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Abstract article can be found at the end of the article.
Background: Democratic societies thrive when citizens actively and
critically engage with new ideas, developments and claims to truth.
Not only can such practices result in more effective choice-making,
but they can also lead to widespread support for progressive beliefs,
such as social justice. Yet with western societies in the midst of
environmental, social and political crises, it seems more pertinent
than ever that citizens become ‘ideas-informed'.

Methods: Drawing on a survey of 1,000 voting age citizens in England,
this paper aims to provide insight into the following: 1) the current
‘state of the nation’ in terms of whether, and how, individuals keep
themselves up to date with regards to new ideas, developments and
claims to truth; 2) the impact of staying up to date on beliefs such as
social justice; 3) the factors influencing people’s propensity to stay up
to date, their support for value-related statements, as well as the
strength of these influencing factors; and 4) clues as to how the extant
‘state of the nation’ might be improved.

Results: our findings indicate that many people do keep up to date,
do so in a variety of ways, and also engage with ideas as mature
critical consumers. There is also strong importance attached by most
respondents to the values one would hope to see in a progressive and
scientifically literate society. Yet, as we illustrate with our Structural
Equation Model, there are a number of problematic network and
educational related factors which affect: 1) whether and how people
stay up to date; and 2) the importance people ascribe to certain social
values, irrespective of whether they stay up to date or not.
Conclusions: suggestions for the types of social intervention that
might foster ‘ideas-informed’ democracies (such as improved
dialogue) are presented, along with future research in this area.

Page 1 of 18


https://emeraldopenresearch.com/articles/4-4/v1
https://emeraldopenresearch.com/articles/4-4/v1
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9759-9624
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0327-8107
https://doi.org/10.35241/emeraldopenres.14487.1
https://doi.org/10.35241/emeraldopenres.14487.1
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.35241/emeraldopenres.14487.1&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-01-24

Emerald Open Resea rCh Emerald Open Research 2022, 4:4 Last updated: 24 JAN 2022

Keywords
ideas-informed, Ideas-informed societies, education and society,
social networks, media, democracy, social values, keeping up to date

This article is included in the Fairer Society

. gateway.

Corresponding author: Chris Brown (chris.brown@durham.ac.uk)

Author roles: Brown C: Conceptualization, Formal Analysis, Methodology, Project Administration, Writing - Original Draft Preparation,
Writing - Review & Editing; GroR Ophoff J: Data Curation, Formal Analysis, Investigation, Methodology, Software; Chadwick K: Funding
Acquisition, Writing - Review & Editing; Parkinson S: Funding Acquisition, Project Administration, Writing - Review & Editing

Competing interests: Two paper authors, Kim Chadwick and Sharon Parkinson are employed by Emerald Publishing. Emerald
employees for also used as part of the consultation for the questionnaire.

Grant information: This work was supported financially by Emerald Publishing, who funded the recruitment of the sample.
The funders had no role in study design, data collection and analysis, decision to publish, or preparation of the manuscript.

Copyright: © 2022 Brown C et al. This is an open access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License,
which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.

How to cite this article: Brown C, GroRR Ophoff J, Chadwick K and Parkinson S. Achieving the ‘ideas-informed’ society: results from a
Structural Equation Model using survey data from England [version 1; peer review: awaiting peer review] Emerald Open Research
2022, 4:4 https://doi.org/10.35241/emeraldopenres.14487.1

First published: 24 Jan 2022, 4:4 https://doi.org/10.35241/emeraldopenres.14487.1

Page 2 of 18


mailto:chris.brown@durham.ac.uk
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.35241/emeraldopenres.14487.1
https://doi.org/10.35241/emeraldopenres.14487.1
https://emeraldopenresearch.com/gateways/fairersociety
https://emeraldopenresearch.com/gateways/fairersociety

Introduction

It has long been suggested that thriving democratic societies
depend upon being ideas-informed: i.e., on their citizens actively
and critically engaging with new ideas, developments and claims
to truth, as well as debating the merits and disadvantages of
these with others (including those holding differing opinions)
(Brown & Luzmore, 2021). We can trace such beliefs back to
at least 375BCE where, in The Republic, Plato, describes a
hypothetical utopian state in which citizens are armed with the
knowledge and aptitudes required to interrogate the basis for
public decisions (Plato, 375BCE/2007). Likewise, in The
Politics, Aristotle outlines the importance of citizens exchanging
and discussing new ideas if they are to achieve a state of
morally just conduct (Aristotle, 350BCE/1992). We also witness
similar ideas emerging during the renaissance, with humanist
thinkers establishing the need for citizens to be able to think
rationally and speak with eloquence and clarity if they are to
engage fully in civic life, as well as persuade others towards
virtuous and prudent action (More, 2012; Petrarca, 2008). During
the enlightenment, these perspectives were incorporated
within a move towards rational scientism: with scholars such
as John Locke and Francis Bacon advancing the opinion that
analysing and reflecting on empirical knowledge is vital for
improving humankind’s lot in life (e.g. Bacon, 1628/2008).
Finally, in the modern day, we also have perspectives such
as the Habermasian notion of the public sphere - a space in
which societally relevant ideas are formulated, negotiated and
distributed, with the result that the actions of ruling authorities
are guided and controlled by consensus (Habermas, 1989;
Habermas, 1999; Sunstein, 2002); the argument put forward
by Latour (1987), that public engagement with scientific, tech-
nological and innovative developments are a vital foundation
for cumulative scientific progress (also see Pinker, 2018);
and the thoughts of public intellectuals, such as de Botton,
Freire, Pinker, Saviano and Sen, who contend that the engage-
ment by citizens with ideas, developments and truth claims, is
essential if they are to be both able to make effective choices,
and supportive of progressive beliefs related to social equity
or movements towards environmental protection (de Botton,
2002; de Botton, 2014; Freire, 2017; Pinker, 2021; Pinker et al.,
2019; Saviano, 2010; Sen, 2002).

Yet, despite this well-established consensus, recent trends
and events across the UK, US and many countries in Europe
(as well as elsewhere) would appear to suggest a pivot away
from this ideal type of ‘idea informed’ democratic society. For
instance, many commentators suggest we are currently living in a
post-truth world (e.g. D’Ancona, 2017). Here, verifiable facts
are both debated and subjected to interpretation. Post-truth has
been facilitated by Web 2.0: the second stage of development
of the internet, which brought with it a new age of dynamic
and often user-generated content and the growth of social
media. While Web 2.0 was initially greeted with the optimis-
tic belief that this new form of internet would usher in a world
of plurality, collaboration and the sharing of knowledge, what
we have actually seen is a splintering of consensus and the
emergence of echo chambers: spaces where those of similar
views come together and where outsiders are dismissed as ‘trolls’,
ensuring entrenched perspectives are safe from challenge

Emerald Open Research 2022, 4:4 Last updated: 24 JAN 2022

(Brown & Luzmore, 2021; D’Ancona, 2017). Web 2.0 related
trends have produced a number of pernicious impacts, includ-
ing: 1) making problematic social progress in a number of areas,
ranging from racism and sexism, to achieving balanced discus-
sion related to transgender issues and rights (Brown & Luzmore,
2021; Griffin, 2021; Konadu & Gyamfi, 2021); 2) hamper-
ing efforts to bring the Covid 19 pandemic under control, with
conspiracy theorists, and vaccine (and facemask) refuseniks all
boosted by having their views amplified (Brown, 2021); 3) pre-
senting challenges to scientific progress, with climate change
deniers, conspiracy theorists and flat earthers, amongst oth-
ers, seeking to problematise scientific fact (Brown, 2021); and
4) social-democratic issues, such as the storming of the US
Capitol in January 2021 and the growth in movements such
as ‘incel” (young men describing themselves as “involuntarily
celibate”) (Blue, 2021; Lambert, 2021).

So how might we account for the gap between the ideal and
the real? For Pinker (2021), citizens will only actively and criti-
cally engage with ideas, developments and claims to truth if
there exist social norms that are geared towards objectivity
and progress. Such norms both depend on members of soci-
ety updating themselves in an optimal way, while also, simul-
taneously, driving this process. With this paper, we take
Pinker’s notion of ‘optimality’ to equate to a situation in which
individuals both constantly and interactively (i.e. through dia-
logue with others) keep themselves up to date with ideas, devel-
opments and truth claims. We also assume, in keeping with
thinkers such as Aristotle (1992), (de Botton, 2002; de Botton,
2014), Freire (2017), More (2012), (Pinker, 2018; Pinker,
2021), Sen (2002) (and so on), that a positive relationship exists
between citizens actively and critically keeping themselves
up to date in this way, and the development of societal con-
sensus towards, and the advancement of, socially optimal
ideas and concepts. For instance: 1) the need to protect the
environment and prevent human led climate change; 2) the impor-
tance of equality and inclusion; 3) the need for individuals to
actively take steps to ensure their physical and mental health is
not jeopardised, and so on. These assumptions are not unprob-
lematic of course - they rely on individuals both existing in
open networks and being critical consumers: those who seek to
triangulate various ideas, developments and truth claims and who
problematise their interpretation for veracity (as well as accept
challenge from others). Nonetheless we believe we adequately
address these potential issues, with our approach for doing
so set out further below.

Research questions

With the above context in mind, the aim of this paper is to pro-
vide insight into the following: 1) the current ‘state of the
nation’ in terms of whether and how individuals keep themselves
up to date. For the purpose of the study we have operational-
ised the notion of ‘ideas, developments and truth claims’ as
equating to staying up to date with regards to news, current
affairs and new developments (such as, political, economic and
scientific developments); 2) the impact of staying up to date
on beliefs, such as those relating to the idea of social justice;
3) the factors influencing people’s engagement in news, cur-
rent affairs and new developments, their support for value related
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statements, as well as the strength of these influencing fac-
tors; and 4) clues as to how the extant ‘state of the nation’ might
be improved. We do so by addressing the following research
objectives:

° RO1: To provide a descriptive account of: i) how
important voting age citizens in England believe it
is to stay up to date; ii) the methods they use to do so,
and iii) the extent to which they support values, such
the value of living in a tolerant society.

° RO2: To explore whether a relationship exists
between individuals staying up to date and their sup-
port for value related statements, such as the value of
living in a tolerant society.

° RO3: To explore what individual-level and socially
mediated factors influence whether and how indi-
viduals stay up to date, as well as their support for
value related statements.

° RO4: Use the findings from RO1-3 to suggest ways
of closing the gap between the ideal democratic situ-
ation and the current state of play many countries
in the West currently find themselves in.

Methods

Ethics

Ethical approval for this project and the survey question-
naire employed was given by the Durham University School
of Education’s ethics committee. All research was undertaken
with the full written informed consent of participants.

To address each of RO1-RO4 we employed a survey approach.
Our criteria for the survey sample were that 1) it should be
nationally representative of England based on age (18+), gender,
socio-economic group and geographic region; and 2) it should
comprise at least 1,000 respondents (since we wanted to under-
take analysis that would still be statistically significant once
we started to explore various sub-groups). To achieve a sample
of this nature we used the panel survey approach, which involves
recruiting members to a panel, with potential respondents con-
firming their interest in taking multiple surveys over an extended
period of time. Rather than create our own panel, we opted to
utilise an existing member panel: with our sample recruited
via the market research polling firm Bilendi. Bilendi recruits
members to its panel using multiple online sources including
the following:

1. Search engine optimisation approaches to attract ‘walk
in’ traffic

Pay-Per-Click link throughs
Online display advertising
Direct emails

Social media advertising

Social influencers

N R WD

Brand loyalty partnerships

To receive surveys, Bilendi members create an account and in
doing so provide a full range of socio-demographic information
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to ensure surveys are targeted appropriately. Panel mem-
bers can be contacted up to three times a day, and as a reward
for survey completion, members receive ‘points;’ with these
points subsequently be exchanged for products. It is up to
panel members as to whether they complete a survey or not;
should a panel member decide not to take part, an equivalent
replacement is contacted instead. The survey was completed
by 1,000 Bilendi panel members of voting age plus, between
29" July to 4™ August 2021. The final survey was representa-
tive within a maximum 5 percent -/+ variation) and the data pro-
vided by Bilendi was weighted to account for any variation that
might occur based on age, gender, socio-economic group and
geographic region.

Developing the survey items

Survey items were developed in relation to the dependent,
independent and descriptive variables outlined in Table 1,
below. The actual survey used in this study can be found as
Extended data (Brown & Groll Ophoff, 2022). Items were
informed by a review of extant literature. Where this literature
was empirically based, we attempted, where possible, to adopt
the questions and scales used by these studies. When the litera-
ture was non-empirical, we identified key ideas and themes from
these papers and used these to develop survey question items.
The research team also brainstormed other possible reasons that
might influence the importance respondents attribute to stay-
ing up to date and the extent to which values — such as the value
of living in a tolerant society — are supported. Survey question
items were then also developed to represent these ideas.

After developing our survey, in order to reduce the likelihood
of measurement error, the research team then completed a two-
stage review process. The first stage involved two rounds of
ex ante item review (item pretesting). In the first round, we made
use of Graesser et al’s (2006) Question Understanding Aid
web-based program, which takes individual questionnaire items
as input and returns a list of potential problems, including unfa-
miliar technical terms, unclear relative terms, vague or ambiguous
noun phrases, complex syntax, and working memory overload.
As the program itself is solely diagnostic, the research team sys-
tematically screened the output for each item as a team and deter-
mined any necessary revisions. In the second round, we used
Willis & Lessler’s (1999) Questionnaire Appraisal System to
individually screen each questionnaire item for any further
problems, such as with instructions and explanations, clarity,
assumptions made or underlying logic, respondent knowledge or
memory, sensitivity or bias, and the adequacy of response cat-
egories. Here the research team compared individual findings
and determined whether any additional changes were neces-
sary. For the second stage, two of the paper authors (KC and
SP, publishers with Emerald Publishing) tested the survey
with Emerald Publishing employees. Here, respondents were
asked to work their way through the questionnaire and describe
what they thought each survey item was asking them to con-
sider. Respondents were also asked to highlight any language
or comprehension issues.

Analysis
To address RO1-3, we undertook descriptive analysis and con-
structed a Structural Equation Model. Data analysis was based
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on Latent Structural Equation Modeling (Mplus Version §;
Muthén & Muthén, 2017). For the evaluation of model fit,
different fit-indices were used (Geiser, 2010; Marsh e al., 2004,
Moosbrugger & Schermelleh-Engel, 2012), such as RMSEA
< .080 and CFI > .900 indicating an acceptable fit, and RMSEA
< .050 and CFI > .970 indicating a good model fit. As a first
step, measurement models for items of the same topic (e.g., the
frequency use of information sources, the importance of values,
measures of cohesion) were developed via exploratory factor
analysis (EFA). Next, the emerging latent factor structure was
applied to confirmatory measurement models (CFA), which
in turn were used in the comprehensive structure model. This
type of two-step procedure avoids interpretational problems
of the path model due to misspecifications in the measurement
model (Kline, 2015). Other items, for example opinions
regarding the importance of keeping-up to-date or how often
people discuss current topics with their friends or colleagues were
treated as single-item measures, and so suitable for less complex
or narrow constructs (Bergkvist & Rossiterm, 2007; Loo, 2002).
As such, these items were modelled as observed or manifest
variables in the structure of the model. The resulting regres-
sion coefficients (see Table 6) thus provide information about the
effect of the predictor variables on the criterion variables.

Findings from the descriptive analyses
We address RO1 by presenting descriptive analyses of the survey
data. To begin with, as shown in Table 2, the vast majority

Emerald Open Research 2022, 4:4 Last updated: 24 JAN 2022

of those surveyed (70.7%) view staying up to date with new
ideas (i.e. news, current affairs & new developments) as
important or very important. At the same time this still leaves
sizable chunk of the population (13%) active, regarding staying
up to date as unimportant, with a similar amount (16%) seem-
ingly ambivalent. Overall, then, almost a third of the population
do not see any need to stay up to date.

In terms of how respondents stay up to date, as Table 3 high-
lights below, more traditional media channels appear to be most
popular. For instance, most respondents (81.1%) frequently
watch news programmes or channels (with 56.2% watch-
ing once a day or more); while nearly three quarters (74.9%)
frequently use news websites. The exception is physical news-
papers which are frequently read by three fifths of respondents:
this stands at a similar level to social media and blogs
(frequently used by 59.4% of the population to stay up to date
and by 57.5% of respondents to gauge the opinion of others in
relation to new ideas). News podcasts are the least popular means
of staying up to date, however, and are actually not used at all
by 41.9% of respondents. We also asked respondents about
the extent to which they used other means to stay up to date,
such as read popular science magazines (such as New Scientist,
Discover or National Geographic) or watch YouTube, TedX
or similar videos to engage with ideas and developments. As
can be seen in Table 4, quite often such sources are never or
infrequently used. Least popular were professional magazines

Table 2. The importance of keeping up to date.

Question Not Somewhat Neither Important Very M(SD)
important important important

How important is it to you to keep 3.1% 9.9% 16.2% 43.1% 27.6% 3.8(1.04)

up to date with news, current

affairs & new developments?

Table 3. How respondents stay up to date.

Question: please indicate the extent to which Never Once or Every few Oncea Once a week Once a day
you do the following: twice ayear months fortnight or more or more
Watch news programmes or channels (on your TV, 5.5% 3.7% 52% 4.5% 24.9% 56.2%
laptop or other device)
Listen to audio news programmes or channels (on 22.8% 4.4% 7.2% 8.4% 24.8% 32.5%
your radio, phone or other device)
Listen to audio news podcasts (on your radio, phone 41.9% 5.3% 6.3% 6.9% 18.3% 21.3%
or other device)
Read newspapers (physical copies or online) 19.8% 4.2% 8.5% 7.5% 26.5% 33.5%
Visit news websites 9.4% 2.4% 6.2% 7.2% 25.7% 49.2%
Use social media and blogs for news content 26.2% 2.5% 4.7% 7.3% 19.1% 40.3%
Use social media and blogs to see people’s opinions 26.5% 3.2% 5.9% 6.9% 21.4% 36.1%

on news, current affairs or new developments
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(such as Harvard Business Review): with 68.6% of respond-
ents never engaging with this type of content at all. Alterna-
tively, watching YouTube, TedX or similar videos was most
popular of this second type of content source, albeit with only
29% of respondents using such videos frequently.

Finally, in terms of staying up to date, we asked respondents to
use a five-point scale (ranging from ‘Not important’ to ‘Very
important’) to indicate how important the following content
attributes/qualities were to them when seeking to stay up to date:

. The rigour of the analysis provided

. The entertainment value of the content (e.g. if a
polemic, controversial or argumentative approach is
used)

° That the content exposes you to new ideas or
perspectives

° That you are presented with a range of views
° That an in-depth explanation of the issues is provided
° That you are provided with a quick and simple update

° That the analysis mirrors your own worldview

Emerald Open Research 2022, 4:4 Last updated: 24 JAN 2022

Analysis of these responses shows that, for the media chan-
nels presented in Table 3, ‘the rigour of the analysis provided’
and ‘that you are presented with a range of views’ were deemed
to be most important. Here, respondents gave a mean score
across all media types in the region of 3.4 to 3.6 for both
responses, with the standard deviation for responses ranging from
1.0-1.1. Least important was that the ‘that the analysis mir-
rors your own worldview’ (means score of 3.0 to 3.1 across all
media type, with a standard deviation of between 1.0-1.1). For
the media channels presented in Table 4, ‘the rigour of the anal-
ysis provided’ and ‘that an in-depth explanation of the issues is
provided’ were deemed to be most important: respondents giv-
ing a mean score across all media types in the region of 3.6 to
3.7 (with the standard deviation for responses ranging from
1.0-1.1). Again, least important was ‘that the analysis mirrors
your own worldview’ (means score of 3.1 to 3.2 across all media
type, with a standard deviation of between 1.0-1.1).

As well as staying up to date, we asked respondents to indi-
cate the importance they ascribe to the types of value statement
associated with a progressive tolerant society. As can be seen
in Table 5, all three statements were seen as somewhat or
very important by the vast majority of respondents. Nonethe-
less, just over a fifth of respondents (20.8%) regarded living

Table 4. How respondents stay up to date (additional sources).

Question: approximately how often do you: Never Onceor Everyfew Oncea Oncea Oncea
twicea months fortnight week or day or
year more more

Read popular science magazines (such as New Scientist, Discover or

National Geographic) 52.5% 12.1% 11.8% 7.0% 10.5% 6.1%

Read current affairs magazines (such as The Economist, Time

Magazine or the New Yorker) 54.9% 9.1% 12.5% 6.0% 10.9% 6.5%

Read professional magazines (such as Harvard Business Review) 68.6% 6.1% 6.9% 6.8% 7.4% 4.2%

Read professional journals (for example, those with research

articles, reports, and practical articles applicable to your profession)  48.2% 10.1% 12.8% 9.6% 12.8% 6.5%

Read books relating to news, current affairs or new developments 48.1% 13.3% 13.6% 7.7% 11.2% 6.1%

Watch YouTube, TedX or similar videos to engage with perspectives

on political, economic, or scientific developments, research findings

or other topics 37.1% 9.7% 14.7% 9.5% 159% 13.1%

Table 5. Support for value statements associated with a progressive tolerant society.

Question: How important are each of the following Not Somewhat Neither Somewhat Very M(SD)

topics to you? important important important important

Living in a society that is just, inclusive and embracing 1.9% 5.2% 13.7% 31.5% 47.7% 4.2 (.98)

of all without any barriers to participation based on

sex, sexual orientation, religion or belief, ethnicity, age,

class or ability.

Supporting physical and mental health, that of 0.6% 4.2% 10.6% 31.8% 52.8% 4.3(.87)

yourselves and others.

Seeing corporations and businesses adopt more 1.5% 5.8% 16.6% 36.9% 39.2%  4.1(.96)

ethical, responsible and sustainable ways of working
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in a just and inclusive society as either not important or were
ambivalent about it; and almost a quarter (23.9%) felt simi-
larly in terms of whether businesses should adopt ethical and
sustainable ways of working, despite the current climate crisis.
Supporting the physical and mental health of oneself and others
was viewed as the most important of the three statements
(something that might be expected given that the survey was
conducted amidst the COVID-19 pandemic), nonetheless 15.4%
of respondents still regarded it as either not important or again
were ambivalent.

Discussion of the descriptive analyses

In response to ROI1, our descriptive findings therefore
appear to indicate that many people do keep up to date with
new ideas, do so in a variety of ways, and also engage with
content as mature critical consumers (i.e., seek a plurality of
perspectives and prefer to engage with rigorous analysis). There
is also strong importance attached by most respondents to the
values you would hope to see in a modern, progressive and
scientifically literate society. But as we will now illustrate with
our Structural Equation Model, the link between keeping up
to date and the importance ascribed to such value statements
is not a simple one. This is because: 1) specific network and
educational related factors seem to determine whether and
how people stay up to date, as well as how much value they
place on keeping up to date; 2) use of different media types
seemingly affects the perceived importance of different values
in different ways; and 3) educational and network factors also

Network:
talking to
friends
.192
.160
234
Highest level
of qualification
.162
-.351 196
Cohesion: .109
social
| 413 | Importance of
keeping up to
374 date
-.336
257 503
Cohesion:
educational/ -390
political i 332
Level of
occupation 561
-.176
Network:
talking to
colleagues
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seemingly influence the importance people ascribe to values;
irrespective of whether they stay up to date or not.

Results

Our Structural Equation Model addresses both RO2 and 3.
The overall model is presented in in Figure 1 (with the stand-
ardised statistics repeated in Table 6). One immediate finding
that stands out from the model is that there is no direct pathway
between the perceived importance of keeping up to date and
the importance respondents ascribe to social values, such as
the value of living in a tolerant society. Yet, a closer inspec-
tion reveals eight paths of particular relevance in terms of what
influences and connects both variables. These paths are further
described below.

Path 1: The first path of interest (reproduced as Figure 2,
below) indicates that level of education negatively influences
geographically related social cohesion (effect size of -.351). In
other words, respondents with lower levels of education are
more likely to agree that their friends not only live in the same
neighbourhood as they do but are also likely to be employed in
similar occupations. This implies that those with lower levels
of education are more likely to live in relatively close-knit
homogenous communities. This pathway also indicates that
those in high cohesive, low education communities will not tend
to regard either type 1 and type 2 values as important (where
type 1 values are those relating to equity and inclusion, and
type 2 values are those related to: a) supporting the physical and

518

Value 2:
importance of
health and
sustainability

-.284

Source 3: use frequency
of popular science, 127
current affairs and
professional magazines/
journals 134
179
Source 1: use frequency
201 newspapers and news
websites
.130
-.150

Source 2: use frequency
of social media, YouTube
and news-related books

.284

Value 1:
Importance
of equality and
inclusion

Figure 1. The resulting Structural Equation Model for the survey data.
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mental health, of oneself and others, and b) seeing corpora-
tions and businesses adopt more ethical, responsible and sustain-
able ways of working). This is reflected in the effect sizes for
these variables, of: -.284 and -.332, respectively.

Path 2: At the same time, there is a sub-route along this branch
of the model (reproduced as Figure 3, below), which implies
that some members of highly cohesive low education communi-
ties discuss news, current affairs and new developments with
friends somewhat regularly (this is depicted by the effect size
of .234). When this happens, members of these communities
are subsequently more likely to value the importance of keep-
ing up to date (effect size of .196) and to engage more with

Highest level
of qualification

-.351

Figure 2. Structural equation model Path 1.

Cohesion:
social

Emerald Open Research 2022, 4:4 Last updated: 24 JAN 2022

each of the three different sources of media presented (effect
sizes of .134, .130 and .160 respectively). An even more likely
outcome, however, is that these types of conversations with
friends subsequently leads to an increased propensity to view
type 2 values (health and sustainability) as important (effect
size of .518).

Path 3: A second sub-route in this branch of the path model
(depicted as part of Figure 4, below) indicates that members
of highly cohesive low education communities are unlikely to
discuss news, current affairs and new developments with work
colleagues (effect size of -.390) and vice versa. Path 4 (also
depicted in Figure 4), meanwhile, indicates that higher levels

Value 1:
Importance
of equality and
inclusion

-.284
-.332 Value 2:
importance of
health and

sustainability

Source 2: use frequency
of social media, YouTube
and news-related books

Source 1: use frequency
newspapers and news
websites

Cohesion:
social

Highest level
of qualification

Value 2:
Netyvork: importance of
talking to health and
friends sustainability

Figure 3. Structural equation model Path 2.

Source 3: use frequency
of popular science,
current affairs and

professional magazines/

journals

Importance of
keeping up to
date
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Highest level Cohesion:
. -.351 .
of qualification social
413 -.390
\ 4
\ 4
Level of Network:
. -.176 »> talking to
occupation
colleagues
.257 Source 1: use frequency
newspapers and news
websites

.201
Importance of

keeping up to <

date 179

Figure 4. Structural equation model Paths 3 to 5.

of education are likely to lead to employment in roles of a
higher managerial or professional nature, and less likely to
lead to respondents employed in manual or routine occupations
(effect size of.413). Furthermore, Path 5 (also set out in
Figure 4) illustrates that those in higher managerial and pro-
fessional roles are more likely to value keeping up to date
with news, current affairs and new developments (effect size
of .257). As a result, they are also more likely to engage with
both ‘source 1°: newspapers and news websites and ‘source 3’
media types: popular science, current affairs and professional
magazines/journals (effect sizes of .201 and .179 respectively).
Interestingly, however, unlike in Path 3, Path 5 also shows
that those employed in manual or routine occupations, and not

/'
T~~~

Source 3: use frequency
of popular science,
current affairs and

professional magazines/

journals

living in highly cohesive low education communities, actually
exhibit an increased propensity to discuss news, current affairs
and new developments with work colleagues (effect size of -.176).

We also identified two further findings of relevance with regards
to level of education. First, Path 6 (depicted in Figure 5,
below) indicates that the higher one’s levels of education, the
more likely it is that individuals will be more open to faster
(source 2) types of media: those such as social media, YouTube
as well as news-related books (effect size of .503). In turn,
those with both higher levels of education and who are more
likely to use faster media, are also more likely to view type 1
values (i.e., those relating to equity and inclusion) as important
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Source 2: use frequency
of social media, YouTube

and news-related books
.503 .284
- Value 1:
Highest level Importance
of qualification of equality and
162 Source 3: use frequency -.150 inclusion

of popular science,

current affairs and
professional magazines/
journal 127

'\

Figure 5. Structural equation model Paths 6 to 7.

(effect size of .284). Second, Path 7 (also shown in
Figure 5), indicates that the higher one’s level of education,
the more likely individuals will be to engaging with source 3
media types (effect size of .162), which results in a very small
negative effect on individuals’ view of type 1 values (effect size
of -.150), but a higher importance being attributed to type 2
values (effect size of .127). This is perhaps related to the con-
tent of those magazines, which are perhaps more likely to cover
the latter value rather than the former, or which might pro-
vide more nuanced critique on what is meant by values 1-type
statements.

We also highlight that Path 8 (which can be traced in
Figure 1) implies that, unlike geographically related social cohe-
sion, educational/political cohesion (i.e. the situation when
ones’ friends share our political views and have similar levels
of qualification), is more likely to lead to individuals engag-
ing with source 3 media types (i.e. popular science, current
affairs and professional magazines/journals: effect size of.374).
Educational/political cohesion is also likely to lead to indi-
viduals discussing news, current affairs and new developments
with work colleagues (effect size of.561). Finally, it is also
instructive to note that where conversations with friends do
occur regarding news, current affairs and new developments,
this is likely to increase engagement with all three media source
types (effect sizes of .134, .130 and .160 respectively), increase
the likelihood that staying up to date is valued (effect size of
.196) and increase perceptions regarding the importance of
type 2 values (i.e. those relating to sustainability and health:
effect size of .518). We also observe that while three types of
media are presented, it is only source 2 and 3 media that directly
impact on how important each value is seen to be: with value

Value 2:
importance of
health and
sustainability

2 likely to be regarded as more important when people engage
with professional or popular science magazines (effect size
of .127), and value 1 more likely to be regarded as important
as people engage with ‘fast’ (i.e. source 3) media (effect size of
.284). More powerful factors seemingly influencing these values
are therefore either educational or network related (the latter par-
ticularly so when it comes to social cohesion and conversations
with friends).

Discussion

A number of potential points of interest emerge from the
Structural Equation Model when it comes to how we might
address RO4 (using the findings from RO1-3 to suggest ways of
closing the gap between the ideal democratic situation and the
current state of play). The first is that level of education seems
to influence whether people are more or less likely to live in
homogenous cohesive communities; also whether they stay
up to date (which occurs directly, via level of occupation held,
as well as engagement with colleagues). As such, the model
hints at a network effect where, because less educated indi-
viduals are grouped together and are less likely to seek out-
side perspectives (i.e. don’t seek to stay up to date) they become
relatively isolated from outside views that might positively
challenge their perspectives. This means that more up to date
beneficial practices and norms may be slow to reach these
communities; something possibly reflected when this group of
respondents were asked how important statements such as ‘sup-
porting physical and mental health, that of yourselves and oth-
ers’ were to them. At the same time discussion, when it occurs,
seemingly counteracts this network effect. For instance, Figure 3
spotlights a clear path leading from discussion of news,
current affairs and new developments with friends, to: 1) the
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positive engagement by respondents with social media, YouTube
and news-related books; 2) positive engagement with popular
science, current affairs and professional magazines/journals;
and 3) positive engagement with newspapers and news websites.
We also see discussion with friends resulting in increased value
attributed to the importance of staying up to date. Likewise,
increased importance is also afforded to the value statements
of ‘seeing corporations and businesses adopt more ethical,
responsible and sustainable ways of working’ and ‘support-
ing physical and mental health, that of yourselves and others’.
Conversely, but also reflective of this network effect, is that
when individual are employed in manual or routine occupations
but not living in low education, high cohesive communities,
they are more likely to than those in in such communities
to discuss news, current affairs and new developments with
work colleagues.

Discussion may be able to counter the network effect (or repre-
sent its absence) because it is an indicator (a proxy measure) of
the presence of a more positive form of relational social capital.
If we define social capital as the value which comes from social
networks, and which allow individuals to achieve things they
couldn’t on their own, then discussing news and current affairs
with friends and colleagues can be viewed as a social capital
related means through which to the knowledge, dispositions and
competencies of individuals is being, or has been, developed
(Brown, 2021). This is because social capital can result in the
creation of certain types human capital in others: for instance,
it can help individuals build a secure sense of self-identity,
have confidence in expressing one’s own opinions, and can
increase emotional intelligence — all of which enables individu-
als to become better learners and citizens (Coleman, 1988). In
other words, it can lead to a sparking of interest in relation to
new ideas, as well as building one’s ability to think about them
or engage with them critically (Coleman, 1988). We also see a
similar effect in relation to educational and political cohesion:
this represents the extent to which respondents agree that
their friends have similar levels of qualification as them, and
also that respondents share similar political beliefs to their
friends. Where this occurs, respondents consequently appear
to have a level of self-confidence which enables them to discuss
news, current affairs and new developments with work
colleagues. They will also be more likely to read popular science,
current affairs and professional magazines/journals.

Education and value 1 and 2-type statements

A second potential point of interest from the Structural Equation
Model is that level of education also affects the importance
people ascribe to both value 1 and value 2-type statements.
Beginning with the former, and it may be concluded that value
1-type concepts (i.e. those relating to tolerance and inclusion)
are simply not seen as relevant to the immediate needs of
this group. There are a number of reasons to explain this
possible lack of relevance. To begin with, we can assume that
communities comprised of less educated people are more
likely to be economically disadvantaged and so are more
likely to suffer the impacts of poverty. As such there is a higher
likelihood that a ‘mentality of scarcity’ will be present. This
type of mentality serves to limit one’s focus to meeting only

Emerald Open Research 2022, 4:4 Last updated: 24 JAN 2022

the most immediate of needs (e.g. dealing with issues such as
‘what’s for dinner?’, how will I pay my rent?’, ‘how will I pay
for my heating’) (Bregman, 2018). This is perhaps especially
so in the post-pandemic period, where in the UK, the use of
food banks is historically high; with poverty fuelled by rising
energy bills, inflation and reductions to social security benefits
(e.g. the end of the £20-a-week universal credit uplift)
(Harris, 2021). Likewise, increasing fuel costs have led to many
landlords increasing their rents, further compounding the issue
(ibid). The effects of scarcity mentality have been shown by
Bregman (2018) to be equivalent to a temporary reduc-
tion of 13-14 IQ points; in turn, this has a massive impact the
decision-making ability of those affected and can diminish
people’s capacity to engage in meaningful thought about future-
related activity or less tangible concepts. In other words, this
group may literally not be able to afford to be worried about
such ideals. It is also possible that many of those living in such
communities will hold roles that are less likely to be profes-
sional or supervisory in nature. As such, this group might sim-
ply not have the immediate cognitive bandwidth to think about
how such abstract concepts might be beneficial. For instance,
Parcel & Bixby (2015) suggest that more complex profes-
sional jobs (those typically held in more advantaged households)
tend to involve more autonomy and actively reward creativity
and innovative problem-solving. Less complex roles (i.e. those
generally held by those in disadvantaged homes) are more likely
to be highly supervised and involve work that is routinised
and repetitive in nature and so can ‘de-skill’ employees when
it comes to more ‘blue skies’ thinking about broader societal
changes.

Alternatively, it may be that this response to value 1-type
statements represent an active claim to resource. When it comes
to inclusion, for instance, it may be that people don’t want to
‘share’ what little they have with ‘immigrants’ or ‘others’. For
example, it is argued that a key driver of Brexit, was that ‘uncon-
trolled immigration” was popularly perceived as: 1) driving down
wages; 2) causing shortages in housing (leaving many work-
ers in cramped and expensive privately rented accommodation);
and 3) placing a strain on the National Health Service, as well
as diminishing the social status of the white working class
more generally (Tilford, 2016). Regardless of the veracity of
these opinions, if they are held then this might explain why
inclusion is viewed negatively. This perspective would also
account for the negative response to value 2-type statements.
Consider, for example, sustainability: if achieving a sustainable
economic model is likely to result in a rise in prices, then why
support it? A good example of the type of push back that can
result in such instances is the mouvement des gilets jaunes: a
series of populist weekly protests in France which occurred
in response to rising crude oil and fuel prices, with protest-
ers calling for lower fuel taxes (Quinn & Henley, 2019). As
another example, being heathy (in terms of exercise and diet) is
also, unfortunately, relatively more financially expensive than
being unhealthy; so again, is likely to be seen as less important
in a time of austerity and reduced income.

Another potential explanation of the low importance afforded
to value 1 and value 2-type statements is that people in
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disadvantaged communities can exhibit a lower propensity to
adopt altruistic or pro-social attitudes and behaviours (here
altruism is taken to represent motivational states where the end
goal is to increase another’s welfare, while prosocial attitudes
relate to actions designed to help or benefit others: Dias, 2017;
Eisenberg, 1982). There are a number of potential reasons that
might account for this lower propensity. For instance, analysis
by Putnam (2000) suggests that in virtually all societies the
‘have nots’ are typically less trusting than the ‘haves’ (typically
as a result of the occurrence of negative actions such as crime
and anti-social behaviour at the community level), so reducing
the chances that pro-social attitudes and behaviour will
occur. We also know that people in less affluent households
are also significantly less likely to engage in arts and cultural
activity than their advantaged counterparts (Brown, 2021). Yet
such engagement has been shown to promote pro-social
attitudes and behaviours. For instance, the arts have the abil-
ity to create empathy: as Broadwood er al. (2012) observe,
witnessing misfortune in a film, play or book can spark
emotions such as concern, sympathy and compassion (all of which,
social psychology research indicates, will motivate prosocial
attitudes: Djikic et al, 2009). Experiments conducted into
the effect of feeling positive emotions have also shown that
those experiencing them demonstrate an increased capacity for
broad-based thinking. For instance, research participants who
were encouraged to feel positive emotions through watching
emotionally evocative films, subsequently displayed improved
cognitive abilities (see Frederickson, 2003). Furthermore,
as a result of momentarily broadening attention and think-
ing, it was concluded that positive emotions could lead to the
production of novel ideas and creativity, actions and social
bonds (Frederickson, 2003; Hawkes, 2001; Isen, 1987).

One last suggested explanation for the link between level of
education and the importance people ascribe to both value 1
and value 2-type statements again goes back to the network
effect outlined above. In other words, it represents a situa-
tion where, because less educated individuals are more likely to
be grouped together and less likely to seek outside perspectives,
they may not be exposed to other perspectives or voices
that might positively champion value 1-type perspectives in
terms of why these concepts do have relevance/importance
to us all.

A final area for discussion regarding the Structural Equation
Model is the role of social media in terms of the importance of
value 1-type statements. Scholars have previously highlighted
the risk of social media users only receiving a limited ‘band-
width® of content (D’Ancona, 2017; Zuiderveen Borgesius
et al., 2016). This is because the algorithms social media firms
use are designed to ‘respond to reward’ and base future content
recommendations on what users have previously expressed inter-
est in (du Sautoy, 2019). At the same time, social media echo
chambers are also thought to drive both positive and negative
social movements. On the plus side, we have seen the #metoo
(anti-harassment and sexism) and the #BLM (anti-racism)
movements (Konadu & Gyamfi, 2021; Modrek & Chakalov,
2019). Negative instances, however, include the fuelling of
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those identifying as ‘incel’ (Griffin, 2021); as well as the Trump
supporters who were mobilised via twitter to overrun the
nation’s Capitol (Blue, 2021). With our model, however,
what is seemingly displayed is the galvanising effect of social
media on value I-type statements (those relating to inclusion
and tolerance) for highly educated people. In other words, as
Figure 5 shows, those with higher levels of qualification are
much more likely to be frequent users of social media, YouTube
and news-related books. In turn this is likely to lead to more
highly educated individuals agreeing that value 1-type state-
ments are important. Yet, because we also see clear paths linking
those with higher levels of education to Source 1 and 3 media
types, we can also infer that more educated people engage
with numerous approaches to staying up to date and so engage
with a diverse range of content. In other words, well edu-
cated people seemingly engage with a range of perspectives
via numerous channels but will engage with faster media
types in relation to the ideas or perspectives that matter to them
most.

Conclusion

With western society currently in the midst of environmen-
tal, social and political crises, it seems more pertinent than ever
that citizens become ‘ideas-informed’. Furthermore, that social
mechanisms are in place which foster the ideal model of democ-
racy set out in the introduction to this paper, as well as strong
support for the sort of values that we would hope are exhibited
in progressive tolerant societies (which in turn should rein-
force the value people place on staying up to date). With regards
to Research Objective 4, it would seem that longer term, educa-
tion is the most appropriate of these mechanisms. Correspond-
ingly, this suggests teachers and teaching needs to be fully
harnessed to equip future citizens with the skills, aptitudes
and dispositions needed for them to actively want to keep up to
date, as well as engage in debates relating to ideas, truth claims
and new developments. Likewise, education needs to ensure
that children are armed with the ability to separate fact from
fiction, encouraged to value ideas such as veracity, honesty
and accountability, and are able to develop and use their criti-
cal thinking skills in order that they can constructively chal-
lenge new ideas. Education also needs to support citizens’ ability
to engage in effective collaboration with peers: this is because
this type of collaboration can help with resilience and control-
ling emotion; both of which are associated with individuals being
able to possess the mentality required to engage reflectively
with new ideas and to accept challenge (Brown & Luzmore,
2021). Yet, if education is to achieve these things, then educa-
tors themselves must be able to model what is required, which
will likely necessitate them developing new traits and ways
of working. As such, we argue that teachers and school lead-
ers now need to become high-level knowledge workers — those
who constantly advance their own professional knowledge as
well as that of their profession (Schleicher, 2012). In this con-
text, the development of relevant high quality, continuing
professional learning programmes will be necessary.

But we also suggest that there is a need for meaningful
short/medium term acts that work to address some of the issues
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outlined above. So, what might be required? Key pathways in
the model indicate that those in low education, high cohe-
sive communities are unlikely to regard keeping up to date as
important. Nor do those in such communities apparently see
value in statements concerning tolerance and inclusion, the
ethical and sustainable practices of businesses, or the need to
support ours or others’ physical and mental health. Yet this
situation apparently changes when ideas-related dialogue and
conversation is fostered within such communities. It is also
likely to change should any of the posited reasons above actu-
ally account for the negative link between low educated highly
cohesive communities and attitudes to value 1 and 2-type state-
ments and are then effectively addressed. Given the range of
possible factors which might account for the relationships
(and direction of the relationships) connecting education to
cohesion and then to value 1 and 2-type perspectives (as well
as the importance of staying up to date), we recommend that
it should be the aim of future studies to undertake further
exploratory work to pave the way for an intervention study.
First qualitative research can more fully explore why value 1
and 2-type perspectives, as well as staying up to date are or
aren’t valued in low educated, high cohesive communities.
Also, what types of interventions might address the reasons that
emerge from this qualitative phase. Following this, the effec-
tiveness of potential interventions should then be tested: for
example, through the use of Randomised Control Trials or
Quasi Experimental Approaches. We argue that this research
and intervention activity is urgently required and should be
undertaken sooner rather than later. The alternative is the
very real risk that society leaves itself open to further populist
colonisation of public discourse; with simplistic messages and
soundbites, such as ‘get Brexit done’, driving votes and pub-
lic support, rather than the complicated political arguments and
nuances of the past. In other words, without such action, soci-
ety is likely to fail to engage fully in the types of debate that is
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