined with physical and mental fatigue, significantly limits
the ability to engage in structured learning activities. At the same time, the analysis highlights important cross-
country differences in how these barriers are experienced and articulated. In Cyprus, participants placed
particular emphasis on psychological exhaustion and emotional burden, underlining that the challenge
extends beyond time constraints to include limited cognitive and emotional capacity for engagement. In
Romania, the discussion more strongly reflected structural and contextual constraints, including rural
isolation, limited access to services, and economic precarity, often compounded by cultural factors and weak
institutional support.

In Slovenia and Belgium, participants and educators consistently pointed to the systemic rigidity of adult
education provision, noting that programmes are designed around standardised participation models that do
not reflect the realities of single-parent households. In contrast, in Cyprus and Romania, the issue was more
frequently framed as the absence of sufficiently tailored or accessible programmes, rather than the
inflexibility of existing ones.

Despite these contextual variations, there is a high degree of convergence in the solutions proposed by
participants. Across all countries, single mothers and educators identified the need for:

e more flexible and modular learning formats,

e hybrid or online delivery options,

e childcare support linked to participation, and
e continuous guidance or mentoring structures.

This convergence reinforces the robustness of the findings and supports the development of transferable,
transnational intervention models.
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Table 6: Cross-national focus group findings by thematic area

Theme

Time poverty

Financial
constraints

Childcare

Emotional and
psychological
burden

Educator
capacity /
system
response

Proposed
solutions

Slovenia (Sl)

Learning is difficult to
reconcile with work
and sole caregiving
responsibilities; time
is fragmented and
unpredictable.

Indirect costs
(transport, childcare,
materials) make even
free courses difficult
to access.

Formal provision
exists but is
constrained by waiting
lists, limited hours,
and reliance on
informal care.

Stress, fatigue, and
guilt affect ability to
engage and persist.

Programmes remain
rigid; flexibility
depends on individual
educators rather than
institutional
frameworks.

Modular, flexible and
online learning;
mentoring and peer
support.

Belgium (BE)

Course schedules
(often evenings)
conflict with
childcare
responsibilities,
limiting attendance.

Cumulative costs,
particularly childcare
and travel, create
significant barriers.

High costs and
limited after-school
options reduce
accessibility.

Anxiety, isolation,
and exhaustion
undermine
motivation.

Institutional
structures limit
flexibility;
programmes are not
adapted to high-
burden learners.

Flexible scheduling,
childcare support,
and guidance
services.

Cyprus (CY)

Exhaustion
reduces the
capacity to use
available time
effectively for
learning.

Household
expenses leave no
disposable
income for
training.

Lack of reliable
childcare,
especially for
younger children,
leads to dropout.

Emotional strain
(including post-
separation stress)
significantly
affects
participation.
Limited
availability of
programmes
tailored to
parents or
caregivers.

Short courses,
integrated
childcare, and
psychological
support.

Romania (RO)

Continuous overlap
of work and care
leads to the
postponement of
education.

Basic needs take
priority; education
is often
unaffordable.

Minimal formal
childcare,
particularly in rural
areas, limits
participation.

Low confidence
and social stigma,
particularly in rural
areas, reduce
engagement.

Very limited
tailored provision;
reliance on NGOs
for flexible
solutions.

Community-based
learning, financial
support, and local
mentoring
solutions.

Source: Focus group data collected in Slovenia and summary findings from Belgium, Cyprus, and Romania (WP2, 2026).

Co-funded by
the European

Funded by the European Union. Views and opinions expressed are, however, those of the author(s) only and do not necessarily
reflect those of the European Union or the European Education and Culture Executive Agency (EACEA). Neither the European

Union

Union nor EACEA can be held responsible for them.

Project Number: 2025-1-R001-KA220-ADU-000359962



#: SHE-LEARNS

CHAPTER 6

QUESTIONNAIRE FINDINGS:
CROSS-NATIONAL COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS

IDENTIFYING
KEY PATTERNS

Lo 38

(< B < G < G < §
W

FOCUS GROUPS ,-==- QUESTIONNAIRES

DEEPER
UNDERSTANDING

-

CROSS-VALIDATION » g g STRONGER,

OF FINDINGS

Co-funded by
the European Union

EVIDENCE-BASED

CONCLUSIONS
—
X
""" ® @ O INSIGHTSFOR jiiri o'}x
@ @ @ STRATEGIC ACTION

Funded by the European Union. Views and opinions expressed are, however, those of the author(s) only and do not necessarily
reflect those of the European Union or the European Education and Culture Executive Agency (EACEA). Neither the European
Union nor EACEA can be held responsible for them.

Project Number: 2025-1-R001-KA220-ADU-000359962



#: SHE-LEARNS

6. Questionnaire Findings: Cross-National Comparative Analysis

6.1 Methodological Note on Questionnaire Analysis

To ensure comparability across countries with varying sample sizes, the analysis focuses on relative indicators,
including percentages for multiple-response questions and mean scores for Likert-scale items. Absolute sample
sizes are therefore not displayed in the figures. While the target sample size was 20 respondents per country,
the actual sample sizes varied across partners.

Results should therefore be interpreted as indicative of trends and patterns rather than statistically
representative at the national level. Questionnaire data from Slovenia, Cyprus, Romania, and Belgium were
used for the comparative analysis. In the case of Belgium, the questionnaire dataset combines French-speaking
responses and a very limited Spanish-speaking response set, which was treated cautiously and used only to
complement broader patterns

Analytical Value of the Questionnaire Strand

The questionnaire strand adds an important comparative dimension to the transnational analysis by
quantifying the relative weight of barriers, support needs, and learning-related priorities identified through
desk research and focus groups. While the qualitative material provides depth and contextual nuance, the
guestionnaires enable observation of which barriers recur most consistently across countries, which support
measures are most strongly prioritised, and where national patterns diverge.

Taken together, the questionnaire findings confirm the central conclusion of this report: single mothers’
participation in learning is constrained by structural conditions rather than by a lack of willingness,
motivation, or perceived relevance of learning itself. Across the participating countries, respondents
repeatedly point to the combined impact of care responsibilities, financial insecurity, emotional stress, and
insufficiently adapted support systems.
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6.2 Cross-National Comparison of Structural Barriers

Figure 7. Cross-country comparison of structural barriers to participation in learning (mean scores, 1-5)
Cross-country comparison of structural barriers
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Figure 7: Cross-country comparison of structural barriers to participation in learning based on mean agreement scores
(1-5). Items reflect Q12 statements related to care responsibilities, emotional stress, financial insecurity, administrative
burden, pressure to prioritise family responsibilities, and gender stereotypes affecting single mothers’ participation in
learning. Higher values indicate stronger perceived barriers.

Interpretation

The comparative results show a striking degree of consistency across countries. In all national datasets, the
strongest barriers are linked to care responsibilities, financial insecurity, emotional stress, and the pressure
to prioritise family over personal development. This confirms that the barriers identified through focus groups
are not isolated perceptions, but are broadly reinforced by questionnaire evidence.

Financial insecurity emerges as one of the strongest and most consistent barriers across countries. It is
particularly pronounced in Belgium, Cyprus, and Romania, but remains highly relevant in Slovenia as well. This
suggests that the decision to participate in education or training is frequently shaped by immediate material
realities rather than long-term aspirations. In practical terms, learning competes with childcare costs, transport
expenses, household bills, and the risk of losing already fragile income stability.
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The second key finding is the high salience of care responsibilities and time-related pressure. Across all
countries, respondents strongly agree that caregiving obligations significantly limit participation. This
reinforces the report’s broader argument that time poverty is not merely a scheduling issue, but a structural
condition produced by the unequal distribution of care work.

Emotional stress and mental load also rank consistently high, particularly in Cyprus and Belgium, and remain
strongly present in Slovenia and Romania. This is significant because emotional overload is often overlooked
in policy design, even though it clearly affects participation capacity, persistence, and completion.

A further cross-country pattern concerns gendered expectations. Respondents broadly agree that single
mothers face stronger pressure to prioritise family obligations over self-development, and that gender
stereotypes shape expectations about their availability and commitment. These results confirm that
participation barriers cannot be understood as neutral logistical problems; they are deeply linked to gender
norms and institutional assumptions about care, responsibility, and “appropriate” roles for women.

6.3 Cross-National Comparison of Preferred Support Measures
Figure 8. Cross-country comparison of preferred support measures (% of respondents selecting each option)
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Figure 8 presents a cross-country comparison of preferred support measures to facilitate participation in learning,
expressed as the percentage of respondents selecting each option. Items include flexible learning formats,
microlearning approaches, mentoring, psychosocial support, links to employment, recognition of prior learning,
childcare support, and financial support.
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Interpretation

The support preferences reported across countries align closely with the identified barriers. The most
consistently prioritised measures are flexible learning formats, childcare-related support, and financial
support. This is analytically important: it shows that respondents are not merely identifying problems, but are
also clearly signalling the kinds of systemic adaptations required to make participation realistic.

Flexible learning formats emerge as one of the most strongly supported responses in all countries. This includes
self-paced learning, modular provision, and formats that can accommodate changing daily realities. The
consistency of this result across countries confirms that flexibility should not be treated as an innovative bonus,
but as a baseline design requirement.

Childcare support is also highly prioritised across contexts, although its relative weight varies. It is especially
prominent in Slovenia, Belgium, and Cyprus, while in Romania the emphasis shifts somewhat more toward
financial support and stronger links between training and labour market outcomes. This suggests that while
childcare is a broadly shared barrier, its relative urgency may depend on the surrounding institutional and
economic context.

Financial support is among the most important measures in all datasets and is particularly strong in Belgium
and Romania. This confirms that affordability remains a central determinant of participation and that “free”
learning is often not truly free once indirect costs are taken into account.

A notable difference emerges around the importance of clear links between training and employment
opportunities. This dimension is especially pronounced in Romania and Cyprus, indicating that respondents in
these contexts are particularly concerned with whether training leads to tangible labour market outcomes. In
other words, participation is not only a matter of access; it is also shaped by confidence in the usefulness and
return of learning.

Recognition of prior learning is more visible in Belgium and, to a lesser extent, Slovenia, suggesting some
frustration with systems that do not adequately value existing knowledge and experience. Mentoring and
psychosocial support are relevant across countries but are generally secondary to structural enablers such as
flexibility, childcare, and financial support.

The infographic synthesises the relationship between the most significant structural barriers and the
corresponding support measures prioritised by respondents across countries. The alignment is both direct and
consistent: financial insecurity, care-related constraints, and emotional burden correspond closely to demands
for financial support, flexible learning formats, and mentoring or psychosocial assistance.

This mapping reinforces a key analytical insight of the report: participation is not constrained by a lack of
motivation or awareness, but by the absence of enabling conditions that would make engagement feasible.
Importantly, it also demonstrates that respondents articulate not only constraints, but also viable solutions,
indicating a high level of clarity regarding participation needs.
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From a programme design perspective, this alignment provides strong empirical justification for integrated
intervention models, where support measures are not treated as optional add-ons but as structurally
embedded components of learning provision.

SHE-LEARNS

Cross-National Key Findings

€ Structural Barriers

® Financial insecurity as primary constraint
® Care responsibilities limiting time

® Emotional stress reducing capacity

@ Family prioritisation pressure

® Gender norms shaping expectations

@ Priority Support Measures

® Flexible and modular learning formats
® Accessible childcare solutions

@ Financial support and cost reduction

® Clear links to employment outcomes

® Mentoring and psychosocial support

¢ Strategic Insight

® Flexible and modular learning formats
® Accessible childcare solutions

® Financial support and cost reduction

® Clear links to employment outcomes

@ Mentoring and psychosocial support

¢ Strategic Insight

Participation barriers are structural, not individual.
Learning must align with real-life constraints:
time, care responsibilities, and financial pressure.
Integrated support is a precondition for access.
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6.4 Country-Level Questionnaire Analysis
Slovenia

Slovenia - Structural barriers to participation in learning

Mean score (1-5)

Interpretation

The Slovenian profile reflects a context where structural support systems formally exist, yet participation
barriers persist due to misalignment between institutional provision and lived realities.

The data shows that emotional stress and pressure to prioritise family responsibilities are among the most
prominent barriers, alongside care-related constraints. Unlike in lower-capacity systems, financial insecurity is

present but not dominant, indicating that exclusion is not driven solely by material deprivation but by capacity
overload within otherwise functioning systems.

This pattern suggests a “hidden exclusion dynamic”: participation is theoretically accessible, but practically
unsustainable due to cumulative pressures on time, energy, and cognitive resources.

On the support side, Slovenian respondents place strong emphasis on:

e childcare support,
e flexible learning formats, and
e psychosocial support
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This combination is analytically significant. It indicates that in Slovenia, the key barrier is not entry into the

system, but retention and continuity. Respondents are not asking for more opportunities, but for conditions
that allow them to remain engaged.

Overall, Slovenia represents a system in which policy provision is relatively strong, but user-centred design is
insufficient, leading to dropout risks despite high baseline accessibility.

Belgium

Belgium - Structural barriers to participation in learning

Mean score (1-5)

Interpretation

The Belgian data reveals a system characterised by high structural capacity combined with uneven
accessibility and fragmentation.

Financial insecurity emerges as the most pronounced barrier, accompanied by high scores for emotional stress
and care-related constraints. This is notable given Belgium’s relatively strong welfare framework, indicating
that support mechanisms do not fully translate into effective accessibility at the user level.

A key distinguishing feature of the Belgian profile is the importance of:

e recognition of prior learning,
¢ financial support, and
o flexibility in access conditions
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This suggests that barriers are not only about participation, but also about system navigation and efficiency.

Respondents indicate that existing skills and experiences are not adequately recognised, leading to redundant
or inaccessible learning pathways.

The relatively strong emphasis on financial support further points to hidden costs within the system,
particularly for low-skilled or vulnerable learners.

Belgium, therefore, illustrates a “fragmentation effect”, where support exists but is distributed unevenly,
requiring individuals to actively navigate complex systems. Participation becomes contingent on the ability to
access and combine multiple forms of support, rather than being structurally guaranteed.

Cyprus

s Cyprus - Structural barriers to participation in learning

Mean score (1-5)

Interpretation

The Cyprus profile shows one of the most intense barrier configurations, where multiple constraints converge
at high levels simultaneously. Care responsibilities, financial insecurity, emotional stress, and pressure to

prioritise family all score consistently high, indicating a compounded constraint environment rather than
isolated barriers.

A defining feature of the Cyprus data is the central role of emotional and cognitive load. While time

constraints are significant, the data suggest that the primary limitation lies in reduced capacity to engage,
rather than in the absence of time alone.
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On the support side, respondents strongly prioritise:

flexible learning formats,

childcare support, and

e financial support

o
However, compared to other countries, there is also a relatively stronger emphasis on psychosocial support,
reflecting the importance of addressing emotional sustainability alongside structural access.

Cyprus, therefore, represents a context where participation barriers are multi-layered and mutually

reinforcing, requiring interventions that address not only logistical access but also psychological readiness and
resilience.

Romania

Romania - Structural barriers to participation in learning

Mean score (1-5)

Interpretation

The Romanian dataset reflects a context where participation is strongly shaped by economic precarity and
outcome-oriented decision-making.

Financial insecurity is among the dominant barriers, accompanied by high scores for emotional strain and
pressure to prioritise family responsibilities. However, unlike in other countries, there is a particularly strong
emphasis on practical return and utility of participation.
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This is clearly reflected in the support preferences, where Romanian respondents prioritise:

e financial support,
o flexible learning formats, and
e clear links between training and employment

The prominence of employment linkage is analytically significant. It indicates that participation is not perceived
as an intrinsic value but as astrategic investment that must generate tangible outcomes to be viable.
Additionally, childcare support, while relevant, is less dominant than in other countries, suggesting
that economic constraints outweigh care-related constraints in shaping participation decisions.

I"

Romania, therefore, represents a “survival-driven participation model”, where engagement in learning is
conditional on immediate and visible benefits, and where long-term investment in education is often

deprioritised in favour of short-term stability.
Comparative Synthesis
The questionnaire findings reinforce the central argument of this report in four important ways.

First, they confirm that the most relevant barriers are structural rather than individual. Across countries,
respondents do not primarily identify low motivation, lack of interest, or low confidence as the main obstacles.
Instead, they point to care responsibilities, financial precarity, emotional burden, and institutional inflexibility.

Second, they show that support needs are highly coherent across national contexts. Despite differences in
welfare regimes and labour market conditions, respondents consistently prioritise flexible learning design,
childcare support, and financial support. This strongly supports the development of a transnational
intervention model centred on integrated and family-compatible access conditions.

Third, the questionnaire results demonstrate that participation is not simply about opening opportunities, but
about making them usable. Across multiple datasets, respondents indicate that learning opportunities
formally exist but are not practically accessible because they are not aligned with daily-life constraints.

Fourth, the data highlights the importance of employment relevance. Especially in countries where economic
insecurity is more acute, participation depends not only on access and affordability, but also on whether
learning is perceived as linked to real opportunities, concrete outcomes, and meaningful returns.
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Table 7. Cross-national synthesis of questionnaire findings

Dimension

Dominant

barrier pattern

Most strongly
prioritised
support

Role of
emotional
burden

Role of financial
insecurity

Labour-market
relevance of
training

Overall
interpretation

Slovenia

Care responsibilities
+ emotional stress +
financial pressure

Flexible schedules;
childcare support;
psychosocial support

Strong

High

Moderate

Participation
constrained by care
and emotional load
within a formally
strong system

Belgium

Financial pressure
+ time constraints
+ care burden

Financial support;
flexible schedules;
childcare support

Strong

Very high

Moderate

Participation
constrained by
affordability and
fragmented
accessibility

Cyprus

Care responsibilities
+ emotional stress +
financial insecurity

Flexible schedules;
childcare support;
financial support

Very strong

Very high

High

Participation
constrained by
cumulative
structural and
emotional burden

Romania

Financial insecurity
+ family pressure +
weak participation
conditions

Flexible learning;
financial support;
employment
linkage

Strong

Very high

Very high

Participation
constrained by
precarity and the
need for tangible
labour-market
return
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7. Implications for SHE-LEARNS

The questionnaire findings provide strong empirical confirmation of the project’s core implementation logic,
while also refining the understanding of how and under which conditions participation becomes feasible.
Rather than introducing new barriers, the data consolidates and prioritises those already identified through
qualitative and desk-based analysis, offering a clearer hierarchy of intervention needs. A key insight emerging
from the questionnaire strand is that participation is not constrained by the absence of opportunities, but by
the misalignment between available provision and the structural realities of single mothers’ lives. This has
direct implications for how SHE-LEARNS interventions must be designed, delivered, and evaluated.

7.1 From access to usability

The findings indicate that improving participation requires a shift from a focus on access to a focus on usability
of learning opportunities. Across all countries, respondents consistently identify flexible learning formats,
childcare support, and financial assistance as the most critical enabling conditions. This suggests that
participation is contingent not on whether programmes exist, but on whether they can be integrated into
highly constrained and unpredictable daily routines. In this context, flexibility should not be conceptualised
as an added feature, but as a structural precondition for engagement. Modular, self-paced, and hybrid
formats are therefore essential to ensure that learning can adapt to participants’ time availability rather than
requiring participants to adapt to rigid institutional schedules.

7.2 Integrated support as a participation condition

The questionnaire data further confirms that single barriers do not operate in isolation, but in cumulative and
mutually reinforcing ways. Financial insecurity, care responsibilities, and emotional strain interact to create a
participation environment where engagement becomes structurally unrealistic. As a result, effective
intervention requires integrated support packages, combining:

e flexible learning provision,

e childcare solutions,

e financial support mechanisms, and

e psychosocial and mentoring components

This integrated approach reflects a transition from fragmented, programme-based interventions
to coordinated participation pathways, in which multiple enabling conditions are addressed simultaneously.

7.3 Financial viability as a core determinant

Financial considerations emerge as a decisive factor shaping participation decisions across all countries. The
data clearly shows that even when learning is formally free, indirect costs, such as childcare, transport, and
lost income, continue to function as significant barriers. This highlights the need to ensure that participation
is economically viable and risk-neutral. Without financial safeguards, engagement in learning competes
directly with immediate household needs, making non-participation a rational and adaptive choice.

the European Union  uUnion nor EACEA can be held responsible for them.
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For SHE-LEARNS, this implies the integration of:

e cost-reduction measures,
e financial incentives or subsidies, and
e alignment with existing social benefits

to ensure that participation does not generate additional financial pressure.

7.4 Childcare as enabling infrastructure

The findings reaffirm that childcare is not a complementary service, but a core enabling infrastructure for
participation. Across all countries, respondents identify childcare availability and flexibility as a decisive
condition for engagement. Importantly, this includes not only access to formal childcare but also its alighnment
with learning schedules and formats. This implies that SHE-LEARNS interventions should:

e embed childcare within programme design (e.g. on-site or coordinated solutions),
e orensure access through targeted support mechanisms (e.g. vouchers or partnerships)

Without such integration, participation remains structurally constrained regardless of programme quality.

7.5 Psychosocial support and participation sustainability

The questionnaire findings reinforce the importance of psychosocial factors, particularly in relation
to motivation, persistence, and completion. While structural barriers determine access, emotional stress and
mental load significantly affect the capacity to sustain participation over time. This is particularly evident in
contexts where respondents report high levels of fatigue, isolation, and cognitive overload. As such, mentoring
and peer support mechanisms should be considered core components of programme delivery, rather than
supplementary services. Their role extends beyond emotional support to include:

e guidance and orientation,
e confidence-building, and
e continuity of engagement

7.6 Strengthening the link between learning and employment

A further important finding relates to the perceived value of learning. In several contexts, particularly those
characterised by higher economic insecurity, participation is strongly conditioned by the extent to which
training is linked to tangible labour market outcomes. This indicates that participation is influenced not only
by access conditions but also by expected returns. Learning must therefore be perceived as meaningful,
relevant, and capable of improving economic stability.

For SHE-LEARNS, this implies:

e stronger integration of employability components,
e clearer pathways from training to employment, and
e alignment with labour market needs
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7.7 From fragmentation to system coordination

Finally, the findings highlight the importance of addressing system fragmentation. Single mothers do not
engage with a single institutional framework, but with multiple, often disconnected systems, including
education, employment, childcare, and social services. The lack of coordination between these systems
significantly reduces participation, even when individual components are available. SHE-LEARNS therefore has
the potential to function as a coordination model, demonstrating how:

e services can be aligned,
e access pathways simplified, and
e participation supported across different domains

7.8 Integrated intervention logic

The integrated intervention model SHE-LEARNS Integrated Intervention Pathway
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8. Triangulated comprehensive analysis of desk research, focus groups and
questionnaires

The combined evidence from desk research, focus groups, and structured questionnaires provides a highly
coherent picture of the barriers that shape single mothers’ participation in adult learning across Slovenia,
Belgium, Cyprus, and Romania. Taken together, these three strands of analysis do more than simply repeat the
same findings through different methods. Rather, they operate cumulatively: desk research establishes the
structural conditions, focus groups reveal how these conditions are experienced and negotiated in everyday
life, and questionnaire data confirms which barriers and support needs recur most consistently across
contexts and how respondents prioritise them. This triangulation is particularly important because it shows
that the exclusion of single mothers from learning opportunities cannot be reduced to isolated personal
circumstances or explained through a lack of motivation. Instead, the evidence consistently points to a wider
pattern of systemic misalignhment between adult learning provision and the social realities of single-parent
households.

At the broadest level, the desk-based comparative analysis already indicates that all four countries, despite
important differences in welfare capacity and institutional design, reproduce a similar structural pattern. Single
mothers occupy a disadvantaged position at the intersection of care responsibilities, labour market insecurity,
and insufficiently responsive education and support systems. However, the qualitative and survey material
make this picture much more precise. It shows that these factors do not operate as parallel difficulties, but as
mutually reinforcing constraints that combine to make participation in learning difficult, fragile, and often
unsustainable. In this sense, the desk research identifies the structural baseline, but the focus groups and
guestionnaires explain the mechanism through which that baseline translates into non-participation.

This is especially clear in relation to economic vulnerability. Desk research indicates that single-parent
households are consistently more exposed to poverty and instability than other household types, although the
extent varies across countries. Romania represents the most severe case, Cyprus also shows a very high
poverty risk, and Slovenia and Belgium perform better in relative terms. Yet the focus groups and
guestionnaires complicate any simplistic interpretation that stronger welfare systems automatically solve the
problem. In both Slovenia and Belgium, where formal supports and learning provision are comparatively better
developed, participants still described financial strain as a major obstacle. Questionnaire findings confirm this:
financial insecurity ranks among the strongest barriers in all four countries, including those with relatively
stronger welfare frameworks. This is analytically significant because it shows that employment and formal
social provision do not necessarily translate into effective economic security. Rather, the issue is the
relationship between income, care-related expenditure, indirect training costs, and the fragility of daily
household budgeting. Focus group accounts make this especially tangible, showing how childcare, transport,
learning materials, and the risk of losing income turn participation into an economically risky decision. The
guestionnaires then validate that this is not anecdotal, but a widely shared perception across countries. In this
way, the primary data confirms the desk research but also sharpens its interpretation: the main barrier is not
poverty in the abstract, but that participation in learning often competes directly with immediate survival

needs.
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A similarly important pattern emerges around time poverty, which appears across all methods as one of the
most persistent barriers but takes on different analytical meanings depending on the data source. The desk
research, supported by time-use evidence, shows that single mothers carry a disproportionate share of
childcare and unpaid work, and therefore have less disposable time than other adult populations. This
establishes time scarcity as a structural condition. The questionnaires then confirm that care responsibilities
and lack of time are consistently among the most highly ranked barriers across all countries. Yet it is the focus
groups, particularly in Cyprus and Slovenia, that reveal why “time” alone is not a sufficient explanation.
Participants repeatedly described not only a shortage of hours, but a condition of fragmented time,
interrupted attention, constant coordination, and exhaustion, meaning that even when time exists in formal
terms, it is often unusable for learning. This distinction between nominal availability of time and actual capacity
to engage is one of the clearest examples of how focus groups deepen the desk research and help interpret
the questionnaire results. Survey respondents identify time pressure; qualitative evidence shows that what
matters is not only the quantity of time but also whether that time is mentally and emotionally usable. This is
particularly relevant to project design because it suggests that simply offering shorter or online courses will
not automatically resolve the problem unless the broader conditions of overload are also addressed.

The role of childcare provides another strong example of convergence across methods. Desk research shows
clear national differences in childcare systems: Slovenia and Belgium have stronger formal provision, Cyprus
and Romania face more pronounced limitations, especially in flexibility and rural access. On the surface, this
could suggest that childcare is mainly a problem in lower-capacity systems. However, both focus groups and
guestionnaires complicate this view. Across all four countries, participants identified childcare as a decisive
condition for participation, regardless of the system's nominal strength. In Slovenia and Belgium, the issue was
less an absolute absence of services than waiting lists, co-payments, limited after-school coverage, and poor
alignment with course schedules. In Cyprus and Romania, the challenge was more fundamental, with a strong
reliance on informal care and limited, unreliable provision. The questionnaire findings reinforce this cross-
nationally: childcare support appears among the most prioritised support measures in all countries, even
where formal childcare is relatively developed. This suggests that the core issue is not only availability, but
functional compatibility between childcare systems and the rhythms of adult learning. The focus groups make
this explicit by showing that even short-term disruptions, such as illness or school closures, can cause
immediate drop-out. Thus, the primary data confirm the importance of childcare identified in desk research,
but also reframe it: childcare is not a supplementary convenience but an essential participation infrastructure.

Perhaps the clearest cross-method finding concerns the misalignment of adult education systems with the
realities of single mothers’ lives. Desk research indicates that adult learning opportunities are formally
available in all participating countries, though with varying levels of reach and flexibility. Yet if this were
sufficient, one would not expect persistent participation gaps. This is precisely where the focus groups and
guestionnaires become especially valuable. Across Slovenia and Belgium in particular, focus group participants
and educators described systems that are not absent, but designed around the assumptions of a stable,
uninterrupted learner. In Cyprus and Romania, the same issue appeared in a somewhat different form:
participants more often emphasised the limited availability of adapted programmes, rather than the rigidity of
otherwise existing provision. These differences matter because they show that the same broader problem —
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institutional non-responsiveness manifests differently across contexts. The questionnaires then confirm that
respondents across all countries strongly prioritise flexible schedules, modular formats, and hybrid provision.
This means the survey data does not merely repeat focus group complaints; it validates that the demand for
flexibility is systemic and cross-national. Together, the three strands show that the key challenge is not simply
access to programmes, but the practical usability of provision. Formal availability without adaptability
produces exclusion just as effectively as a lack of provision.

The distinction between skills needs and participation conditions is also clarified through the interaction of
methods. Desk research on adult learning often highlights the importance of upskilling, requalification, and
employability, particularly for women with interrupted careers or lower formal qualifications. Focus groups
did not contradict this, but they shifted the emphasis. Single mothers did not primarily report lacking interest
in learning or being unable to identify useful topics. On the contrary, they articulated concrete needs,
especially around practical, transversal, and employment-related skills. However, they repeatedly stressed
that learning becomes relevant only once the minimum participation conditions are met. Questionnaires
support this interpretation, showing strong support for flexible and enabling measures alongside learning
itself. In Romania and Cyprus, especially, the data also shows a stronger emphasis on employment linkage,
suggesting that learning must be perceived as offering tangible returns if it is to compete with pressing daily
demands. This is an important refinement of the broader analytical argument: the problem is not a lack of
perceived value in learning, but that learning competes with too many immediate risks unless it is accessible,
supported, and clearly worthwhile. The questionnaire strand is particularly useful here because it confirms
that participation barriers are not evidence of low motivation; rather, respondents are highly capable of
identifying meaningful support measures and desired outcomes.

The same pattern of complementarity appears in relation to emotional and psychological burden, which is
one of the strongest contributions of the qualitative and survey strands. This dimension is much less visible in
desk research, which tends to capture socio-economic conditions more easily than emotional overload. Yet
the focus groups show very clearly that stress, fatigue, guilt, anxiety, and isolation are not secondary issues. In
Cyprus, this emerged especially strongly, with participants drawing a distinction between not having time and
not having the mental or emotional bandwidth to use the time available. Belgium and Slovenia also showed
strong patterns of emotional pressure, while in Romania, psychosocial strain interacted with stigma, low
confidence, and social isolation. The questionnaires confirm that emotional stress is not merely a qualitative
theme limited to a few vocal participants; it consistently ranks high across countries as a major participation
barrier. This is one of the clearest cases in which the questionnaire strand strengthens the policy relevance of
focus group findings by showing that emotional burden is not marginal but structurally significant. It also
reveals an important gap in current systems: although psychosocial support is rarely built into adult learning
provision, mentoring, peer support, and guidance are repeatedly identified by participants as valuable. In other
words, the qualitative and quantitative primary data together expand the desk-based picture by revealing that
adult learning participation is shaped not only by material and logistical conditions, but also by emotional
sustainability.
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The cross-country differences identified through desk research are not contradicted by the primary data;
rather, they are given clearer meaning. Slovenia emerges as a context where baseline provision is relatively
strong, but where the principal problem lies in the mismatch between system design and the lives of high-
burden learners. The questionnaire findings support this by showing that childcare, flexibility, and psychosocial
support are particularly salient, while focus groups underline that the issue is often continuity and retention
rather than initial access. Belgium shows a somewhat different pattern. Desk research suggests a strong but
fragmented system, which is further reinforced by both focus groups and questionnaires. Participants
emphasised financial pressure, system navigation problems, and inconsistent accessibility, while the
guestionnaire results also highlighted recognition of prior learning as relatively important. This adds nuance to
the analysis: Belgium is not simply a case of insufficient provision, but of fragmented provision that demands
high levels of navigation capacity from learners. Cyprus, as desk research suggests, is characterised by more
constrained welfare support and a very high risk of poverty. The primary data strongly confirm this, but also
add a distinctive interpretive layer: the barrier configuration in Cyprus is notable not only for the high care and
financial burden, but also for the intensity of emotional and cognitive overload. Romania stands out most
sharply as a context of structural precarity, and both focus groups and questionnaires strongly reinforce this.
Yet they also reveal something distinctive: learning is evaluated very pragmatically, with particularly strong
emphasis on employment outcomes and immediate return. This helps explain why participation may remain
low even where some opportunities exist learning is not rejected, but it is considered viable only when it can
be linked to a visible material benefit.

One of the strongest conclusions arising from the full evidence base is that barriers are cumulative, not
isolated. Desk research points to structural inequalities affecting low-income households, rural populations,
migrants, and minority groups. Focus groups then show how these inequalities are actually lived, for example,
in the case of Roma women in Romania, migrant women in Belgium and Cyprus, or mothers in rural areas
facing service gaps and transport problems. Questionnaire data, while not exhaustive, support the
interpretation that participation becomes progressively harder as multiple disadvantages overlap. This is
crucial because it moves the analysis beyond a generic category of “single mothers” and toward a more
differentiated understanding of how intersectionality shapes participation conditions. The project’s analytical
framework is therefore strengthened by the interaction of methods: desk research names the risk factors,
focus groups illustrate their lived combination, and questionnaires show that many of the resulting barriers
are widely shared rather than isolated anomalies.

The educator's perspective adds an important further layer. Desk research and policy analysis already suggest
that adult education systems are not designed around the needs of single-parent learners. Focus groups with
educators confirm this, but also prevent an overly simplistic institutional critique. Across countries, educators
show relatively high awareness of the barriers faced by single mothers and, in many cases, a genuine
willingness to help. However, they also describe clear limits to what can be done without institutional backing.
This is where the focus group data is especially valuable: it reveals that the problem is not practitioner
indifference, but that support often depends on ad hoc flexibility, personal judgement, or external projects.
The institutional gaps identified in the desk research, lack of targeted funding, absence of monitoring, no
dedicated supportroles, weak integration of childcare or counselling, are therefore directly confirmed by those
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delivering adult learning on the ground. Questionnaire findings indirectly reinforce the same conclusion, as the
strong prioritisation of mentoring, guidance, flexibility, and integrated support indicates a clear absence of
such mechanisms in current provision. This produces one of the report’s most important system-level insights:
awareness exists, but systems have not translated awareness into design.

This full triangulated picture also sharpens the interpretation of what single mothers themselves are saying.
Across focus groups and questionnaires, respondents do not primarily seek entirely new kinds of education.
Nor do they define the problem in terms of low aspiration or lack of confidence alone. Instead, they repeatedly
point to the conditions under which participation becomes feasible: flexible schedules, modular or hybrid
learning, integrated childcare, financial support, guidance, mentoring, psychosocial support, and clear
employment relevance. This is analytically important because it demonstrates a strong alignment between the
barriers and the proposed solutions. The data, therefore, does not only describe exclusion; it also identifies a
relatively clear architecture of enabling conditions. This alignment is especially evident in the questionnaire
findings, where preferred support measures align closely with the highest-ranked barriers. Focus groups then
help explain why: participants have a practical understanding of what makes participation possible because
they negotiate these constraints daily. Desk research supports the feasibility and relevance of these measures
by linking them to wider European evidence on access, flexibility, inclusion, and gendered care burdens.

Overall, integrating all data sources yields a robust, consistent interpretation. Desk research establishes that
single mothers are structurally disadvantaged across diverse welfare contexts; focus groups show how these
structural pressures are experienced as economic strain, time fragmentation, emotional overload, and
institutional non-responsiveness; questionnaires confirm that these are not isolated narratives but recurring
cross-national patterns and clarify which support measures are most urgently needed. The most important
conclusion is therefore not simply that single mothers face many barriers, but that these barriers arise from a
persistent mismatch between policy assumptions and lived realities. Adult learning systems continue, implicitly
or explicitly, to assume a learner with stable time, predictable routines, independent mobility, and minimal
care responsibilities. Single mothers, particularly those facing additional economic, geographic, ethnic, or
migration-related disadvantages, do not fit that model. The result is a form of exclusion that is often hidden:
people are formally included in policy frameworks and may even have access to nominal provision, but remain
effectively excluded in practice because the surrounding conditions of participation are absent.

For this reason, the evidence does not support incremental or isolated adjustments alone. It points instead to
the need for integrated participation pathways, where adult learning is designed alongside the enabling
conditions that make it usable. The strength of the triangulated analysis lies precisely in showing that this is
not a speculative policy ambition but an empirically grounded conclusion supported by macro-level data, lived
experience, educator perspectives, and cross-national response patterns. In that sense, the findings do not
merely confirm that single mothers are a vulnerable group within adult learning. They show more precisely
that their exclusion is structurally produced, systematically reproduced, and nevertheless amenable to
intervention if systems are redesigned around actual participation conditions rather than idealised learner
assumptions.
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9. Transnational added value and transferability

The comparative evidence gathered through desk research, focus groups, and questionnaires demonstrates
that the challenges faced by single mothers in relation to adult learning are not confined to one national
system, welfare regime, or institutional setting. While the intensity and configuration of barriers vary across
participating countries, the analysis shows a clear set of recurring structural patterns that justify a
transnational response.

The added value of the SHE-LEARNS project lies precisely in its capacity to move beyond isolated national
interpretations and identify those elements that are both context-sensitive and transferable. The project does
not assume that a single standardised model can be applied uniformly across all countries. Instead, its
transnational relevance derives from identifying a common intervention architecture that can be adapted to
different institutional, socio-economic, and cultural environments.

At the comparative level, the evidence shows that participation barriers across countries cluster around a small
number of core dimensions: care responsibilities, financial insecurity, emotional overload, institutional
inflexibility, and weak alighnment between training provision and real-life participation conditions. These
shared dimensions provide a strong foundation for developing a joint transnational model. At the same time,
national variations reveal where adaptation is necessary. In Slovenia, the issue is less the absence of provision
than the lack of user-centred flexibility within otherwise developed systems. In Belgium, support structures
exist but appear fragmented and unevenly accessible. In Cyprus, the interaction between structural barriers
and emotional exhaustion is especially pronounced. In Romania, participation is strongly conditioned by
economic precarity and by the perceived practical value of training in relation to labour market outcomes.

This means that the transnational value of the project is not based on the assumption that countries face
identical realities, but on the recognition that they face structurally comparable challenges through different
institutional expressions. SHE-LEARNS is therefore well positioned to generate a model that is both logically
sound and adaptable in implementation.

A second dimension of transnational added value concerns the combination of perspectives included in the
evidence base. By integrating the voices of single mothers and adult educators, the project captures both the
demand and delivery sides of adult learning. This dual perspective makes it possible to identify not only what
single mothers need but also what institutions and practitioners require to respond effectively. This is
particularly important for transferability, as successful models must address not only participant barriers but
also organisational capacity, educator preparedness, and inter-institutional coordination.

The project also contributes transnational added value through its methodological triangulation. Desk data
provides macro-level evidence of structural inequality. Focus groups reveal how barriers are lived, prioritised,
and negotiated in practice. Questionnaires make it possible to assess patterns of convergence and relative
importance across countries. Together, these methods produce a stronger and more actionable evidence base
than any one of them alone. This strengthens the legitimacy of the project’s future interventions and increases
the likelihood that its outputs will be relevant beyond the immediate partnership.
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From a policy perspective, the transnational dimension of SHE-LEARNS is especially important because the
barriers identified in the report are closely linked to wider European priorities, including social inclusion,
gender equality, the European Pillar of Social Rights, lifelong learning, and labour market participation. The
project therefore has the potential to contribute not only to local or national pilot action, but also to broader
European discussions on how adult learning systems can become more equitable, flexible, and responsive to
vulnerable groups.

In this sense, transferability should be understood in three layers. First, there is conceptual transferability,
meaning that the project offers a coherent understanding of how structural barriers shape participation.
Second, there is operational transferability, meaning that practical approaches such as modular learning,
childcare-linked provision, mentoring, or guidance models can be adapted across different systems. Third,
there is policy transferability, meaning the findings can inform broader strategies and frameworks to reduce
inequalities in access to learning and employment.

The transnational added value of SHE-LEARNS, therefore, lies not only in comparative analysis but in its
capacity to generate a model that is empirically grounded, strategically relevant, and adaptable across
contexts. This positions the project as more than a local pilot initiative. It becomes a structured response to a
wider European challenge: how to create conditions for participation for those who are formally included in
policy frameworks but still excluded in practice.
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10. Strategic Design Principles for the Pilot Phase

The findings of this report suggest that the effectiveness of the SHE-LEARNS pilot phase will depend not only
on the content of activities, but on the degree to which implementation is guided by a coherent set of design
principles. These principles should function as an operational bridge between evidence and practice, ensuring
that the pilot phase does not reproduce the same forms of rigidity and fragmentation identified in the analysis.

10.1 Participation must be designed around real-life conditions

A central lesson of the analysis is that single mothers do not fail to participate because they do not value
learning, but because participation is too often designed around conditions they do not have. The pilot phase
should therefore adopt a life-compatible approach in which delivery formats, timing, support mechanisms,
and communication are all aligned with the realities of constrained time, care burdens, and unpredictability.

This means that pilot actions should be designed from the perspective of participation feasibility, not simply
programme availability. Scheduling, workload, duration, modality, and expectations must be calibrated to
what high-burden learners can realistically sustain.

10.2 Support must be layered, not singular

The evidence clearly shows that barriers accumulate. For that reason, support must also be layered. A single
intervention measure, whether financial, educational, or psychosocial, is unlikely to produce meaningful
change if other constraints remain unresolved. The pilot phase should therefore be organised around
combinations of support rather than stand-alone measures.

This layered logic is particularly important because different participants may experience different entry points
into exclusion. For some, the primary obstacle will be childcare. For others, it will be emotional overload,
financial precarity, or lack of guidance. The pilot should therefore be capable of responding flexibly to different
constellations of need while maintaining a common intervention framework.

10.3 Flexibility must be built into the structure, not negotiated informally

One of the most consistent findings across focus groups and educator perspectives is that flexibility often exists
only informally, depending on individual goodwill. This creates inconsistency, inequity, and uncertainty. The
pilot phase should therefore demonstrate what it means to embed flexibility structurally.

This includes flexible deadlines, modular progression, hybrid or asynchronous access, adapted participation
expectations, and support mechanisms that can respond to disruption without penalising learners. The key
point is that flexibility should be planned for, rather than improvised after problems arise.
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10.4 The pilot must reduce risk, not increase it

For single mothers living under financial, emotional, and temporal pressure, participation in learning can easily
become another source of strain. The pilot phase should therefore be designed as a risk-reducing
environment. This means reducing financial exposure, lowering administrative complexity, creating
predictable participation conditions, and avoiding punitive or rigid expectations.

A successful pilot will not simply offer learning; it will make learning feel safe enough to enter and manageable
enough to continue.

10.5 Employment relevance must be visible

In several country contexts, especially where economic precarity is acute, engagement in learning depends
heavily on whether it is perceived as useful, practical, and linked to real opportunities. The pilot phase should
therefore ensure that the employment relevance of training is visible from the outset.

This does not mean reducing the pilot to a narrow set of employability outcomes alone. Rather, it means clearly
articulating how participation can strengthen agency, confidence, practical competences, and transition
possibilities. Pathways from learning to labour market relevance should be visible, understandable, and
realistic.

10.6 Delivery capacity matters as much as participant readiness

The report shows that institutions and educators are often aware of the challenges faced by single mothers,
but lack tools, policies, or support structures to respond adequately. The pilot phase must therefore pay
attention not only to participants' readiness but also to delivery systems' readiness.

This includes educator guidance, internal coordination mechanisms, referral pathways, and clear procedures
for responding when participation barriers emerge. In this sense, the pilot should be seen as a learning process
for institutions as much as for participants.

10.7 Transferability should be built in from the beginning

If the pilot phase is intended to generate value beyond the immediate partnership, it must be designed to
enable later transfer. This means documenting not only outcomes, but also processes, adaptations, barriers
encountered during implementation, and the conditions under which specific measures work best.

Transferability will depend less on the production of abstract recommendations and more on the quality of
implementation learning generated during the pilot itself.
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CHAPTER 11:
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RESOURCE RISK

Budget constraints or
delays in fund allocation
may limit planned
activities or quality.

7. DATA PRIVACY AND
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trust and project integrity.
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11. Risks and Critical Implementation Considerations

The evidence gathered through WP2 indicates that the success of the SHE-LEARNS pilot phase will depend not
only on the relevance of its activities but also on the extent to which implementation choices reflect the
realities of the target group. The barriers identified in this report are cumulative, interdependent, and shaped
by structural conditions; as such, the pilot phase carries several implementation risks that must be actively
managed from the outset. Anticipating these risks is not a sign of weakness in the intervention model, but a
condition for ensuring that the model remains credible, adaptive, and practically viable.

A first risk concerns over-programming. Because single mothers face multiple barriers simultaneously, there
is a tendency in project design to respond with multiple components, parallel activities, and layered
expectations. While this is understandable, it also creates the danger that support becomes too intensive to
be usable. For a target group already operating under conditions of time scarcity, emotional strain, and
competing responsibilities, even well-designed offers can become inaccessible if they demand too much
continuity, coordination, or cognitive effort. The pilot phase must therefore strike a careful balance: it should
be sufficiently comprehensive to address real needs, yet sufficiently light and manageable to avoid becoming
another source of pressure.

A second risk is fragmented adaptation. The findings clearly show that barriers rarely operate in isolation.
Flexible learning formats, for example, are unlikely to have a strong effect if childcare remains unavailable;
mentoring may have limited value if financial pressure makes participation impossible; and psychosocial
support alone cannot compensate for rigid delivery structures. This means that partial adjustments, however
well-intended, may improve optics more than outcomes. The intervention model must therefore be internally
coherent, with different support measures reinforcing one another rather than functioning as disconnected
add-ons.

A third risk lies in the administrative reproduction of exclusion. One of the most important insights of the
report is that exclusion is often produced not only by the absence of support, but by the design of access
conditions themselves. If enrolment procedures are overly demanding, if attendance rules are too rigid, if
reporting obligations are burdensome, or if eligibility criteria fail to account for the realities of care work and
unstable income, the pilot may unintentionally replicate the very barriers it seeks to address. Administrative
architecture should therefore be understood as an integral part of the intervention model. Simplicity, clarity,
and flexibility in procedural design are not secondary operational concerns, but core conditions of inclusion.

A fourth risk concerns uneven institutional ownership. Where participation support depends mainly on the
commitment of individual educators, mentors, or coordinators, implementation quality becomes highly
uneven, and sustainability remains fragile. The evidence from focus groups already suggests that many existing
systems rely on informal goodwill rather than formalised mechanisms. For SHE-LEARNS to generate sustainable
value, pilot implementation must be anchored at the institutional level, with clear roles, agreed procedures,
internal buy-in, and practical resource allocation. Without this, even strong pilot results may remain person-
dependent and difficult to replicate.
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Afifth risk is narrow success measurement. If pilot effectiveness is assessed only by short-term indicators such
as attendance, course completion, or immediate employment outcomes, the intervention may fail to capture
meaningful progress highly relevant to the target group. For single mothers facing layered forms of exclusion,
progress may also take the form of re-engagement with learning, greater confidence in navigating institutions,
improved emotional stability, stronger future orientation, or increased readiness to participate. The evaluation
framework should therefore reflect both immediate and developmental outcomes, ensuring that the pilot
captures the full range of changes that matter for sustainable inclusion.

Finally, there is a broader strategic risk of underestimating context sensitivity. Although the report identifies
strong cross-national convergence in barriers and support needs, the national patterns also show that these
barriers cluster differently depending on the institutional setting. A transferable model must therefore remain
adaptable. If implementation becomes too standardised, it may lose relevance in contexts where financial
incentives, employment linkage, psychosocial support, or childcare provision play different roles. The pilot
phase should therefore combine a shared intervention logic with enough contextual flexibility to remain
meaningful across countries.

Taken together, these risks underline a central implementation principle: the quality of the SHE-LEARNS pilot
will depend less on how many support components are included, and more on how well they are sequenced,
aligned, and made usable in practice. A successful pilot will not merely deliver services; it will create a
participation environment that is realistic, coordinated, and responsive to the complexity of single mothers’
lives.

Table 8: Key implementation risks and mitigation considerations for the SHE-LEARNS pilot phase

Risk area

Over-
programming

Fragmented
adaptation

Administrative
reproduction of
exclusion

Co-funded by

the European Union

Description

Too many activities,
requirements, or
simultaneous support
components may make
participation feel heavy or
unmanageable.

Individual support
measures are introduced
without being linked to
other core needs.

Enrolment, eligibility,
attendance, or reporting
procedures become too
rigid or burdensome.

Why it matters

The target group already
operates under severe time
and cognitive pressure;
excessive programme
intensity may reduce take-
up and retention.

Single barriers rarely
operate alone; isolated
adjustments are unlikely to
produce sustained
participation.

Procedural design can
unintentionally recreate
the same barriers the
project aims to remove.

Mitigation consideration

Prioritise streamlined
delivery, realistic
workload, and phased
participation pathways.

Design integrated support
packages in which
flexibility, childcare,
financial support, and
guidance reinforce one
another.

Treat administration as
part of the intervention;
simplify processes and
build in procedural
flexibility.
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Uneven
institutional
ownership

Narrow
evaluation logic

Insufficient
context
adaptation

Co-funded by
the European Union

Implementation depends
on informal commitment
of individuals rather than
shared organisational
responsibility.

Success is measured only
through completion rates
or immediate labour-
market outcomes.

The pilot model is applied
too uniformly across
countries or institutions.

This weakens consistency,
scalability, and long-term
sustainability.

Important developmental
outcomes such as re-
engagement, confidence,
and system navigation may
be missed.

Shared barriers exist, but
their configuration and
intensity differ across
contexts.

Secure role clarity, internal
commitment, and
institutional backing
across partner
organisations.

Use a broader evaluation
framework combining
immediate, intermediate,
and developmental
indicators.

Retain a common
intervention logic while
allowing contextual
adaptation in
implementation.
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CHAPTER 12:

CONCLUSION

This research provides a comprehensive understanding of the needs, challenges and
topportunities facing single mothers and adult educators across our partner countries.

By integrating insights from desk research, focus groups and questionnaires, we have
identified key priorities to inform the design and implementation of the pilot phase

EVIDENCE-BASED
INSIGHTS
A solid foundation of

research and stakeholder
perspectives.

within the SHE-LEARNS project.

VOICES THAT MATTER CLEAR PRIORITIES COLLABORATIVE TOWARDS LASTING
The experiences of single Key needs and barriers SOLUTIONS IMPACT
mothers and adult have been identified to Cross-national collaboration Findings will drive the
educators are at the guide targeted and enhances innovation, pilot phase and contribute
centre of our approach. impactful solutions. relevance and to long-term empowerment
transferability. and inclusion.

KEY TAKEAWAYS
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&0 yy |
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EDUCATORS NEED INNOVATIVE TOOLS PARTNERSHIP SUSTAINABILITY

NEEDS ARE
REAL AND URGENT STRONG SUPPORT MAKE A DIFFERENCE CREATES VALUE IS ESSENTIAL
Single mothers face Adult educators play a Digital solutions, mentorship Our diverse partnership Long-term impact depends
complex challenges crucial role and need and flexible learning models brings complementary on continued collaboration,
that require coordinated tools, training and can help overcome barriers expertise and ensures policy alignment and
educational, social and recognition to deliver and build confidence solutions are relevant community ownership.
policy responses. inclusive learning. and skills. across contexts.
OUR VISION MOVING FORWARD N U o
Through the SHE-LEARNS pilot phase, we will co-create practical, inclusive and scalable = ' T
solutions that empower single mothers, strengthen adult educators and promote more . . .

equitable learning and employment opportunities across Europe. . .
Together, we learn. Together, we empower. Together, we create change. .
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12. Conclusion

The findings presented in this transnational report converge toward a clear and consistent conclusion: the
limited participation of single mothers in adult learning is not primarily a question of individual motivation, but
of structural feasibility.

Across all analysed contexts, regardless of differences in welfare regimes, institutional capacity, or economic
conditions, single mothers face a similar configuration of constraints. These constraints are not isolated, but
cumulative and mutually reinforcing. Time poverty, financial pressure, care responsibilities, emotional strain,
and institutional rigidity interact to create participation environments in which engagement in learning
becomes difficult to initiate and even harder to sustain.

The evidence demonstrates that the current gap is not one of provision, but of alignment. Opportunities for
learning exist across all participating countries. However, these opportunities are too often designed around
standardised assumptions of availability, stability, and support that do not reflect the lived realities of single-
parent households. As a result, participation remains formally possible but practically inaccessible.

A central contribution of this report is the shift in perspective it proposes. Rather than asking why single
mothers do not participate, the analysis reframes the question toward the conditions under which
participation becomes realistically possible. This shift has important implications for both policy and practice.
It moves the focus away from individual deficits and toward systemic design, highlighting the need to create
enabling environments rather than simply expanding opportunities.

The comparative analysis further shows that, despite contextual differences, there is a high degree of
convergence in both the barriers identified and the solutions proposed. Across all countries, single mothers
consistently emphasise the importance of flexibility, childcare support, financial feasibility, and continuous
guidance. This convergence provides a strong foundation for the development of a transnational intervention
model that is both evidence-based and transferable.

At the same time, the findings underline the importance of contextual sensitivity. While the core dimensions
of exclusion are shared, their relative intensity and configuration differ across countries. Effective intervention
therefore requires a balance between a common strategic framework and adaptable implementation
approaches.

In this context, the SHE-LEARNS project is positioned as more than a capacity-building initiative. It represents
a system-oriented approach to participation, aiming to bridge the gap between institutional provision and lived
experience. Its added value lies in its integrated logic, combining flexible learning pathways, support
mechanisms, and institutional adaptation into a coherent participation model.

Importantly, the report also highlights that participation should not be understood solely in terms of enrolment
or completion. For the target group, meaningful progress may include re-engagement with learning, increased
confidence, improved system navigation, and enhanced readiness for future transitions. Recognising these
dimensions is essential for developing realistic expectations and effective evaluation frameworks.

Co-funded b Funded by the European Union. Views and opinions expressed are, however, those of the author(s) only and do not necessarily
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Looking forward, the success of the SHE-LEARNS pilot phase will depend on its ability to operationalise the
principles identified in this report. This includes embedding flexibility as a structural feature, integrating
support measures, ensuring financial viability, and strengthening coordination across systems. It also requires
attention to implementation quality, institutional ownership, and the avoidance of unintended barriers within
programme design itself.

Ultimately, the report underscores a broader strategic insight: inclusion in adult learning cannot be achieved
through access alone. It requires the alighment of systems with the realities of those they aim to serve.

By addressing this alignment, SHE-LEARNS has the potential to contribute not only to improved participation
outcomes for single mothers, but also to wider European efforts to create more equitable, responsive, and
resilient learning systems.
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