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Introduction1

Compulsory education is a standard most countries nowadays adhere to.
Welfare-states are considered responsible for providing universal access
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to education (World Conference on Education for All 1990). Educa-
tion has always played a crucial role in society—it prepares students
to contribute to the labor market and society, ensures social order, and
permits social mobility at the same time: “Education is prestigious, is
thought functional for all sorts of goods, and is seen as both individually
and collectively beneficial” (Strang and Meyer 1993, 502). Social status is
heavily influenced by education, increasing the demand for institutions
of mass education, as it promises social mobility and life-chances other-
wise unattainable. In addition, well-organized rational bureaucracies
require appropriately qualified employees and citizen (Weymann 2014).
In short, education closely corresponds with modernization. However,
there are different pathways into modernity (Eisenstadt 1986), which
also depend on different cultures and religions. A crucial aspect of educa-
tion is the transmission of norms and values from one generation to the
next. With this, it ensures not only the continuation of traditions but
also influences and shapes the persistence of local and national cultures
(Morin 2016; Boyer 2018). As a consequence, the content and shape
of state-organized education is tied to local culture and practices. At the
same time, it is also a result of transnational processes and developments.
In this chapter, we elaborate upon the question: what determinants have
shaped the global diffusion of compulsory education policies?
Education started to become increasingly important with the rising

significance of the individual (Ramirez 1989) and with globalization
trends (Griffiths and Imre 2013). This leads us to the assumption that
state-regulated education may not only vary in content between cultures
but also have varying degrees of significance for societies, resulting in
varying time points of compulsory education introduction. Our hypoth-
esis, therefore, is that culture influenced the introduction of compul-
sory education around the globe. Despite cultural differences, however,
modern education systems are remarkably similar. Most schools have
two- or three-tier systems (primary, secondary, and tertiary), class struc-
tures divided by age-group and front-facing instructions, not to mention
the focus on mathematics, reading, sciences, history, and physical and
arts education, just to name a few (Anderson-Levitt 2003). Yet, the actual
content of these curricula might differ between cultures. The long-term
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trend towards isomorphism continues despite remarkable global differ-
ences between cultures (Henrich 2020). This perspective, but especially
the inclusion of shared cultural traits as a pathway of diffusion, has been
ignored in research on the development of social policy for far too long.

State-organized education is the outcome of religious, economic, and
political mechanisms that drive a rationalized society and state, secu-
larizing the organizational and institutional rules of the individual’s
membership in these units (Weber 1972; Weymann 2014). Education
allows nation states to shift the focus to the individual, which is now
responsible to take its role in differentiated units of a complex society.
It provides the cognitive basis for a (post-)industrialized state’s rational
administration. Secularization and Western rationalization originated
from a particular cultural development in the Occident (Weber 1972),
whereas other areas in the world followed different cultural pathways into
modernity (Eisenstadt 1986), which might also affect the establishment
of educational institutions such as compulsory education.
However, one has to keep in mind that culture is not the only influ-

ential factor on the introduction of social policies such as education.
Diffusion research has shown that the transformation and, especially,
diffusion of policies are highly dependent on countries’ opportunities
for interaction. Therefore, taking a network perspective to study the
introduction of compulsory education should not come as a surprise.
The diffusion of compulsory education is, in our perspective, depen-
dent on the ties and networks between countries. Therefore, in this
chapter, we implement a network diffusion approach by including the
exposure to countries that have already adopted compulsory education.
The connections in the distinct networks determine the exposure and
are, in some cases, volatile over time but also changing in tie strength.
We construct the ties between countries through connections of trade,
colonial legacies, or spatial proximity.

Furthermore, we include a network of shared cultural characteris-
tics between countries to test the influence of culture on the diffusion
of education policy. According to our approach, countries are more
closely tied to each other when they share more cultural characteris-
tics. How to define “culture,” how culture influences individual behavior,
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and how cultures differ around the world, are important but contro-
versial issues in the social sciences (Anderson-Levitt 2012). In our view,
“culture” essentially signifies a shared understanding of reality, which is
among others represented by beliefs as to how society—and its institu-
tions—should be structured and organized. Furthermore, aspects such
as religion, language, and societal values make up the complex concept
of “culture” differentiating between social groups. Long-term histor-
ical path dependencies led to remarkable differences between global
cultures (Weber 1972), and these differences are still important today
(Henrich 2020). Our approach to analyze “cultural spheres” provides
a non-essentialist concept of culture. It results in a two-mode network
approach which provides fuzzy-set clusters with overlapping boundaries
and displays a changing structure and membership in these cultural clus-
ters over time (Windzio and Martens 2021). However, we will argue that
culture closely relates to other dimensions of multiplex network ties, such
as spatial proximity, colonial past, and global trade. If we want to test
whether cultural similarity is a relevant “pipe structure” of social policy
diffusion, which is in our case compulsory education, we must take into
account these correlated networks. Hence, the analyses in this chapter
test the diffusion effects of the respective networks against each other.
Do we still find effects of cultural similarity on the global diffusion of
compulsory education after controlling for colonial history, global trade,
and spatial proximity? Or is the diffusion rather a result of a combination
of multiplex networks connecting countries globally?

Theory

Policy diffusion as a general umbrella term describes multiple mecha-
nisms through which policies travel from one country to another. The
literature mentions, e.g., (1) learning, (2) competition, (3) imitation, or
(4) coercion (Dobbin et al. 2007; Obinger et al. 2013). Which of the
mechanisms is at work in education policy, however, is difficult to discern
using a macro quantitative design. Nevertheless, there are multiple theo-
retical approaches, exploring reasons for the diffusion of compulsory
education. A common approach is Meyer and colleague’s World Society
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theory (Meyer et al. 1997). Another, related explanation can be found in
“critical cultural political economy” (CCPE) (Dale 2000) or in Marxist
functionalist theories such as the World Systems Approach (Wallerstein
2004; Griffiths and Imre 2013). We start our theoretical considerations
with World Society theory, enhance it with insights from research on
global “cultural spheres” and contrast this view with the CCPE approach.
In the globalized world society, individuals and organizations are

interested in common institutionalized standards, especially when they
interact across different national institutions. Aided by powerful Western
states, modern, Western bureaucracies tend to spread around the world
(Meyer et al. 1997) because International Organizations (IOs) require
predictable organizational standards. World Society revolves around the
construction of actor-hood, identity, and legitimization of the state and
non-state actors involved in policymaking. In order to gain legitimacy,
these actors tend to integrate commonly accepted models or concepts
such as human rights or even, the concept of a state itself into their own
system. Recognition of statehood by external actors with scientific and
professional authority such as other states, IOs, or other non-state actors
has always been a crucial dimension of the Western political system.
This element, according to Meyer and colleagues, has led to the devel-
opment of a set of norms and standards, a global culture so to speak,
recognized and influenced by all parties of world society (Meyer et al.
1997). The implementation of these norms and standards grants legit-
imization. Accepting this global culture, however, can be much more a
performative act than an integration of these norms in the local belief
system (Steiner-Khamsi 2000)—it can be just “myth and ceremony”
(Meyer and Rowan 1977). The participation in International Large Scale
Assessments, for example, is an often used tool to gain attention, gather
funds such as developmental aid, or simply legitimize a country further
in the eyes of other nation states (e.g., Kijima 2015). Deviations from
the general standardized systems as well as failed implementation are
not always a contradiction to the common model. Rather, the confir-
mation of these deviations as irregular further validates the existence of
a common model. However, non-compliance with the implicit rules can
have serious negative consequences as well. The non-participation in tests
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like PISA is penalized: The Human Capital Index by the World Bank—
a scale playing the role as a rationalized other with scientific authority
in this instance—is negatively affected for non-participating countries
(Liu and Steiner-Khamsi 2020). World society induces isomorphism
among education systems, of which compulsory education is a crucial
part (Meyer et al. 1997).
The acceptance of a common set of standards makes interactions easier

and increases the chances of ties such as trade, which might be benefi-
cial for some states. As a consequence, the perception of national culture
and identity became important issues in the domestic politics in many
Western countries but also at the global level (Fukuyama 2018). The
adoption of policies according to this model requires an understanding
of similarities between the systems, which further increases interaction
and finally diffusion (Strang and Meyer 1993).
The idea of a world society lends itself to explain the isomorphism

of countries’ institutions and the frequent proclamation of policy diffu-
sion we see in educational research. Nevertheless, the diffusion process
of compulsory education might be shaped and moderated by different
cultures in the world. We do not regard cultures as stable entities here
but as embedded in a network of socially constructed elements. There
is no objective point of reference between different cultures. Aspects of
values, attitudes and social behavior in one culture, such as the degree of
individualism or collectivism, are just distributed differently in compar-
ison to other cultures. In ontological terms, the individualism in theWest
gains its existence only in comparison to other cultures that are supposed
to be less individualistic. As we know from social network research,
components of cultures refer to one another like fuzzy-set clusters and
give meaning to each other (Emirbayer and Goodwin 1994; Emirbayer
1997, 299). Here, we are considering additional approaches as influen-
tial, especially to account for other globalizing influences than culture,
in particular economic aspects. Dale (2000) puts special emphasis on
the economy, in that the education systems we see today are not only
influenced by national culture but also by capitalism as an economic
system. Although the economic system is also an outcome of specific
cultural developments (Weber 1972), Critical Cultural Political Economy
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places emphasis on interrelations between countries shaped by the capi-
talist system at large. Today’s education system prepares students for the
needs of the labor market and graduates from education systems are set
on a path to repeat and further stabilize the system. In this approach,
capitalism is regarded more as a causal force, responsible for shaping
education, rather than an outcome (Dale 2000; Robertson and Dale
2015). Knowledge, rather than production, translates into economic
success (Dale 2005). Here too, diffusion of social policy occurs, albeit
for different reasons than assumed by world society theory. Culture and
the need for legitimization are relevant factors in the diffusion of educa-
tion policy, but CCPE might very well be correct in highlighting the
specific influence of the economy in this process.

According to the view that economic processes influence education
systems, the production of goods and services determines a society’s
economic structure and the degree in which information is processed,
since information is what modern service economies are about (Hidalgo
2015). Even though global economies are based on the division of labor
and comparative cost advantages, implying differences in their economic
structure, global trade requires common standards with respect to quality
assessment, commercial accounting, and legal issues regarding the respec-
tive transaction. If economic transactions go beyond economic exploita-
tion, as we know from colonial dependencies which often came along
with a transfer of institutions, trade partners are becoming more closely
aligned. Extensive trade between nation states extends communication
and can accelerate economic progress, which is why we assume that
countries linked in the network of global trade often introduced compul-
sory education in similar historical periods. In other words, strengthened
economic intersection increases the need for similar institutionalizations
of education systems.

Flipping the argument, we might see that similar institutionalization
might be one pre-requisite for diffusion. We assume that colonial lega-
cies might prove influential through building path dependency in the
institutionalization. Colonial ties between two countries usually imply
asymmetric relationships of economic exploitation. Yet, these ties show
possible avenues for a colonial power imposing at least some of its institu-
tions upon the colony. This “imperial diffusion” (Kuhlmann et al. 2020)
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might have been prevalent in the introduction of compulsory educa-
tion to pacify conflicts. Additionally, we suspect the influence does not
disappear after colonization ends. Former colonies are still exposed to
the educational institutions of their colonizers. These colonizers prove
to still be influential through development aid, for example (Shields and
Menashy 2017), or simply because they are a salient reference country
(Dobbin et al. 2007, 453). Thus, compulsory education might diffuse
also via networks of colonial legacies. To the contrary, it can also be
as equally true that local actors strongly repel institutionalization of
education following a Western model (Craig 1981, 192).
Finally, the basic assumption in policy diffusion research is that spatial

proximity strongly facilitates diffusion. Of course, we agree with the view
that “Space is more than Geography” (Beck et al. 2006), and spatial
proximity itself is not a mechanism that could explain policy diffusion.
Rather, spatial proximity is an indicator of cognitive, social, cultural,
and institutional similarity. On the one hand, this indicator is far from
being perfect, particularly at the margins of a “cultural sphere” (Windzio
and Martens 2021). On the other hand, the determination of spatial
distances is comparatively simple and intuitively easy to follow. We can
measure spatial proximity itself with less error than the “cultural spheres”.
We expect spatial distance to have a “retarding” effect on policy diffu-
sion because the opportunity to meet decreases with increasing distance.
Possibilities for contact depend on specific mechanisms that might be
correlated with spatial proximity. Accordingly, proximity itself is not
a mechanism but has the advantage of a simple and precise measure-
ment compared to more complex constructs, such as cultural similarity
(Windzio and Martens 2021). Thus, in the following, we empirically
test the influence of these different network dimensions on the diffusion
of compulsory education and control for levels of democratization and
GDP per capita in order to take economic and political heterogeneity
between countries into account.
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Data andMethods

In this chapter, we analyze the worldwide diffusion of compulsory
education. We coded the year of the adoption of first regulation, making
education mandatory for the majority of all children in the respective
country. For most cases this means the attendance of state-regulated
schools. We are interested in the moment when the state intervenes in
the education of children and mandates education to be conducted.
We, therefore, code the first de jure introduction and disregard actual
implementation as well as abolitions. For example, a law enacted in
2000 makes school compulsory in Djibouti, implying school atten-
dance. However, 1 in 5 children of primary school age is not attending
school.2 Another example is Singapore, where high enrollment rates
precede compulsory education: Here, compulsory schooling was only
enacted in 2003 with enrollment rates already reaching more than 90%,
even 20 years prior to that (Tan 2010). Our data collection is based
on the “World Education Encyclopedia” by Marlow-Ferguson (2002)
and the Bloomsbury “Education around the World Series” (e.g., Brock
and Alexiandou 2013). We expand the data with extensive research on
concrete laws and a myriad of additional secondary sources.
Lastly, we tried to code according to geographic region as best as

possible. North Macedonia, for example, is coded similarly to Serbia and
Slovenia because at the time of adoption it was part of the Kingdom
of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes and only later gained independence
(Spasenović et al. 2015). Croatia, on the other hand, introduced compul-
sory education earlier. For federal states, we decided to code the first law
on compulsory schooling enacted by the central authority. If this was not
possible, we coded the first time of adoption of compulsory schooling of
the first political entity within the territory, for example, this included
Tasmania in 1868 for Australia.

Figure 3.1 shows the number of introductions per year (yellow) as
well as the cumulative introduction rate of compulsory education (red).
The figure shows that there are only a few points in time where multiple
introductions took place in the same year, for example, around 1920.

2https://www.unicef.org/djibouti/education.

https://www.unicef.org/djibouti/education
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Fig. 3.1 Cumulative introduction of compulsory education

Consequently, the cumulative introduction function (red dotted line)
is increasing relatively linear. We, therefore, do not assume a strong
dependence on certain time periods over the course of history.
We assume diffusion through networks of shared cultural similarity

(membership in cultural spheres), colonial legacies, trade, and geograph-
ical proximity from 1880 to 2010. For this purpose, we analyze data on
cultural characteristics of N = 164 countries, including indicators of
political liberties, rule of law, gender roles, dominant religion, language
group, government ideology, classification of civilization, and colonial
past (Besche-Truthe et al. 2020). We generated quartiles of continuous
measurements, e.g., for the index of gender relations, in order to get
discrete categories for a valued two-mode network. If two countries share
a characteristic, they connect to each other in the network. Most coun-
tries establish several relations, for example, by sharing the same language
group and the largest religious group. The higher the number of ties in
this network, the closer the cultural proximity between two countries.
Rather than homogenous clusters and clear-cut “fault lines,” this method
yields a network of “cultural spheres” with relations of varying inten-
sity between countries. The cultural spheres network is time-varying due
to the time-varying measurement of most cultural indicators. Elsewhere,
we used the metaphor of a “pipe structure” as the underlying structure
of the diffusion process (Windzio and Martens 2021), where the “pipe
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diameter” is the number of ties in a dyad and thus, the degree of simi-
larity of two countries. Larger pipe diameters lead to a higher weight of
a tie and indicate higher “cultural exposure” of country A to country B.
This might increase the likelihood of “contagion”, given that a specific
policy has not yet been adopted in one of the two countries. We regard
networks of cultural spheres, spatial proximity, global trade, and colo-
nial legacies as the underlying pipe structures of the diffusion process.
In the spatial proximity network, countries’ ties are weighted by the
inverse of the distance of their capitals, and it is therefore the only time-
independent network. Trade and colonial legacies, on the other hand,
differ over time, where the former shows the logarithmized sum of the
value of all traded goods between two countries. For the latter, we utilize
two different operationalizations of colonial legacy. First, we weigh the
influence of multiple former colonizers against each other. Second, we
assume an overall receding influence after decolonization, while assuming
the influence of two colonizers might be stronger than for entities with
just one colonizer (for a detailed description of the data, see Chapter 1 in
this volume). We report the estimation using the latter operationalization
in the appendix.

Missing data in our control variable GDP per capita from Varieties of
Democracy (Inklaar et al. 2018) was interpolated with a logistic func-
tion to account for the nonlinear rise of GDP. Where there was no data
from the first observation in 1880, the data from the income group of
the respective countries was used as a starting point. The values were
transferred onto a different scale to represent the share of GDP at the
respective time points to the maximum value achieved during our time
of observation. The data was then transformed onto a logit scale, inter-
polated linearly, and transformed back through an inverse logit function
and onto the original scale. This procedure produces the rise of GDP
in a logistic shape, providing a more realistic use of the indicator as a
linear interpolation would. The democracy index stems from the V-Dem
Project (Coppedge et al. 2019). Here, missing data points were interpo-
lated linearly. For our analysis, we utilize the R package netdiffuseR
(Vega Yon and Valente 2021) which defines exposure as the share of j
adopters in the ego-centered network of node i (i �= j ) at time t and
is supposed to affect the adoption rate between t and t + 1 (Valente
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1995). If a country is only connected to other countries that already
have adopted compulsory schooling, exposure is 1. If none have adopted,
exposure is 0 (for details of these concepts, see Chapter 1 in this volume).
The introduction of compulsory schooling (no compulsory schooling =
0 and introduction of compulsory schooling = 1) during the window of
observation is the dependent variable in our discrete-time logistic hazard
model. Once a country has introduced compulsory schooling, it drops
out of the risk set. Introductions after 2010 are right-censored, adop-
tions before the window of observation begins (before 1880) are not
considered in the risks set but contribute to the network-exposure of
countries that have not yet adopted. Since compulsory education is an
older social policy than other policy fields dealt with in this volume, we
do not consider the same number of countries in the regression, as some
countries had introduced compulsory education before 1880. Thus, from
the initial set of 164 we only keep 117 countries. However, the full set
of countries contributed to the estimation of exposure. Further explana-
tions on the data and analysis can be found in the introductory chapter
of this volume.

Results

To answer the question of the influence of different networks on the
diffusion and consequently introduction of compulsory education, we
first employed a diffusion model to estimate the effects of contagion in
different networks. These coefficients were then used in a time-discrete
logistic hazard model, estimating the influence of contagion on the final
outcome, the adoption of compulsory education. Time is modeled as
a step function, which means that for every time period of around
25 years, a new constant is assumed. In doing so, we account for unob-
served heterogeneity that develops over time. Figure 3.2 shows the spread
of compulsory education around the globe. The map indicates that
among the first countries to implement compulsory education, Western
or English-speaking countries are very prominent. Additionally, some
Middle and South American countries can be counted among the early
adopters.
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Fig. 3.2 The global diffusion of compulsory education

Table 3.1 shows the outcomes of the logistic hazard models. First, we
estimated the time rates, then included measures for GDP per capita, a
democratization index, and the networks, added step wise. Exposure in
the networks of cultural spheres as well as trade and geographical prox-
imity is estimated with a one-year lag. The final regression coefficients are
corrected with a standard error correction for clustered standard errors, to
account for times when countries to be known as separate entities today,
were one political unit. This implicates that during these times adoptions
could have been dependent on the political overlap, hence the correction
of standard errors. The coefficients were transformed to hazard ratios.
The interpretation, therefore, goes as follows: Coefficients greater than 1
indicate a positive effect while coefficients smaller than 1 indicate a nega-
tive effect of the variable in question. The hazard ratios for the networks
represent the odds of adopting compulsory education, given the exposure
though the network in question to countries, who have already adopted
compulsory education.
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Table 3.1 The introduction of compulsory education in N = 117 countries

(1) (2) (3) (4)

1880–1914 0.001*** 0.001*** 0.001*** 0.001***

1915–1929 0.002*** 0.002*** 0.002*** 0.001***

1930–1954 0.001*** 0.001*** 0.001*** 0.0005***

1955–1979 0.001*** 0.001*** 0.001*** 0.0004***

1980–2010 0.001*** 0.001*** 0.001*** 0.0002***

trade existence (=1, else
= 0)

5.469*** 4.124***

GDP per
capita/US$10,000

1.020 1.021 1.020 0.977

democratization 1.069 1.065 0.995 1.027
networks
cultural spheres netw.:
w. exposure

(lag 1 year)

128.387*** 136.015*** 26.357** 1.349

colonies netw.: w.
exposure

1.213 1.344 1.151

trade netw.: w. exposure
(lag 1 year)

0.843 0.744

spatial proximity netw.:
w. exposure

(lag 1 year)

127.716***

Observations 8614 8614 8614 8614
Log Likelihood −550.627 −550.401 −534.053 −524.384
Akaike Inf. Crit 1117.254 1118.802 1090.107 1072.769

Note +p < 0.1; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001

Regarding the control variables neither the GDP per Capita nor the
democratization index are significant in any of the included models.
Interestingly, the cultural spheres network is significant and positive
for three of the four models. Cultural similarity, therefore, significantly
increases the odds of adopting compulsory education. The colonial lega-
cies network as well as the trade network show insignificant effects;
exposure in these networks does not have a significant impact on the
adoption of compulsory education. Geographical proximity, on the
other hand, has a positive impact. In addition to its significant and posi-
tive coefficient, geographical proximity diminishes the cultural spheres
term’s coefficient to non-significance.

Accordingly, in Models (1) to (3) there is no effect of colonial lega-
cies or ties in the global trade network, whereas the effect of ties in
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the cultural spheres network is positive, strong, and highly significant.
Modeling an overall receding influence via linkages with former hege-
mons shows a significant positive influence of the colonial legacy network
at first sight (see Table 3.2 in Appendix). However, when excluding
territories which have been part of the USSR when they introduced
compulsory education, the effect vanishes.3 Hence, we conclude that,
regardless of the operationalization, colonial rule and legacies do not have
an overall effect, but rather, affect isolated cases of imperial diffusion.
However, post-colonial links are not significant “pipes” through which
compulsory education policy diffuses.

After controlling for spatial proximity, the strong effect of the cultural
spheres network vanishes which indicates that exposure in both networks
is highly correlated. We should not conclude from these results that
spatial proximity is the only crucial factor for diffusion of compulsory
education. Simply for the reason, that spatial proximity itself cannot be
a mechanism of diffusion, but rather, is a catch-all indicator. Spatial prox-
imity, thereby also, indicates similarity in institutional forms and culture.
Even though we captured the influence of culture by controlling for our
cultural spheres network, our cultural spheres are construed by theoret-
ical considerations and particular methods (Windzio and Martens 2021;
Besche-Truthe et al. 2020). In contrast to the simple measurement of
spatial proximity, the complex procedure to generate cultural spheres is
prone to measurement error, which is certainly the reason why the strong
effect of the latter disappears after controlling for the former.

Conclusion

In this paper, we tested the impact of four networks of potential policy
diffusion on the implementation of compulsory education around the
globe. Education, as a crucial part of today’s welfare state, is influenced
not only by national but also international forces. When looking at
modes of diffusion for education policy, culture is a factor that has previ-
ously rarely been considered. To test its impact, we utilize a projected

3Model not included.
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two-mode network of different cultural characteristics such as language,
religion, and gender roles. Culture is influencing education, as education
does not only prepare students for the labor market but also ensures the
continuation of local values and traditions. Similar educational standards
promote communication and interaction between countries, increasing
the opportunities of policy diffusion. Similarly, a trade network as well as
colonial legacies as channels for policy diffusion have been considered as
well. Additionally, a network of geographical proximity, GDP per capita,
and a democratization index were considered as control variables.
The results show, that even when controlling for democratization

and GDP per capita, culture does indeed matter. Exposure through the
cultural similarity network was consistently significant and positive, until
the geographical proximity was brought in. Neither colonial legacies
nor trade could produce significant results, even without controlling for
cultural spheres. This is an unexpected outcome, as one could assume
that similar educational standards might emerge through the need of
standardization for trade. Unfortunately, we do not assess imbalances in
trade or goods. In any case, trade as a “pipe structure” of policy diffusion
was not proven significantly influential. Similarly, colonial relationships
clearly show that they did not influence the diffusion of compulsory
education. The suppression of the cultural spheres effect through the
exposure effect from the geographical proximity network is, however, not
as surprising. The correlation of exposure in these very networks is 0.919
(see Chapter 1 in this volume), signifying that closely located countries
often share similar cultural traits, explaining the correlation between the
networks.

In the end, this result is not easily interpretable. On the one hand,
the effect of the cultural spheres network on diffusion vanishes after
controlling for spatial proximity, on the other hand, researchers often
regard spatial proximity just as an indicator of mechanisms that are
often embedded in communication, social interaction, and culture. Since
the measurement of cultural spheres is much more complex, and the
construct itself depends on contingent decisions made by the researchers,
the resulting measurement error is a crucial disadvantage for the cultural
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spheres network, when compared with spatial proximity and testing
the significance of influences on diffusion. We should, therefore, not
conclude that the network of cultural proximity has no influence, and
spatial proximity is the crucial determinant because of the measurement
error and the lack of theoretical meaning of spatial proximity. In other
words, a theoretical explanation by spatial proximity cannot be done
independently of other, more social or cognitive arguments (Beck et al.
2006).

As discussed previously, the membership in cultural spheres does influ-
ence the introduction of compulsory education, at least to some degree.
This result goes in line with our theoretical assumption that education
is not only derived from singular national factors and history but that
legitimization and adaption to external units is an important aspect of
policy diffusion. The increasing isomorphism of education systems or
at least the global agreement that education should be accessible for all
and, therefore, compulsory, are determined by cultural and geograph-
ical proximity. The fact that neither the trade network nor GDP per
capita showed significant results, do not negate the economic influence
education policy is subjected to, but rather, signify that these measures
are not indicative of this influence. When GDP per capita and trade are
taken out of the analysis, the model fit declines.4 Research on education
policy diffusion should not ignore economic factors but should include
cultural factors in addition to the “usual suspects.” We do not attempt to
disprove Robertson and Dale’s theoretical approach; we simply support
the development of this hypothesis further and consider culture in addi-
tion to economic factors with a more substantial approach than previous
theories do.
Culture is an explanation for the global diffusion of compulsory

education in line with sociological neo-institutionalism. This theory
argues in favor of a global diffusion of institutional forms and

4Model not included.
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content within education. As argued in the section on theory, neo-
institutionalism expects a global spread of Western bureaucratic insti-
tutions, even though their adoption seems to be in some countries
rather myth and ceremony than a serious implementation (Meyer and
Rowan 1977). In addition, this process of diffusion is shaped by cultural
spheres. These cultural spheres, however, are considerably correlated with
spatial proximity between countries. Future research should systemati-
cally account for the interaction of network-exposure and historical time
periods in order to test, if or how the respective network effects change
over time.

Limitations

As any other study, this analysis has its limitations. First, the quality
of data dating back to 1880 might influence the result. The difficulty
of modeling longitudinal analyses with a changing country sample for
the same geographical area should be kept in mind. Units such as the
USSR as well as Austria-Hungary, for example, have been taken into
account by correcting for clustered standard errors. Nevertheless, this
method has its weaknesses too. Second, as briefly discussed, education
policy is highly shaped by the activities of International Organization
such as the OECD. A network of membership in international organiza-
tions could have been added to the analysis to account for this diffusion
channel as well, but this effect was left for future researchers to discover.
Despite these limitations, we are convinced that the model presented
here still demonstrates interesting results, as it reveals not only the strong
influence of culture on education but also shows the weak influence of
democratization and GDP on the adoption of compulsory education.

Appendix

See Table 3.2.



3 Networks of Global Policy Diffusion … 77

Table 3.2 The introduction of compulsory education in N = 117 countries—
non-normalized exposure in colonial legacies network

(1) (2) (3) (4)

1880–1914 0.001*** 0.001*** 0.001*** 0.0004***

1915–1929 0.002*** 0.002*** 0.002*** 0.001***

1930–1954 0.001*** 0.001*** 0.001*** 0.0003***

1955–1979 0.001*** 0.001*** 0.0004*** 0.0002***

1980–2010 0.001*** 0.001*** 0.0004*** 0.0001***

state existed (=1,else =
0)

6.836*** 5.123***

GDP per capita
/US$10,000

1.020 1.020 1.018 0.976

democratization 1.069 1.069 0.995 1.025
networks
cultural spheres netw.:
w. exposure

(lag 1 year)

128.387*** 129.283*** 36.141** 2.059

colonies netw.: w
exposure

non-normalized

1.007 1.666* 1.586*

trade netw.: w. exposure
(lag 1 year)

0.864 0.758

spatial proximity netw.:
w. exposure

(lag 1 year)

113.730***

Observations 8614 8614 8614 8614
Log Likelihood −550.627 −550.627 −532.155 −522.491
Akaike Inf. Crit 1117.254 1119.254 1086.309 1068.982

Note +p < 0.1; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001
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