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ABSTRACT: In this article we argue that the legitimacy and stability of the social and political order in Britain is undermined by persistent inequalities of skills and opportunities. We first contend that British society is characterised by a liberal regime of social cohesion. Crucial to such a regime is the belief in individual opportunity and rewards based on merit. We demonstrate, through comparative analysis, that skills inequality is actually higher and social mobility lower in Britain than in other western countries. Also the perception of equal opportunities is lower. In Britain there is thus a mismatch between the cherished ideal of meritocracy and the reality of a stratified society, both objectively and perceived. This, we postulate, is likely to contribute to the political alienation of disadvantaged groups. We argue that in theory adult learning could reduce the skills gap but that in reality it only magnifies skills inequality since in Britain the well educated and people in work have higher participation rates than the poorly educated and unemployed. 

1. Introduction
The United Kingdom compares unfavourably to many other western countries on measures of social cohesion. Violent crime rates are higher and levels of social and political trust are lower than in many other western states. The county moreover has experienced a precipitous, long-term decline in social trust while Germany and the Scandinavian countries have witnessed a steady rise in this important indicator of social cohesion (Green and Janmaat 2011). 


Many scholars blame Britain’s relative lack of cohesion on its high and rising levels of household income inequality (Dorling, 2010; Green and Janmaat, 2011; Wilkinson and Pickett, 2009). Inequality, it is argued, can directly undermine social cohesion through increasing social conflict. It can also have indirect effects through the erosion of social and political trust that may result from the atrophy of shared beliefs in individual opportunities and meritocratic rewards and the growing  social and cultural distance between groups within society (Delhey and Newton, 2005). Inequality can also affect individuals adversely through stress. As Wilkinson (1996) argues, inequality increases high-stakes competition in society which is likely, in turn, to lead to greater status anxiety and stress. Stress has been shown to underlie many manifestations of poor physical and mental health and may also undermine trust (Green et al., 2011). 


Although, traditionally, most of the literature on the social effects of inequality focuses on income inequality, disparities of skills and opportunities have also attracted attention recently. This makes good sense since education has become a key dividing line in western societies, sometimes pushing cleavages of religion and class to the background (Bovens and Wille,  2009). Inequalities of skills and opportunities can also be expected to influence social cohesion via different paths – both indirectly, through its effects on income inequality and social mobility (Nickell and Layard, 1998; Green et al., 2006) and directly, by increasing the cultural distance between groups (in the same manner that income inequality does). 

The UK also performs poorly on all these indicators of inequality by comparison to other western states: it has above average levels of inequality of income and skills (Green et al, 2011) and below average levels of intergenerational social mobility (Blandon et al., 2005) and equality of opportunity (as indicated by the effect of social origin on educational achievement) (Green et al., 2006; OECD, 2010). 


In this paper we argue that inequality in skills and opportunities poses a particularly serious threat to the cohesion of contemporary British society since the legitimacy of its social order, in our view, is premised on core beliefs in individual opportunities and rewards based on merit. If British society is no longer perceived to be fair due to increasing inequality of opportunity, the social glue which holds it together is likely to  dissolve. This is a distinctive argument in two respects: firstly, because it claims that social cohesion in Britain takes a particular form and that western societies differ qualitatively in what holds them together; secondly, because it proposes a distinct connection between inequality of skills and opportunities, on the one hand, and the particular regime of social cohesion found in Britain, on the other. We will further argue that adult learning has the potential of equalizing skills and enhancing social mobility, but that in practice it currently only magnifies skills disparities. Unless this situation changes and adult education genuinely offers poorly educated people the chance to narrow the skills gap with their more privileged peers, disadvantaged groups are likely increasingly to  turn their backs on the liberal-democratic order of British society.


We begin by discussing the phenomenon of social cohesion and the particular form it takes in Britain. Subsequently, the paper will focus on the link between skills inequality and the liberal regime of social cohesion found in Britain. In the last section we discuss adult learning as a potential remedy to increasing skills inequality and social disintegration.

2. Social Cohesion
We all have ideas on what an ideal society should look like. It is therefore not surprising that normative approaches rooted in political philosophy have tended to predominate in the study of social cohesion. Prime recent examples would include the definitions of the phenomenon provided by Maxwell (1996), Jenson (1998), Chan et al. (2006), the Council of Europe (2005) and Kearns and Forrest (2000). Although these definitions differ in the components of social cohesion that they highlight, they crucially share the propensity of understanding social cohesion as a state of affairs representing a collection of socially desirable conditions. Thus conditions that are often mentioned include equality, equal opportunity, civic and political engagement, trust, shared values, a feeling of belonging, common objectives, safety (absence of crime), and peace. The limitation of this approach is that it assumes that all societies hang together – or fail to hang together - in the same ways. 


In our recent book (Green and Janmaat, 2011) we adopted a different research strategy which attempts to avoid the drawbacks of both purely normative/theoretical and exclusively empiricist approaches. We first traced the different traditions of thought on social cohesion in western political philosophy and sociology. Subsequently, we investigated to what extent the actual contemporary social cohesion profiles of western societies correspond to ideal-typical representations of social cohesion proposed by different political philosophies. The research thus sought to combine a rigorous empirical scrutiny of the social characteristics relating to social cohesion in different countries and to link these research findings to the wider political thought and debate on social cohesion. Our conclusion was that social cohesion does indeed come in different guises in different western societies. 

2.1. Three Regimes of Social Cohesion

To analyse the different contemporary ‘regimes’ of social cohesion we started from a definition of the phenomenon which was considered broad enough to include a wide range of possible ‘types’ of social cohesion. Thus, social cohesion, was defined as: 

The property by which whole societies, and the individuals within them, are bound together through the action of specific attitudes, behaviours, rules and institutions which rely on consensus rather than pure coercion (Green and Janmaat, 2011, p. 18).

The definition assumes that social cohesion refers primarily to social bonding at the level of whole societies (ie states rather than the smaller, bounded communities that are typically the object of the social capital research in the tradition of James Coleman (1988).  It also avoids asserting that social cohesion is always or necessarily a good thing, or that only a preferred form of social bonding can be considered as constituting social cohesion. It is only normative in as much as it differentiates social cohesion from social order achieved through pure coercion. 

The analysis subsequently traced the development of the different traditions of thought on social cohesion to be found in different regions of the West and their social and economic origins.2 Broadly speaking, these traditions, identified as liberalism, republicanism and cultural conservatism, propose different roles for the state to ensure peace and stability. While liberalism advocates minimal state interference and maximum freedom for the market and for individuals to organize themselves in all kinds of civic associations, republicanism accords a prime role for the state as a guardian of cohesion. In republican thought the state represents a political community of citizens and has the capacity and duty to promote the values of this community and ensure the equal participation of its citizens. Cultural conservatism differs from both liberalism and republicanism by emphasizing that cohesion is rooted in ethno-cultural homogeneity and a stable social hierarchy. The state should ensure that the nation remains ‘pure’ and that the existing social stratification, not only in social terms but also along the lines of gender, ethnic and age, is preserved. 

It is argued that, historically, liberalism shaped the social order in English-speaking countries, republicanism that of France and Southern Europe and, to a lesser extent, the Scandinavian countries, and that the social glue of the German-speaking and Benelux countries was infused with cultural conservatism. In the post Second World War period, these traditions were transformed so that whereas liberalism still predominated in the English-speaking countries, a distinctive social democratic tradition became embedded in the Nordic countries, while in the rest of western continental Europe the European Union helped to foster a distinctive ‘social market tradition’ which tended to subsume cultural conservatism within a revamped form of republicanism. 

The statistical analysis of key institutional and attitudinal indicators for OECD countries does tend to confirm the existence of three distinctive regimes of social cohesion in the West, which correspond broadly to the three traditions as they emerged in the post-war era.  A ‘liberal regime’ can be identified in the English-speaking countries; a ‘social-democratic regime’ (which partly draws on republican thought) predominates in the Nordic countries, and a social market regime (partly shaped by conservative and partly by republican thinking) characterizing the societies in the rest of north-west continental Europe. These regimes correspond closely to the welfare regimes observed by Esping-Andersen (1990) and show a considerable overlap with the varieties of capitalism (shareholder versus stakeholder; liberal market economies versus coordinated market economies) identified by Hutton (2002) and Hall and Soskice (2001). This indicates that differences between western societies in socio-institutional characteristics are fundamental and apply across many domains of society. 

In liberal societies social cohesion relies on the triple foundations of market freedoms, active civil society and core beliefs in individual opportunities and rewards based on merit. Neither a wider set of shared values nor an active role of the state have been regarded as essential for a cohesive society. In social democratic societies, by contrast, social cohesion is characterized by a strong institutional embedding. Social solidarity is founded on egalitarian and solidaristic values promoted by the state. The latter also promotes the very high levels of social and political trust which cannot be solely attributed to greater ethnic homogeneity since some Nordic societies, like Sweden, are both ethnically diverse and highly trusting. The social market societies also rely on institutions to shore up social cohesion but here the emphasis is not so much on egalitarianism but on a broader set of shared values and a strong national identity. These societies are further characterised by high levels of corporatism, relatively low levels of civic participation, and high levels of welfare and social protection. Income inequality also tends to be lower than in liberal societies. 
2.2. Threats to Social Cohesion in Britain
Britain can be firmly identified as having a ‘liberal’ regime of social cohesion. It has relatively low levels of state intervention and high levels of active civic participation. Other characteristics that make the country ‘fit’ the liberal regime are its comparatively low level of employment protection and high percentage of people preferring freedom over equality (Green and Janmaat, 2011, pp. 104-113). Our recent analysis of 2009 International Social Survey Programme (ISSP) data further reveals that meritocratic convictions in Britain are strong by comparison to those in other countries. Asked about principles governing rewards, the British assigned much more importance to hard work (i.e. merit) as a factor that should determine a person’s income rather than whether a person has children to provide for (i.e. need). In fact, the British were among the nations that showed the largest gap between these two principles (see Table 1). The other English-speaking states also considered merit much more important than need, indicating that they form a coherent group on this issue. In most of the continental European countries, by contrast, the difference in importance attached to the two principles was much smaller. The exception are the Scandinavian countries as they too value merit much more than need. Further evidence of the liberal character of British public opinion is offered by survey data on income inequality. European Social Survey (ESS) 2008 data show that the British are relatively tolerant of large income differences as long as they are based on differences in talent and effort (see Table 1). 
TABLE 1. Beliefs about distributive principles and fair inequalities
	Country
	Hard work / children to provide for *

(ISSP 2009)
	Country
	Large differences in income are acceptable to reward talents and effort

(% agree + strongly agree) (ESS 2008)

	Australia       
	56.4
	Greece
	74.7

	New Zealand     
	54.7
	Denmark
	66.7

	Norway          
	51.6
	Great Britain
	63.9

	Sweden          
	47.4
	Germany
	60.1

	Great Britain   
	47.0
	Netherlands
	57.7

	Finland         
	44.2
	Switzerland
	56.4

	USA             
	44.2
	Belgium
	55.8

	Japan           
	39.8
	Cyprus
	55.2

	Iceland         
	39.2
	Israel
	54.5

	Portugal        
	35.4
	Spain
	52.9

	South Korea     
	30.3
	Norway
	52.6

	Slovenia        
	28.7
	France
	51.5

	Denmark         
	28.2
	Sweden
	49.0

	Austria         
	22.9
	Portugal
	48.9

	Switzerland     
	21.9
	Slovenia
	36.6

	France          
	19.9
	Finland
	27.5

	Belgium         
	19.4
	
	

	Spain           
	16.2
	
	

	Germany         
	10.8
	
	

	Israel   
	5.7
	
	


* Based on the answers to the question “How important is the following for a person’s pay? (a) how hard he or she works at the job; (b) whether the person has children to support”. Answer categories: (1) essential; (2) very important; (3) fairly important; (4) not very important; (5) not important at all. The data represent the percentages “essential” plus “very important” on the first item minus the percentages “essential” plus “very important”  on the second. 

Nb: Only the data of countries with comparable levels of prosperity are shown here. The data for East European and Latin American countries have thus been omitted.
TABLE 2. Perceptions of equal chances
	Country
	Only the rich can afford the cost of attending university

(% disagreeing and strongly disagreeing)

(ISSP 2009)
	Country
	People have the same chances to enter university, regardless of their gender, ethnicity or social background

(% disagreeing and strongly disagreeing)

(ISSP 2009)

	Norway          
	85.6
	Germany         
	44.3

	Denmark         
	83.9
	France          
	41.6

	Finland         
	80.9
	Portugal        
	38.8

	Iceland         
	73.9
	Spain           
	29.1

	New Zealand     
	66.6
	Great Britain   
	28.6

	Spain           
	66.5
	Austria         
	26.8

	Austria         
	66.4
	Australia       
	25.2

	Sweden          
	64.7
	South Korea     
	23.3

	Switzerland     
	64.6
	USA             
	23.3

	USA             
	61.4
	Belgium         
	22

	Belgium         
	52.4
	Denmark         
	21.2

	Australia       
	51.1
	New Zealand     
	19.2

	Cyprus          
	49.3
	Japan           
	18.9

	Great Britain   
	48.3
	Israel          
	18.7

	Germany         
	47.5
	Switzerland     
	18.2

	Japan           
	47
	Iceland         
	17.6

	Portugal        
	39.9
	Finland         
	17.2

	Israel          
	39.4
	Sweden          
	14.8

	South Korea     
	27.2
	Cyprus          
	13.6

	France          
	25.9
	Norway          
	10.6


However, the British are markedly less positive about the degree to which merit and equal chances apply in reality. Asked about the chances of people to enter university, the British are among the nations who disagree least with the statement that ‘Only the rich can afford the cost of attending university’ (Table 2). They are also relatively sceptical about the possibility that all people, regardless of social and ethnic background, have the same chances to enter university. Interestingly, the Scandinavian nations are at the opposite end of the two ranking orders displayed in the table. In other words they are much more positive about the chances of people, whatever their background, to get a university education. Thus, while the perceptions of reality of the Scandinavian nations are congruent with their meritocratic beliefs, in Britain people perceive society to be much less in accordance with their meritocratic preferences. It is precisely this gap between the norm and the perceived reality that in our view undermines the legitimacy of the liberal democratic order in Britain and thus constitutes a threat to the cohesion of its society.
These perceptions, moreover, are not just figments of the imagination; they are grounded in very real inequalities of skills and opportunities. As noted in the introduction, Britain compares unfavourably to other western states on a range of indicators of social stratification. First of all, skills are more unevenly divided in Britain than in other countries and this can be observed amongst both young people and the adult population. For instance, the 2009 PISA study of literacy skills amongst 15 years olds shows that the gap between the mean scores of UK students in the 90th and 10th percentiles was 246 points – one of the highest gaps among OECD countries and the equivalent of six years of schooling on the average across OECD states (Green, 2011). The study further showed that the variance in scores in the UK has only reduced marginally since the 2000 survey. Amongst the 34 countries tested, the UK had the 11th highest total variance in scores. International Adult Literacy Survey (IALS) data show that the UK also has a comparatively large disparity of skills among the adult population. Examining the gaps in literacy skills between those who left school after lower secondary and those who attended tertiary education, Green et al (2006: 43) found that these gaps were largest in the English-speaking countries (including Britain) and smallest in the Scandinavian countries, the Netherlands and Germany.

Skills inequality need not be problematic if people of modest social backgrounds can attain higher levels of skills relatively easily. However, in Britain skills inequality appears to go hand in hand with strong social inheritance. PISA 2009, for instance, shows that the effect of social background on student performance is relatively high in the UK. To measure this effect, the OECD  developed a ‘social gradient’ measure, which represents the increase in students’ literacy and numeracy scores associated with one unit increase in social background. Only 7 amongst the 34 OECD countries surveyed came higher on this measure (including Australia, Austria, Belgium, France and New Zealand among the more affluent countries) (Green, 2011). The UK is also notable for the degree to which the average performance within a school is influenced by the social characteristics of its intake. Across all OECD countries, on average, 57% of the performance difference between schools can be attributed to the social character of the intake. In the UK (and in Luxembourg, New Zealand and the USA) the social intake accounts for over 70% of performance difference between schools (OECD, 2010, p. 187). Thus, young people from poorer backgrounds who end up in schools enrolling peers of similar backgrounds face huge obstacles to performing well in Britain. 

Moreover, British society appears to be unable to correct these inequalities emerging in childhood later on in the adult years as it is amongst one of the most immobile societies in the western world. This is firstly indicated by the relatively large gap in higher education participation rates between students from high and low socio-economic status backgrounds: while in Britain the gap is 46 per cent, it is 36 per cent in the United States and 32 per cent in Australia (The Sutton Trust, 2012, p. 20). Secondly, using the correlation between parental income and respondents’ earnings as an inverse indicator of intergenerational mobility (i.e. the stronger the correlation, the less mobility), Blanden et al. (2005) found that Britain had the lowest intergenerational mobility rate amongst a sample of seven European states. Only the US in the sample performed worse. Moreover, they found that intergenerational mobility had actually declined in Britain since the early 1970s. A five country study reported by the New York Times confirms these results. The US and Britain appear to be the most socially stratified and Canada and Denmark the most socially mobile countries, with France falling in between (New York Times, 15 May 2005). Very much the same cross-national pattern emerges for intra-generational mobility. Esping- Andersen (2005) finds, for instance, that poverty and low wage persistency rates are much higher in the US and UK than in Scandinavian countries and Germany. Furthermore, Lindley and Machin (2012) have shown that due to rising attainment levels of children from privileged backgrounds and growing wage differentials within-generational inequalities have increased and intra-generational mobility has decreased.

As stated in the introduction, we argue that the inequality of opportunity and skills constitutes a threat to the particular kind of social cohesion characterising British society. This is a claim that is difficult to demonstrate empirically due to our understanding of social cohesion. As we consider it to be a phenomenon that differs in kind across western societies, correlations at the national level between socio-structural features and social cohesion outcomes cannot be used to establish the link between the former and latter. All we can show is that in Britain relatively high levels inequality and social inheritance coincide with relatively low levels of trust and perceived meritocracy and high levels of violent crime. We therefore base our claim on theoretical grounds. In a strongly stratified society with high skills inequality, low skilled people face particular difficulties to attain higher levels of skills because of both the greater distance that needs to be travelled between skills levels and the strength of the social background effect. The stronger the latter the less likely it is that effort and talent (i.e. merit) determine skills levels. This can lead to particularly high levels of resentment in a society that presents itself as meritocratic and derives its public legitimacy from that. In other words, a society claiming to be open, to provide equal opportunity and to reward effort has to be meritocratic and has to be perceived and experienced as such for it to be accepted by the population. A mismatch between reality and the promise of meritocracy is likely to give rise to the view, particularly among the disadvantaged, that the existing liberal democratic order only serves the interests of the rich and powerful rather than the public good. Indeed, in our earlier study (Green and Janmaat, 2011) we found support for democracy as system of government to be particularly shallow among lower income groups in the liberal regime countries. 
3. The Promise and Reality of Adult Learning in Britain
3.1. The Promise…

As noted in the introduction, if there is one component of a lifelong learning system that has raised high expectations in terms of its ability to democratize qualifications and skills it has been adult learning. Indeed adult learning has traditionally been linked to the ideal of working class emancipation and social progress. Organized labour has always strongly endorsed adult education as a means not to only reduce the skills gap with the more educated groups (and thus to promote social mobility) but also to enhance political awareness and class solidarity (Fieldhouse, 1996). For instance, in 1903 the Workers’ Educational Association (WEA) was founded with the objective of promoting citizenship education for workers and it was felt that this could be most effectively achieved by widening access to university education for working class adults. Much later, in the late 1960s, it was a Labour government that founded the Open University. This institution gave working adults the opportunity to acquire a university degree through distance learning. Alongside these initiatives, which essentially sought to improve the position of the working class by working within the system, a more radical branch of the labour movement emerged, for whom the purpose of adult education was to instil a critical awareness and revolutionary zeal in the working class (McIlroy, 1996). Towards the end of the 1960s this consciousness raising function of adult education received a new impetus by the student protests and new social movements advocating gender equality, ecological awareness, peace and social justice. A prime expression of this renewed interest in adult education was the 1972 UNESCO report Learning to Be, compiled by an international committee of experts chaired by Edgar Faure, the French Minister of Education (Boshier, 1998; Field, 2006).  Calling for sweeping educational reforms, it was essentially motivated by a
humanistic concern for achieving the fulfilment of man …. through widening access to higher levels of education, …. and through what were then new curricular concerns such as health education, cultural education and environmental education (Field, 2006, p. 13).
These idealistic expectations of adult education were reiterated in later policy documents from a wide range of intergovernmental organizations, including the Council of Europe, the EU and the OECD. Regularly, these organizations have stressed the importance of lifelong learning not just for the acquisition or improvement of practical marketable skills but also for personal enrichment and the development of civic-democratic dispositions (Cecchini, 2003). In other words, lifelong learning was seen as a key strategy enhancing both competitiveness and social cohesion (Fontaine, 2000; Green et al., 2006).

Interestingly, there is substantial empirical evidence for the proclaimed wider social benefits of adult learning. Longitudinal research using the British National Child Development Study (NCDS) data found that participation in adult learning contributed positively to a whole range of non-economic outcomes. With regard to socio-political outcomes, adult learning enhanced racial tolerance, political interest and civic and political participation and diminished political cynicism and authoritarianism (Feinstein et al., 2003: Bynner and Hammond, 2004). It was further found to have positive effects on individual health outcomes as it was related to quitting smoking, reducing alcohol consumption, increasing exercise and enhancing life satisfaction (Feinstein et al, 2003, 38).  The kind of adult learning also mattered, as participation in academic education had a stronger effect on the socio-political outcomes than participation in vocational, work-related and leisure training and education (Preston and Feinstein, 2004). Finally, several Scandinavian studies have reported positive effects of adult learning for social and civic engagement (Schuller and Desjardins, 2010).

In a sense these findings need not surprise us since they reflect the positive effect of educational attainment more generally. The evidence for this effect is well established. Countless studies have demonstrated that the well-educated have higher levels of civic and political engagement, democratic values and tolerance (Nie et al., 1996; Stubager, 2008; Hagendoorn, 1999; Emler and Frazer, 1999; Putnam, 2000).  Broadly, the literature proposes three causal mechanisms through which educational attainment is related to these outcomes - cognition, socialization and allocation. While the first two mechanisms can be labelled direct effects, the latter can be seen as constituting an indirect effect as it is assumed to influence values through allocating people to different social positions (Emler and Frazer, 1999; Stubager, 2008). With regards to tolerance, the cognition argument holds that education enhances cognitive skills which enable people to better understand causal processes and deal with cultural diversity and social change. Hence, they will be better able to distinguish valid from faulty reasoning (e.g. racist stereotypes) and feel less threatened by increasing diversity and social instability (Nunn et al., 1978; Hagendoorn, 1999; Green et al., 2006). In relation to political engagement, the claim is that education enhances the verbal cognitive proficiency of citizens. This proficiency is needed to make sense of the language of politics and navigate the political system to pursue one’s interests (Nie et al., 1996, p. 40).  Socialization is the second route through which education is argued to contribute to political engagement and democratic values. The longer individuals are educated, the more they are internalizing the values embedded in the education system (Hagendoorn, 1999; Stubager, 2008). These values reflect the values of the wider political community. Thus, if the political culture is liberal democratic, this is the culture that the education system transmits and that individuals in education pick up. 

More controversial is the allocation mechanism through which education is said to have the above effects. Here the argument is that education gives people a competitive edge and access to higher social positions. Highly educated people will thus feel more secure and less exposed to competition from outgroups. This is then likely to result in higher levels of satisfaction with the current political order and a more positive and confident attitude towards cultural difference and social change. However, what the highly educated people gain, so the people with middling and low levels of education lose, as the value of their qualifications is diminished. This produces enhanced feelings of economic insecurity among the latter which may in turn translate into more defensive, intolerant and authoritarian views (Lipset, 1981; Jenssen and Engesbak, 1994). Nie et al. (2006, 39) prefer to speak of the ‘positional pathway’ when referring to the allocation mechanism. In their view, the effect of education on active political participation is positional because the effect of education runs through the ‘social network centrality’ of individuals. Education enhances this centrality which in turn is crucial for getting access to and influencing politicians, thus giving individuals an incentive to participate. Social network centrality, however, is a zero-sum property as the gains for one individual will automatically entail losses for others. The skills inequality argument, which we discussed in the introduction, crucially shares the assumption with the positional argument that one’s relative education matters more than one’s absolute education. In this sense they both cast doubt on approaches that consider rising education levels to produce nothing but benefits. But in addition to the positional argument, the inequality argument holds that distances between skills levels are of key importance. 

The primary difference between the direct or absolute mechanisms of cognition and socialization, on the one hand, and the indirect or relative mechanism of allocation, on the other, lies in their implications for aggregate socio-political outcomes. If education has an absolute effect on these outcomes, one would expect aggregate levels of these outcomes to increase along with educational expansion. Education is then related in the same way to these outcomes across both the individual and national level. If the effect of education is positional, the value of one’s educational attainment depends on that of others. One’s place in the educational pecking order is then more important than one’s absolute level of education. In environments where well-educated individuals are surrounded by equally well-educated others, the competitive advantage of education is diminished and – following the logic of Nie’s theory - attaining network centrality will then be more difficult for this group to achieve by comparison to well educated individuals in environments with low mean levels of education. As a result, political engagement, which is a function of network centrality, will be lower amongst the former than among the latter. This implies that raising the level of education in a society will not necessarily lead to more political engagement, as the stocks of political engagement are finite and fixed like network centrality. It is thus unlikely that there is a relation between education and political engagement at the societal level (in other words highly educated societies need not have higher levels of political engagement). In contrast, at the micro-level, the relation between educational attainment and political engagement can be as strong in highly educated societies as in poorly educated ones. After all in both environments individual educational attainment is still very important in gaining access to social networks. The only difference is that in highly educated societies all education groups (the poorly, medium and well educated) face more competition than in poorly educated societies.  In sum, if the effect of education is positional, the relation between education and political outcomes at the individual level is not mirrored at the aggregate level – a phenomenon we refer to elsewhere as the ‘educational paradox’ (Green et al., 2006). 

Research has found evidence for both mechanisms. Nie et al. (2006) found that aggregate political participation levels have not increased over time in the United States despite educational expansion. This supports the claim of a positional effect. They have, however, found support for democratic values (democratic enlightenment in their terminology) to have steadily grown, indicating that education has a direct absolute effect on this outcome. Similarly, Stubager (2008) found more support for socialization (i.e. a direct effect) as the mechanism through which education shapes socio-political values than for allocation. Campbell (2006) proposes that competition can explain why the effect of education is absolute on some socio-political outcomes and positional on others. In his view only when people are in direct competition with one another is the effect positional. He indeed only finds evidence for a positional effect on ‘competitive political activity’ (ibid p 51). For all the other outcomes in his research (expressive political activity, voting, civic participation, institutional trust and social trust) the absolute effect is either stronger than the positional effect or the positional effect is entirely absent. However, recent research has increasingly questioned the absolute effect of education on democratic engagement and has shown that positional effects do occur for voter turnout (Burden, 2009; Tenn, 2007), political sophistication (Highton, 2009) and democratic citizenship (Persson and Oscarsson, 2010).  Moreover Green et al. (2006) have examined the effect of educational inequality on social outcomes cross-nationally and found it to be negatively related to social trust and civic liberties and positively related to civic unrest and violent crime (ibid. pp. 62, 67). In other words, the wider the distribution of skills and qualifications of a country, the lower its levels of social trust and civic liberties and the higher its levels civic unrest and violent crime. These findings sit uneasily with the absolute effects claim in the light of above observation that the effect of educational inequality highlights the importance of relative education – and thus positionality – rather than absolute education. 

The importance of this discussion for adult learning as a possible strategy to enhance social cohesion levels in Britain cannot be overstated. If the effect of education is absolute, aggregate levels of civic-democratic dispositions will rise the more people participate in adult learning, regardless of how skills are distributed. By contrast, if the effect of education is positional, any increase in adult learning will not produce higher levels of civic-democratic dispositions. Moreover, exactly who takes up adult learning will then matter a great deal for the distribution of such dispositions. If only the well educated make use of it, an increase in adult learning will only magnify skill inequality and undermine the position of the less well educated. This is then likely to diminish the latter’s civic-democratic dispositions and thus have negative consequences for social cohesion overall. As Schuller and Desjardin (2010, p. 296) put it:
However, the benefit [of adult learning] to the wider community may be nil or even negative, so that the benefit of some are achieved at the expense of others. This is far from hypothetical: to the extent that education accentuates rather than mitigates inequality, its overall net impact on health and other outcomes may well be negative.
3.2. … and the Reality
It appears that the state of affairs of adult learning in contemporary Britain is a far cry from its equalizing and emancipating promise. This is first of all reflected in the shift in policy discourse on the topic. According to many observers, from the 1980s adult learning was increasingly seen by policy makers in Britain and abroad as a necessary ingredient of a modern knowledge-based, competitive economy (e.g. Rubenson, 1996; Boshier, 1998; Field, 2006). Politicians considered it vital for the constant up-skilling and re-skilling of workers in order to meet the ever changing demands of a modern economy responding to the pressures of global capitalism. In other words, only if a national economy could draw on a highly skilled and flexible workforce, willing to constantly retrain itself, would it remain competitive in the global economy. Thus economic concerns started to prevail and pushed the idealistic objectives of adult learning in the background, despite the continued inclusion of these objectives in many policy texts. As eloquently expressed by Boshier (1998, p. 5):
Faure [the author of the aforementioned UNESCO report] was mugged on the road to the 21st century. Bruised and abused by architects of the new right, Faure’s language is in use but the emancipatory potential of the report is wounded. Worse still, this was not an isolated mugging or sneak ambush on a dark road. Everywhere Faure’s concepts and language have been stolen by advocates of a form of globalization which has everything to do with corporate elites and economics and, in stark contrast to what Faure was saying, appears untroubled by the erosion of civic society and democratic structures. 
As a result of this changing policy discourse, politicians in the last two decades are likely to have become less sensitive to the issue of whether adult learning can live up to its promise of equalization and emancipation.

Secondly, and most importantly, adult learning tends to magnify skills inequality because the well educated make more use of it than people with average or low levels of education. As the OECD report Promoting Adult Learning shows, this is a common feature of all OECD states except Portugal (OECD, 2005). In most countries training participation rates tend to be higher amongst the better educated and higher skilled than amongst the less educated and those with lower skills (Acemoglu and Pischke, 1998; OECD, 2003). This may result from the propensity of employers to provide more training to their permanent and high-skilled employees where the returns are greater than for investing in training part-time, temporary and low-skilled workers. 

In Britain, however, the difference in participation rates is large by comparison to other advanced knowledge economies. While in Britain the well educated participate 1.6 times as much as the average person and the poorly educated participate only 0.3 times as much, in Canada, Denmark, Finland, Germany, the Netherlands, Norway, Sweden and the United States, the participation rates of both the high and low education groups are closer to the national mean (OECD, 2005, p 24; the statistics on this page are based on Labor Force Survey data collected in 2003). Britain also stands out negatively in terms of the participation rates of the unemployed compared to those of people in work. While in Britain the employed participate more and the unemployed and inactive participate less than the national average, in Denmark, Germany, the Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, Spain and Sweden the unemployed have higher participation rates than the employed (ibid., p 24). Thus, while in the latter the people who can be said to need further training most of all indeed make more use of adult learning than the people in work, in Britain adult learning seems to actually widen the skills gap between the employed and unemployed. Britain does compare relatively favourably to continental European countries regarding the participation of older generations in adult learning, although the US and Canada show even higher participation rates for these groups (ibid, p 24).

Why Britain has much larger adult training gaps between groups differing in education level and employment status than many other western countries is not entirely clear. It is easy enough to see why the gaps should be larger than in Scandinavian which pioneered active labour market policy and where rates of adult learning are exceptionally high (Rubenson, 2002; Green et al., 2006). As Rubenson and Desjardin (2009) argue, strong state involvement, through subsidies and otherwise, in programmes to up- and re- skill the unemployed are  a key feature of the Scandinavian social-democratic welfare states. Britain, in line with its relatively non-interventionist liberal welfare regime, has not had active labour market programmes on the same scale. During the 2000s it was certainly the case that government investment in training was primarily targeted at the less qualified. The Skills for Life strategy initiated by the New Labour Government in 2001 channelled more than £5 billion into free literacy, numeracy and ESOL provision, including  major investment in the funding of literacy, numeracy and ESOL provision in the workplace (Waite et al., 2011). The Train to Gain programme, rolled out nationally in 2006, also targeted the less qualified – in this case employees over 25 who did not already have a full Level Two qualification. And there is some evidence that training gaps have reduced somewhat during this period (Mason, 2010). Thus, Britain may well compare more favourably to the other countries at present in terms of inequalities in participation than it did in 2003, the year on which the statistics of the aforementioned OECD report are based. However, these programmes, though substantial, fall considerably short of the investments made in Scandinavia. Nonetheless, there are other countries, such as Germany and the USA, where active labour market policy also falls a long way short of the Scandinavian experience, yet gaps in adult training rates are not so pronounced as in the UK. 
4. Conclusion
In this paper we argue that the socio-political order in Britain derives its legitimacy from the widely supported principles of equal opportunity and meritocracy. If it is perceived not to live up to these principles, the cohesion of British society is likely to be undermined.. Worryingly, public opinion data show that in comparison to other nations the British are indeed sceptical of the actual degree of fairness and equal opportunity in their society. There is thus a mismatch between the meritocratic ideal and the perceived reality. Data further show a long term decline in social trust, high levels of violent crime and shallow support for democracy among low income groups. In other words, perceptions of unfairness coincide with negative indicators of social cohesion. All of this does not bode well for the stability of the liberal-democratic order in Britain.

We argue that inequality of skills and opportunities plays a major role in accounting for this precarious state of affairs. Inequality of skills and qualifications is larger in Britain than in most other western nations. Moreover, it is relatively difficult for people of disadvantaged backgrounds to attain higher levels of education given the strong effect of social origin on educational attainment. British society is also relatively stratified, showing comparatively low levels of both intra- and inter-generational mobility. Thus, the perceptions of unfairness correspond in large measure to reality. The experience of large and static inequalities has bred cynicism, disengagement and distrust.

Adult learning could potentially be an important means to revive social cohesion in Britain since it carries the promise of second chance education, a tradition with strong historical antecedents in Britain. It may thus have an indirect effect on social cohesion through enhancing skills equality and equal chances. It could also have a direct positive impact on social cohesion given the overwhelming evidence for the strong link between educational attainment and social cohesion indicators, such as participation, trust and tolerance. However, the direct impact only occurs if the effect of educational attainment is absolute and there is mounting evidence that in fact this effect is not absolute but positional. Where this is the case raising levels of skills will not necessarily improve aggregate social outcomes. This implies that using adult learning as a means to increase overall education levels and thereby promote social cohesion is unlikely to be an effective strategy.

This leaves us with the indirect effect of adult learning. Has adult learning equalized skills in Britain? No. In all Western societies the well educated have higher participation rates than poorly educated people and this gap is particularly large in Britain. In Britain the people who most need it - the unemployed -  have lower participation rates than the people in work, which makes Britain stand out among western societies. Unless Britain adopts an active labour market policy aimed at up-skilling the socially vulnerable groups, the cohesion of its society and legitimacy of its liberal-democratic order is likely to decline even further.
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