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Adult Education Survey: 2016 
 

The Adult Education Survey (AES) aims to gather information on uptake of formal, non-formal and 
informal education and training activities, being academic or vocational, during 2016. The survey is 
conducted every five years, as per EU regulation, amongst adults aged 25-64 who were living in 
private households in Malta and Gozo during the year under review. The analysis presented in this 
publication is based on an estimated population of 236,210 persons. (For further methodological 
information, kindly refer to Annex 1.) 
 

Key facts: 

 Total number of persons aged 25-64 who have actively sought information about 
education and training possibilities during 2016 amounted to 45,664 (equivalent to 19.3 
per cent of the estimated target population count). 

 The number of persons participating in Formal Education (FED) increased from 4.4 per 
cent (9,481 persons) reported in 2011 to 7.2 per cent (16,994 persons) in 2016. 

 The most popular reason for undertaking formal education was to increase 
skills/knowledge in a subject of interest, with 92.3 per cent of FED participants 
confirming this. 

 Each FED participant spent an annual average of 245 hours in this form of learning 
during 2016. 

 Total number of persons participating in Non-Formal Education (NFE) during the 
reference period amounted to 79,797 (equivalent to 33.8 per cent of the target 
population count). 

 On average, an NFE participant followed 2.34 NFE activities during the reference year. 

 Nearly 40 per cent of the youngest category of respondents (aged 25-34 years) did not 
participate in either FED or NFE activity during 2016 and did not show any interest in 
future participation. 

 The number of persons participating in Informal Education (INF) stood at 42.0 per cent 
(99,178 persons) in 2016. 

 The largest proportion of INF participants belonged to the age group 35-54, with 48.7 
per cent (48,338 persons). 

 Over 40 per cent of the target population said that they are familiar with two other 
languages, other than their mother tongue. On the other hand, 8.2 per cent of the 
population confirmed that they do not know any other languages, apart from their mother 
tongue. 
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A. SEEKING LEARNING POSSIBILITIES AND GUIDANCE 
 

The first step in undergoing educational learning, irrespective of its form, orientation or level is to 
actively seek information on various available learning opportunities. In 2016, it was estimated that a 
total of 45,664 persons (19.3 per cent of the target population) actively sought information about 
learning possibilities.  
 
Among those who sought some form of information on learning opportunities, 54.4 per cent were 
women. Nearly half (48.8 per cent) of the persons seeking such information pertained to the 35-54 
age bracket. In addition, those with a higher educational level were more likely to seek additional 
learning opportunities, where nearly 40 per cent of information seekers had an attained tertiary level 
of education.  

 
 

 
 
 

A total of 85,562 persons (36.2 per cent) were estimated to have received some form of information 
on learning opportunities during the reference year. Of these, the absolute majority, with 83.5 per 
cent, received this information only because it was free of charge.  
 
 
B. FORMAL EDUCATION 

 
Formal Education (FED) is the most common and evident type of learning, since such education 
being regulated, intentional and planned. Basic features of formal education also include having a 
specific set-up for the provision of these types of educational activities as well as the attainment of a 
formal and officially recognised qualification. (Further information on FED can be found in Annex 1).  
 
The share of persons participating in FED increased from 4.4 per cent (9,481 persons) in 2011 to 7.2 
per cent (16,994 persons) in 2016. Over the past three survey rounds, female participation was seen 
to be consistently higher than that of males for this type of education.  
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In 2016, participation in FED tended to be highest among the youngest age cohort of the target 
population, with 56.9 per cent of FED participants being aged between 25 and 34 years. Furthermore, 
58.9 per cent of those in FED had already attained a tertiary level of education. As mentioned 
previously, female participation in FED constituted almost 60 per cent of all participants. The absolute 
majority (90.8 per cent) of all FED participants were in some form of employment (including self-
employment).  
 
Of the 16,994 persons who took up FED in the reference period, 59.0 per cent were conducting such 
an activity at a tertiary level. When asked on the reasons for undergoing FED (where more than one 
reason could be selected), the top three reasons presented were: to increase skills/knowledge in a 
subject of interest (92.3 per cent), to obtain certification (91.7 per cent) and to improve career 
prospects (86.4 per cent). With respect to outcomes seen from undergoing FED (where more than 
one outcome could be selected), the most common outcomes perceived were: better performance in 
present job (69.9 per cent), assignment of new tasks (55.9 per cent), job promotion and other 
personal related reasons (each with 46.8 per cent). 
 

 
Notes:  
1. More than one outcome was possible for selection. 
2. U Under represented figures, to be used with caution. 
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Total number of hours spent by FED participants on this type of education activity during 2016 
amounted to around 4.08 million hours of learning, which is equivalent to an annual average of 245 
hours per participant, or approximately 5 hours per week per participant.  
 
 
C. NON-FORMAL EDUCATION 

 
Non-Formal Education (NFE) may be describes as any organised educational activity which takes 
place outside the formal education system. This form of education is generally flexible, learner-
centred, contextualised and uses a participatory approach. In addition, NFE activities tend to have no 
specific target group, are irrespective of age, employment status or educational background. (Further 
information on NFE can be found in Annex 1). 
 
 

 
 
 
The total number of persons participating in NFE during 2016 amounted to 79,797, which accounted 
for 33.8 per cent of the target population. This resulted in a slight decrease from the previous AES in 
2011, when the number at the time stood at 34.2 per cent. The most preferred format of NFE activity 
was through courses with 62.3 per cent of participants having pursued at least one course over the 
year, while private tuition was the least preferred form with an uptake of 7.9 per cent from all NFE 
participants. 
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Notes:  
1. More than one form of NFE activity was possible for selection. 
2. U Under represented figures, to be used with caution. 
 
 
 
Of those taking up at least one NFE activity during 2016, half were aged between 30 and 54 years. 
This contrasts the trend seen in FED, which was more popular among the youngest category. Similar 
to FED participants, 87.0 per cent of NFE participants were in some form of employment. In contrast, 
the largest group of NFE participants, with 40.1 per cent, had a low level of educational background. 
Over half (56.8 per cent) of the NFE participants undertook only one NFE activity in 2016, while 8.3 
per cent of the participants undertook four or more NFE activities. On average, an NFE participant 
followed 2.34 NFE activities during the reference year.   
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For those who participated in NFE, basic information on a maximum of seven NFE activities was 
collected. Of these NFE activities, two were randomly selected through a computerised process and 
further details were queried on them. With respect to the first randomly selected NFE activity, in total, 
participants spent around 3.93 million hours of learning (equivalent to approximately 50 hours per 
participant). Cost-wise, a total of around €6.08 million were spent on the first NFE activity, amounting 
to approximately €76.18 per participant. For the second randomly selected NFE activity, an average 
of 26 hours was spent per participant, costing an average of €41.73 each. (For further information on 
how costing was treated in this survey, kindly refer to the note in Annex 1).  
 
 
 
D. INTEREST IN (FURTHER) PARTICIPATION 
 
A section of the survey focused on the willingness to continue or start Formal or Non-formal (FED or 
NFE) education. When considering the youngest age cohort, 28.2 per cent stated that they did 
participate in some form of FED or NFE activity, however did not want to participate anymore. On the 
other hand, 16.0 per cent of the same age cohort indicated that even though they participated in FED 
or NFE activity, they want to continue their education in the future. The largest share of those aged 
between 25 and 34 (nearly 40 per cent), stated that they did not participate in any FED or NFE activity 
and do not want to do so in the future. 
 
Of those aged between 35 and 54, 19.4 per cent stated that even though they did not participate in 
any FED or NFE activity, they wished to be able to participate in the future. The majority of the older 
category of respondents (aged 55-64), with 63.6 per cent, said that they did not participate in any FED 
or NFE activity and did not want to participate in any in the future. Overall, a trend of increase in future 
non-participation can be noted with the increase of age.  
 
 

 
 
Note: U Under represented figures, to be used with caution. 
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E. INFORMAL EDUCATION 
 
Informal Education (INF) takes the form of educational activities that have no particular structure, 
have no curriculum and have no qualifications. (Further information on INF education can be found in 
Annex 1). 
 
The number of persons participating in INF education stood at 42.0 per cent (99,178 persons) of the 
target population in 2016. For 54,204 persons, the most preferred mode of INF learning was through 
the use of computer (including offline and online resources), while the least preferred method was 
through visiting learning centres (such as libraries), with 19,559 persons indicating this option.  
 
 

 
 
Note: More than one form of INF form was possible for selection. 
 
 
A further breakdown showed that the largest proportion of INF participants belonged to the 35-54 age 
cohort, with 48.7 per cent (48,338 persons). Overall, INF participants appeared to be equally 
distributed between males and females. With regards to the main activity status, the largest proportion 
of participants in INF activities was for those in some form of employment (76.0 per cent). In 
comparison with other forms of education, INF education was the most popular format of learning for 
economically inactive persons (including retired persons), which made up 21.0 per cent of 
participants. 
 
 
 
F. LANGUAGES 
 
The AES questionnaire also contained a module on languages, mainly aimed at measuring 
knowledge and fluency in different languages among all respondents. Maltese was the mother tongue 
of 91.5 per cent of the target population, making it the most common mother tongue language in 
Malta.   
 
 

31,048
33,130

54,204

27,402

23,087

19,559

0

10,000

20,000

30,000

40,000

50,000

60,000

Family/Relative Printed material Computer (offline 
and online)

Media outlets Museums and sites Learning centres

n
o

. o
f 

p
er

so
n

s

forms of INF

Chart 8. Uptake of various forms of INF: 2016

11



The largest share of the surveyed population (43.2 per cent) said that they know and regularly use 
two other languages, other than their mother tongue. Excluding the mother tongue, 32.4 per cent said 
that they use only one other language, while 8.2 per cent stated that they did not know any other 
languages.   
 
 

 
 
 
Out of the respondents who said to not know any other language (other than mother tongue), 45.9 per 
cent were aged 35-54 and 79.8 per cent had a low level of education. On the other hand, respondents 
who said to know three or more foreign languages, 34.8 per cent were aged 25-34 and 44.5 per cent 
had a tertiary level of education. In the case of respondents knowing only one other foreign language, 
32.9 per cent were aged 55-64 and 67.2 per cent had a low level of education. While nearly two-thirds 
of those who did not know any foreign language other than their mother tongue were males, whereas 
females constituted a similar amount among those who know three or more foreign languages. 
 
Other than the mother tongue, English was the most common language among respondents with 
161,027 persons (68.2 per cent) stating that they were proficient in it. This was followed by Italian, 
with 18.7 per cent (or 44,218 persons).  
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ANNEX 1: METHODOLOGY AND DATA QUALITY 
 
 
1.1 SAMPLING DESIGN  

 
A gross sample of 1,500 households was selected from the Population and Households Register 
(which is maintained internally by the NSO), and is based on the 2011 Census of Population and 
Housing. Sample selection was carried out through a systematic sampling approach (i.e. the sample 
elements were selected from an ordered sampling frame), whereby the primary sampling units to be 
selected were private households with at least one person aged between 25 and 64 years at the time 
of selection. The order of selection on the sampling frame was made on the basis of the district of 
residence, number of males and females within the household and the total number of persons in the 
household aged 25-44 and 45-64. All members aged 25 to 64 living in the selected households were 
eligible to participate in the survey. 
 
 
1.2 LEGAL BACKGROUND AND REFERENCE PERIOD 
 
The Adult Education Survey (AES) is conducted by the National Statistics Office (NSO) on a 5 year 
cycle, as per the European Commission (EC) regulation No. 452/2008 and the European Union (EU) 
regulation No. 1175/2014. This is the third survey of its kind that has been carried out by the NSO.  
 
The first survey was carried out in 2008, having 2007 as its reference year, while the second AES 
wave was launched in 2012, with 2011 as its reference year. The third, and most recent survey, was 
conducted during 2017 and had 2016 as its reference period. Unless otherwise specified, all 
information presented in this publication refers to the most recent reference year.  
 
The survey covers persons aged between 25 and 64 and living in private households in Malta and 
Gozo (i.e. excluding institutional residences). This survey collects information about a number of 
areas related to adult education, such as: learning outcomes, time allocated and money invested in 
different forms of learning, as well as fluency and use of languages. 
 
 
1.3 DEFINITIONS 
 
When collecting and analysing information from households, the following definitions and criteria were 
used: 
 
Age - Calculated to be the age of the respondent on the day of the interview. 
 
Household member - A person having lived in the same household for more than one year and with 
the intention of continuing to live there for at least another year.  
 
Education level attained - Refers to the highest qualification which the respondent has already 
attained at the time of the interview. These are categorised under: at most lower secondary level, 
upper and post secondary level or tertiary level. 
 
Main economic status – Refers to the self-perceived economic activity status of the respondent 
during the reference year and is classified with the following: 

 
Employed - Persons who are employed on a full-time or part-time basis, self-employed or 
family workers. 
 
Unemployed - Persons who are actively seeking some form of employment. 
 
Retired - Persons who are in retirement or early retirement, or gave up business. 
 
Other inactive - Persons who are students, in training with unpaid work experience, 
permanently disabled or unable to work because of illness, fulfilling domestic tasks and any 
other inactive person not previously mentioned. 
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Adult Education - Refers to the entire body of organised educational processes irrespective of; 
content, level and method, whether formal or otherwise, apprenticeships and whether they prolong or 
replace initial education in schools/colleges/universities. The purpose of this education is for adults to 
improve their technical or professional qualifications, further develop their abilities and enrich their 
knowledge. Objectives of such education would include, amongst others: completion of a formal 
education, attainment of skills in a new field and updated knowledge in a particular field. 
 
Formal Education (FED) – Education that is provided in a structured system, such as that of primary 
schools, secondary schools, universities and other educational institutions, which lead to the 
attainment of an official qualification. 
 
Non-Formal Education (NFE) – Refers to education conducted through a series of organised and 
sustained activities, which do not lead to an official qualification. Non-formal education may take place 
both within and outside educational institutions, and caters for all age groups.  
 
Note: For the purpose of this survey, basic details on a maximum of seven NFE activities were 
collected. Of these activities, two were then randomly selected through a computerised process, upon 
which, further information was then enquired.  
 
Informal Education (INF) – This type of learning consists of activities that are undertaken specifically 
for learning purposes, but are less organised and structured than other educational activities. The 
following categories of INF learning forms were used: 
 

a. Family member, relative or friend – INF learning through requesting of tutoring/instruction 
from a family member, relative or friend; 
 

b. Printed material – INF learning through the use of printed material, such as books, 
professional magazines, etc.; 

 
c. Media outlet – INF learning through the use of television, radio or video; 

 
d. Museums and sites – INF learning through guided tours of museums and/or historical, 

natural, cultural or industrial sites; and 
 

e. Learning centres – INF learning through visiting learning centres, such as libraries. 
 
Reporting of Costs – For the purpose of this survey, when recording costs of various education 
activities, only costs incurred by the respondent or any other household member are recorded. 
Therefore, if a respondent undertook an educational activity which was fully sponsored by an 
employer/third party, the recorded cost would be nil. On the other hand, if a respondent took part in an 
educational activity which was paid for personally or by his/her relatives who are living in the same 
household, then the full cost of the activity was recorded. The same rationale was used for partial 
sponsorships.  
 
 
1.4 QUESTIONNAIRE DESIGN 
 
The questionnaire was designed to satisfy all requirements set by the abovementioned regulations 
and follows Eurostat’s guidelines for implementation. The methodology adopted for this survey 
enhances harmonisation and comparability of results at European level. The following structure was 
designed to facilitate responses and minimise as much as possible missing information and 
misinterpretation of questions. 
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Chart A. Flowchart of AES 2016 questionnaire 
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1.5 DATA COLLECTION METHOD 
 
Data collection was carried out through a face-to-face computer assisted interview (CAPI) of a 
standalone questionnaire. A letter of information about this survey, including contact details of the 
responsible unit was sent to the selected households prior to the start of the data collection. Technical 
assistance from internal staff was made available to all households and interviewers during the data 
collection period. In addition, follow-ups were also conducted by the Office in order to ensure 
coverage of the entire population and confirm potential conflicting or unclear information.  
 
 
1.6 RESPONSE RATES 
 
The overall effective response rate1 for the 2016 AES stood at 76.7 per cent, and had the following 
household breakdown: 
 
 
Table R. Response rate of gross and effective sample for AES 2016 
 

  No.  % Gross 
Sample 

% Effective 
Sample 

Sampled Households 1,500 100.0  -  

Ineligible Households 146 9.7  -  

Effective Household Sample 1,354 90.3 100.0 

Refusals 145 9.7 10.7 

Other Non-Contacts 171 11.4 12.6 

Net Responding Households 1,038 69.2 76.7 

 
The resulting responding sample provided the following distribution at individual level, by age-group, 
sex and district of residence: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                            
1 The effective response rate is calculated as the proportion of responding households from the gross sample after excluding 
ineligible elements in the sample (e.g. address does not contain private residential housing, address is under 
construction/demolished/derelict, non-residential address or used for business purposes or address is a communal 
establishment).  
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Table S. Distribution of respondents by age group, sex and district for AES 2016 
 

Age group / 
Sex 

Southern 
Harbour 
District 

Northern 
Harbour 
District 

South 
Eastern 
District 

Western 
District 

Northern 
District 

Gozo 
and 

Comino 
District 

Total 

25
-3

4 

Males 32 56 41 29 34 15 207 

Females 36 48 24 31 29 19 187 

Total 68 104 65 60 63 34 394 

35
-5

4 

Males 91 134 67 67 68 44 471 

Females 90 139 74 77 75 50 505 

Total 181 273 141 144 143 94 976 

55
-6

4 

Males 67 67 47 39 50 29 299 

Females 57 77 44 37 54 25 294 

Total 124 144 91 76 104 54 593 

T
o

ta
l 

Males 190 257 155 135 152 88 977 

Females 183 264 142 145 158 94 986 

Total 373 521 297 280 310 182 1,963 

 
 
1.7 DATA PROCESSING AND QUALITY ASSURANCE 
 
Responses were directly captured into a specifically designed in-house computerised system by the 
interviewer during the interview. Through this method, post-interview data entry errors were 
eliminated and some validation processes were applied during the interview itself, by means of logic 
checks which were incorporated into the software. 
 
Interviewer audits were carried out to ensure that the data was collected at the highest quality 
standards. This measure has proved to be highly effective in reducing incidence of errors and under-
reporting, and thus enhancing the quality of results.  
 
Data analysis of the 2016 AES comprised a thorough process of data verification and consistency 
checks. This included checking for incomplete information and other identified anomalies. 
Comparisons with other surveys and sources, as well as comparison with previous AES waves, were 
conducted for consistency and coherence purposes, keeping in mind possible deviations from 
definitions between each source.  
 
Efforts were made during the data collection process to mitigate item non-response as much as 
possible. However, this was not completely eradicated, and corrective measures had to be taken 
during data analysis in order to cater for such issues. Missing information was imputed using auxiliary 
information (e.g. survey data, administrative data, etc.) or through appropriate statistical techniques.  
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1.8 WEIGHTING 
 
By applying post-stratification weighting, it was possible to produce estimates on the target 
population. In order to do so, the national benchmarks of sex, age-group and district of residence 
were used. In addition, weighting serves to reduce the effect of non-response bias, which tends to 
make estimates unreliable if not treated for. 
 
The following presents the national distribution of individuals by age-group, sex and district of 
residence after weighting each participating household and individual: 
 
 
Table P. Estimated population distribution by age group, sex and district for AES 2016 
 

Age group / 
Sex 

Southern 
Harbour 
District 

Northern 
Harbour 
District 

South 
Eastern 
District 

Western 
District 

Northern 
District 

Gozo 
and 

Comino 
District 

Total 

25
-3

4 

Males  5,982  10,331  5,271  4,370  4,953  2,319  33,226 

Females  5,486  9,336  4,938  4,194  4,922  2,125  31,001 

Total  11,468  19,667  10,209  8,564  9,875  4,444  64,227 

35
-5

4 

Males  9,872  16,905  9,144  7,906  9,816  3,978  57,621 

Females  9,340  16,105  8,698  7,859  9,661  3,692  55,355 

Total  19,212  33,010  17,842  15,765  19,477  7,670 112,976 

55
-6

4 

Males  5,577  8,600  4,490  4,093  4,480  2,286  29,526 

Females  5,618  8,899  4,373  4,071  4,165  2,355  29,481 

Total  11,195  17,499  8,863  8,164  8,645  4,641  59,007 

T
o

ta
l 

Males  21,431  35,836  18,905  16,369  19,249  8,583 120,373 

Females  20,444  34,340  18,009  16,124  18,748  8,172 115,837 

Total  41,875  70,176  36,914  32,493  37,997  16,755 236,210 

 
 
1.9 SAMPLING ERRORS 
 
Being a sample survey, the results presented are not likely to be a perfect representation of all 
persons in the target population. The results are based on information collected from the sampled 
responding individuals, as outlined in the data collection methodology. The presented results are 
therefore, estimates of the values which would have been obtained should all persons in the target 
population have been perfectly surveyed.  
 
The degree of error will depend on how widely particular categories of information vary between 
individuals and the degree of representativeness of the sample in each category. The term error is 
used to describe variations and biases in the data collected. The difference between sample 
estimates and population parameters caused by observing a sample instead of the whole population 
is known as sampling error. In order to highlight results with relatively high levels of sampling errors, 
the following flagging system for the published data was used: 
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:    Data not published due to unreliable survey estimates as a result of: 

1. less than 20 reporting individuals; or  
2. the non-response for the item concerned exceeds 50 per cent. 
 

u Figures to be used with caution: figures with between 20 and 49 reporting individuals or with 
non-response for the item concerned that exceeds 20 per cent but is lower or equal to 50 per 
cent. 

 
Other types of errors which influence the results in this report are non-sampling errors. These errors 
are not measurable and are found in all kinds of surveys, including Censuses. Such errors are caused 
by factors other than the ones mentioned so far, amongst which: the inability or willingness of 
respondents to provide accurate and complete information, errors and inconsistencies made by 
interviewers and office personnel. While every effort was made to minimise these types of errors, they 
are still present and must be acknowledged by the users of this data. 
 
 
1.10 CONFIDENTIALITY 
 
As with all surveys implemented by the NSO, the AES is governed by the provisions of the Malta 
Statistics Authority Act (XXIV of 2000). This Act emphasises both the NSO’s right to collect private 
and personal information for statistical purposes, while binding the Office from providing any 
identifiable information to third parties.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
More information on this survey can be accessed on:  
 
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-
explained/index.php/Adult_Education_Survey_(AES)_methodology  
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First randomly selected Non-Formal Education activity

Second randomly selected Non-Formal Education activity
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