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In this dissertation I tried to understand the dynamics of education-

based status. For this I had two broad aims. First, I wanted to paint an 

overview of how individuals experience their education-based status, to 

what extent they were aware of this, and how legitimate they deemed 

education’s role in social status. Since the growth of schooled societies is a 

global phenomenon, I did this in a cross-country comparative perspective, 

to understand how this differs between countries. Second, I wanted to 

understand how people behave in situations where education plays, 

explicitly or implicitly, a role, either through being asked to assess another 

individual or group with a known educational level or when education is 

made salient in that specific situation, etc. Our general findings were firstly, 

education is robustly and strongly associated with status, this relationship 

is something individuals are aware of. Education is an independent source 

of social status, over and above its correlates or subsequent benefits. 

Secondly, a lower educational level is related to feeling of misrecognition 

(e.g. exclusion, or not feeling valued), which is related to feelings of political 

alienation (low satisfaction with democracy, low institutional trust, and 

vote abstention). And thirdly, dominant stereotypes attached to higher 

education and ingroup bias among the higher educated can lead to an 

overrepresentation of higher educated in politics. 

These general findings emerged from four different chapters 

(Chapters 2-5), each with their own goals and questions. What were the 

findings of these separate chapters? In the next section I recap the four 

chapters and their findings. The following sections go into the implications 

of our findings, before moving on to the limitations and future directions 

in the study of education-based status and its dynamics. 

Overview of findings 
Chapter 2 provided an (international) overview of education-based 

status. We established that, across a wide range of countries, education is 

strongly tied to a subjective sense of social status (subjective social status, 

SSS), both as a general (bivariate) relationship but also when controlling 
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for the demographic factors of age, gender, and income. In general, the 

relationship between education and societal success is both perceived, and 

perceived as legitimate, by individuals from all educational levels. They see 

that education is important for ‘getting ahead’ in society, and also say that 

education should be important for (at least economic) success in society. 

Countries differed mostly in two respects. First, the form of the relationship 

between education and subjective social status was more dichotomous 

between those with and those without higher education in countries with 

a larger share of higher educated. Second, in countries with a larger share 

of higher educated, education had a relatively stronger direct effect on SSS 

than through the demographic factors age, gender, and income. In sum, this 

chapter demonstrated that education-based status exists also on a 

subjective and conscious level among citizens in Western countries; this is 

seen as mostly legitimate; and as the share of higher educated grows 

education-based status is becoming more autonomous from other factors 

and more about the demarcation of higher versus non-higher educated 

individuals. 

Chapter 3 built on Chapter 2 by doing a similar exploration but 

focused on a specific experiential form of low status, feelings of 

misrecognition, which is less explicit about it revolving around status, but 

more about how people feel like they are treated and seen in society. Again, 

we demonstrated a significant relationship between education and feelings 

of misrecognition, the lower one’s education, the stronger one’s feelings of 

misrecognition. We see a similar relationship between education and 

dissatisfaction with education, the lower one’s education, the more one is 

dissatisfied with their education. The differences between countries are 

slightly different than for SSS in Chapter 2. In Chapter 3 we found that the 

difference in feelings of misrecognition between the higher and less 

educated is significantly larger in countries with more higher educated. For 

SSS we found that the size does not increase, but rather the form is more 

about the distinction between the higher and non-higher educated. This 

chapter points to two important conclusions: (1) education-based status can 
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be experienced in the specific and concrete forms of feeling left out of 

society, or feeling not being valued by society; (2) such feelings might 

become more polarized between the higher and less educated when 

societies become more ‘schooled’ (Baker, 2014). 

Chapter 4 took the findings from Chapter 3 on feelings of 

misrecognition and applied these to the context of politics. We aimed to 

investigate whether these feelings of misrecognition are politically relevant 

in increasing feelings of political alienation. We did this for three forms of 

political alienation: dissatisfaction with democracy, institutional distrust, 

and vote abstention. Results showed that indeed feelings of misrecognition 

are related to all three aspects of political alienation. Moreover, we can 

explain a significant part of the difference between the higher and less 

educated in political alienation with the difference in feelings of 

misrecognition. This chapter thus suggests that education-based (low) 

status, can (indirectly) affect and enlarge political alienation. 

Chapter 5 moves away from the cross-country comparisons made in 

Chapters 2-4 and focuses on the concrete behavior of individuals by 

investigating the role education plays in the election of political candidates. 

Over three studies we demonstrated that higher educated political 

candidates are more likely to receive the vote intentions of both less and 

higher educated voters, and that this preference is strongly tied to the 

stereotyping of higher educated as more competent. In Study 3 however, 

we manipulated not only the educational level of the candidates, but also 

certain indicators of political and professional competence. This allowed us 

(and the participants) to distinguish between competent and non-

competent higher educated candidates. This showed that the less educated 

participants mostly ignored the information on education when they could 

and based their vote intentions on the indications of competence instead. 

The higher educated participants weigh both the competence and the 

educational level independently from each other. This can be seen as a 

form of ingroup bias, as the higher educated prefer higher educated 

candidates over and above indications of competence. This chapter thus 
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showed that the stereotypes attached to the higher educated are strong and 

able to influence vote intentions of voters, but also that education is a 

strong basis for identification and able to generate ingroup bias among the 

higher educated. Additionally, this chapter showed that the stereotypes 

attached to education are not per se naturalized, but rather they are 

strategic facts that higher educated use to maintain their dominant 

position. The less educated prefer more competent politicians but feel the 

need to defer to a higher educated candidate due to the higher educated 

candidate being presumably more competent. Limited information can 

thus be quite constraining, the need to vote for a competent politician then 

might under certain circumstances cause the less educated to vote for an 

outgroup member. Importantly, the less educated do not always go for the 

higher educated candidate, thus the potential outgroup bias is not the result 

of the naturalization of the supremacy of the higher educated. Rather, it is 

the result of practical constraints due to limited information (Bottero, 

2019).  

 

Implications 
In the introduction I expanded on a range of explanations for 

inequalities between higher and less educated people. These explanations 

took two forms of either solely absolute effects of education (e.g. through 

cognitive advantages or by transmitting skills and knowledge), or solely 

relative effects where education does not do anything in particular beyond 

sorting individuals (i.e. education as a relative, or positional good). Both 

forms of explanations fail to integrate the absolute and relative effects, and 

fail to, or do not sufficiently, include the societal context in which education 

exists as a cultural phenomenon. 

This can be contrasted with an approach that sees education as a 

primary institution with legitimate effects (Baker, 2014; Meyer, 1977) that 

authoritatively produces categories that can be a basis for identity and 

status (Spruyt & Kuppens, 2015). From this approach follows the idea that 

education has cultural meaning. People are in this way expected to value 
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(or devalue) education itself, through how education is associated with 

cultural ideas about success and failure. In a meritocratic and individualist 

society, education is perfectly suited to play the role of the main sorting 

machine (Domina et al., 2017) or main stratifier of society, not just because 

it allocates individuals efficiently, but because it does so with meaning 

(Baker, 2014; Spruyt & Kuppens, 2015). People with a higher education are 

expected to behave and think differently than those with less education, 

and we expect a higher educated person in one societal role or profession, 

but not in another where we expect a less educated person. All this has to 

do with education-based status and all the stereotypes and associations that 

are inherent in that status judgement. This status follows from education 

precisely through the cultural effects that education as an institution 

authoritatively and legitimately has (Baker, 2014; Meyer, 1977). This 

dissertation shows that this is indeed the case. That it is important to 

understand education not solely in its individual, personal effects, or solely 

in how it creates a mundane difference between individuals ready to be 

sorted and queued by employers, but as something that is intimately tied 

up with dominant ideas in society about success and failure, as something 

that can be a basis for identification, and as something that has an inherent 

prestige or esteem attached to it. In other words, education needs to be 

understood on its own merits, rather than merely something that stands in 

function to something else. 

As we have seen in Chapter 5, and which has also been demonstrated 

in previous studies, education can be a basis for identification (Kuppens et 

al., 2015; Stubager, 2009). Little research has been done, however, on the 

dynamics of this identification and how this affects behavior. Education as 

identity shows the complex nature of education in society, as identities not 

only affect one’s own behavior but also, importantly, how people interact 

with others in the world around them. Chapter 5 showed that, even though 

the association of higher education with competence is quite dominant, 

different educational groups do ‘interact’ differently with political 

candidates of different educational levels. The core basis of this was 
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identity, as higher educated seemed to show more ingroup bias when they 

identified more strongly. This suggests that educational inequalities should 

be seen as at least partly arising from identity processes. This can be the 

result of selection processes based on identity, but also, as demonstrated in 

Spruyt et al. (2018), as the result of self-selection and self-exclusion where 

making education contextually salient increased the differences in political 

activity between higher and less educated. Educational groups thus 

modified their willingness to participate politically when their educational 

categorization was made salient. Here stereotypes about competence can 

be a form of symbolic violence (Bourdieu et al., 1992; Bourdieu & Passeron, 

1977) where the less educated, acutely aware of their legitimate (though 

not per se real) lower competence, might opt to self-exclude from 

participating in politics.  

Does this mean that less educated people always passively accept 

their low-status position? Chapter 5 also shows that the less educated do 

not always go along with seemingly dominant stereotypes (Spruyt & 

Kuppens, 2014). When given the chance (when there is also information 

about competence), they do not adhere to this norm of higher educated 

being more suited for politics but base their judgement on the information 

about competence. This would imply that the less educated have not per se 

internalized these norms, but they are often constrained in their behavior 

due to an, in their eyes, widely accepted association between education and 

competence. Accounts that stress symbolic domination or false 

consciousness should thus still be met with a degree of skepticism 

(Abercrombie et al., 1980; Bottero, 2019; Jackman, 1994; Spears et al., 2001). 

Education and its effects are also not likely to be static over time. 

While we did not include any analyses over time, our cross-sectional 

research did show strong differences between societies that were more or 

less schooled. These differences were not confounded by other usual 

suspects such as regional differences, size of the economy, or income 

inequality. As such, as higher education continues to grow, both in 

countries without a large share of higher educated, but also still in 
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countries with an already large share of higher educated, status differences 

between educational groups, due to education per se, could continue to 

grow and change shape, but also become more influential in a variety of 

social processes. The findings in this dissertation are not merely about 

considering education-based status as a relevant factor, but also as a 

dynamic factor, across geographies, different contexts, and time. 

The role of education-based status also affects our understanding of 

class, as education was and often still is seen as a class indicator (e.g. as a 

primary indicator for socio-economic status). Recent politico-sociological 

research has already pointed towards the role of education as a separate 

factor from income in structuring the political field, denoting differences 

between progressives and conservatives on so-called ‘cultural issues’ 

(Houtman, 2003; Van der Waal et al., 2007). This dissertation also shows 

that education cannot merely be reduced to cultural capital, such that 

education is again considered secondary, functioning as a proxy measure 

for the ‘real’ underlying factor of cultural capital. Education is not solely 

class, it is also not solely cultural capital, education is a basis for identity 

and status in its own right, and thus needs to be considered as such. In 

psychological research also education is frequently misunderstood as 

solely a class indicator where education per se is an unlikely candidate for 

identification. This dissertation shows that this treatment is unjust, 

especially along with previous research by my colleagues (e.g. Kuppens et 

al., 2015, 2018; Spruyt et al., 2018; Spruyt & Kuppens, 2014, 2015), we show 

that education is a basis for identification and ingroup bias, is related to 

subjective status and feelings of misrecognition (above and beyond income 

and absolute material deprivation), and through feelings of misrecognition 

with political alienation. Such factors of subjective (self-)perception by 

individuals should be of interest to social psychologists, though hitherto 

education as a distinct divide has been mostly and unjustly neglected. 

Lastly, this dissertation demonstrates the value of connecting the 

macro (sociological) view, with the micro (psychological) view, with social 

identity as the bridging concept. In sociology large-scale international 
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surveys such as the ESS, ISSP, and EQLS have allowed a much more 

international perspective that not only investigates the dynamics between 

individuals within countries, but also across countries. However, while 

sociology seems to be ‘zooming out’ in terms of the level of analysis (that is, 

focusing more on international comparisons) in the past years, it remains 

important to ‘zoom in’ on the actual (psychological) mechanisms that we 

are studying. This complementary approach was one core objective of this 

dissertation. To the sociological view, we add the notion and dynamics of 

social identity to our understanding of education, such as the ingroup bias 

among higher educated, or the practical constraint of the less educated who 

defer to the higher educated in certain circumstances, processes that are 

difficult to elicit by researchers with non-experimental methods. To the 

social psychological view, we add the connection of social identities with 

the effects of institutions that create the categorizations that are the basis 

for these identities, but also provide the content of these identities by 

embedding these identities in societal cultures such as meritocracy and 

individualism. Such macro-processes are where the socio-structural 

variables of permeability and stability are created. Proper understanding 

of the dynamics of social identities and institutions is unattainable without 

such a holistic and inter-disciplinary approach. 

Limitations 

Interdisciplinary methods 
The first limitations are related to the methods used in this 

dissertation. In this dissertation I have used both experimental methods 

(survey experiments) and large-scale survey research (non-experimental 

cross-sectional). Both of these have their limitations, but luckily, the two 

also complement each other. Large-scale survey research methods are 

excellent for assessing patterns and correlations between variables across 

a wide range of individuals and contexts, and also help us explore how 

these contexts influence these correlations (e.g. through cross-level 
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interactions). Such methods are however often unsuited for assessing 

causal relations. When two variables (e.g. status and education) show a 

statistically significant correlation, they are likely related – but whether 

this relation is causal (e.g. education causes higher status) cannot be 

proven. Experimental methods do allow such investigations by 

manipulating certain variables (e.g. educational level of a fictional political 

candidate). Directly investigating the education-status link through 

experimental methods is unfortunately not possible. Convincing someone 

with a master’s degree that they have only finished primary education (or 

vice versa) is already quite difficult, but also modelling the radically 

different life course, both before and after schooling, that is associated with 

a certain degree, is impossible. Hence, we have used the experimental 

methods to assess the consequences of education-based status. So, although 

both kinds of methods have their limitations, I tried to use both of them in 

such a way that makes optimal use of their advantages and that they 

thereby complement one another. 

 

Measuring status 
Another limitation is the relative lack of status measures in 

internationally comparative data, both in general availability across 

different datasets, but also in the kinds of measures available. We have 

used the subjective social status-ladder in the ISSP and the feelings of 

misrecognition items in the EQLS datasets. These are very useful status 

measures that both tap into different aspects of social status, though the 

arsenal is not much larger than these items. In particular, status measures 

that focus on specific characteristics such as education, but also other 

characteristics such as gender, income, etc., are sparse. All these aspects are 

tied up with status. Using a measure such as subjective social status, and 

then trying to statistically isolate the part that can be attributed to 

education (or gender, income, etc.) will always contain a certain inherent 

uncertainty, as there is always the possibility of omitted variable bias. As 

such it is still difficult to find the ‘true’ effect of education as status. 
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Experimental methods are perhaps more useful for this, but are done 

predominantly at a local level, since cross-national experiments still face 

many (practical, financial, etc.) challenges. Measures that focus on 

education-based status are possible, such as questions that ask people how 

much they value their educational level or questions similar to the 

subjective social status ladder, but focused more on people’s own and/or 

other’s educational level, etc. However, though status has been an 

important factor in social sciences, we have only a limited number of 

measures that allow us to explore the intricacies of status hierarchies.  

 

Internationally comparative data on educational identification  
We were also troubled by a lack of internationally comparative data 

on educational identification. Chapter 5 has shown, along with other 

research, that identification is an important factor for understanding the 

dynamics of education-based status, both as a moderating variable that 

affects how status affects behavior or attitudes, but also in its own right as 

the extent of identification is unlikely to be stable across countries. There 

has been research across different countries into identification (i.e. the 

Netherlands, Den Ridder & Dekker, 2011; Flanders, Spruyt & Kuppens, 

2014; and Denmark, Stubager, 2009), however these are countries that are 

quite similar in type of educational system (e.g. no or limited private 

education, low tuition fees) and how ‘schooled’ these societies are (all three 

countries have large shares of higher educated). As such, even if these data 

were directly comparable, it is unlikely that this would reveal large 

differences. Perhaps this research has only been done in relatively highly 

schooled societies precisely because higher education is more widespread 

in these countries. Data that are collected in a similar way, in the same time 

period, with identical questionnaire items, could reveal interesting 

patterns on how wider societal characteristics that differ between 

countries affect the extent of identification, which could also open up 

pathways for analyzing the causal role of identification in status-related 

processes. Indeed, international surveys focus on important societal issues 
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and institutions, such as the economy, healthcare, migration, etc., but 

generally lack important items for education. As argued in this dissertation, 

education as an institution has increasingly been tied up with politics and 

(in)equality (a trend likely to continue in many countries), and has thus the 

potential to evoke conflicting attitudes towards its role – though 

international surveys have  seldom included sufficient items to bring this 

aspect into focus. 

 

Measuring ‘schooled society’ 
The research in this dissertation revolves strongly around the notion 

of schooled society. Even though the theoretical background goes back 

quite far, this is a relatively new notion. This also means that there has been 

virtually no work on adequately measuring the extent to which a society 

can be characterized as a schooled society. In the empirical chapters we 

have relied mostly on the share of higher educated as an indicator for the 

schooling of a society, as this educational (r)evolution is largely a function 

of educational expansion of both secondary and tertiary education. 

However, this is a proxy measurement at best, as it only indicates the extent 

of one underlying demographic trend; it does not measure the actual extent 

of how schooled a society is in its full multi-dimensional sense. The effects 

of education are, as raised many times in this dissertation, wide-ranging. A 

decent indicator of the extent of how schooled a society is would take this 

wide range of dimensions into account in a reliable and valid manner, 

something that is as of yet not available.  

Several aspects of schooled societies are not caught by the mostly 

demographic indicator of share of higher educated. One of these is the 

stratifying effect of education. Meyer (1977) hypothesized that as education 

becomes more institutionalized in societies, education will have a stronger 

and more direct effect on people’s economic position. Research into the 

stratifying effect of education have mostly corroborated this trend as 

education is indeed becoming more important for one’s economic position 

(Hout, 1988; Torche, 2011). The size of the effect of education on economic 
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outcomes could measure this quite well. Another aspect is the cultural and 

normative effects of education. In societies that are more ‘schooled’ one 

would expect that the population is more inclined to say that education 

should be important for getting ahead in society, and more general, more 

inclined to agree with the ideal of meritocracy. Such attitudes can 

theoretically be measured across countries and used as an indicator for 

further research. Tied to these cultural effects are the political effects, or 

effects in the political domain. For instance, to what extent is education 

posited by political parties as a ‘universal problem solver’? This could be 

measured with a content analysis of political manifestos and the way and 

extent to which they use education in different fields of policy. In addition, 

several recent findings can be used as indicators. Bovens and Wille (2017) 

have documented for several nations to what extent their parliament is 

dominated by higher educated, Schakel and Pas (2020) have documented 

for a single nation (The Netherlands) the influence of higher educated on 

actual policy, Kalmijn and Kraaykamp (2007) have documented across time 

an increasing effect of education on several political and social attitudes. 

These findings (potentially with a broader application across countries) 

and more can be used as such indicators. Indeed, almost any measurement 

of the influence or power of higher educated, or norms and ideals 

propagated by educational institutions can be used as indicators. What is 

important is that these measures are internationally comparative and, to 

an extent, internally consistent with each other, so that indeed we can 

speak of a broader general trend towards ‘schooled societies’. 

 

Future directions 
This dissertation has explored some important particularities of 

education-based status, but several avenues are open to take the current 

research forward. In this section I propose three main directions that this 

research could focus on: legitimacy and the potential for educational 

conflict, sense of entitlement, and the meaning of educational identification 

among different social groups. 
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Legitimacy and the potential for educational conflicts 
One avenue is to expand on the perceived legitimacy of education 

and educational systems and how this affects (perceived) status differences 

and the potential for conflict (in the broad sense) between educational 

groups. Current research on the legitimacy of education is mostly done in 

the broader context of meritocracy, ranging from how meritocratic 

education is (in social mobility and status attainment studies, e.g. Hout, 

1988; Torche, 2011), to what extent people perceive society to be 

meritocratic (e.g. Duru-Bellat & Tenret, 2012; Mijs, 2016a). These studies 

generally do not focus on the perceived legitimacy of education itself, 

mostly because the measures being used are much broader than solely 

education and have a quite narrow focus on how important something 

should be for ‘pay’, that is, for economic rewards (i.e. the ISSP data, see 

Chapter 2). The legitimacy of education, when viewed from a neo-

institutionalist perspective such as ‘schooled society’ (Baker, 2014; Meyer, 

1977), would be more wide-ranging than merely economic rewards. In fact, 

these questionnaire items reduce the function of education solely to its role 

in labor markets. Research into the legitimacy of (the role of) education 

could be expanded to consider how people perceive the overrepresentation 

of higher educated in important institutions, focusing more on the power 

and status aspects rather than the individual economic rewards.  

This can be broken down in several directions, such as the general 

cultural domain, with how cultural institutions and culture in general are 

often dominated by the higher educated (Bourdieu, 1984). This dominance 

of the higher educated is often explained through the lens of cultural 

capital, and indeed this is an important explanation. However, cultural 

capital is not rooted in identity but in resources (e.g. knowledge or skills to 

recognize good art: ‘the pure gaze’ Bourdieu, 1987). Additionally, the 

distinction is often between the higher and less educated, rather than 

between those with and without cultural capital, and the institutions partly 

function (similarly to other institution) on the basis of credentials. Here 
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research could focus on how education per se (e.g. identity/categorization, 

education-based status) plays a role in perceptions of art and culture, and 

of those with different tastes in art and culture, rather than cultural capital. 

Similarly, the general field of legitimate knowledge is dominated by 

the higher educated as experts or university researchers, at the same time 

science skepticism and distrust (Achterberg et al., 2017) and conspiracy 

theories (van Prooijen, 2017) are related to a lower education. Moreover, 

populist attitudes are demonstrated to be related to conspiratorial beliefs, 

specifically also the anti-elitism in populism (Castanho Silva et al., 2017). 

The role of education-based status could be explored with effects of the 

saliency of educational differences or identification with educational level. 

That is, are people in a context where education is salient more likely to 

agree to conspiracy theories or express distrust towards science 

institutions? The role of identification could be more complex. Do less 

educated who identify stronger subscribe more to conspiracy theories 

(compared to the less educated with low identification), or do those keenly 

aware of the lower status attributed to a lesser education both identify less 

and subscribe more to conspiracy theories and distrust of science? 

 Lastly, this can be explored in the political domain, with, as also 

expanded on in Chapter 4, the dominant position of higher educated in 

political institutions, but also their more visible role in public political 

debate, etc. The general idea is that all these domains (culture, science, 

politics) are at the same time dominant in our society, yet also dominated 

by the higher educated. How is this perceived by those from different 

educational backgrounds? This dissertation argues, in essence, that people 

are likely to see the disparities in representation in powerful positions in 

these fields through the lens of educational identities and education-based 

status. While education in general might be seen as quite legitimate 

(Chapter 2), this picture could become more complex when looked at in 

more detail. We already see forms of resistance in the examples mentioned 

above against the authority of certain elites, who (partly) base their status 
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as elites on their educational background and the legitimizing role of 

educational institutions.  

One theoretical debate that is at stake in these matters concerns the 

difference between symbolic domination, false consciousness, system 

justification etc., on the one hand (Althusser, 1970; Bourdieu, 1984; Jost et 

al., 2004; Jost & Banaji, 1994), and a more pragmatic domination based on 

practical (social reality) constraints, on the other (Bottero, 2019; Jackman, 

1994; Owuamalam et al., 2018; Spears et al., 2001). This debate is partly 

about whether the less educated resist the lower status attached to their 

group, and whether there is potential for conflict, but also about why this 

is (not) the case. Ideas about symbolic domination state that low status 

groups such as the less educated internalize dominant beliefs about their 

low status. They come to believe in their own inferior position and the 

superior position of high status groups such as the higher educated, 

whereas ideas about pragmatic domination and practical constraints state 

that the lower status groups do not believe in their inferiority, but struggle 

to change legitimate societal ideas and norms, and are often practically 

forced to show behavior that can easily be interpreted as them accepting 

their lower status. The results from Chapter 5 are more in line with the 

second perspective, as the less educated initially seemed to defer to the 

higher educated but were mostly forced to do this due to lack of 

information about the competence of the candidates. Changing the 

practical circumstances changed their behavior. But this does not always 

have to work like this, and forms of symbolic domination cannot be ruled 

out on the basis of Chapter 4, as there are reasons to expect some form of 

symbolic domination. 

This has to do with the fact that education is a dominant institution, 

in both a practical and ideological sense. At the same time, it is also a 

durable institution that has claimed this dominant status for, at least, half 

a dozen decades (Baker, 2014; Parsons, 1971). Moreover, (cognitive) 

alternatives for education are sparse – how else would social stratification 

work if not through education? It is a legitimate institution both because its 
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fundamentals agree strongly with societal fundamental norms and ideals 

(individualization, meritocracy, instrumental rationality, etc.), but also 

because no other institution agrees similarly to these norms or is seemingly 

capable of doing so. Despite the reach of education as an institution, it does 

not remain completely unchallenged as we see intellectual and practical 

challenges to this authority on a regular basis (e.g. conspiracy theories 

around science, anti-intellectualism, populism to a certain extent). 

Education thus always seems to float in this area of contested legitimacy, 

seemingly unavoidable and robust, yet never without conflict or resistance. 

While practical constraints with education-based status and stereotypes 

are strong, education’s durability makes internalization of its core 

messages (e.g. status differentials, notions of success and failure) not out of 

the question. Such questions remain largely unsolved and of great practical 

and theoretical importance. 

Sense of entitlement 

Another avenue of future research could attend to the more concrete 

ways of how education-based status influences behavior. In his seminal 

work Distinction, Bourdieu (1984) elaborates on the fact the less educated, 

or those with less cultural capital, are more likely to indicate that they 

‘don’t know’ an answer to political questions in surveys. As he understands 

this, this is not so much due to them not actually knowing the answer, as 

these questions are of a normative rather than a technical nature, but 

rather that the less educated feel not “socially authorized and encouraged” 

(1984, p. 409) to be concerned with politics or to express a political opinion. 

This sense of entitlement is, through dominant institutions such as 

education, bestowed more strongly on those with higher educational 

credentials (Ibid.). This is, in my eyes, strongly tied to education-based 

status and the stereotypes (such as competence) that are tied to this status. 

Educational norms and status implicitly instruct the higher educated to be 

more attentive to and involved in politics, both in the form of forming 

opinions and expressing these, but also in political activity, such as 
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demonstrations and mini-publics (Spruyt et al., 2018). Likewise, it implicitly 

instructs the less educated to be more passive both in political activity and 

political discussions, deferring to the expertise of those with higher 

educational credentials, giving them the feeling that politics ‘is not for 

people like them’. This would then lead them to be discouraged to 

participate in politics and political discussion, either by internalizing such 

attitudes, or by (anticipating) feeling fearful or dismayed by being 

potentially not taken seriously when they do participate or express their 

opinions.  

Such an approach gives education-based status a concrete content in 

how it specifically is able to structure the behavior of individuals of 

different educational backgrounds. Importantly, although this is 

potentially an important notion for explaining political (non-)activity, the 

kind of sense of entitlement as explained above has barely been picked up 

by political science and sociology (Laurison, 2015; Myles, 2008; Ten Kate et 

al., 2017), who focus instead the subjective sense of practical or technical 

competence (e.g. political efficacy). Sense of entitlement distinguishes itself 

from technical competence through concentrating on the ‘should I?’ 

question rather than the ‘can I?’ of technical competence (Spruyt et al., 

2018, p. 462). 

The meaning of educational identities 
Lastly, while the connection between education-based status and 

identification is strong, this identification is often not immediately evident. 

While being less educated is often tied to negative stereotypes and low 

status, thus making identification improbable, being higher educated also 

does not always lead to identification. This variation is hitherto still mostly 

unexplored or explained. While this exploration could go in different 

directions, I would like to highlight two specific ways. First, education-

based status might have more value to first generation students than 

students with a higher educational family background. While higher 

educational expansion is mostly associated with the 1960’s, this trend is still 
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continuing in European countries (Barro & Lee, 2013; Bovens & Wille, 

2017). Still more students with parents without university or higher 

educational credentials arrive on campus each year, whose relationship 

with the university is markedly different than from those with often more 

privileged backgrounds (Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012; Stephens, 

Townsend, et al., 2012).1  While their ‘newness’ to the university might 

indicate a stronger uneasiness with a higher educational identification, 

their often originally lower background status might make education-

based status more attractive as a positive identity. Second, and tied to this, 

current research into education-based status and identity takes a rather 

undifferentiating perspective and variation in gender, ethnic/migration 

background, or class background and their interaction with education in 

its effect on identification and perception of status is left unexplored 

(Mcmaster & Cook, 2019; Taksa et al., 2016). It is not unlikely that the 

identity of ‘higher educated’ is more easily available to white middle class 

men, than for those who fall outside of this category. In fact, the whole 

notion of what it means to be higher educated could differ across such 

groups, potentially leading to important variation in the dynamics of 

education-based status and identity. 

Concluding remarks 
Education in our societies has the remarkable capacity to be both 

immensely visible and veiled at the same time. Education features almost 

constantly in political and social discussion, often treated as a ‘universal 

problem solver’ (Depaepe & Smeyers, 2008; Labaree, 2008), but its value 

and its effects are often understood as secondary to other realms of our 

societies. So, while education’s wide-ranging influence should be apparent 

1 See for The Netherlands also e.g. ‘Eerstegeneratiestudenten hebben 
ongelijke startpositie’  
(https://www.scienceguide.nl/2020/07/eerstegeneratiestudenten-hebben-
ongelijke-startpositie/) and ‘In de buitenbaan’  
(https://www.groene.nl/artikel/in-de-buitenbaan). 
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due to its ceaseless presence in our society, it’s often not understood as 

having its own distinctive influence on for instance, the economy, culture, 

and how people perceive themselves and others (Baker, 2014). Perhaps it is 

due to its legitimate nature that we do not feel the need to problematize 

such particular effects, perhaps its legitimacy is owed to our 

underestimation of education’s own reach and influence. In any case, this 

underestimation is unwarranted. Education is capable of influencing 

society on its own terms and does not function solely as a conduit for the 

influence of other institutions. Education-based status is only one example 

of such particular influences of education. As such, I hope that this 

dissertation contributes to a better theoretical and practical understanding 

of the institutional effects of education. 
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