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Social mobility in the United Kingdom 

Key observations: 

• Notions of social mobility and meritocracy underpin liberal 
societies like the United Kingdom 

• But the UK does not live up to the ideal: 
• Intergenerational social mobility is comparatively low 
• It is in decline since the 1980s (Blanden, Gregg and Machin 2005) 

• Education plays an increasingly strong role in determining 
social positions 

 

 





Research questions 

How does the UK compare to other Western countries 
in terms of social mobility through education? 

 

What are the causes and consequences for the UK’s 
relatively poor performance in this regard, and what 
lessons can we learn from this? 



Social gradients for numeracy skills for younger 
and older age groups  
(source: Green, Green and Pensiero 2014; based on SAS 2013) 



Social gradients for literacy skills for younger and 
older age groups  
(Source: Green, Green and Pensiero 2014; based on SAS 2013)) 



The effect of social background on education level 
for younger and older age groups 
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Correlation between parental and respondent's 
level of education: difference between younger 

and older age groups (SAS 2013) 



Causes of UK’s relatively poor performance 
 

• Immigration is not likely to play a role (Green, Green and 
Pensiero 2014); 

• But overall inequality is; 

• As well as the number of branching-off points in an 
education system (Boudon 1974) 

 

 



The link between inequality and the effect of SES on 
education level 



Consequences: Perceptions of inequality among adults 
(ISSP 2009) 
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Consequences: trends in electoral participation by 
birth cohort 



Conclusions and lessons to be learnt 

Conclusions:  

 Relatively strong class reproduction in the UK education system; 

  This is likely to be related to high levels of inequality in combination with a diverse 
school landscape; 

 A possible consequence is disengagement among young people 

 

Lessons: 

 Be careful with school choice in contexts of high inequality 

 Monitor political engagement among youngsters 
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