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Abstract

:

Technological developments that have taken place in the 21st century have also affected higher education institutions. These changes have created an obligation to respond to the effects and needs of globalization. In response to these developments, the emphasis on lifelong learning and individuals who “learn how to learn” in higher education institutions has become more and more important in order to educate individuals to fulfill the needs of the century. In general, studies on topics such as the development of lifelong learning in higher education and the role of leaders are limited in Turkey. Regarding this point of view, the current study aims at examining the perceptions of sustainability leaders studying in the higher education sector in Turkey in terms of the lifelong learning provided, the strategies applied, the difficulties faced, the experiences shared, and the sustainability practiced. Therefore, the study uses a descriptive phenomenological pattern under a qualitative research method. The study group was established with maximum diversity, using a purposeful sampling technique. The study group consisted of 10 middle-level managers working at the universities in the Marmara region. The topic was discussed with the study group members in depth. In this study, the data were collected with a semi-structured interview form created by the researchers. In the analysis of data, a content analysis method was used. As a result of the research, it was found out about those observed that administrators in higher education institutions define lifelong learning in a similar way to the definitions in the literature. In addition, the strategies of administrators for lifelong learning, their views concerning their experiences, and their views on the difficulties they encountered are revealed in the research. In the last part, practical recommendations suggestions are made using with regard to the results of the research.
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1. Introduction


In recent years, major universities, governments, and non-governmental organizations around the world have been in continuing discussions on the practice of lifelong learning. Technological developments that have occurred in the 21st century have also affected higher education institutions, and this has led to changes, developments, and an obligation to respond to the effects and needs of globalization. In response to these developments, with the emphasis placed on lifelong learning in higher education institutions and on the individual who “learns how to learn”, it has become more and more important to educate individuals to meet the needs of the century. Given that learning is a lifelong process, in other words, a process of continuous self-improvement of the individual, it is very important from the individual’s perspective to respond to the pace of science and technology. The institutions that are intermediary to this development are higher education institutions. Especially in recent years, with the Bologna Declaration, awareness has been created within the scope of lifelong learning and important contributions have been made to realize the concept [1].



The statement “The illiterate of the 21st century will not be those who cannot read and write, but those who cannot learn, unlearn, and relearn” as shown in Alvin Toffler’s work “Rethinking the Future” [2] and which has become one of the slogans of the century, is an important determination in terms of both the individual and the social satisfaction of individuals as individuals who are able to keep up with the times. Furthermore, the concept of lifelong learning has emerged in order to adapt to rapidly evolving and changing social and cultural life and has become an important indicator of the level of education and employment conditions in developed and developing countries [2] (p. 3). The transition of universities to mass education today, in other words, giving the necessary importance to lifelong education, is among the agenda topics of higher education. Thus, the university has emerged as a major player among potential providers of lifelong learning.



When the literature is examined, it is revealed that there are numerous indicators that lifelong learning should adopt as a strategy. There are certain numbers of studies carried out regarding lifelong learning [3,4,5,6,7], especially among European countries. Studies regarding the topic have been increasing gradually in recent years in Turkey [8,9,10,11,12]. In particular, it can be said that lifelong learning studies [13,14,15], in which the importance of higher education is emphasized, have increased in the literature especially with the Bologna Declaration. In parallel to these developments, Titrek, Zafer Güneş, and Sezen [16] proposed a model for lifelong learning in higher education in Turkey. In addition, Dindar and Bayrakçı [17] examined the factors that affect students’ lifelong learning in higher education. On the other hand, when the literature is examined, it is apparent that there have been studies on sustainable leadership conducted in this area [18,19,20,21,22,23,24,25,26,27,28,29,30,31,32,33,34,35,36,37,38]. However, neither studies regarding the development of lifelong learning in higher education in Turkey nor the role of sustainable leaders have been approved by the current literature.



Higher education institutions, which kept up with the change and transformation, have been raising sustainable leaders throughout the years. In this respect, one of the key points in higher education institutions is sustainable leadership strategies that must take the core values and stability of the organization into account [31]. Sustainability is more than a trendy concept, and it is about implementing a resilient culture for continuous development [38]. Higher education institutions, in particular, are in need of sustainable leadership to develop sustainable institutions. Thus, the key to sustainability in higher education institutions seems to be in line with leadership skills and perspectives. Sustainable leadership of universities requires the adoption and integration of new management style trends to facilitate human resource development and to provide a working environment both for employees and for student satisfaction and to draw them towards the achievement of institutional goals and objectives [39].



It is, therefore, also important to explain the role of leaders in higher education qualitatively. The basis of this work is constituted by the general philosophy of lifelong learning and the sustainable leadership theory of Lambert [33]. For this reason, this study focuses not only on examining the views of administrators at lifelong learning centers in universities in Turkey regarding their perception, strategy, and experience in lifelong learning but also on what kinds of sustainable leadership behavior would ensure effective implementation of lifelong learning studies in higher education. This research is therefore important in describing the role of leaders in higher education qualitatively. It is focused on examining the views of perceptions, strategies, and experiences of executives in higher education in Turkey regarding lifelong learning and sustainable leadership. For this reason, the answers to the following questions were sought in the study:




	(1)

	
What is the meaning of lifelong learning according to lifelong learning center administrators in higher education?




	(2)

	
How are the strategies of lifelong learning center administrators in higher education implemented?




	(3)

	
According to lifelong learning center managers in higher education, how do they face difficulties in lifelong learning practices in their universities?




	(4)

	
What kinds of sustainable leadership behavior will effectively implement lifelong learning activities according to lifelong learning center administrators in higher education?










2. Literature Review


2.1. Lifelong Learning Concepts


Life-long and life-wide learning concepts, which emphasize the need to renew existing knowledge, skills, and abilities in line with the conditions of today’s information and technology age, have become an important requirement. Lifelong learning, as a concept, is not new, because lifelong learning was mentioned in Yeaxlee’s book “Lifelong Education”, published in 1929 [40]. As can be seen, although the concept of lifelong learning has been in the literature for years, this idea was drawn attention to widely by the Council of Europe in the late 1960s and early 1970s [40] (p. 1). The term lifelong learning has become a central tenet of European education policy since the late 1980s. This term was drawn on in the Grundtvigian model inspired by public universities [41]. UNESCO has defended the principles of individual development of the Delors Report. On the other hand, the economic effects of the EU and OECD and the economic objectives related to lifelong learning have been the subject of critical criticism [42].



Lifelong learning can be defined as simply increasing the knowledge and skills of individuals throughout their lives for economic or personal development through formal or informal learning opportunities [43]. Lifelong learning is the life-long learning activities that we encounter in a formal, widespread, perceptual manner from birth to death [44]. Lifelong learning is an approach that covers the knowledge, skills, and attitudes of people and all the personal, social, and employment-related learning activities they perform throughout their life [45]. There are many definitions of lifelong learning that have a common idea that learning is a process. Lifelong learning has been described by some in generally humanistic terms as a way of empowering people for active participation in important personal, social, and global issues. Others adopt a narrower instrumental approach that prioritizes the acquisition of skills and qualifications to enhance economic competitiveness and productivity [46]. Predictions about lifelong learning have gained importance, especially in light of current predictions that by 2050, 9.2 billion people will live in the world, and, in this context, everyone will need to constantly train themselves to increase their employment chances. The information explosion will conclude that many people will have no time to read, hear, see, investigate, and learn everything [47].



The aim of lifelong learning is to provide opportunity for individuals who are able to participate actively in all areas of life regardless of age, gender, social, and economic status to be involved in society [48] (p. 35), and to develop themselves at an individual level personally, professionally, and intellectually [49], while it is regarded as an opportunity for individuals to keep their knowledge up-to-date at all times [50] (p. 100), as well as a process that helps to maintain a better quality of life in terms of a wider democracy that encompasses the whole of society and prepares them for a more valuable life to be offered to individuals [51] (p. 220). Given that learning is a lifelong process, in other words, the continuous self-improvement of the individual is very important in terms of being able to respond to the pace of science and technology.




2.2. Lifelong Learning Center in Turkey


When the concept of lifelong learning is examined from the perspective of Turkey, it is seen that it has a long history [52]. Among these aforementioned institutions, village institutes have great importance and contribution. In later years, the village institutes were transformed into the General Directorate of Public Education and then the General Directorate of Apprenticeship and Non-Formal Education, and with the enactment of the Basic Law on National Education, it was named as formal and widespread in the education system. Eventually, it took its final form when the General Directorate of Lifelong Learning came into operation in 2011 [53].



When taken from the point of view of higher education institutions, it is seen that many universities organize various educational activities within this scope. Lifelong learning is one of the aims of lifelong education centers, which have an important place among the units of universities providing services for the society [54]. Especially in the report “Turkey’s higher education strategy”, which reflects the lifelong learning strategy of universities published by YÖK (The Council of Higher Education) [55], the dissemination of lifelong learning has been one of the main objectives.



Lifelong learning is a form of social behavior; it is a continuous process, and education improves personal and social relationships as well as social and personal preferences. Universities can be understood as creators and designers of the culture of lifelong learning in society [15] (p. 185). Lifelong learning is a key theme in the current education debate and is focused on the need to think about the role of higher education and universities in contemporary society [56] (p. 531). Provided that universities are more dynamic and inclusive organisms that can promote more accessible and lifelong learning, they can play an active role in the growth processes of society and professions and actively contribute to the development of business policies in general. It is in this particular context that the theme of learning and recognition of experience needs to be placed [57] (p. 42).



Apart from these activities, which can be seen as activities aimed at lifelong learning, there are units established within the structure of universities and which are directly oriented to the society with various educational services in Turkey: universities, practice research centers, continuing education centers, and language practice research centers in the form of units with the knowledge they have for the benefit of the community and transfer efforts. With the determination of Imanov [58], these centers are established depending on the administrative structure, rectorate, dean, and departments. Lifelong learning centers operate under the rectorate in administrative structure maintenance. The structure and functioning of lifelong learning centers in universities were established in accordance with the Higher Education Law No. 2547, which aims to meet the educational needs of society and help the development of the society by organizing educational programs that provide knowledge and skills to individuals [59]. However, during this process, managers of lifelong learning centers in universities face various problems in the implementation phase. In this context, the opinions of the executives, who play an important role in lifelong learning, are needed.




2.3. The Role of Lifelong Learning for Sustainable Leadership in Higher Education


In this role of universities, their leadership approaches have a great impact. As Devlin [60] notes, “The context in which university education currently operates requires strong leadership and intelligent management.” From past to present, various leadership theories have been proposed [61]. Although there are common grounds in leadership definitions, they contain different meanings. Some researchers focused their research on a leader’s personal, physical characteristics, and behavior, while others focused on the relationships between the leader and the audience, while other researchers present which situations influence the leader’s actions [62] (p. 6). In other words, it is observed that different kinds of leaders have emerged according to every period, place, situation, time, and circumstances in the historical process of humanity [63] (p. 2). For example, “great human” leadership theories try to understand what an effective leader is doing [64]. Also, McClelland [65] explains with motives that a leader needs power or charisma, while Bass [66] explains leadership based on transformational leadership style. On the other hand, more recent approaches seek to understand particularly relational aspects in the leader’s interaction with others [67]. As a matter of fact, it is understood that there is little to define the characteristics of effective leadership [68,69].



Besides, it is also seen that there are fewer studies conducted on sustainable leadership, which has emerged in recent years. Sustainable leadership is a new concept that emerged in the 2000s [31]. Learning and leadership constitute the first principle of sustainable leadership, and it is the essence of sustainable leadership and educational change [27]. Higher education institutions, in particular, are in need of sustainable leadership to develop sustainable institutions. Thus, the key to sustainability in higher education institutions seems to be in line with leadership skills and perspectives.



Sustainability increases the financial resistance of institutions. Among other things, it makes a significant contribution to cost-saving and efficiency agendas, helps universities manage risks (such as those related to supply chains and global partnerships), and enables universities to grow and compete sustainably. Sustainability is closely related to the core elements of effective governance in higher education [30]. Although it is not clear whether the majority of higher education institutions will lead a transformation, the number of sustainability-oriented leadership examples is growing each passing day [70].



On the other side, when developing a business strategy that incorporates sustainability principles, one of the most important obstacles that sustainable leaders must overcome is how to plan their short-and long-term futures. Adopting a sustainable approach requires a much longer time frame and perspective than the short-and medium-term planning horizon used by most leaders. On the other hand, for a higher education institution to achieve sustainable performance, there are at least three critical success factors that it must fulfill. These are leadership and vision, flexibility for change, and openness for participation [70].



Higher education institutions, in particular, are in need of sustainable leadership to develop sustainable institutions. Thus, the key to sustainability in higher education institutions seems to be in line with leadership skills and perspectives. The studies conducted with sustainability reveal that institutions with sustainable leadership have a system approach, have collaboration across borders, and problem-solving skills. It underlines that a leader needs to understand the organizational ecosystem to sustain his or her university. Thus, sustainable leaders seek to manage not just organizational change but to take guidance from seven principles as they develop higher education [38].



The first principle encourages sustainable leaders and members of higher education. The second principle emphasizes mentoring. The third principle of sustainable leadership focuses on deploying leadership and building a sense of mutual responsibility throughout the team, which allows for joint decision-making and a shift away from individual controls. The fourth principle emphasizes the protection of resources. Therefore, sustainable leadership systems can be maintained and developed when dealing with their leaders and allow leaders to look after themselves and the system. The sixth principle values diversity and develops different types of excellence in learning, teaching, and leadership, rather than applying standardized templates to everyone. The core principle of sustainable leadership focuses on innovation and resilience through its own power. Due to the multidimensional nature of sustainable leadership, higher education leaders should be aware of these seven principles when engaging assertively with local campus environments.



On the other hand, in higher education, sustainability involves a wide variety of disciplines. The Sustainable Development Goals emphasize that all students must acquire the knowledge and skills needed to promote sustainable development by 2030 [12]. As a concept, lifelong learning leads to the realization of learning as a sustainable process, because according to lifelong learning, learning never stops. Therefore, universities can no longer be considered as places specifically designed to tell and transfer knowledge to younger generations; instead, universities should ensure that people, whose ages, social and professional conditions differ from those of standard students, have the necessary tools to meet first-class quality education requirements that make a difference when it comes to professional, personal, and civil opportunities [57] (p. 42).



A sustainable leader incorporates leadership characteristics that have a specific vision for sustainability in an organization and the values associated with it. Sustainable leadership, which begins with the characteristics of the individual, expresses an understanding that these characteristics extend to broader levels, including organizations and society [71] (p. 32). In other words, sustainable leaders are the individuals who manage the harmony of the relationship between economic, social, and environmental spheres [72] (p. 67). Therefore, a sustainable leader brings people together and creates opportunities for them to explore, learn, design, and solve actions to address sustainability issues [73] (p. 31).



Sustainable leadership affects four factors: individual, team, organization, and community. In order to become a sustainable leader, one has to start at an individual level. In that sense, self-awareness is important to the leader. Also, sustainable leaders are individuals who see and understand the social, cultural, economic, and environmental problems of their time and draw visions to the individuals who are around them with their concerns and organize them. Sustainable leaders are individuals endowed with strong values and extraordinary abilities. These individuals can accurately read the complex problems they face, solve these problems and predict the effects they will create in the future. Therefore, they have an interdisciplinary understanding and an innovative long-term perspective. Being aware of what an individual can accomplish alone, they, therefore, support teamwork, the multiplier effect of differences together, and thus the raising of individuals, and in doing so, their main goal is to build a sustainable world. Burns et al. point out that leadership for sustainability builds on but goes beyond transformational leadership. The kind of leadership required “could also be termed as “facilitation” or “caring”, as the core goal is to guide people and organizations to collaboratively create visions and take action for a more sustainable and resilient world” [74] (p. 90). Also, leadership for sustainability means leading with people rather than leading people” [74] (p. 92)



The concept of sustainable leadership in education has been analyzed by scholars such as Hargreaves and Fink [24], Hoyle and Wallace [28], Fullan [23], Bottery [20], and Lambert [33,34]. According to Lambert [44], sustainable leadership in the education sector is at its beginning. Hargreaves and Fink [24] have developed a sustainable leadership model, particularly in the primary, secondary, and post-secondary education sectors. The model consists of seven dimensions, which include considerations as length, depth, fairness, width, resourcefulness, diversity, and conservation [24].



Hagreaves and Fink [24] addressed the definition of sustainability, leadership, and its seven principles. Hargreaves and Fink [24] also stated that developing an organization that incorporates sustainable leadership ideas would continue, not in the short term but in the long term, regardless of who occupies the directorship of the organization’s trajectory. According to them, a sustainable leader creates an educational environment with organizational diversity and stands out as an activist who promotes the sharing and development of good and successful different ideas within society [24] (p. 3).



In 2009, Hargreaves developed his own model [27]. These are about sustainable leadership being an activist and joining the community. Davies [22] also developed a model for sustainable leadership. Svensson and Wood [37], on the other hand, identified the sustainability elements of the leader in the effectiveness of organizational performance in their work. In the research of Quinn and Dalton [36], they aimed to reveal the ways in which leaders exhibit the tasks they must perform. As a result of their work, they demonstrated that the leaders have adopted sustainability experiences like other influential leaders and that the leaders have additional capabilities as well as data collected by the interviewing method. Lambert [33], reviewing sustainable leadership models, developed an appropriate model for the college of further education. Lambert, as a result of his study, emphasized that the development of sustainable leadership would be effective in developing the skills needed for individuals in higher-level roles. Similarly, Lambert [34] has established a sustainable leadership framework in the education sector consisting of six factors including human capacity, strategy and partnership building, developing long-term goals from short-term goals, diversified workplace building, and courses. In another study, Šimanskienė and Župerkienė [35] revealed the differences between sustainable leadership and non-sustainable leadership.





3. Methods


This research was conducted with a phenomenology pattern from qualitative research methods. Phenomenology, on the other hand, is the identification of a phenomenon according to the experiences of an individual or group [75].



In this study, descriptive phenomenology was used to describe people’s perceptions and experiences. In the study, descriptive phenomenology was used to illustrate the perceptions, strategies, and experiences of academic leaders in higher education about lifelong learning. In this research, the purposeful sampling method was employed. According to Patton [76], the logic and power of purposeful sampling come from its emphasis on in-depth understanding, allowing for an in-depth study of situations where purposeful sampling is thought to contain rich knowledge. Since the phenomenological pattern was used in the study [77], a limited number of academic leaders, who experienced the phenomenon and could explain it, were interviewed in detail in order for the data collected to be detailed and in-depth. Among the mid-level executives working in the universities in the Marmara region, 10 executives were selected. In the selection of continuing education centers of these universities, transportation, economy, and time were taken into account. In addition, these universities have been selected because their continuing education centers are the most effective places for practice. The characteristics of higher education executives who constitute the participants of the research were revealed. Executives were selected through the maximum sampling method. The participants’ departments are education, business administration, law, and medicine, where they are mid-level executives. Their years of seniority varied between 10 and 15 years.



The study group consisted of 8 male and 2 female executives; executives in age groups; as members of the Marmara region, based on the institution they serve, there were 10 executives who work under the name of lifelong learning or continuing education centers of universities. In the research, the semi-structured interview form was used to understand the perceptions of academic leaders in higher education about lifelong learning and their views on the strategies and experiences they apply. An expert opinion was applied for the scope and appearance validity of the interview form developed by the researchers, and projected changes were made on the form. Then, after reviewing the questions in terms of language, a pilot application was also made to test the intelligibility of the interview form. The data were collected between April–October 2019. Firstly, the interviews completed in about 20 min. Secondly, because the findings on the last question remain superficial, a second interview was conducted with the same administrators with the same questions for more in-depth discussion. In the semi-structured face-to-face interviews in the second interview, interview questions were created using Lambert’s [33] theory. To discuss in more depth, especially the last question in the initial findings, a second interview was held with the same managers by making appointments. At the end of the second interview, it was seen that the research was useful in the phase of further elaboration. It was observed that the second interview ranged from about 25 min to 40 min. The data of the second interview was analyzed using the content analysis method. At the end of the second interview, it was found to be useful in the process of revealing the research in more detail and analyzing it within the framework of the theory. This research was also conducted through content analysis in four stages in the form of coding the data obtained, finding the themes, arranging the codes and themes, and identifying and interpreting the findings. With content analysis, data was first read, and then important codes and dimensions were determined. By organizing the obtained codes, sub-themes, and themes, the findings were defined and interpreted.



Research data has been analyzed in accordance with categorical analysis techniques from content analysis types. Participants were coded in the form of P1–P2. In direct quotations, participant symbols were added to the end of the sentence. The coding of the data was carried out by the two researchers and then their comparisons were made. Their reliability calculations were made according to Miles and Huberman’s inter-coder reliability formula [77]. As a result of the reliability analysis, the match rate was calculated as 86%. In this research, which adopted a qualitative research approach, data collected from the perspective of persuasiveness, transferability, consistency, and verifiability [78] were submitted to the participants’ review and necessary corrections were made by obtaining participant confirmation. Statements that the participants did not want to be evaluated were removed from the interview text.



In order to strengthen the credibility of the research, a higher education leader was interviewed again to see whether the findings were meaningful and reflected the existing situation.




4. Findings and Results


In this study, the perceptions, strategies, and experiences of executives working in higher education in Turkey about lifelong learning and sustainable leadership, their views on the strategies they implemented, their views on their experience, and the challenges they face, were examined.



4.1. Round 1


The results of the first round of face-to-face interviews with managers at the lifelong learning center are as follows: Firstly, according to the views of the executives who work in higher education, their views on the meaning of lifelong learning were gathered under a sub-theme, “the learning process”. (Table 1).



The results of the first round of face-to-face interviews with managers at the lifelong learning center are as follows and firstly, when the views on the meaning of lifelong learning according to the views of the managers working in higher education were examined in the study, it was seen that leaders see lifelong learning as a learning process that contributes to personal development. The process of learning from birth to death is expressed as the process of education covering all life, age–space–time being unlimited, access to the pace of change and knowledge, and the development of abilities and learning processes. As a result of this study, the finding that the executives (leaders) of the institutions have a high level of awareness about lifelong learning is supported. On the other hand, when the definitions related to lifelong learning are examined, it is seen that the definitions overlap with the definitions made in the literature.



Secondly, the views of the academic executives working in higher education regarding the strategies they have implemented for lifelong learning have been gathered under two sub-themes: institutional strategies and inter-institutional strategies (Table 2).



The views of the executives working in higher education regarding the strategies they have implemented for lifelong learning have been gathered under two sub-themes as institutional strategies and inter-institutional strategies. Institutional strategies have been stated as “access—increasing the number of adult students, setting clear goals and vision, focusing on need-oriented applications, and providing training to develop academics. The inter-institutional strategy has been expressed as co-operation with non-governmental organizations (such as certificate programs).



Thirdly, the difficulties experienced in practices of executives in higher education related to lifelong learning in universities are gathered under four sub-themes: academic, economic, technical and hardware difficulties, and problems with non-governmental organizations (Table 3).



The difficulties experienced by executives in higher education related to Lifelong Learning were seen to emerge under four sub-themes: academic, economic, technical and hardware difficulties, and problems with non-governmental organizations. Managers of continuing education centers in Turkey seem to face problems particularly and primarily related to economic difficulties. In order to overcome these difficulties, higher education policies should be regulated, and solutions should be produced within the local context.



Fourthly, the views of higher education executives regarding the sustainable leadership behaviors they exhibit towards lifelong learning are gathered under a sub-theme of sustainable leadership. Under this sub-theme, the codes “exhibiting transformational-transformative characteristics”, “ability to build cooperation”, “coordination and governance skills”, “learning to learn”, “giving importance to equality of opportunity, diversity”, and “ taking into account the needs of society” were revealed (Table 4).



The views of the leaders in higher education regarding the leadership behaviors displayed towards lifelong learning have been gathered under a sub-theme of sustainable leadership. Under this sub-theme, the codes “exhibiting transformational-transformative characteristics”, “ability to build cooperation”, “coordination and governance skills”, “learning to learn”, “giving importance to equality of opportunity, diversity”, and “ taking into account the needs of society” were revealed. Similarly, in other studies on sustainable leadership, the key to sustainability in higher education institutions seems to be in line with leadership skills and perspectives. The studies conducted with sustainability reveal that institutions with sustainable leadership have a systematic approach, have collaboration across borders, and problem-solving skills. It underlines that a leader needs to understand the organizational ecosystem to sustain his or her university.




4.2. Round 2


Secondly, because the findings on the last question remained superficial, a second interview was conducted with the same administrators with the same questions for more in-depth discussion. In semi-structured face-to-face interviews, interview questions were created using Lambert’s theory [33]. At the end of the second interview, it was found to be useful in the process of revealing the research in more detail and analyzing it within the framework of the theory. The obtained results of the second round of interviews are as follows:



Sustainable leadership behaviors for effective implementation of lifelong learning work, according to administrators in higher education, are increasing staff capacity and cooperation, strategic development, creating long-term goals from short-term goals, benefitting from diversity and the question “how do we learn lessons from the past?”.



When the answers to the questions were examined, it was seen that there is support for a sustainable leadership framework for lifelong learning centers. However, when the answers were examined, it was seen that bureaucratic obstacles are at the forefront.



Increasing staff capacity: Lifelong learning administrators in higher education sector believe that increasing staff capacity plays a key role in sustainable leadership. Similarly, it is agreed that the process of improving the effectiveness and efficiency of lifelong learning has gained importance. Some of the points of views of the participants are as follows:




	
In our lifelong learning center, we organize seminars with the aim of increasing our employees’ professional development from time to time. We send them to courses, conferences. On the other hand, as an administrator and a leader who learns lifelong learning, I follow the developments in the world and participate in overseas-based training (P2).



	
In order to increase the capacity of the staff in our institution, we offer opportunities to motivate and develop the skills of the employees. We support this process, especially through non-governmental organizations or various mentoring practices (P9).



	
First of all, I can say that I am trying to be an example to my team in order to demonstrate sustainable leadership behaviors for effective implementation of lifelong learning activities. I mean, first of all, I’m constantly renewing myself and learning. In the next phase, my employees and I receive professional training to develop ourselves in an integrated way. From time to time, we increase their motivation with social activities. The more willing and open the atmosphere we provide them, the more efficient the LLP unit becomes and achieves its goal. And thus, we can reap the fruits of sustainable leadership (P4).








Strategic development: According to lifelong learning administrators in higher education, they are pursuing a strategy that involves their stakeholders in the organization in the process of sustainable leadership. A person stated that they could not follow a process that involved their stakeholders because of bureaucratic obstacles, and also another person because of a team that was not specialized.




	
We keep trying to involve our employees at the lifelong learning unit in the process. We make decisions together, ask for their ideas and try to include them in the process by giving them various tasks. Employees are actively involved in this cycle (P1).



	
To put it bluntly, we are unable to adequately involve employees in public universities for many reasons, such as bureaucratic obstacles, slow process, working with non-specialists. Since we are not able to make this strategic distribution at the desired level, we experience a coordination disorder in applications with LLP from time to time. Sometimes the fact that you have the goal of being a sustainable leader will not be sufficient alone (P3).








Collaboration: The collaboration, cited by Lambert [33] as the driving force for corporate development, is of great importance. When the answers were examined, collaboration is seen to be implemented and supported, according to the views of the executives of the lifelong learning units in universities. Sample views given are as follows:




	
As a sustainable leader, I can say that one of the points that make lifelong learning centers more active is collaboration. We are in collaboration with trade unions, NGOs, and similar institutions. In particular, we support employees in terms of creating collaborative work and a common culture. As an example, we have recently collaborated on an issue with an overseas link (P6).



	
Dreaming of a world where globalization and borders are removed, a strategy of cooperation and networking is inevitable. We are constantly participating in international congresses, seminars, workshops. In the name of renewing the institution, we are constantly in pragmatic communication from all disciplines such as social services, law, marketing, etc. I, as the director of the institution, constantly motivate this synergy through mentoring. The staff are more conscious and willing in this sense, and because we are a foundation university, we do not have a shortage of funds, which I would say is a great advantage (P1).








Creating long-term goals from short-term goals: Links to Lambert’s framework [33] and the idea of creating long-term goals from short-term goals as a driving force for corporate development. When the answers are examined, creating long-term goals from short-term goals according to the executive views of the lifelong learning units in universities is a process that develops the lifelong learning units of universities. View examples are as follows:




	
As a lifelong learning center, we set short-term and long-term goals at the beginning of each year with the participation of all personnel. We are evaluating this situation both in terms of curriculum and economic conditions. Thus, we obtain the opportunity to see the development curve (P8).



	
Creating long-term goals from short-term goals is one of our core strategies as a team. Thanks to this strategy, we can interpret the development and success of the institution. We can say that there can be very comprehensive and intertwined goals, including staff development and executive development. The purpose of these goals is to enhance the ability to taste great achievements from small success and to plan for the future. Thus, we succeed in becoming a sustainable leader and a sustainable institution (P3).








Gaining benefit from diversity: It is the creation of social inclusion and provides integrity for an institution. When the answers were examined, while it may seem difficult to benefit from diversity according to executive opinions in lifelong learning units at public universities, it is a contributing process to benefit from diversity according to executive opinions in lifelong learning units at foundation universities.




	
As a part of a lifelong learning center, we are collaborating internationally with stakeholders to promote the inclusion of underrepresented groups of all ethnicities and groups. In addition, we include persons with expertise in unifying various disciplines within our staff. In this sense, we are a flexible institution that integrates differences. It’s a process that actually feeds us (P7).



	
I cannot say that we benefit from diversity as an institution. But it’s not really up to us to include diversity on the personnel basis. Since this is a state university, this concept is very difficult for us to implement for now, due to bureaucratic obstacles and procedures (P3).








Learning lessons from the past experiences: Learning lessons from the past enables the organization, managers, and leaders to honor past experiences and learn from them to create a better future [22,26,34] and in the education sector, understanding the past is important for understanding the present or the future [23]. When the answers to this question were examined, it was seen that one person gave a positive response, while the others all gave negative responses. They explained the reason for this by linking them to the fact that they had not yet gained experience in their positions, bureaucracy, and lack of expertise. Example views are as follows:




	
To learn from the past, it takes a long time to work in this position. It takes to understand the purpose and function of this institution. I have to point out that as a manager, I strive to improve the process step by step every day. However, due to the fact that it is already a new institution, there are no lessons yet to be learned from the past. But of course, in order for the lifelong learning center administrator to fully fulfill his role as a sustainable leader, he must use the principle of learning lessons from the past (P10).



	
I’ve been working as an administrator at the lifelong learning center for 4 years. It’s hard to rebuild an institution and rebuild an organizational culture. Of course, we learn new things every year and learn lessons from the past. In a sense, we plan the future according to the lessons we have learned from the past. Not at the desired level, of course. There are many reasons for this: bureaucracy, lack of experts, lack of experience, etc. (P3).








The results of the second round of interview, it was found to be useful in the process of revealing the research in more detail and analyzing it within the framework of the theory. According to lifelong learning administrators in higher education, increasing staff capacity plays a key role in sustainable leadership. According to lifelong learning administrators in higher education, they are pursuing a strategy that involves their stakeholders in the organization in the process of sustainable leadership. One person stated that they could not follow a process that involved their stakeholders because of bureaucratic obstacles, and also another person because of a team that was not specialized. When the answers were examined, creating long-term goals from short-term goals is a process that develops the lifelong learning units of universities, according to the executive views of the lifelong learning units in universities. It is the creation of social inclusion and providing integrity for an institution. When the answers are examined, while it may seem difficult to benefit from diversity according to executive opinions in lifelong learning units at public universities, it is a contributing process to benefit from diversity according to executive opinions in lifelong learning units at foundation universities. When the answers to this question were examined, it was seen that one person gave a positive response, while the others all gave negative responses. They explained the reason for this by linking them to the fact that they had not yet gained experience in their positions, bureaucracy, and lack of expertise.





5. Conclusions and Recommendations


In this study, we examine the opinions of higher education managers of lifelong learning centers about their perceptions on Turkey, the strategies they apply, and the difficulties they encounter. It also examines the experiences and views of sustainable leadership practices. As a result of this research, the conclusions and recommendations are as follows:



The results of the first round of interviews, when the views on the meaning of lifelong learning according to the views of the managers working in higher education were examined in the study, it was seen that leaders see lifelong learning as a learning process that contributes to personal development. With this result, it can be said that the high level of perception of lifelong learning leaders regarding lifelong learning is positive. This result is in line with the findings of Doğan and Kavtelek [79]’s study with executives working at the MoNE’s lifelong learning institutions. Apart from this study, only one study has been encountered in the literature on the perceptions of lifelong learning managers regarding the concept of lifelong learning. Accordingly, in other studies on lifelong learning, Konokman and Yelken [80] found that instructors have a high level of lifelong learning competence due to the lack of a metaphor to create the perception that lifelong learning competencies are limited. In this context, lifelong learning extends beyond full-time formal education in public institutions. Also, the finding that the executives (leaders) of the institutions have a high level of awareness about lifelong learning is supported. Furthermore, it is understood that the managers of lifelong learning centers are shaped according to the needs of the university by using internal and external connections to strengthen a sustainable lifelong learning center. In addition, as seen in the continuation of the training center, the difficulties of managers in Turkey seem to be a priority, especially economic difficulties. Sustainable leaders identify strategies by looking beyond the short-term gains of higher education institutions. The behaviors exhibited by sustainable leaders are improving the vision of the organization, operationalizing corporate social responsibility, getting top management support, attracting various stakeholders, strengthening and developing stakeholders, communicating with stakeholders, measuring performance, and setting ethical standards [81]. Further, sustainability leadership reflects life awareness [73]. As can be seen, there are many studies conducted with this same result. Also, “exhibiting transformational–transformative characteristics”; Burns et al.’s [74] studies were conducted with this same result.



From the results of the second round of interviews, according to lifelong learning centers administrators in higher education, increasing staff capacity plays a key role in sustainable leadership. According to administrators in higher education, they are pursuing a strategy that involves their stakeholders in the organization in the process of sustainable leadership.



Collaboration, cited by Lambert [33] as the driving force for corporate development, is of great importance. Also, collaboration is implemented and supported according to the views of the executives of the lifelong learning centers units in universities. Links to Lambert’s framework [33] and the idea of creating long-term goals from short-term goals as a driving force for corporate development. Creating long-term goals from short-term goals according to the executive views of the lifelong learning centers units in universities is a process that develops the lifelong learning centers units of universities. When the answers were examined, while it may seem difficult to benefit from diversity according to executive opinions in lifelong learning centers units at public universities, it is a contributing process to benefit from diversity according to executive opinions in lifelong learning centers units at foundation universities. Learning lessons from the past enables the organization, managers, and leaders to honor the past and learn from them to create a better future [11,12,13,24], and in the education sector, understanding the past is important for understanding the present or the future [12].



As can be seen, in order to effectively implement the limited number of lifelong learning activities according to lifelong learning centers administrators in higher education in Turkey, sustainable leadership behaviors are exhibited and there is a certain awareness. However, administrators at lifelong learning centers at public universities appear to be exposed to more bureaucratic hurdles, lack of experience, and problems with funding, specialization, and flexibility than the administrators at foundation universities. From this point of view, it seems appropriate to take measures to eliminate the deficiencies necessary for lifelong learning administrators in higher education in Turkey to be able to implement lifelong learning activities effectively and to demonstrate sustainable leadership.



As a final word, the lifelong learning process will undoubtedly continue to be an important component of learning, and the role of lifelong learning for sustainable leadership in higher education will become even more important each passing day. Therefore, the recruitment of experts in the field of lifelong learning to the continuing education centers covered in this study is essential for sustainable leadership. In this perspective, the key role played by sustainable leaders in the changing role of universities as learning organizations is essential for a sustainable university. Especially when the flow between developed and developing countries arises, the reasons behind students’ lifelong learning will need to be examined through interdisciplinary studies. Therefore, this study should be taken a step further and supported by quantitative research. A quantitative investigation of this study and, in particular, a scale development based on these qualitative findings may be proposed. In addition, it is of importance that sustainable leaders consider and discuss the strategies of universities, put into practice for lifelong learning in a local and global context.
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Table 1. Themes, sub-themes and codes related to the meaning of lifelong learning according to the views of executives working in higher education.
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Main Theme

	
Sub-Theme

	
Codes

	
Descriptions






	
Meaning of Lifelong Learning

	
Learning process

	
The process of learning from birth to death

	
Lifelong learning is a process that continues from the beginning of human life to death (P3).

Learning from cradle to grave (P1).

Learning to learn until the end of an individual’s life (P9).




	
Education covers the whole life

	
It is the spread of education to the whole life of the individual (P2).

It is the reflection of a planned or unplanned learning process in every moment of life (P3)




	
Age–time–space to be unlimited

	
It is unlimited education where education is not limited by age and time (P4).

Formal, non-formal education (P7).




	
Access to change and speed of information

	
It is the formal and informal continuation of learning in order to reach the changing life conditions and speed of knowledge (P8).

Not lagging behind knowledge and technology is continuous self-improvement (P10).

It is the continuation of the individual’s learning process in order to keep pace with development and change (P5)




	
Education philosophy for all

	
Everyone needs to see lifelong learning as an educational philosophy. Lifelong learning is an educational philosophy, a view of life (P6).




	
Individual, social, and economic development

	
Lifelong learning is primarily the process of developing an individual, then contributing to society and contributing to economic development. This triangle is interconnected (P1).




	

	

	
Development of skills

	
Improving the abilities of individuals in line with their interests (P2).
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Table 2. Themes, sub-themes and codes related to strategies implemented by executives in higher education for lifelong learning.
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Main Theme

	
Sub-Theme

	
Codes

	
Descriptions






	
Strategies

	
Institutional Strategies

	
Access-increasing the number of adult students

	
We use social media effectively to increase their numbers in adult education (P3–P4).




	
Setting clear goals and vision

	
We determine strategies according to the needs of the society at the university (P9).




	
Focus on needs-oriented applications

	
Game therapy instructor training (P1–P10).

Tales of narrative therapy instructor training (P2–P3).

Robotic coding educator training (P7–P4–P5)




	
Including trainings to improve academics and professional development

	
English is one of the first preferred training (P1–P2–P3–P4–P5–P7–P10).

Academic article writing training, SPSS training are given to academicians (P1–P2–P3).

Time management, communication skills (P9–P6–P8).




	
Inter-institutional Strategies

	
Cooperation with non-governmental organizations (such as certificate programs)

	
We cooperate with trade unions, especially for teachers, STEM and so on. We opened courses in the fields this year (P1).

We carry out joint studies with public education centers (P9).

We cooperated with the X union. Mediator training, mediation training (P8).

We have collaborations in fields such as BOTAŞ and Automotive sector. We provide trainings (engineers, technicians) (P7).
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Table 3. Themes, sub-themes and codes related to the difficulties experienced by executives in higher education in lifelong learning practices.
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Main Theme

	
Sub-Theme

	
Codes

	
Descriptions






	
Difficulties in implementation

	
Challenges

	
Economic Challenges

	
We have many projects on lifelong learning. However, it limits what we want to provide inadequate funding (P4).

From time to time, the number of students who do not have enough financial budget affects those who want to attend the course in the lifelong learning center (P6).




	
Academic Challenges

	
In the courses, people’s expectations can be at different levels (P1).

We sometimes have trouble with this situation (P3).

The perspectives of the students and their high motivation, that is, their willingness to learn, affect the quality of education (P8).




	
Technical and Hardware Challenges

	
From time to time, we experience difficulties with the lack of staff and equipment (P4–P5).

There may be technical hardware problems. For example; When we work with inadequately equipped people who will be given game training, we cannot receive positive feedback (P10).

When we provided robotic coding training in a laboratory with insufficient equipment and equipment, we experienced various problems. Therefore, well-equipped physical environments are very important in lifelong learning (P7–P9).




	
Challenges with Civil Society Organizations

	
We want to cooperate with NGOs. However, we have problems such as disagreement in mutual agreements and disagreement in financial matters (P2).
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Table 4. Themes, sub-themes and codes related to sustainable leadership behaviors displayed by executives in higher education for lifelong learning.
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Main Theme

	
Sub-Theme

	
Codes

	
Descriptions






	
Leadership Behaviors

	
Sustainable Leadership

	
Transformational—transforming feature

	
Lifelong learning skills should be transformative to enable the short-term development of lifelong learning programs in order to integrate lifelong learning skills into the current academic curriculum (P10).




	
Collaboration

	
The academic leader needs to have a good ability to connect with in-house and inter-institutional or non-governmental organizations (P1).

It would be difficult to talk about a leader who does not produce projects in collaboration with other organizations (P2).




	
Coordination and governance skills

	
Coordination and governance skills lifelong learning needs to be able to functionally manage coordination and governance (P7).




	
Learner to learn

	
Leaders should be those who learn to learn (P5).

It must be a leader open to continuous learning (P8).




	
Paying attention to equality of opportunity, diversity and considering the needs of the society

	
Especially the trainings are given to people who are not educated for various reasons or should provide equal opportunities to those who attend such training at certain times due to their work, and everyone should care about the training slag (P3).

For educators, engineers, or any professional group, they should have a vision that takes into account the philosophy of learning to learn (P9).
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