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Abstract
The paper highlights growing interest in measures of non-cognitive skills which are shaping debate on poverty and social mobility in the global North and South. I use examples from an entrepreneurship programme in South Africa and the 'Character and Resilience manifesto' in the UK to argue that non-cognitive skills are being incorporated in a narrative of the shortcomings of 'the poor'.  The characteristics of the poor, or their ‘non-cognitive skills’, are measured in ways that are ethnocentric and insensitive to class. The results of these measurements are presented as an explanation of their poverty, drawing attention away from the political and economic systems in which they are embedded. 
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‘Character matters’ – how do measures of non-cognitive skills shape understandings of social mobility in the global North and South?

The focus of this paper is the construct of ‘non-cognitive skills’, which include characteristics and behaviours such as motivation, self-control and personality. These skills are defined by economists as individual differences that are independent of cognitive ability (the ability to think, reason and solve problems) and so cannot be captured through tests of intelligence or academic achievement.  I argue that the construct of non-cognitive skills has been made concrete through measurement, despite the acknowledged flaws of these measures (Camfield, 2014). This construct has then been embedded within a range of discourses in social policy, international relations, and development (for example, the discourse of the ‘youth bulge’ or ‘cultures of poverty’). In the two examples in the paper: a UK parliamentary report on social mobility (APPG, 2014) and a youth entrepreneurship programme in Soweto, non-cognitive skills are used to explain the unemployment or underemployment of young people. The conclusion we are invited to draw from the language of the report and the programme is that social mobility is primarily due to individual characteristics. While these two examples are intentionally diverse, the concept of non-cognitive skills serves a similar explanatory role, demonstrating what Power (1997) calls the ‘runaway effect’ of measurement technologies. Having first briefly described non-cognitive skills and located them within debates on measurement in neo-liberal contexts, I use the two examples to look at how people use the language of non-cognitive skills and the results of non-cognitive skills measures to make particular arguments and further particular agendas. 

Within economics the concept of non-cognitive skills developed from a realisation that human capital did not provide a full explanation of how labour markets function, who got jobs and how they were paid (Bowles and Gintis, 1976). Even with an expansive definition of human capital (e.g. Becker and Tomes, 1986), there was still unexplained variation in how labour markets value people’s skills. Non-cognitive skills originated to fill this gap, which accounts for their broad specification. James Heckman (2008, p298), a key figure in this field, defines non-cognitive skills as “motivation, socio-emotional regulation, time preference, personality factors, and the ability to work with others”. However, these appear to be examples of non-cognitive skills, rather than a definition of the concept, i.e. what links these diverse attributes together. The lack of precision as to what non-cognitive skills consist in arguably increases their value as they can be seen as an ‘empty signifier’ (Strathern, 1992) to be filled with operationally and politically expedient meanings. In the example of the report on social mobility, we can see how data generated by these measures become increasingly concrete and powerful the further removed they are from the people who developed them because the choices that were made around how to construct and interpret them are no longer visible. Merry (2011: S84) notes that ‘although the categories of enumeration may be highly contingent at first, once they are in place, they become extremely resilient and come to take on permanent existence as a form of knowledge’.

Non-cognitive skills are more than just another measure as they are used to describe people’s character – e.g. are they persistent, effective, and hardworking - and therefore have a strong moral valence. Non-cognitive skills therefore become distinguishing features or ‘signals’ (Spence, 1973) within the labour market which can be cultivated to increase labour market performance and productivity (Cunha et al, 2006). One example of this is the performance of ‘graduates’ of the General Educational Development (GED) testing program in the United States (Heckman and Rubenstein, 2001), which was intended to give high school drop outs the chance to obtain a qualification equivalent to their leaving certificate. Although GED certificate holders have the same cognitive skills as high school graduates, they typically command a lower income than either high school graduates or even high school drop-outs. In explaining this paradox, Heckman and Rubenstein (2001) suggest that unintentionally the GED certificate ‘signals’ to employers that the holders have fewer non-cognitive skills, essentially they are ‘smart but unreliable’ (p149). 

A key premise of the panel at the conference of the European Association of Social Anthropologists where this paper was presented ('Governing by Numbers: Audit Culture Revisited') was that measurement is expanding into new and more intimate areas of life, as illustrated by the example of GED testing above. These new locales for measurement, and associated industries of enumeration (for example, ‘work readiness testing’, Damman, 2012) are producing what Shore and Wright (2011:20) call ‘the calculating, self-reliant and responsibilised individual'. In the next section I look at how measures shape people’s self-understanding, for example, how the contemporary and culture-bound[endnoteRef:1] Western archetypes that underpin non-cognitive measures such as the psychologically healthy individual, characterised by a strong sense of mastery and control (Christopher, 1999), the ideal worker/ citizen, characterised by commitment, perseverance, and hard work (Bowles and Gintis, 1976, Shore and Wright, 2000, Offer, 2006) and the ‘true American’[endnoteRef:2] (Lamont and Lareau (1988:163) infuse the language young entrepreneurs in Soweto use to describe their trajectories.  [1:  The culture-bound nature of measures of wellbeing, another slippery and influential concept, was explored in chapters by James and Wilks in Corsin Jimenez’s (2008) edited volume. ]  [2:  Lamont and Lareau (1988:163) describe the true American as showing ‘aggressiveness, competence, entrepreneurship, self-reliance, self-directness, ‘problem-solving activism’ and adaptability’. ] 


Measurement as a neo-liberal technology
Harvey (1989) describes late capitalism as a period of 'flexible accumulation' which is typified by technological innovation, specificity, and rapid change. Non-cognitive skills can be seen as characteristic features as it entails 'flexible system production with an emphasis on problem solving, rapid and often highly specialised responses, and adaptability of skills to special purposes' (ibid:155). The concept of flexibility is crucial, whether people are working in the USA (Martin, 2007), Dubai (Kanna, 2010) or Singapore (Ong, 2007). According to Kanna (2010: 114) being a ‘flexible citizen’ in Dubai means ‘seeing oneself as a sort of creative artist of identity, extracting useful and (allegedly) progressive aspects of ascriptive identity and reframing them through neoliberal values of entrepreneurialism, individualism, and cultural flexibility’. Martin (2007: 272) describes how in corporate North America a person ‘[is] made up of a collection of assets, as if he or she were the proprietor of the self as a stock portfolio’ and Urcuioli (2008: 211). describes how North American college graduates are encouraged to think of themselves as ‘bundles of skills’, the implication being that ‘one must imagine much of what one knows, does, says and is as aspects of productive labour’. Finally, Ong (2007) identifies a similar neoliberal project in Singapore where through ‘regulation, self-management, and reengineering’ (ibid: 4) Singaporeans are encouraged to become ‘knowledgeable, risk-taking entrepreneurs’ (ibid: 183). Flexibility and other non-cognitive skills can therefore be seen as a ‘travelling rationalities’ (Olwig, 2013:1) that interact in complex and interesting ways with existing conditions and understandings of these (‘placed rationalities’), something the paper explores through the two examples. 
 
Measures of non-cognitive skills are used to govern directly as well as through people’s self-understandings. For example, Damman (2012:55) describes how in a multinational automobile firm psychological tests were used to make employees ‘commensurable’: ‘employees were made ‘visible’ along selected and specific lines, and more or less explicitly ranked against ideals in the company culture’. She observes that ‘the tests seemed to generate a discourse where both individuals and ‘cultures’ were increasingly understood in terms of abstractly defined traits’ (2012: 51-2) and personal and cultural traits were taken to explain organisational problems. Damman gives the example of an unsuccessful attempt to transfer production from Sweden to a Polish factory. Initially the failure was explained in terms of different cultural preferences for consensus and individual personality traits rather than the structural problems that were subsequently identified as the cause, drawing attention ‘away from complex socio-cultural negotiations and onto individual therapies’ (Damman, 2012:47-8). The example shows how ‘by conceptualizing fluid social influences and reactions in terms of more stable traits and distinctions’ (ibid), non-cognitive measures can support the production of people as calculating, responsibilised, and self-managed subjects (i.e. auditable selves) and induce them to take responsibility for the outcomes of their actions (Merry, 2011, S90). The World Bank example described below suggests this is the case even where individual actions have relatively little effect, as in the case of global youth unemployment. 

‘Job-relevant’ or ‘non-cognitive’ skills are the focus of the World Bank’s (2010) Skills Towards Employment and Productivity (STEPs) programme, which argues that in future ‘labor productivity will depend on high-level cognitive skills (such as analysis, problem solving, and communication) and behavioral skills (such as discipline and work effort)’. As described earlier, the way non-cognitive skills bring together dispositions, behaviours and attitudes and treats all of these as work-relevant skills is familiar to ethnographers of contemporary workplaces such as Ong (2007), Kanna (2010) and Martin (2007) who have also highlighted the importance of behaviours such as ‘flexibility’ and ‘self-regulation’. The STEPs programme sees non-cognitive skills as key to addressing potential political consequences of the aforementioned ‘”youth bulge” of new job-seekers in Africa and the Middle East’ by ensuring that they have the skills employers value. It includes a research component, the Skills Measurement study, which surveys young people and adults (aged 15 to 64) in urban areas in thirteen developing countries.  STEPS aims to establish the level of skills in different contexts and the fit between people’s skills and those perceived as important by potential employers. The precedent for this is international skills tests such as the OECD’s Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) or UNESCO’s Literacy Assessment and Monitoring Programme (LAMP). These tests are characterised by lack of attention to cultural difference (Maddox, 2014) and substantial corporate involvement (Merry, 2011). 

The objects of the above tests, ‘competencies’ and ‘literacy’ are hard to define. However, it is even less clear what non-cognitive skills are and the implications of trying to measure them. As other papers in this issue describe, through measurement, non-cognitive skills become properties or ‘capitals’ that can be acquired, exploited, measured, and exchanged in a range of contexts. While economists of education such as Heckman have argued that the malleability of non-cognitive skills means that potentially everyone can acquire them, I argue conversely that the qualities that are currently characterised as non-cognitive skills – for example, locus of control (the extent to which individuals believe they can control events affecting them), self-control, self-esteem - are not accessible to everyone and are in fact class and gender specific[endnoteRef:3]. For example, the economic historian Avner Offer (2006) describes how the success of the middle classes is explained by their ability to build ‘commitment strategies’ such as savings schemes. One supposed example of this is Mischel et al's (1972) ‘marshmallow test’ where a four year old child was given a small reward such as a marshmallow and offered another marshmallow if they could save this until the tester returned 15 minutes later (the experiment was designed to capture the core middle-class value of ‘deferred gratification’ which has been used as an explanation for middle-class prosperity). Kidd et al. (2013) subsequently identified that the main determinant of children’s waiting was not self-control, but whether they believed the promise would be fulfilled, favouring children brought up in more stable environments.  [3:  Jensen (2010:4) observes that ‘[non-cognitive] skills are tied to specific frameworks for making sense of success, mobility and aspiration’.] 


Such examples indicate that, rather than seeing non-cognitive skills as a form of human capital which everyone can potentially develop, they should instead be seen as forms of ‘cultural capital’ – everyday practices of being that naturalise disadvantage (Lamont and Lareau, 1988). They serve the function identified in Bourdieu’s Distinction (1984:31) of marking cultural distance and proximity, monopolising privileges, and excluding and recruiting new occupants of high status positions. 

Non-cognitive measures are therefore amenable to incorporation into a narrative about the shortcomings of ‘the poor’. The characteristics of poor people (and their parents) are implicitly used to explain their poverty rather than analyse it in terms of the political and economic systems in which they are embedded. For example, a major study of childhood poverty across four countries used measures of non-cognitive skills as a measure of poverty. It asked poor children whether they were able to appear in public appropriately dressed and claimed that this says something about what they were like, i.e. they have low self-esteem. Even those who developed this measure acknowledge that it is driven by what they call the ‘shoe factor’. That is, a person is asked whether they feel ashamed at appearing in public without shoes, and the answer is treated as a measure of the propensity to feel shame rather than material poverty. This process turns a material experience (e.g. experiencing shame because you cannot afford shoes), into a psychological one (e.g. experiencing shame because you lack confidence) and then includes it in a causal narrative (e.g. poor children have low social mobility because they lack confidence). When such a causal narrative is used in international development it appears to place the burden of failure on poor people due to their limited ‘capacity to aspire’ (Appadurai, 2002) or inability to ‘planfully’ pursue aspirations (Ray, 2003). The implications of this are that if poor people had more ambition or determination they would not be poor. Therefore there is no need to change the structures that distribute wealth within societies, nor is it necessary to feel responsibility towards poor people because they are the authors of their own misfortune. The reasons for this are attributed to individual psychology, including their lack of non-cognitive skills (as in the earlier example from Damman). 

The idea that responsibility for material success lies with the individual, family and school, rather than with societies or global economic structures, is echoed in the following example of a UK parliamentary report on social mobility. The example shows how the discourse of non-cognitive skills, represented here as Character and Resilience, can not only be used strategically to pursue a range of objectives, from increasing school hours to reducing assessment, but can also enable governments to evade responsibility for profound social failures. 

Building Character and Resilience
In February 2014 the ‘Character and Resilience Manifesto’ was launched by the All Party Parliamentary Group (APPG) on Social Mobility in response to growing concerns about stalled social mobility in the UK (for example, the finding by the Commission on Social Mobility and Child Poverty (2014) that 75% of senior judges, 59% of the Cabinet, and 47% of newspaper columnists hold Oxbridge degrees, even though less than 1% of the whole population are Oxbridge graduates and 62% did not attend university). The report was produced in conjunction with CentreForum and Character Counts. CentreForum is ‘an independent, liberal think-tank seeking to develop evidence-based policy solutions to the problems facing Britain’[endnoteRef:4]. It has a range of corporate partners and endorsements from liberal democrat leader Nick Clegg and the education secretary Michael Gove. It also has a staff team that is white and male, many of whom come from a financial background, and all have connections to the current government. Character Counts is an ‘independent centre’ staffed by Demos – another liberal think-tank - and CentreForum associates. Character Counts ‘promotes, evaluates and designs public policy interventions that build character’ by ‘build[ing] the demand for evidence through influencing policy, commissioning and organisational processes’[endnoteRef:5]. In describing the background of the report’s authors I show how the composition of this new cadre of experts reflects the very lack of mobility the report is supposed to be tackling.  [4:  http://www.centreforum.org/index.php/topabout, downloaded 26/09/14]  [5:  http://charactercountsgroup.org/Home-page, downloaded 26/09/14] 


My analysis of the press coverage of the launch as well as the report itself suggests that the main message of the manifesto was that schools should be encouraged to develop ‘true grit’ and character in young people so they can show perseverance and self-control and overcome setbacks. The report proposes that schools could do this through extra-curricular activities to develop ‘soft’ or non-cognitive skills. Here the first of many comparisons are made to the private sector as this “is an area where many private schools traditionally excel; it is an area where many state schools struggle” (APPG, 2014:45). Private schools will be asked to share their expertise and potentially their facilities with state schools because as Damian Hinds, the Conservative leader of the group argues, ‘we want to develop ways of scaling up methods used to develop these traits by Eton [an elite fee-paying school], other schools, and organisations like the scouts’. One example of this is the fee-paying Wellington College which has taught happiness and wellbeing as a timetabled subject since 2006. Wellington College recently launched the UK’s first school-based research centre in conjunction with the Harvard Graduate School of Education to look at the influence of a ‘growth mindset’ and ‘grit’ on learning. What is striking is how well the contemporary discourses of happiness, wellbeing and non-cognitive skills fit with Wellington College’s conservative understanding of the world. They approvingly quote the definition of wellbeing from the UK Government Office for Science’s Foresight report as a state where ‘the individual is able to develop their potential, work productively and creatively, build strong and positive relationships with others, and contribute to their community’. This echoes older tropes of ‘Play up! Play up! and Play the game!’ encapsulated in Rudyard Kipling’s poem ‘If’ or Charles Kingsley’s promotion of ‘muscular Christianity’. 

The report was endorsed enthusiastically by Tristram Hunt, Shadow Secretary of State for Education. His speech made explicit and implicit references to private schools, reflecting his own educational background. 

Do not mistake me: I am zealot for minimum standards, rigorous assessment and intelligent accountability. I am supportive of a dynamic and interventionist Ofsted[endnoteRef:6], tasked with a commitment to rooting out underperformance wherever it lies. But as with so many things we need to strike a balance… Emerging research… demonstrates that character can be taught… What is clear is that this is about more than bolting on some music lessons or sports clubs to the school day. No, this is about learning from the rigorous academic discipline that is character education and implementing a holistic approach that goes beyond extra-curricular activities and into the classroom… The benefits of delayed gratification, attentiveness and patience must be more clearly articulated… Now I am not the kind of politician to tell professionals how to do their job – how many lines pupils should write or litter they should pick up. But what I hope I am doing is using my position … to indicate what matters to a forthcoming Labour government [6:  Ofsted is the official body for inspecting schools in the UK. ] 

Tristram Hunt, 12 February 2014 

The speech also highlights a felt need among contemporary politicians to nod towards key concepts within audit culture such as standards, rigour, assessment, accountability, and performance. It shows how this can support a new traditionalism which promotes ‘character’ and ‘discipline’ in a way that is reminiscent of public school culture at the turn of the last century. As Claxton (2007) observes, being patient, attentive and prepared to delay gratification may or may not be beneficial to individuals, but these attributes do make them easier to manage. This understanding of character reflects the origin of non-cognitive skills as those factors that explain success in the labour market, rather than character understood in a broader sense. 

The manifesto brought together diverse interest groups around the single theme of character and resilience, although it became apparent that the space created by this construct also enabled the pursuit of very different agendas, from the promotion of free schools to the marketing of ‘character and resilience toolkits’. Supporters of the report and its messages included the Knowledge Is Power Program (KIPP) - North America’s largest network of charter or free schools[endnoteRef:7], the Scouting Association, the Confederation of British Industry, and the headmaster of Eton. The general secretary of the National Union of Teachers joined in, arguing that ‘the personal development of pupils … will not be achieved unless the obsession with testing and targets ends’, which perhaps failed to recognise the potential for this initiative to create another round of tests and targets. For example, another APPG partner, the Early Intervention Foundation, is planning to develop a character and resilience toolkit for the early years and include it as part of a planned ‘school readiness’ assessment in reception class. This evokes the lucrative industry of work readiness testing in the US and worldwide, which uses measures of non-cognitive skills to establish the manageability of future employees. Within the government the report was used to promote ‘a national programme helping parents to parent’ (Alan Milburn) and longer opening schools for schools (because ‘as top heads and teachers already know, sports clubs, orchestras and choirs, school plays, cadets, debating competitions all help build character and instil grit’, Gove, 2014). It also supported a different understanding of social mobility as arising not from inherited privilege or economic advantage, but grounded in the relationship between character-based skills and life outcomes (David Cameron in APPG, 2014: 4).  [7:  Free schools and academies are a key component of the UK government’s education policy. ] 


The report and related materials provide a narrow definition of the notion of ‘character’. For example, Damian Hinds says that ‘self-belief, drive and perseverance are key to achievement’. Another author, Baroness Tyler, says it is about ‘having the fundamental drive, tenacity and perseverance needed to make the most of opportunities and to succeed whatever obstacles life puts in your way’. She proposes that ‘character and resilience are major factors in social mobility, but are often overlooked in favour of things that are more tangible and easier to measure’. Examples of these are occupation and household income, which suggest a causal narrative for social mobility that is, contrary to this interpretation, framed in terms of inherited advantage and social and cultural resources rather than individual merit. The definitions of character and resilience point to, firstly, the ideal of the entrepreneurial self, which I return to in my next example, secondly, some fundamental misunderstandings of how social mobility works, and thirdly, the potential these measures offer for sorting and ordering individuals and institutions. For example, the report talks about ‘where you are on the character scale’ and the quality of extra-curricular and character and resilience building activities are proposed as new criteria in Ofsted’s inspections.

Despite the fanfare, this is not the first initiative of this sort. In 2006 the Social and Emotional Aspects of Learning (SEAL) programme, based around the then fashionable concept of ‘emotional intelligence’ (the ability to monitor one's own and other people's emotions) was introduced to UK schools. Children aged three to 18 were taught about their emotions and how to calm themselves, however, its final evaluation suggested it had no impact on pupil outcomes. Claxton (2007:22) argued that the non-cognitive measures used within SEAL smuggled in ‘liberal western assumptions about the value of self-control, social thoughtfulness or delayed gratification without any explicit recognition that some of these values are contentious and culture-specific’. He also highlighted the selective understanding of emotional intelligence within the programme, which appeared to target only “those feelings that make you a social nuisance and those that stop you being successful in tests or in material life” (ibid:23). Claxton’s observations are valuable because they highlight the ethnocentric and class-blind nature of non-cognitive skills. They also show how a potentially liberating concept such as emotional intelligence can be used as a tool for management. 

In the preceding section I proposed that the classed and to some extent gendered dimensions to the construct of non-cognitive skills become evident when we see the way in which it is used by UK politicians to shift attention from the structural causes of social mobility to ‘individual therapies’ (Damman 2012:48). This is reminiscent of the process described by Jensen (2010:2) in relation to the promotion of parenting programmes in the UK which she sees as ‘an evasion of privilege [and] a refusal to engage with socioeconomic difference and the difference it makes… [that] goes back to distinctions between the deserving and the undeserving poor’. 

Ubuntu and the potential of entrepreneurship 
I now change settings to talk about ongoing work with a Johannesburg-based social enterprise called Ubuntu[endnoteRef:8] which according to its website “uses a ground breaking model to identify and develop high-potential entrepreneurs in under-resourced South African communities”[endnoteRef:9].  According to the International Labour Organisation youth unemployment in South Africa is currently close to 50% in a context of rising inequality[endnoteRef:10]. This partially accounts for the financial support Ubuntu has received from the South African government Jobs Fund, in addition to support from corporate partners such as Accenture (a management consultancy specialising in ‘outsourcing’). The organisation is a curious mixture of enterprise and charity; for example, on entering the Ubuntu offices you see, stretching from floor to ceiling, pictures of Steve Jobs, founder of Apple. The white South African founders were educated at Oxbridge and Harvard Business School and their participants are also not representative of township entrepreneurs (except in so far as they are predominantly black South Africans).  I realised this when I accompanied their ‘scouts’ to recruit new participants, because in order to participate in the programme they need to be fluent in written and spoken English. Ubuntu’s focus is on entrepreneurs who have a lot of potential – the next Steve Jobs (an analogy that was frequently made during recruitment events). Consequently I witnessed the frustration of ‘coaches’ working with low profit, single person enterprises where due to their extremely tight profit margins the line between profit and loss could be as little as an unsold tray of muffins. Despite Ubuntu’s celebration of entrepreneurs and the freedom offered by an entrepreneurial life style (for example, performances of Silicon valley-style corporate culture in the form of ‘Dragons’ Den’ presentations to potential investors), many participants preferred the stability offered by even low grade employment in the formal sector and left as soon as a job was available.  [8:  The names of the organisation and participants have been changed. ]  [9:  http://awethuproject.co.za/what-we-do/, downloaded 26/9/14 ]  [10:  In 2013 the GINI co-efficient, the internally accepted measure of inequality, was 0.69, on a scale of 0 to 1 where 1 = complete inequality. ] 


[bookmark: _GoBack]Ubuntu was interested in non-cognitive measures as a predictor of the trajectories of participants in the programme. They had tried the 32 item Occupational Personality Questionnaire, which was developed by the North American risk management company CEB (SHL Talent Measurement) to capture competencies required in graduate level positions, but didn’t find this reliable. The alternative North American work readiness tests provided via companies such as Omincore and Thomas International were expensive. Something they were experimenting with was psychologically profiling their best entrepreneurs – there were three or four of these, all male, who featured in every press campaign. They would then use these profiles to match with people rejected from the Work Together programme which provides jobs to young South Africans in places like Nandos, a retailer of fried chicken. 

I was interested in how the ‘skills’ that facilitated success in Soweto differed from those implied by standard measures. Talking with coaches I noticed that they too assumed a universal pathway to success and couldn’t see why further research was necessary – surely I should just read the autobiography of great men such as Steve Jobs (the coaches were predominantly male) and I would understand what entrepreneurs needed to be successful in a Soweto township. When asked to list the characteristics that they felt supported local entrepreneurs’ success, these were very familiar:  High internal locus of control, Perseverance, Positivity, Flexibility, and Self-belief, although they also acknowledged the importance of building networks. Interestingly, when I subsequently asked participants how the entrepreneurs they admired had become successful they gave similar responses, especially if this question was asked in a group. For example, participants in a focus group of male and female Ubuntu entrepreneurs identified characteristics such as vision, perseverance, commitment, creativity, self-belief, passion, dedication, which enabled them to ‘start small’ and build successful businesses. 

Goro (a male carwash owner in his early thirties): In my case it is Richard Maponya … he started small even though he had a big vision but he started small and just kept at it so it is perseverance, being steadfast and being committed to what he wanted to achieve
Tena (a male community organiser in his early fifties): Creativity as well, personally I feel that I am creative, lots of ideas and you have to be able to think out of the box and to not limit yourself as well. Perseverance … leading a lot of people to success and not letting anyone sway you off your idea … you have to believe in yourself more than anybody else before you go out there and go and start a business.
Penelope (a glassware saleswoman in her early forties): My distributor … she inspires me because I know that she is coming from humble beginnings but now the achievements that she achieves in front of my eyes, I think I have an example in front of my eyes every day.  
Teso (a male tour guide in his early thirties): Thompson and Thompson … it started small but now … it has play areas, offices, almost everywhere in South Africa … because of the passion and the dedication these people had, it is now a big company, they have their own buses, they have hotels

However, when participants talked about times when they were successful in their own lives these characteristics did not feature.  There was much stronger emphasis on their relationships and sources of support, which are explanatory factors not captured within measures of non-cognitive skills. For example, Elspeth, a middle-aged beautician, talked about how not respecting the relationships she built with her customers caused her first business to fail:  ‘I came back [from overseas] only to find that my clients they were complaining, where were you, you did not tell us when you were leaving, you know we prefer your hands than somebody else, you should have told us that, you know all those things. I think those are the things that made the business to go down’. Gina, a young cook, talked about how particularly in relation to food it was important to employ people who ‘make you feel that you are worthy to them and that you are very important to them’ as these relationships were part of what you were selling. Relationships were also important in people’s motivation – Sbele, a fast food salesman, described how ‘one thing that I am really proud of is like being self-sufficient, creating an industry from nothing, being able to employ people … and people actually relying on me’. The point I’m making here is that while non-cognitive skills are talked about as individual characteristics, they are in fact profoundly social and socio-economic contexts also affect the extent to which they can be considered skills at all. 

In sum, non-cognitive skills are important to both the Ubuntu program developers as a way to select entrepreneurs, and to participants in the programme who use them to explain the success of others and to imagine what they need to do to be similarly successful. This is despite the fact that narratives of their own success attribute it to different factors such as family support and acknowledge the reality of a highly competitive environment where personal characteristics and effort make little difference on their own. 

Conclusions
What these examples show is the ‘runaway effect’ of non-cognitive skills as I trace them through a multi-country study of adult skills, a report addressing (selected) obstacles to social mobility in the UK, and a well-connected social enterprise in Johannesburg that plans to span the whole of Africa. This illustrates how measurement is expanding, including into more intimate areas of life, and creating new centres of expertise (for example, think-tanks specialising in developing policy based on these forms of evidence). In making this argument I acknowledge that my evidence is suggestive or illustrative rather than conclusive, however, I suggest that it is sufficiently compelling to point towards the need for further research on measures of non-cognitive skills as their impact increases. 

My main contribution is to anthropological literature on measurement where non-cognitive skills provide another example of the way measures do not need to be good to be effective if they feed into multiple agendas. I also highlight the tendency of measurement to decontextualise and individualise social and structural problems (for example, stalled social mobility in the UK and growing inequality in South Africa) and the solutions to these, and shift the responsibility for them onto the individuals who are experiencing them. In the UK example this can be seen as supporting a new traditionalism where the value of class-specific schooling and parenting practices is reinforced using evidence from measures designed to capture the types of cultural capital they generate. In South Africa they reinforce a narrative of individual responsibility for success and the impression that a cut-throat informal sector can substitute for a fully functioning labour market and state provision in ensuring people’s wellbeing. The measures therefore serve as a 'political technology' which advances 'by taking what is essentially a political problem, removing it from the realm of political discourse and recasting it in the neutral language of science' (Dreyfus and Rabinow in Shore and Wright 1999:559).
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