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This article examines cross-country variations in adult skills inequality and asks why
skills in Anglophone countries are so unequal. Drawing on the Organization for
Economic Cooperation and Development’s recent Survey of Adult Skills and other
surveys, it investigates the differences across countries and country groups in inequality
in both skills opportunities and outcomes and uses pseudo-cohort analysis to establish
trends over time and during the life course. The analysis shows that adults’ skills in
Anglophone countries, and particularly in the United States and England, tend to be
more unequal than in other countries on a wide range of measures. This cannot be
explained by intercohort differences, skills distributions among adult migrants, or levels
and distributions of adult learning, but inequality in education levels provides a strong
predictor of skills inequality among adults. Whereas research suggests that early se-
lection drives skills inequality in compulsory schooling, certain forms of tracking, such
as bifurcation into academic or apprenticeship/vocational education in upper second-
ary education, can have a mitigating effect.

Inequality in incomes and wealth has been rising dramatically during recent
decades, not only in most developed countries but also in many developing
ones (Esping-Andersen 2005). Extreme levels of inequality, such as those now
appearing, represent not only a major challenge to social cohesion; they are
also associated with negative social outcomes across a range of areas, from
public health and well-being to social trust, political engagement, social
mobility, and crime (Green et al. 2006; Wilkinson and Pickett 2009; Green
and Janmaat 2011). Globalization and changes in the deep structures of
modern capitalism may be responsible for much of the longer-term eco-
nomic change (Piketty 2013). However, skills inequality also has a measur-
able effect on gaps in earnings, thus contributing to the overall levels of in-
come inequality and their social effects (Nickel and Layard 1998; Bedard and
Ferrall 2003; Damme 2014). Such disparities may also contribute directly to
reducing levels of social trust, as some research has suggested (Green et al.
2006). Skills inequality probably also influences national economic perfor-
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mance, since countries with more unequal skills also tend to have lower av-
erage levels of skill and reduced labor productivity.1 Skills inequality there-
fore deserves our attention and, arguably, more attention than it normally
receives in policy debates and in the academic literature on adult skills.

This article examines cross-country patterns in adult literacy and nu-
meracy skills inequality and the factors that explain them, along with the
different patterns of inequality across groups of countries with different types
of education systems. In so doing, we seek to explain why Anglophone coun-
tries, and particularly England and the United States, tend to exhibit such
high levels of skills inequality.

Comparative education researchers have long been aware that national
education systems vary quite substantially and that the characteristics of sys-
tems are related to differences in learning outcomes (e.g., Sadler 1897). Re-
searchers identify countries with common and distinctive system character-
istics as representing a particular type or model of education and/or training
(in the sense of Weber’s ideal types). Such models have been identified, for
instance, for English-speaking countries, German-speaking countries, Nordic
countries, Southern European countries, and so on, in much the same way
that comparative political economy identifies different types of economies
and welfare regimes (e.g., Esping-Andersen 1990; Hall and Soskice 2001).2

Comparative historical analysis seeks to show how these different models (or
traditions) have evolved over time, due to regional cultural and sociopolit-
ical peculiarities and the existence of institutional arrangements that are
subject to a degree of path-dependency in the ways they evolve.3 For most of
the history of comparative education, such analyses were made using pri-
marily qualitative data and comparative historical methods of analysis. How-
ever, since the 1960s there has been a proliferation of international surveys
that directly measure skills and a variety of education system characteristics
and outcomes across countries. Increasingly sophisticated statistical tech-
niques, employingmultiple cross-sectional time-series data sets, are now used
to explain the effects of system characteristics on learning outcomes (Hanu-
shek and Wößmann 2010). While the methodologies of these surveys have
sometimes been criticized (Goldstein 2004; Tsatsaroni and Evans 2014), di-
rect measurements of skills are more comparable across countries, and ar-
guably have more predictive power, than measures of educational attainment
through qualifications or years of schooling (Hanushek and Wößmann 2009).

What our analysis shows is that literacy and numeracy skills inequality,
both in terms of opportunities and outcomes, vary substantially across coun-
1 Skills inequality in the nonmigrant 16- to 65-year-old population is negatively and quite strongly
correlated with average levels of skills in the OECD Survey of Adult Skills data. The Pearson correlation
coefficients are2.64 in case of literacy and2.78 in case of numeracy and are both significant at the .001 level.

2 See, e.g., McLean 1990; Hall and Soskice 2001; Green et al. 2006; Mons 2007; Green 2011.
3 See Archer 1979; Green 1990; Thelen 2004; Wiborg 2009.
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tries and that skills in the Anglophone countries—and the United States
and England, in particular—are characterized in general by considerably
greater internal variation and inequality than those of other countries on a
wide range of measures. This exceptional level of inequality cannot be ex-
plained by intercohort differences, skills distributions among adult migrants,
or levels and distributions of adult learning. Instead, it is inequality in edu-
cation levels that offers the strongest predictor of skills inequality among
adults. In the case of England, in particular, we can see a very close rela-
tionship between skills inequality and inequalities in the outcomes of initial
formal education stretching back over 50 years. Whereas most of the litera-
ture on the system effects of compulsory schooling suggest that inequality is
associated across countries with early tracking, our analysis of the impact of
post–lower secondary education and training suggests a somewhat different
set of dynamics.

Method

We used data from the recent Organization for Economic Cooperation
and Development (OECD) Survey of Adult Skills (OECD 2013b)—in conjunc-
tion with other international surveys—to analyze variations across countries
and country groups in inequality in adult skills outcomes and opportunities.4

The Survey of Adult Skills (SAS) was conducted in 25 countries and country
regions in 2011–12 under the supervision of the OECD, testing samples of
adults ages 16–64 for their competence in literacy, numeracy, and problem-
solving skills. The survey also contains data on respondents’ recent learning
history, qualification levels, and parents’ education levels. The International
Adult Literacy Survey (IALS), the OECD predecessor to SAS, was conducted
in 23 countries and country regions between 1994 and 1998 and also tested
adult practical literacy and numeracy skills (OECD 2000). We compare data
from IALS and SAS to assess trends in skills inequality between the two surveys
and employ a quasi–cohort analysis to assess changes in skills inequality over
the adult life course. A quasi–cohort analysis is also deployed using the data
from SAS and data from the tests of 15-year-olds in the 2000 round of the Pro-
gram for International Student Assessment (PISA). This allows us to make
some assessment of changes in inequality occurring between the ages of 15
and 27 (i.e., typically from the end of lower secondary education to the end
of the formal education phase).

The publicly available SAS data from 24 countries are used.5 The coun-
tries and country regions are classified into the following seven categories
based on commonalities in their political economies and education system
4 This is sometimes referred to by the name of the overarching OECD program: Programme for
the International Assessment of Adult Competencies (PIAAC).

5 The data for Australia is not publicly available.
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types: (1) Liberal (essentially the Anglophone countries and regions of
England, English-speaking Canada, Ireland, Northern Ireland, and the
United States), (2) Social Market (Austria, Flanders, Germany, and the Neth-
erlands), (3) Southern European (Cyprus, France, Francophone Canada,
Italy, and Spain), (4) Central and Eastern European (CEE; Czech Republic,
Estonia, Poland, Russian Federation, and the Slovak Republic), (5) Nordic
(Denmark, Finland, Norway, and Sweden), and (6) East Asian ( Japan and
South Korea).6

We used a three-stage analysis of the causes of the substantial variations in
skills inequalities across countries. In the first stage, we assessed the effects of
proximate factors that have an impact on adult skills inequalities, such as
intercohort differences, the distribution of skills among adult migrants, and
the effects of adult formal and nonformal learning.7 In the second stage, we
assessed how far inequalities in initial formal education and post–compulsory
education and training explain differences across countries in adult skills
inequalities. Finally, we analyzed our findings in light of the now-substantial
literature on education system effects on skills inequality.

Inequality in Skills Outcomes

Inequality of skills outcomes (distributions) is measured here by calcu-
lating the difference in mean numeracy and literacy scores between the top
and bottom quintiles for adult populations and different age groups and
also by calculating skills Gini coefficients for the different groups. The latter
have the merit of providing a more complete measure of inequality in dis-
tributions but do not permit tests of significance, whereas the quintile dif-
ference measure allows us to conduct significance tests. Using both kinds of
measures on the SAS data, we find that adult literacy and numeracy skills in
Anglophone countries tend to be widely dispersed in absolute terms and
more variable than they are in other countries, particularly with respect to
numeracy and among the younger age groups.

Figure 1 shows the gap between the mean scores for adult literacy and
numeracy of the top and bottom quintiles for the 24 countries and country
6 Following the practice in the comparative political economy literature, all country groups are
categorized according to their common socioeconomic and education system characteristics, but in some
cases, for want of an agreed political economy descriptor, they are referred to by their geographical
identity. France is classified in the Southern European group because its education system shares
characteristics (e.g., relative centralization) with others in Southern European countries. Japan and Korea
are grouped together because they share similar education systems, and CEE countries are clustered
because of the common legacy from their former Communist education systems. England and the United
States are classified as Liberal but also treated as a separate group in some analyses because they stand out
from other Anglophone countries in terms of the extent to which they have adopted market-oriented
education policies.

7 We use the term “adult migrants” to signify those in the country samples who migrated into the
“host” country surveyed in SAS after age 18 (and to avoid the ambiguities of the term “immigrant,”
which is often used to denote settled migrants of different generations).
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regions for which we have data in SAS. Quite large gaps are evident for most
of the Liberal Anglophone countries in both literacy and numeracy. In
England, for instance, the average score in numeracy of those in the lowest-
scoring 20 percent is 153 points below that for the highest-scoring 20 percent,
on a scale where the maximum is 500 points. The gap in literacy scores in
somewhat smaller at 134.3 points. Anglophone countries tend to have larger
quintile differences than other countries in both numeracy and literacy, al-
though the differences are less marked in literacy.

The results on the numeracy tests for 16- to 65-year-olds clearly show the
relative inequality of skills in Anglophone countries. On the crude rank or-
dering of quintile differences presented in figure 1, the United States has the
highest level of inequality, followed by English-speaking Canada, with En-
gland in fourth position, and Ireland in seventh position. Among the An-
glophone countries, only Northern Ireland occupies a more middling posi-
tion in the country ranking. Our t - test analysis shows that the differences
between countries separated by a few positions in the rank ordering are
significant. This means that, for instance, whereas the quintile difference
value for England is not significantly statistically different from that for
Norway and Sweden, it is significantly different from that for France, which is
adjacent in the rank ordering, and for all other countries. This would make
England fourth among countries and regions in terms of numeracy in-
equality.

Relative inequality among the Anglophone countries is less marked in
adult literacy. The t-test analysis shows that there is no significant dif-
FIG. 1.—Difference between top and bottom quintiles in mean scores of adults in numeracy and
literacy.
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ference between England, France, Germany, Ireland, the Netherlands, Po-
land, Spain, Sweden, the United States, and Flanders in this regard, but
still all English-speaking countries bar Northern Ireland are in the top half
of the national “inequality” ranking.

Figure 2 presents the average values for the interquintile differences in
adult literacy and numeracy scores for the seven different groupings of
countries. Although there is some variation within each country group, skills
in the Liberal Anglophone country group—and particularly in England and
the United States—are markedly more unequal on average, in both numer-
acy and literacy, than in all other groups of countries. Skills in the East Asian
and Central and Eastern European countries, on the other hand, tend to be
more equal, with the Nordic and Social Market countries in the middle of
the range.

Relative inequality in numeracy and literacy skills in the Anglophone
countries is even more pronounced among the younger 25–29 age group,
especially in numeracy (see fig. 3). England and the United States top the
country rank order in terms of numeracy skills inequality, with English-
speaking Canada, Ireland, and Northern Ireland all in the top third. En-
gland, Sweden, and the United States are not statistically different from each
other, but the skills in these countries are significantly more unequal than in
all the rest. In literacy, there is no significant difference between England,
Ireland, the Netherlands, Norway, Sweden, and the United States at the top
end, so we can say with confidence that three of the English-speaking coun-
tries in this group are among the five countries most unequal in skills. Only
Northern Ireland, among the English-speaking countries, occupies a more
middling position in terms of inequality of skills.
FIG. 2.—Adult numeracy and literacy distribution by country group (skills Ginis)
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As figure 4 illustrates with the Gini measures, skills in the Anglophone
countries within the 25–29 age group are, on average, more unequally dis-
tributed than in other groups of countries in both literacy and numeracy. As
with the adults in general, East Asian countries have, on average, the nar-
rowest distribution of scores in both domains, followed in this case by theCEE
and the Social Market countries. The Nordic and Southern European
countries are in the middle in terms of the country group ranking.

Inequality of Skills Opportunity

Inequality of skills opportunity can be defined andmeasured in different
ways. Here we focus solely on the social origins effect—that is, how much
family background influences the level of an individual’s skills.8 Ideally,
family background is measured using both parental SES and parental edu-
cation data, but SAS does not record parental SES, so our measure here is
FIG. 3.—Differences between means for top and bottom quintiles in numeracy and literacy scores of
25- to 29-year-olds.
8 Family background can influence the chances of individuals acquiring skills initially—through
education and training—and their opportunities later for utilizing (and possibly reinforcing) these
skills. Disaggregating the effects of initial learning of skills and the reinforcement of skills through their
later utilization is unfortunately beyond the scope of this article. Where the term “skills opportunities” is
used in this article, we are referring primarily to the initial opportunities for acquiring skills, although
we recognize that skills utilization may also affect skills levels and thus the relationship between an in-
dividual’s family background and skills level.
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based on parental education alone.9 SAS records the education level of the
parents of respondents according to their highest qualification held. The
highest level is where one or both parents have a degree (at International
Standard Classification of Education [ISCED] 5 or 6 or above).10 Themiddle
level is where one or both parents have a highest qualification at the upper
secondary level (ISCED 3, not including 3c short and level 4). The lowest
level is where neither parent has a qualification above the lower secondary
level (i.e., not above ISCED 1 or 2). We are therefore able to compute a social
origins gradient for literacy and numeracy skills for adults in general and for
distinct age groups for each country.11

Figure 5 shows the social origins gradients for numeracy and literacy
scores for the whole adult population from ages 16 to 65, first by country
(ranked on numeracy gradients) and then by country group. The height of
each bar represents the point difference in scores that can be predicted for
an individual when the education level of his or her parent(s) is increased
from the bottom unit to the top unit. The first thing to observe is that coun-
tries vary considerably in the degree of inequality of skills opportunity. The
difference in numeracy scores between those with a parent in the top edu-
cational category and those with no parent above the bottom one ranges
FIG. 4.—Numeracy and literacy Ginis for 25- to 29-year-olds by country group (skills Ginis)
9 SAS also records data on “books in the home” of the respondents when children, as a measure of
“cultural capital.” Problems of recall for older respondents may make this measure unreliable, however,
so we do not use it here. We acknowledge that the parental education variable has limitations as a
measure of parental SES.

10 UNESCO’s International Standard Classification of Education classifies education into six levels,
each with various subdivisions.

11 The social origins “gradient” here refers to the degree to which an individual’s skills levels varies
by social class—as measured by parents’ education level—within each country.
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from 14.1 points in Russia, themost egalitarian country, to 64.1 in the United
States, the least. There is also considerable variation across country groups.
The social origins gradient for numeracy ranges from an average of 32 points
for the East Asian countries to an average of 56.3 points for England and the
United States.

The Anglophone countries have, on average, the steepest social origins
gradients both on numeracy and on the accumulated value for numeracy
and literacy, with England and the United States at the top end, followed
closely by the Social Market countries. The East Asian and Nordic countries
have, on average, the flattest social origins gradients. The country group
averages do mask some variations within country groups, but most of the
groups are quite tightly clustered. Japan and Korea are both in the bottom
third of the rank order, and the four Nordic countries are all comfortably
in the bottom half. The Anglophone countries are slightly more diverse,
with English-speaking Canada and Ireland just below the middle of the rank
order, and England, Northern Ireland, and the United States in the top
third for numeracy and the top quarter on the accumulated measure. How-
ever, the CEE countries represent a very disparate group, with Russia and
Estonia having very flat gradients and the Czech Republic, Poland, and the
Slovak Republic having rather steep gradients.

If we compare the gradients for older and younger age groups, we can
see some different cross-country patterns emerging with the younger age
group (see figs. 6 and 7, with countries ranked by the values for 16- to 24-year-
olds). With the younger age group, England and the United States still
FIG. 5.—Social gradients for adult (ages 16–65) numeracy and literacy skills by country and country
group.
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have the steepest gradients of all country groups on both literacy and nu-
meracy, because the English gradient, second only to the Slovak Republic’s,
is so steep. The gradient for the United States is now in the middle of the
range, although this may be a statistical artifact, as we explain later. The dif-
ference between the country groups in the middle range is less marked. The
CEE countries, on average, are much less egalitarian on both numeracy and
literacy in the younger age group than the older one, although Russia and
FIG. 6.—Social gradients for numeracy for younger and older age groups
FIG. 7.—Social gradients for literacy for older and younger age groups
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Estonia still have relatively flat gradients for 16- to 24-year-olds. The CEE
group as a whole is now on a par with the Social Market and Anglophone
countries, and with the Nordic countries, which are also markedly less egal-
itarian within the younger age group than the older one. The East Asian
countries still have the flattest gradients for both numeracy and literacy,
followed by Southern European countries, which on average have much
flatter gradients among the younger age group than the older age group.
These changing patterns in the rank ordering of country groups reflect
variations in intercohort differences. In most countries, inequality based on
social origins is much greater among the younger age group than the older
one for both literacy and numeracy. Only Japan and Ireland show flatter
gradients among the younger age group in both domains. Cyprus, Estonia,
France, French-speaking Canada, Russia, Korea, the Netherlands, Spain, and
the United States have flatter gradients in one of the two domains.
Changes in Skills Inequality over Time and during the Life Course

Differences in levels of skills inequality between age groupsmay be due to
a number of causes. If inequality based on social origins tends to be lower
among the older age groups inmost countries, thismay be because education
systems weremore egalitarian when the older generation acquired their skills
than more recently when the younger age group acquired theirs. On the
other hand, it could be because inequality based on social origins reduces
within an age group as it grows older. Unfortunately, we do not have com-
parable data at different points in time to say which explanation is more
plausible for explaining the difference in social origins gradients of skills
among age groups. However, we can analyze over time changes and life course
changes for the distributions of skills using the comparable data on literacy
skills distributions in IALS (conducted in the mid-1990s) and in SAS con-
ducted in 2011–12. The available evidence suggests that skills inequality does
indeed change over time and during the life course.

In this research, we used a pseudo-cohort analysis to compare the dis-
tributions in literacy skills between the 37- to 47-year-olds in IALS (in about
1996) and the 55- to 65-year-olds in SAS (in 2011–12, who were at the age
that the IALS 37- to 47-year-olds would have been 16 years later). What we
found is that literacy skills inequality declines somewhat in the United
States, England, Ireland—and in some other countries with relatively un-
equal skills—as the pseudo (cohort) ages. The opposite seems to be true for
some of the more egalitarian countries like the Netherlands and the Nor-
dic countries. This contrast may be due to the least literate individuals in
very unequal countries catching up during the middle years of their lives, as
circumstances (having children, promotion at work, etc.) require them to
improve their skills. The same phenomenon could be responsible for
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steeper social origins gradients of young people by comparison with their
elders in SAS. However, it would also seem likely that there have been changes
over time (period effects) in both inequalities of outcomes and those based
on social origins.

We can look at the trends over time by comparing the distributions of
literacy scores (measured in skill Ginis) for the same age groups in IALS
and SAS for the countries included in both surveys. Amixed pattern emerges
when taking the overall adult population. The six countries that had the
widest distributions in IALS in the mid 1990s (which include all the Anglo-
phone countries) had slightly narrower distributions in SAS in 2011–12. On
the other hand, the eight countries with the narrowest distributions in IALS
(including all the Nordics) had somewhat wider distributions some 16 years
later when SAS was conducted. A similar pattern is evident with the 16- to 24-
year-old age group. There is a slight narrowing of the literacy skills distribu-
tion over the period in England and in two of the other more unequal coun-
tries in IALS (Northern Ireland and the United States), as well as in Poland,
Ireland, and Italy. So the English-speaking countries here are getting some-
what less unequal within this age group over time. On the other hand, the
countries that have the most equal distributions in IALS (the Czech Repub-
lic, Flanders, the Netherlands, and the Nordics) experienced a slight wid-
ening of the skills distribution over the period. This suggests a slight con-
vergence across countries in skills inequalities over time.However, there is no
overall trend across countries toward a reduction in literacy skills inequalities.
This trend pattern differs somewhat from the results from PISA numeracy
tests for 15-year-olds in 2003 and 2009 (for a larger set of OECD countries),
which shows an overall narrowing of the distribution across the OECD
(OECD 2013a).
Explanations of Relative Adult Skills Inequality in Anglophone Countries

A number of quite obvious factors may explain the relatively high levels
of adult skills inequality in Anglophone countries. First, if intercohort dif-
ferences in skills, resulting from exceptionally rapid changes in the output
of education systems, were larger in Anglophone than other countries, this
would raise overall skills inequality among adults relative to other countries.
Second, if Anglophone countries had a larger inflow of adult migrants than
other countries, and if their skills were more polarized or skewed toward
one end of the distribution, this could also increase levels of adult skills
inequality relative to other countries. Finally, if access to adult learning was
exceptionally unequal in Anglophone countries, this might also increase
relative levels of skills inequality. All of these explanations seem quite plau-
sible. Our analysis of the data does not show, however, that they provide an
explanation.
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Intercohort Differences

The SAS data show that, in most countries, younger age groups have
higher average levels of literacy and numeracy skills than older age groups
(OECD 2013b). Literacy skills are higher among 16- to 24-year-olds than
among 55- to 65-year-olds in all countries except England and numeracy skills
in all countries except England and the United States. This means that in-
tercohort differences are contributing substantially to overall adult skills in-
equality in most countries. The difference in mean literacy scores between
the younger and older age groups is highest in developing countries such as
Estonia, Korea, and Poland, which have seen rapid improvements in initial
education, and also in a few developed countries such as Japan, Finland, and
the Netherlands. However, England and the United States do not fit this
pattern, and the Anglophone countries as a whole are by no means excep-
tional in this respect. Among the Anglophone countries, only Ireland shows
rapid improvement between generations. In Australia, Canada, and North-
ern Ireland, the intercohort gap is in the middle range, and England and the
United States stand out for the fact that their younger adults have scarcely
better skills than the 55- to 65-year-olds. Intercohort differences in numeracy
skills show the same patterns across countries, with the older generation in
England actually doing better than the younger one. Intercohort differences
clearly do not explain the relatively high levels of skills inequality in Anglo-
phone countries.

The Effects of Inequalities in Adult Migrant Skills

In most countries, where migrants are a small proportion of the total
workforce, adult skills inequality will not be greatly affected whatever the
distributions of skills among adult migrants. However, for the countries where
the flows are more substantial—as in England, Germany, Sweden, and the
United States, for instance—there is often an assumption that they will make
a significant difference, usually in the form of increasing skills inequality,
either because migrants are mostly low-skilled or because they are polarized
between those with high skills and those with low skills (Damme 2014). In
fact, the SAS data show that in about a third of countries, the skills of migrants
make no significant difference to the skills distributions of adults. In two-
thirds of countries or country regions, they domake a difference, and inmost
cases this takes the form of increasing skills inequality. So in these countries
the Ginis for adult numeracy and literacy skills for the adult population mi-
nus the migrants are lower than for the adult population including the
migrants. The difference in the case of numeracy is rather small inmost cases.
As might be expected, migrants make a larger contribution to widening
inequalities in literacy skills.12
12 This is to be expected because when migrants are being tested in a language that is not their
native language, this will disadvantage them more in literacy tests than numeracy tests.
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There are eight countries where migrant skills seem to contribute sub-
stantially to inequalities in adult literacy skills (Canada, Cyprus, Denmark,
France, Germany, Poland, Spain, and Sweden). The effect is often strongest
in countries where the typical migrant does not speak the language of the
receiving country on arrival, which would be the case for most migrants ar-
riving in Denmark, Germany, Sweden, or Poland, since the languages of
these countries are rarely first or second languages of migrants. In these
countries, migrants are therefore likely to score below the average in tests
conducted in the host country language, and this will widen the distribution
in tested scores. However, migrant skills do not seem to have an exceptionally
strong effect on skills inequality in Anglophone countries, except in English-
speaking Canada, despite the fact that these countries all have substantial
flows of migrant labor relative to their populations. This is probably because
many migrants to these countries have English as a first or second language
and are not therefore as disadvantaged linguistically in the tests.

Differences in Access to Adult Learning

How far does unequal access to adult learning opportunities explain the
variations in adult skills inequality across countries, and does it explain the
relatively high level of skills inequality in the Liberal Anglophone countries?
It is well known that access to adult learning is generally positively correlated
with prior educational achievements (Green 1994). In most countries, par-
ticipation rates in adult education and training are higher for those with
higher proficiency levels (BIS 2013; OECD 2013b). There are two potential
reasons for the correlation. On the supply side, it is argued that prior edu-
cation raises the aptitude for learning and therefore the efficiency of train-
ing. The demand side, however, is probably of greater significance: better-
educated and skilled individuals are selected into high-skilled jobs, which
tend to have more requirements for additional skills and more ongoing re-
quirements for upskilling. The provision of remedial trainingmight alter this
relationship, but this is unlikely where private employers make the vast ma-
jority of training decisions. The net effect of the positive correlation is that
access to adult learning can have a cumulative impact on skills inequalities.
This cumulative effect is one of the potential explanations for the fact that in
most countries in SAS, skills distributions are wider in older age groups than
younger ones (Green et al. 2014).

How far would this process explain the relatively high levels of skills
inequalities in Anglophone countries? The SAS does allow us to investigate
this to a degree, despite the lack of longitudinal data. The survey asks
respondents if they have undertaken formal education or training that led to
some qualification in the 12 months prior to interview.13 It also asks re-
13 We have included in this definition those who are categorized as students in the initial cycle of
education—i.e., those who are participating in formal secondary or postsecondary education.
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spondents to estimate the overall time spent over the previous 12 months in
“courses conducted through open or distance education,” “organized ses-
sions for on-the-job training or training by supervisors or co-workers,” “sem-
inars or workshops,” or “courses or private lessons, not already reported.”
From responses to these questions, we can calculate rates of adult partici-
pation in formal education and training (i.e., that leading to a qualification)
and the average volumes of nonformal learning for each country. Inequality
in participation in adult learning can be estimated by taking the difference
between the average levels of adult learning received by those in the top and
bottom quintiles of the skills distribution. We are therefore able to compare
across countries the average levels and distribution of participation in formal
and nonformal education and training. If the Anglophone countries have
relatively high average rates of adult learning, we may assume this has some
impact on average adult skills levels. If participation is particularly unequal
between groups with different levels of skill, we may infer that this may be
contributing to relatively high levels of adult skills inequality. A pseudo-cohort
analysis can also be used to test whether there is an association across
countries between inequality of participation and inequality of skills.

What we find is that average levels of participation in the two kinds of
adult learning are neither exceptionally high nor particularly skewed in the
Anglophone countries. Participation rates in formal adult education and
training in the Anglophone countries are generally in the top of the middle
of the range for the countries surveyed. The average volume of nonformal
training is relatively high in the United States but in the middle range of
country values for England, Ireland, and Northern Ireland (see Green et al.
2014). Inequality in participation in adult learning is more varied across the
Anglophone countries. The SAS data show that inequality among the under-
45 age group in formal adult education and training is relatively low in En-
gland and English-speaking Canada, high in Northern Ireland, and average
in the United States and Ireland. Inequality in participation in nonformal
training is average in Ireland but quite high in England, Northern Ireland,
and theUnited States. Overall, despite the tendency toward higher inequality
in nonformal training access, there is no strong pattern of exceptional in-
equality in access to adult learning across the Anglophone countries. Only
Northern Ireland has high levels of inequality in both formal and nonformal
adult learning. English-speaking countries have high levels of adult skills
inequality but not particularly high levels of inequality in participation in
adult learning. Is this absence of an association between the two evident
across the sample of countries generally? Our analysis suggests that this may
be the case.

Simple correlations at the individual level between participation in adult
learning and adult skills attainment are not very helpful because causation is
likely to run both ways: those with higher levels of skills are more likely to
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participate in most countries and through participation are likely to become
yet more skilled. Across countries there is likely to be an association between
inequality of skills and inequality of participation because individuals with
differential levels of skills have a differential propensity to participate, so that
countries with greater skills differentials are likely to have more inequality of
participation. To examine the causal effect of unequal participation on un-
equal skills, we ideally need to have longitudinal data so that we can see the
effect of unequal participation on the skills of a cohort later on in the life
course. SAS does not provide this, but we can approximate this by using
pseudo cohorts. The analysis here assumes that training systems in countries
show a good deal of persistence and that therefore the inequality of adult
learning of the current cohort of those aged under 45 in SAS is a plausible
proxy for the inequality of the past experience of the over-45 cohort. A
positive correlation across countries between inequality of participation of
those under 45 and inequality of skills among those over 45 would provide
some evidence of a causal impact of the former on the latter.

What we find is that there is no evidence of a relationship, positive or
negative, between inequality in adult learning participation and skills in-
equality. The data show no association between literacy skills inequality
among those over 45 and inequality in either prior formal education and
training or prior nonformal training. Countries that have high levels of adult
learning inequality would seem to display no tendency to have high levels of
skills inequality among the older cohorts.
Unequal Outcomes from Initial Education and Training

The preceding analysis has shown that numeracy and literacy skills
inequalities among adults in Anglophone countries are higher than in most
other countries and that this relative inequality cannot be explained by the
effects of migrant skills, intercohort differences in skills, or inequality in access
to adult learning activities. By a process of elimination, we are therefore left
with the possibility that the relatively high level of adult skills inequality in
Anglophone countries may be the result, at least in part, of skills inequalities
generated in the initial education system: in other words, that inequality is due
to the learning of skills occurring before age 25 during compulsory school-
ing and from participation in the further and higher education system. Evi-
dence for this hypothesis is provided by the positive correlation we find be-
tween education-level inequalities and skills inequalities. The correlations are
strongest for the adult population ages 16–64 as a whole, which are significant
at the 5 percent level for both literacy and numeracy. But there are also posi-
tive correlations for the 25–29 age group, significant at the 10 percent level.

If we examine the education-level inequalities by country and age group,
we can find similar cross-country patterns for each age group, suggesting
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considerable persistence in the patterns of educational-level inequality over
time in the different countries. SAS provides data on the highest level of
qualification attained for each respondent (classified by ISCED levels). We
may assume that the vast majority of highest qualifications were gained when
the respondents were under 25 years of age, so that the education-level in-
equalities for each age group provide a reasonable proxy for inequalities in
the qualification outputs of education systems at different points in time,
going back to the period between 1951 and 1981 for the oldest age group.We
reduce the sample here to include only nonmigrants since we are interested
in the impact of national education systems on later skills inequality.

Figure 8 shows the education-level inequalities across countries (mea-
sured by skills Ginis) for each 10-year age group, ranked by the position for
the 25–34 age group. In most countries, education-level inequalities have
grown substantially less pronounced across the generations, although not
apparently by much in the United States, Germany, and some of the CEE
countries. In some developing or less affluent countries, such as Ireland,
Northern Ireland, Korea, and Cyprus, they have reduced dramatically.
Countries with small education-level inequalities relative to other countries
in most age groups include Austria, Finland, Japan, and the Russian Feder-
ation. The Nordic countries and some other CEE countries (Poland and the
Czech and Slovak Republics) are in the middle of the range for all age
groups. Three of the Anglophone countries (England, Ireland, and North-
FIG. 8.—Education-level inequalities of different age groups
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ern Ireland) are at the upper end of the country range for education-level
inequalities in each age group (although Ireland has reached the lower half
with the youngest age group). This would seem to support the contention
that adult skills inequality in the Anglophone countries is driven substantially
by inequalities in the outputs of the education system over many decades.
But the United States appears to present an anomaly here. Education-level
inequality is low relative to most other countries in all age groups. However,
this may be an artifact of the way in which education levels are classified. The
United States has had mass high school enrollment since the 1950s, so that
even the oldest generation here were beneficiaries of this unusually inclusive
pattern of enrollment. However, whereas attainment of the upper secondary
level in most countries is determined by reaching a given standard, for in-
stance by passing centralized external examinations, high school attainment
in the United States is dependent on completion of the course. So the qual-
ification level data are not strictly comparable. The United States has lower
education-level inequality because the vast majority nominally achieve the
middle level (upper secondary). However, this masks huge variations in the
levels of skills acquired by individuals in that category.

Contribution of Different Education Phases to Skills Inequality

Most of the analyses conducted to date on the accumulation of skills
inequalities in the initial education and training phases rely on surveys of
skills conducted at 13, 14, and 15 years of age, such as the Trends in Inter-
national Math and Science Study (TIMSS) and PISA. These studies tend to
show considerable variation across countries in levels of skills inequality, both
in terms of inequalities in skills opportunities and skills outcomes. Countries
tend to cluster in consistent ways on the values on different measures. For
instance, the data on literacy scores in PISA 2009 shows the Liberal Anglo-
phone countries (Australia, Ireland, New Zealand, the United Kingdom,
and the United States) and the Social Market countries (Austria, Belgium,
France, Germany, Luxembourg, and the Netherlands) having relatively high
variance in scores compared with the Nordic, East Asian, and CEE countries.
The Liberal and Social Market countries also tend to have rather greater
inequality of skills opportunities on average than the Nordic, East Asian, and
Southern European countries (OECD 2010; Green 2011). Other studies us-
ing the TIMSS data for 1995 and 1999 show similarly strong social origins
effects for the Anglophone countries. Schütz and colleagues (2008), for in-
stance, using data on Mathematics and Science performance of 13-year-olds
in TIMSS and the TIMSS-Repeat Survey, found that family background ef-
fects in Anglophone countries were generally very high, with five countries
(England, Ireland, New Zealand, Scotland, and the United States) ranked in
the top 13 of 54 countries, with England heading the list.
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Our analysis of the SAS data suggests that inequalities in skills in Anglo-
phone countries continue to increase after the end of lower secondary ed-
ucation, during the upper secondary and higher education phases. We are
not able to distinguish between the skills inequality generated through the
compulsory education system and inequality that emerges subsequently from
the SAS data. However, for the youngest age group in SAS, at least, it is
possible to explore this by comparing their skills inequalities with those of
15-year-olds in PISA 2000. PISA does not use exactly the same test ques-
tions as SAS, but it does test skills in literacy and numeracy based on the
same principles of practical competence used by the OECD in both sur-
veys. The two surveys were conducted at an interval of 11–12 years (2000 for
PISA and 2011–12 for SAS), and both purport to include nationally rep-
resentative samples for the population surveyed. We therefore construct a
pseudo cohort from these two surveys using the 15-year-old sample in PISA
2000 and the 27-year-olds in SAS (proxied by 25- to 29-year-olds).14

What the pseudo-cohort comparison shows is quite startling both with
regard to inequality of outcomes and inequality of opportunities. Between
ages 15 and 27, skills distributions in literacy get narrower in almost all
countries, although to varying degrees. In numeracy, the distributions get
narrower in about half of the countries andwider in the other half. In the East
Asian countries, German-speaking countries, andmost of the CEE countries,
distributions narrow, whereas they get wider in all of the Anglophone coun-
tries, with England showing the largest increase in the Gini measure. Social
origins gradients get steeper over the life course in most countries (excepting
only Germany, Korea, and Russia), with the largest increases being in England
andNorthern Ireland. TheUnited States also shows a relatively large increase.
The only Anglophone country showing a more moderate increase is English-
speaking Canada.

Discussion

Our analysis shows that inequality in skills outcomes (distributions) and
skills opportunities (social origins effects) tend to be significantly higher in
Liberal Anglophone countries than in most other countries included in SAS.
The difference is particularly marked with the younger age groups and in
numeracy skills. The consistency of the findings across age groups and using
different measures is notable. English-speaking countries in general show
some variation in terms of their rank ordering on different measures, but
they tend, on average, to manifest higher levels of inequality in skills op-
portunities and outcomes than other country groups, with England and the
14 We use data in SAS for 25- to 29-year-olds since there are too many missing values within the 25–
27 age group to allow a comparison across a wide range of countries.
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United States at the top end. These exceptional levels of skills inequality
cannot be explained by intercohort differences in mean skills levels, by the
effects of migrants’ skills, or by participation in adult learning activities. So
how can we explain this marked tendency toward inequality in skills in An-
glophone countries?

One obvious answer would be that the English-speaking countries all
have rather high levels of income inequality (Esping-Andersen 2005; Hills
2010). This may increase inequality in learning within the education system,
as better-off families can afford to buy higher-quality provision for their
children. It may also increase inequalities outside of the education system
due to advantages that children in wealthier families may receive from the
enhanced social and cultural resources of their homes, which can boost
achievement at school and help to secure better jobs with more training later
on (Bourdieu 1986).

This factor no doubt provides part of the explanation, but it is unlikely
to provide all of it. Cross-country evidence suggests that there is only a weak
effect of inequality in incomes on inequality in skills. Research quoted ear-
lier (Bedard and Ferrall 2003) does show a lagged effect of skills inequality
on earnings inequality, but there is little evidence of a strong causal effect
running the other way. Our analysis of the SAS data shows only an insig-
nificant correlation between income inequality and literacy and numeracy
skills inequality across countries where these are measured synchronously,
and it is likely that any causality runs from skills inequality to income in-
equality rather than the other way around (Green et al. 2014). OECD anal-
yses of the PISA data for 15-year-olds’ skills also show only a weak correla-
tion between income inequality and inequality of education opportunity
at the country level. In fact, as the OECD report on equity concludes, “the
evidence suggests that, in general, cross-national differences in inequalities
of performance are associated more closely with the characteristics of the
education system than with underlying social inequalities or measures of eco-
nomic development” (2010, 31).

So we are back with the education system.Our analysis suggests that initial
education and training (that is, before age 25) provide the principal source
of the differences across countries in adult skills inequality. But what is it
about the Anglophone systems that produces this effect so strongly? There is
now a substantial literature on compulsory education systems and skills in-
equality in lower secondary education that we cannot review fully here (e.g.,
Hanushek and Wößmann 2006, 2010; Schütz et al. 2008; OECD 2010; van de
Werfhorst and Mifs 2010). However, it is worth pointing to the direction in
which such an analysis leads, and a paradoxical twist our research suggests, on
the dominant theory.

According to Raymond Boudon’s (1974) influential “positional” theory,
social stratification has both primary and secondary effects within the edu-
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cation system. Primary effects occur as a result of the transmission of cultural
capital within the family, so that children who acquire high levels of cultural
capital at home achieve better in schools that value the same forms of cul-
tural capital. Secondary effects occur as a result of children from different
backgrounds making different choices within the education system, whereby
children from higher-status families, for instance, are more likely to choose
pathways that lead to higher-status qualifications than children from other
social groups with the same levels of achievement. The first process tends to
occur, arguably, in a similar way in all societies and education systems.
However, the second process may be more conditional on the nature of the
particular education system. As Boudon cogently argued, in societies struc-
tured by class and other inequalities, the greater the variety of different routes
through the education system—that is, the more “branching-off” points—
the greater the likelihood that socially differentiated aspirations and expecta-
tions, engendered from outside the education system, will structure student
choices, even in a situation of ostensibly meritocratic access, so that educa-
tional opportunities and outcomes will be structured along class, race, and
gender lines.15 In theAnglophone countries, strong social origin effectsmay be
leading to high levels of skills inequality, both through processes external to
the education system and through those internal to it. In the latter case, it may
be through the primary effects of stratification, working as they do in all sys-
tems. It may also be because of secondary stratification effects that are en-
couraged by certain characteristics of their education systems.

Liberal, Anglophone countries have always placed a high premium on
diversity and choice within education and have arguably led the world in the
recent wave of reforms to strengthen these characteristics (Sahlberg 2012;
Green 2013). These systems typically provide a large number of branching
points before and after the end of lower secondary education, whereby
even school systems operating formally “comprehensive” systems pride them-
selves on the proliferation of the different types of school available.

The dominant position within current cross-country research on school
systems and skills inequality is thatmore unequal outcomes are likely to occur
when there is early selection to differentiated tracks and types of school, a
higher proportion of entirely privately funded schools, a lack of standardi-
zation in curricula and assessment, and a federal system where funding is
devolved to the regional level (e.g., Wößmann 2005; Hanushek and Wöß-
mann 2006, 2010; Schütz et al. 2008; OECD 2010; Salverda et al. 2014). Ac-
cording to this research, early tracking increases inequality as combined peer
effects and school effects raise aspirations among students in high-status
15 This article has only been concerned with social class inequalities in skills, but other research
has shown that these mechanisms apply equally in terms of inequalities associated with gender and
ethnicity.
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tracks and schools and depress aspirations among students in lower-status
tracks and schools (Schütz et al. 2008; Werfhorst and Mifs 2010). Private
schools promote inequality as families with high incomes are able to buy
higher-quality education for their children in schools with smaller class sizes,
better resources, and higher-paid teachers. Lack of standardization in cur-
ricula and assessment systems promotes inequality because school practises
become more differentiated according to the social and ability composition
of their intakes, thus exacerbating variation in school and peer effects across
schools (Wößmann 2005; Werfhorst and Mifs 2010). Regionalized funding in
state school sectors increases inequality in school quality as richer areas can
spendmore on education thanpoorer areas (for theUnited States, seeWinkler
1993; OECD 2010).

English-speaking countries tend to exhibit most or all of these char-
acteristics (Green et al. 2006; Sahlberg 2012; Green and Mostafa 2013). Most
of them have federal education systems (New Zealand and Ireland being
the only exceptions); most, except perhaps Ireland, have assiduously pro-
moted school choice and diversity; and most have a relatively high pro-
portion of fully private schools (OECD 2010). Many—like England, Scotland,
Northern Ireland, Australia, and New Zealand—also offer a very wide range of
qualifications at the upper secondary level, often provided by private bodies,
and their qualification systems are therefore inevitably less standardized than
those in countries with a more limited range of state-issued diplomas. These
factors combined may well be driving the high level of inequality in skills op-
portunities and outcomes that we observe.

However, there is also a paradox here suggested by our analysis. Dual
tracking in the post–lower secondary phase does not seem to be associated
with the exacerbation of inequalities. The countries that reduce inequality of
skills outcomesmost and increase inequality of opportunity least in this phase
include Austria, Belgium, and Germany, with upper secondary systems bi-
furcated between academic education and apprenticeship provision, as well
as those such as Japan, Korea, and a number of CEE countries that have
largely school-based provision with differentiated academic and vocational
institutions. This suggests that the system characteristics driving inequality
may be different in different phases of education. The challenge for future
cross-national research on skills inequalities will be to disaggregate the effects
of the different phases of lifelong learning and to understand the policies and
system characteristics that have the most impact on inequality at each phase.
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