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Education is near ubiquitous in modern day society. Following or 

having followed an education is nowadays one of the most natural and 

obvious things in life. In Western European societies only a small 

percentage of citizens have not followed any education. This has been the 

result of what some call the ‘educational revolution’ (Baker, 2014; Parsons, 

1971), as only 150 years ago, while around 35 percent of citizens of 

advanced economies had received some education, the average was only 2 

years. Now the average in these countries is 12 years, six times that. 

Similarly, while 100 years ago only around 3% had received higher 

education, nowadays this is more than tenfold that with around 35% of the 

population (Lee & Lee, 2016). This trend has not slowed down: since 2000 

the percentage of 25-64 year-olds that have completed tertiary education in 

advanced economies has increased from around 22% to around 37% in 

2018.1 

This immense ‘schooling’ of Western societies is but one aspect of 

what the sociologist David Baker calls ‘schooled societies’ (Baker, 2014), 

societies where education has garnered an immense strength and 

influence to shape society. At the same time, while education is not invisible 

and, indeed, subject to public debate on a daily basis, this wide cultural 

influence has barely been investigated and understood. A core 

characteristic of education is that it categorizes and sorts people into 

various ‘educational levels’, each with their own credentials and diplomas 

(Domina et al., 2017). Individuals can be treated on the basis of these, such 

as in a job application. These levels can thus be seen as possessing a kind of 

status that ranks one above the other. This status, however, is not only a 

property of the diploma, but becomes attached to the individuals 

themselves like ‘badges of ability’ (Sennett & Cobb, 1972, p. 64). This kind of 

status can be called education-based status, or simply put: the social status 

(esteem, honor, etc.) that is the result of and based on one’s educational 

level. In this dissertation, I seek to answer the question of what the (1) 

1 OECD, https://doi.org/10.1787/36bce3fe-en 



General introduction 

9 

patterns and particularities and (2) consequences for people’s thought and 

behavior, are of educational categorization and the associated status, that 

is, education-based status.  

In this dissertation, I aim to bridge the gap between sociology and 

social psychology by focusing on how the effects of education as an 

institution classifies individuals in such a way, that these categories can 

become a basis for group identity and behavior. The sociological 

perspective on education, that focuses on the effects of education as an 

institution, is thus used to complement the social psychological perspective 

that understands the way social identity and categorization influences the 

behavior and perception of individuals. As such, this dissertation aims to 

supplement the social psychological perspective by demonstrating how 

education as an institution creates the categories of education, and 

provides these with meaning, and to supplement the sociological 

perspective by demonstrating how the categories of education, as identity, 

can be a basis for group behavior, and what this behavior entails. 

In the following sections of this introduction, I set out the stage on 

which the empirical chapters are built. I explore the inequalities that are 

commonly seen between educational groups and discuss common 

explanations for these. I follow this with our approach to understanding 

such educational inequalities and differences in thought and behavior, 

namely one based on social identity (Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Turner et al., 

1987) and the institutional effects of education (Baker, 2014; Meyer, 1977). 

Lastly, I sketch the outline of the dissertation. 

Educational inequalities 
Modern western societies are marked by strong inequalities. 

Education creates divisions that are marked by inequalities across a wide 

range of areas (Easterbrook et al., 2016; Hout, 2012). This is an important 

facet of educational inequalities: its importance is not merely derived from 

its strength, but also the breadth of the range on which we see such 
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inequalities between the higher and less educated. To be sure, this range 

for education is indeed broad. To paint a picture of how broad the 

implications of educational inequalities are, I follow here with a general 

overview of these inequalities across the fields of the labor market, health, 

lifestyle, and politics between the higher and the less educated. 

The most common and familiar inequality between the higher and 

less educated is in and around the labor market. The less educated are more 

likely to perform manual labor, work in retail jobs, etc., whereas the higher 

educated are more likely to work in more prestigious jobs such as (upper) 

management, financial services, and to work as socio-cultural 

professionals, for instance the creative fields, education, etc. (Shavit & 

Müller, 1998). This is commonly seen as one of the main purposes of 

education: the categorization that is created in the educational system can 

be used as a shorthand for employers to understand for what kind of job 

this person is, or is not, suitable (Collins, 1979; Van de Werfhorst, 2014). 

Education as such performs an important role in the functioning of labor 

markets, and the (efficient) allocation of labor. The kind of job could be seen 

as a horizontal demarcation, where one job is not necessarily better than 

the other. However, both the general labor market situation and the 

specific jobs differ strongly in quality, security, and prestige between the 

higher and less educated (Müller, 2005; Shavit & Müller, 1998). The higher 

educated generally have more job security, find a new job more easily, and 

the jobs and careers that they work in also usually pay significantly more 

(OECD, 2020). Moreover, the jobs of the less educated are often more 

physically demanding and pay less. Although recent trends of 

precarization, or the increase in the size of the precariat  (people with 

(very) low job security, such as ‘gig workers’, Kalleberg, 2018; Standing, 

2011), do not always map neatly on to the distinction between higher and 

less educated, the less educated are more likely to work in more precarious 

situations with not only less pay, but also less job security with often 

temporary contracts with variable working hours.  
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Another area where we see strong differences between the higher 

and less educated is health (Mirowsky & Ross, 2003; Pampel et al., 2010). 

The higher educated have, for instance, a higher life expectancy. Among 

women in the Netherlands the difference in life expectancy between less 

and higher educated is 5.8 years, among men it is 7.2.2 The difference is 

even starker when looking at healthy life expectancy: among women the 

less educated will have a further 34 healthy years from age 25, higher 

educated women a further 49, among men this is 35 and 49. These are 

differences of 15 and 14 years of living in good health between higher 

educated women and men. These differences can be further illustrated 

with physical disabilities among Dutch people of 65 years and older, where 

only 5.2% of the higher educated have physical disabilities, and 27.2% of 

the less educated of 65 years and older, more than five times as high as the 

higher educated. A similar pattern is also visible for mental health, where 

8.4% of the higher educated experience low mental well-being, and 15.3% 

of the less educated.3 

These health differences can be linked to job characteristics (e.g. 

manual vs. non-manual labor), but also lifestyle differences. Indeed, 

another area where we see strong differences between the higher and the 

less educated is lifestyle and culture (Bennett et al., 2009; Bourdieu, 1984). 

Bourdieu’s classic work Distinction (1984) demonstrates how strongly the 

less educated and the higher educated show widely different cultural tastes 

and preferences. While one could say that taste is individual (‘to each her 

own’), Bourdieu also shows how strongly this ‘cultural capital’ is linked to 

societal status and plays a role in the intergenerational reproduction of 

inequality (Bourdieu, 1984; Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977). Cultural capital 

denotes the familiarity with dominant (middle class) culture, that is: the 

culture of (among others) the higher educated (Lamont & Lareau, 1988). 

2 Life expectancy at age 25, four-years average 2015-2019: 
https://opendata.cbs.nl/#/CBS/nl/dataset/83780NED/table?dl=23CD9 
3 See https://digitaal.scp.nl/ssn2018/gezondheid/ 
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This is culture broadly speaking: it refers to taste in food and drink, sports 

preferences, tv-viewing habits, visits to museums and the opera etc., but 

also the way people speak, walk, act, etc.: subtle differences in behavior 

that reveals someone’s social or educational background.  

Educational differences are also highly visible in politics (Bovens & 

Wille, 2017), where the higher educated take strongly different political 

positions than the less educated, especially on moral and social issues, that 

is, the mostly non-economic political issues (Houtman, 2003; Inglehart, 

1977; Lipset, 1981). The main demographic fault line on social and moral 

issues such as immigration, sexual norms, and the environment is 

education (Kalmijn & Kraaykamp, 2007; Weakliem, 2002). To a large extent, 

the effect of education can largely be distinguished from class or income, 

where income or class is strongly tied to issues surrounding economic 

redistribution and the role of (free) markets, and education on cultural, 

social, and moral issues (Kalmijn & Kraaykamp, 2007; Van der Waal et al., 

2007). This also demonstrates that education cannot simply be reduced to 

economic class. Higher and less educated diverge strongly on political 

opinions, but also in terms of behavior, and especially important for 

inequality, how they are represented in politics. It is a common observation 

in political science that the higher educated are more likely to vote, more 

likely to participate in demonstrations, and are more likely to put 

themselves up for elections, both locally and nationally (Bovens & Wille, 

2017; Schlozman et al., 2020; Verba et al., 1995). Moreover, they are also 

much more likely to be represented in politics: about 90% of the seats in 

Western European parliaments consist of higher educated individuals 

(Bovens & Wille, 2017). In addition to this strong descriptive 

overrepresentation, the higher educated are also substantively 

overrepresented. Schakel & Van Pas (2020) demonstrate that when policy 

changes are preferred by the higher educated, the chance that this policy is 

indeed changed is much more likely than when the less educated prefer a 

certain policy change. In fact, it is mostly when the less educated agree with 
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the preferences of the higher educated that the desires of the less educated 

are met. 

Explanations of educational inequalities 
As the insight that education is linked to societal inequality is not new 

(Bell, 1972; Blau & Duncan, 1967), much research has aimed to explain and 

understand these inequalities. As such, an equally wide range of 

explanations have been brought forward for why the higher educated are 

deemed more desirable on the labor market, why they participate more in 

politics, etc. This wide range can be categorized in two main camps, one 

focusing on the absolute effects of education whereby education either 

develops and selects for people’s (natural) talents or imparts specific skills, 

knowledge, or resources to individuals, and a second which argues that 

education has mainly relative effects whereby  education not so much 

imparts resources etc. to individuals, but where education is a positional 

good such that what matters is one’s position relative to others, rather than 

any absolute level. I will explain these different explanations, and then 

elaborate on why these two categories fall short of understanding 

education in full and explore a third category that focuses on the cultural 

meaning of education. 

A classic interpretation of educational inequality has to do with the 

presumed cognitive advantage that the higher educated have over the less 

educated (Bell, 1972; Nielsen & Roos, 2015; Persson, 2014). In this manner 

those with higher IQ would have more chance of becoming higher educated 

and thus be more entitled or deserving of material rewards. This line of 

thinking is central to meritocracy (Young, 1958). The book The Rise of the 

Meritocracy by Michael Young (1958) describes a society that is (initially4) 

4 ‘Initially’, because Michael Young describes how increasingly this society 
is marked with less social mobility as the more intelligent only procreate 
with the intelligent, thus creating a strong segregation between the 
intelligent and the non-intelligent. Indeed, though today we seem to view 
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characterized by a strong social mobility based on the formula I + E = M, 

intelligence plus effort equals merit. Most consider this ideally how 

education, and society more broadly, is supposed to work (Littler, 2017; 

Mijs, 2016a): a society that rewards people based on their own, individual, 

achievement. Social status and wealth as achievement, rather than the 

result of, for instance, family privilege. The reality does however fall short 

of this ideal, at least when it comes to hereditary ideas about intelligence 

(Arrow et al., 2000; Goldthorpe, 2003; Mijs, 2016a), as only at best a part of 

the variation in people’s achievement of educational degrees can be 

explained with genetic factors (Nielsen & Roos, 2015; Rietveld et al., 2013).  

While the direct role of genetics and cognitive ability is only modestly 

associated with education, if at all, much of the literature has focused on a 

related line of thinking, one that associates education with the skills and 

knowledge that people gain during education. Education imparts specific 

skills and knowledge on students that affect their political participation and 

behavior, as in the civic education model (Verba et al., 1995)5, or it is 

assumed, in human capital theory, that education ‘increases or improves 

the economic capabilities of people’ (Sweetland, 1996, p. 341). Either way, 

education is assumed to positively, and directly, influence individuals so 

that those with more education are genuinely more able and competent. 

Research has indicated that education does impart language and civic 

skills, positively affecting political participation (Hillygus, 2005), and that, 

at least a large part of the higher earnings of the higher educated can be 

attributed to the possession of superior (cognitive) skills (Araki, 2020).  

The idea that education affects (cognitive) skills and knowledge is not 

only applied to political participation and economic productivity, but also 

to the realm of culture and political opinions. According to this ‘moral 

meritocracy as a positive ideal, those who initially used the term saw it as 
‘grotesque’, ‘ruthless’, and ‘a dystopia’ (Littler, 2018). 
5 This model focuses strongly on skills and knowledge, but places this in the 
context of the resources provided by education, which I discuss later in this 
section. 



General introduction 

 15 

enlightenment’ thesis (Jackman & Muha, 1984)6 or cognitive sophistication 

(Bobo & Licari, 1989) the (trained) ability of the higher educated for more 

sophisticated complex reasoning (i.e. stronger cognitive skills) leads to a 

lower likelihood for falling for ‘narrow appeals of intergroup negativism’ 

(Jackman & Muha, 1984, p. 751). As such, the difference in political opinions 

between the higher and less educated would lie in the stronger cognitive 

skills of the higher educated, that make them more likely to consistently 

support civil liberties and accept minorities. The evidence of this theory is 

mixed and often based on the general correlation between education and 

political tolerance and progressive attitudes, and hence often critiqued. 

Moreover, some studies that account for these critiques found that higher 

educated are just as prejudiced as the less educated (Henry & Napier, 2017; 

Jackman & Muha, 1984; Kuppens et al., 2018; Kuppens & Spears, 2014). 

Regardless, cognitive sophistication is often presumed as the explanation 

for why the higher and less educated differ strongly in political opinions 

and attitudes. 

Education not only imparts people with skills and knowledge, but 

also concrete resources such as money and time (Verba et al., 1995). The 

higher financial reward attached to the jobs of the higher educated can 

then be used to explain further inequalities. The resulting wealth would 

then lead to other benefits and advantages in the field of health, culture, 

and politics etc. Those with higher income have access to better healthcare, 

are more mobile, can afford housing closer to cultural amenities such as 

restaurants, theaters, museums, etc. in the city centers. The role of material 

wealth as an explanation for inequalities between the higher and less 

educated demonstrates that different forms of inequalities affect and 

reproduce each other. None of these explanations discussed here can be 

seen in isolation, they affect and shape each other. However, the 

 
6 Though Jackman & Muha refute this thesis, by arguing that the 
relationship between education and liberal attitudes is the result of 
‘ideological refinement’ among the higher educated. 
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explanations discussed until now all deal with ‘absolute’ effects of 

education: effects of education that directly and absolutely influence 

individuals. One other way of looking at the effects of education is to 

understand education as a relative indicator (Persson, 2015). What matters 

is not only what education imparts directly to the individual, but also how 

education positions a person in relation to others. Someone is higher 

educated, because others are less educated. Someone is less educated, 

because others are higher educated.  

The relative effects of education have been used to understand 

inequalities in politics (Nie et al., 1996; Persson, 2011, 2015), labor markets 

(Thurow, 1975), and health (Singh-Manoux et al., 2003). Though these are 

different theories and processes, they are all based on the same principle: 

what matters is your relative position in the educational hierarchy 

compared to others. For instance, Nie et al.’s (1996) relative education 

model implies that what matters for whether a person is politically active 

is not so much their skills and resources, but how close to the center of 

(political) social networks they are, which the higher educated usually are. 

Likewise, in Thurow’s (1975) queuing model, which tries to model hiring 

decisions by employers, all potential employees are sorted in a queue, 

where the position is determined by how suitable you are deemed for the 

position. Again, getting a higher degree might put you forward in line, but 

only because your educational level is higher relative to others, any given 

degree doesn’t guarantee any absolute position in the queue. These relative 

models reflect the scepticism voiced in the 1970s about an overreliance on 

‘credentials’ and a consequent ‘overeducation’ of (Western) citizens (Berg, 

1970; Collins, 1979; Dore, 1976; Freeman, 1976). These critiques point 

towards inflationary pressures on citizens to reach ever higher educational 

levels, regardless of whether labor markets (or society) are actually in need 

of such highly educated citizens. These pressures exist because of this 

overreliance on credentials, that, according to these critiques, do not 

(solely) serve to document real skills learned in education, but also function 

as signals to sort people into an appropriate ranking. Again, the perceived 
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function of education is not the teaching of real skills and knowledge, but 

solely the sorting of individuals. 

Though these theories do treat education as something relative, they, 

just like the first category of absolute effects, do not acknowledge the full 

cultural meaning that people attach to educational levels and the 

differences between these levels. The way education is understood in 

relative models of health (D’Hooge et al., 2018; Singh-Manoux et al., 2003) 

is richer and point towards the role of individuals’ self-concept and how 

this is affected by the relative status that is attached to one’s societal 

position (among others education, but also income, gender, etc.), and how 

this in turn affects “explicit aspects as their behavior, such as their health 

behavior, because they follow what they expect is the norm of the group 

they feel they belong to but also extends a more subtle influence on the way 

they handle information, seek treatment and follow advice from medical 

professionals resulting in better or worse health” (D’Hooge et al., 2018, p. 

3). As such, education is relative and also refers to norms associated with 

educational groups and hints implicitly at the relationship between 

laypersons and (medical) experts. This can then be seen as a third category 

of explaining education effects that moves beyond the two other categories 

and focuses on the cultural meaning of education and educational levels.  

As such, these various explanations conceptualize different ideas 

about what the direct and indirect effects of education are, and how the 

educational level of one individual fits into a larger, societal picture, of a 

social (educational) hierarchy. These explanations can be seen as one of 

three forms. The first sees education as something that mostly reflects 

individual characteristics, either gained through education (e.g. resources 

or skills) or developed by and selected on by education (e.g. cognitive 

natural advantages). The second sees education as something that needs to 

be understood within a context and focuses on the relation of your 

educational level to those of others in society, but does not conceptualize 

any role for the substantive meaning of any of such levels. The third 

comprises explanations that are (implicitly) built on ideas of social identity 
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and social status. This category sees education as having both a relative 

component with status differences between higher and less educated, and 

as having an absolute component, derived from the cultural meaning that 

is attached to education and the categories it produces. I position this 

dissertation strongly within this third category, seeing the first category as 

too individualistic and atomized, and the second as too vague on the 

meaning of education and where the legitimacy of credentials and 

education itself rests on. Moreover, both categories provide few clues about 

how to understand the meanings that are ascribed to educational levels. 

Such meanings are collective (i.e. social meanings) and legitimated through 

the practice of educational institutions and the role of education in society 

(Baker, 2014; Bourdieu, 1998; Meyer, 1977). To understand our approach 

and the concept of education-based status fully, we will explore the notion 

of social identity, social status, and legitimacy in the next three sections. 

 

Social identity 
Important for the understanding of education as tied up with social 

status, identity, and all the processes that affect these is to indeed see 

education as producing social categories (e.g. less educated, higher 

educated) that have meaning for individuals, and indeed, in some 

instances, allow identification with these categories. This is not self-evident 

as previous explanations and understandings of education did not, or only 

superficially, focus on the social meanings associated with educational 

categories and groups. To understand this dynamic, whereby the categories 

created by the education institution are inundated with social meaning, 

and whereby these social meanings affect the behavior of groups and 

individuals, we rely on the work done in the Social Identity Approach (SIA). 

SIA, which consists of two main theories of Social Identity Theory (SIT; 

Tajfel & Turner, 1979) and Self-Categorization Theory (SCT; Turner et al., 

1987), arose out of attempts in the 1960s and 70s to create an understanding 

of intergroup conflict. SIA stressed the difference between personal and 

social aspects of identity, and the broader social environment in which 
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categorization and identification is more or less present, in understanding 

(the potential for) group conflict. Social identity is defined as “that part of 

an individual’s self-concept which derives from his knowledge of his (sic) 

membership of a social group (or groups) together with the emotional 

significance attached to that membership” (Tajfel, 1974, p. 69). SIA is thus 

primarily a psychological approach, but one that stresses how ‘the group’ 

is an important part of how people see themselves and are thus motivated 

to act in the interest of this group. The primary motivation is for people to 

attain or maintain a positive self-identity, which can be acquired from the 

social status of a group they identify with. Importantly, people can identify 

with a large number of groups. Additionally, SIA highlights the relational 

aspect of social identity. Social identity is about comparison with other 

groups, as one’s group/social identity gains meaning and value in 

comparison with other groups. Such group-processes can be easily 

activated by providing a context wherein certain group-distinctions are 

made relevant (i.e. a context where ‘education’ or ‘educational level’ is 

relevant). 

Another important aspect of SIA for our purposes is how SIA 

documents how ‘socio-structural variables’ affect the identity management 

strategies of people (Ellemers, 1993). Four key variables are identified here: 

the permeability of group boundaries, the stability of the social structure, 

the social status of groups, and the perceived legitimacy of these status 

differences between groups. The permeability of group boundaries 

describes how easy it is to move from one group to another. If groups are 

permeable, this would lead to a strategy of individual mobility. Group 

mobility is dependent on the extent people see possibilities for social 

change, that is, it is dependent on the perceived stability of the social 

structure. In other words, the way people relate to a certain group is also 

determined by the extent to which they see that social change is possible 

(i.e. having ‘cognitive alternatives’ to the status quo) and the current status 

order of groups is stable or unstable. This perception of social stability then, 

for instance, affects the extent of identification with the group and 
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(consequently) collective action (Ellemers et al., 1990). This is especially 

relevant for members of low status groups, since these groups can hardly 

provide a positive self-identity when no change is possible in the status 

rank of the group (Ibid.). When individuals do identify strongly with a 

group, this can then be a basis for collective action where they strive as a 

group for elevating the social status of their group (van Zomeren et al., 

2008).  

The dynamic whereby groups struggle for recognition of positive 

attitudes highlights the role of social status that is ascribed to groups. The 

struggle between groups often revolves around social status, though this 

could also come in the form of money, rights, or power, etc. The usefulness 

of group identification is at least to a significant extent determined by the 

status (high or low) of the group (Mummendey et al., 1999). When a group 

is higher in status it is more likely to be a source of a positive identity, 

though this also depends on to what extent the group can be meaningfully 

distinguished from other groups. Lastly, the legitimacy of these social status 

differences refers to how legitimate the different status attributions are 

perceived by groups. Legitimate differences are less likely to be challenged. 

This affects the motivation of individuals or social groups to try to change 

status and group relations, rather than the opportunity, which is provided 

by the stability or permeability of the social structure (Ellemers & Haslam, 

2012).  

Both social status and legitimacy are important factors in 

understanding not just social identity and its dynamics, but also inequality 

and group relations more generally. The next two sections expand on the 

ideas of social status and legitimacy. 
 

Social status 
Ever since Max Weber’s (1922) tripartite distinction of class, status, 

and party, much research has focused on ‘status’. Status has been 

interpreted in different ways, and not always in line with Weber’s original 
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formulation (which largely revolves around status groups that can be 

demarcated from others based on lifestyle and consumption differences). 

Moreover, status is used frequently as something that is ‘isomorphic’ with 

class, that is, as nearly indistinguishable from class (or material/economic) 

differences (Chan & Goldthorpe, 2007, p. 1097). We understand status as 

social prestige, honor, or cultural worth (Fraser, 2003; Lamont, 2018; 

Ridgeway, 2014). This conceptualization is different from that of Weber in 

that it sees status not per se as revolving around lifestyle, but around 

perceived relations of ‘social superiority, equality, or inferiority’ (Chan & 

Goldthorpe, 2007, p. 1097). Similarly, like Weber, status is conceptually seen 

as separate from class or material wealth, indicating that status does not 

immediately lead to, or follow from, material wealth or class position. 

However, the relationship between the two is complex as they are clearly 

related: status can lead to economic advantages and class position often 

entails a certain status element (Fraser & Honneth, 2003; Ridgeway, 2014; 

Sennett & Cobb, 1972). Status hierarchies contain different social groups 

that are differently assessed in terms of cultural value or worth. This could 

both be in terms of a zero-sum game whereby the differences in status 

create a concrete rank order, or whereby status is attributed to groups 

independently from each other, so that different groups could be equal in 

high status, or a combination of the two (Anderson et al., 2012).  

This complex relation between the status of different, yet related 

groups, can be understood with the insights of the Stereotype Content 

Model (Cuddy et al., 2007; Fiske et al., 2002), which focuses attention on 

which specific stereotypes are attached to different social groups. It 

concerns itself with the content of status, rather than merely the status 

ordering. This model posits that groups are usually assessed on mainly two 

dimensions: warmth and competence. For instance, and stereotypically, 

bankers are seen as competent, but cold, and women are seen as 

incompetent but warm (relative to non-bankers, men), etc. Indeed, 

research has shown that competence and warmth are not independent 

from each other: groups seen as competent are not seen as warm, and 
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groups not seen as competent are seen as warm. Often this follows the 

status of these groups, whereby the higher status group (e.g. men) are seen 

as competent, and a related lower status group (e.g. women) are seen as 

incompetent, but also receive a compensatory stereotype of warmth 

(Kervyn et al., 2010). This is also to a large extent the case for educational 

groups, where the higher educated are seen as competent, but cold, and the 

less educated as incompetent, but warm. Research does show however that 

sometimes lower status groups might refuse to evaluate their group as less 

competent (Spruyt & Kuppens, 2014). At the same time, research into 

Expectation States Theory (Ridgeway, 1991, 2014) demonstrates that 

cultural beliefs and stereotypes develop quickly and are shared among 

both dominant and non-dominant groups.  

Cultural beliefs about groups are able to stabilize social inequalities 

by legitimating the inequality with a presumed higher competence of the 

higher status group (Tilly, 1999). However, status also plays an active role 

in inequality, whereby the (cultural) membership of a group can be a basis 

for a variety of processes that unequally distributes power and material 

wealth (Ridgeway, 2014). Status is thus not only a way of legitimating, but 

also of creating inequality. As Ridgeway explains, status beliefs can lead to 

status biases, where people base their behavior (towards others) on these 

status beliefs. People, as individuals or as part of a group, who are deemed 

less competent, might exclude themselves from certain positions of 

(political) power or prestigious jobs since they deem themselves not 

competent enough.7 Even if they do not self-exclude, they or their efforts 

might be taken less seriously by others and thus lead to less or no success 

(Ridgeway, 2014, p. 6). This is only one way of many in which the status of 

7 Though, this is dependent on to what extent people internalize these 
status beliefs. At the same time, even if they are not internalized, if they are 
dominant enough beliefs in society (e.g. the lower competence of the less 
educated) people might still feel practically forced to conform to these 
beliefs (Bottero, 2019). 
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individuals and groups can affect their power and material wealth in 

society.  

Although the role of status is mainly explained here in terms of its 

role in creating and legitimating inequality, social status is also a form of 

inequality in its own right. The social identity perspective posits that 

individuals value a positive self-identity, which is mainly derived from the 

status that their group enjoys (Mummendey et al., 1999). Indeed, people 

care about the respect or prestige they have, or sometimes do not have 

(Honneth, 1996; Lamont, 2018). Many political movements, today and in the 

last decades, have revolved around status and ‘recognition’ (Fraser & 

Honneth, 2003; Gidron & Hall, 2017). Both on the left, with feminist, anti-

racist, and pro-LGBT+ movements pushing for (among other things) more 

recognition for their group status, but also since the 1980s the ‘cultural 

backlash’ of predominantly (conservative) less educated men, who feel 

threatened in their status by progressive political movements, 

globalization, and immigration (Ignazi, 1992; Norris & Inglehart, 2019). 

However, such movements do not react solely to the perception that their 

status is low, but also to the fact that they deem it illegitimately low. The 

motivation to act against a certain status order is, as mentioned above, 

dependent on the legitimacy of the order (Ellemers & Haslam, 2012). 
 

Legitimacy 
To understand legitimacy as it is used in this dissertation, I rely 

strongly on Meyer’s (1977) account on the effects of education as an 

institution. And to understand this account, we can draw on the multiple 

different explanations for educational inequalities discussed in the 

beginning of this chapter. Meyer believed that education effects cannot be 

fully explained by existing approaches (as discussed above) that rely on 

socialization or allocation and contrasts his own approach (based on 

legitimation) with these two kinds of explanations. Socialization is 

principally about how education forms and manipulates individuals to 
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become more like a certain model or ideal citizen or employee. Education 

instills knowledge and skills in students and pupils, but also values and 

attitudes (Kingston et al., 2003). It thus trains students in a broad sense to 

become functioning citizens, employees, or individuals in society. This 

socialization is more effective for some students than others, which results 

in a certain hierarchy of more or less competent individuals (i.e. higher and 

less educated people). Allocation on the other hand is not about what 

education gives to or instills in people, but rather how individuals are 

sorted or allocated into the different roles of society. Theories relying on 

allocative mechanisms argue that the foremost effect of education is not so 

much what it teaches to students, but that education is about selecting 

students and giving them certain educational credentials that signal to 

society (e.g. employers) that this person is fit for this or that job or career. 

The relative models discussed earlier fall into this category. From this 

perspective it doesn’t so much matter whether one reaches a certain 

absolute level of competence, but it matters whether you can be classified 

as more competent than the others, which will allow you to be sorted into 

the right career or societal position. 

Meyer argues that both these perspectives, even when combined, fall 

short of explaining (correctly) the full extent of the effects of education. 

Education is not so much, or solely, a mechanism for the socialization or 

allocation of individuals, it is a legitimate and authoritative institution that 

affects not just individuals but the whole structure of both the individuals 

and knowledge of society: “the rules of education allocation are highly 

legitimate, not merely instances of the exercise of power” (Meyer, 1977, p. 

72). Education is thus principally about legitimation: creating legitimate 

social structures. According to Meyer, education is bestowed the power by 

society to legitimize (1) knowledge, by bestowing legitimacy on certain 

kinds of knowledge or by instituting new fields of research or expertise, 

and (2) personnel, by creating expert or elite roles that are deemed 

legitimate experts or authorities on certain fields, matters, or questions. 

Thus, education “not only creates ‘economic knowledge’ which must be 
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taken into account by rational actors. It is also a structure helping to create 

the role of economist, to justify economists' authority claims in society, and 

to define precisely who is an economist” (Meyer, 1977, p. 68). This is not 

only the case for economic knowledge/economist, but for a wide range of 

expert fields that are either newly created or incorporated in the 

educational institution (Baker, 2014; Meyer, 1977). Note that this 

perspective does not argue that allocation or socialization does not exist, it 

does exist, but the effects of education are much more fundamental than a 

simple effect on the skill, knowledge, or societal position of individuals. 

Education, for instance, also affects those who do not follow education (or 

a specific educational program). When the role of doctor is created, those 

who have not followed medical education “do not simply become 

nondoctors – they become patients” (Meyer, 1977, p. 73).  

This is, in general, the mechanism of legitimacy, whereby a certain 

social relation or, indeed, a whole status order, is seen as legitimate, 

creating a social reality that everyone is deemed to conform to. This does 

not have to be seen as natural, or be internalized in the beliefs of 

individuals - in other words, individuals do not have to personally agree 

with what is constructed as legitimate (Dornbusch & Scott, 1975) - but if 

someone does not conform this will likely lead to some form of sanction 

(formal punishment, loss of respect or positive reputation, etc.). This is 

because the legitimacy of a certain social relation or social object is 

guaranteed by its reference to a wider, more encompassing, social 

institution that is seen as legitimate (Johnson et al., 2006). Diplomas are 

seen as legitimate, because they originate from the legitimate institution of 

education; education, in its turn, is seen as legitimate, because we see it as 

an appropriate way to educate/socialize/allocate individuals, etc. Doubting 

the legitimacy of one specific kind of diploma, almost implies that you also 

doubt the legitimacy of the maker of this diploma, which is the educational 

system. This is not to say that once something is established (to a large 

extent) as legitimate social change is impossible, but the hurdles have 

become much higher. These hurdles are also psychological: when low 
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status is perceived as legitimate, there are fewer coping strategies 

(Schmader et al., 2001; Tajfel, 1975). Moreover, legitimacy is “a contested 

process that unfolds across time” (Johnson et al., 2006, p. 59). We thus need 

to see the legitimacy of education-based status as a dynamic process. In the 

next (last) theoretical section, I shortly expand on how education’s 

(legitimate) role in education has changed in the past century. 
 

Schooled societies, diploma democracy, and the ‘second 

dimension’ of politics 
A main departure point of this dissertation is that modern societies 

can now be characterized as ‘schooled societies’ (Baker, 2014). The idea of 

‘schooled society’ is a generalization of Meyer’s legitimation theory of 

education (Meyer, 1977). The schooled society is a topic that will be 

discussed more in-depth in the coming chapters, but in general, schooled 

societies are societies where education has “the legitimate power to 

construct new types of minds, knowledge, experts, politics, and religions” 

(Baker, 2014, p. xii). In other words, the legitimate and authoritative power 

of education means that it is not a ‘secondary institution’ that merely 

follows the objectives of other fields, such as the labor market or politics, 

but a primary institution that has the power to autonomously shape and 

affect societal institutions and culture. For instance, education does not 

merely train people for a certain profession, but it has the authority to 

create legitimate professions and the legitimate knowledge (e.g. scientific 

knowledge) that these professions are entitled to use. Moreover, education 

affects dominant cultural ideas about success and failure, and it has 

instituted an idea of societal success that is largely (directly or indirectly) 

dependent on educational success in supposedly meritocratic and 

individualist schools and universities. In this way, education has grown 

into an institution that autonomously affects social status and attaining a 

high educational degree has become in a lot of ways indispensable for 

attaining high social status (Hout & DiPrete, 2006). 
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One specific form in which this is visible is in the notion of the 

‘diploma democracy’, or the idea that modern Western democracies are 

characterized by a strong dominance of higher educated (Bovens & Wille, 

2017). Bovens and Wille point out that political activity is dominated by the 

higher educated, both in institutional politics (e.g. voting, putting yourself 

up for election) and non-institutional politics (e.g. demonstrations). Some 

West-European parliaments for instance consist for about 90% or more of 

higher educated individuals. Substantially, the divide between higher and 

less educated is also striking. The cultural or second dimension of politics, 

which revolves around issues such as morality, immigration and racism, 

feminism, and law and order, which arose mostly from the cultural 

revolution of the 1960s (and the conservative ‘silent counter revolution’ 

from the 1980’s onwards; Ignazi, 1992), is strongly characterized by an 

opposition between higher and less educated citizens (rather than for 

instance those with a higher or low income), where the higher educated 

take more progressive positions than the less educated (Achterberg, 2006). 

Through the evolution of this dimension and its rising political significance, 

education has taken, over the course of the past century, a central role in 

Western politics and society as a whole. 
 

Research questions and dissertation outline 
This dissertation thus follows the idea that in the past century 

education has garnered an incredibly dominant and authoritative position 

in modern Western society, and that it’s important to explore what 

consequences this has – especially since education is so tied up with various 

forms of inequality. Approaching education in this way has been mostly 

neglected in both sociology, evidenced by the various explanations of 

educational inequalities that do not take this into account, and social 

psychology. Recently, social psychologists have written about class (Fiske & 

Markus, 2012), such as about cultural differences between classes (e.g. 

Kraus et al., 2011; Stephens et al., 2014), or how class affects social cognition 
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(Kraus et al., 2012; Kraus & Tan, 2015). However, while some of this 

research is done in the context of education (Goudeau & Croizet, 2017; 

Phillips et al., 2020), it has not focused on educational categories, or even 

classes in general, as social groups from a psychological perspective. This 

is despite the fact that education has garnered such a dominant position. 

Hence, it is important to investigate education in this way. I do this by 

bridging the gap between sociology and social psychology using both the 

knowledge on the institutional effects of education on the one hand (Meyer, 

1977; Baker; 2014), and the knowledge on social identity and categorization 

on the other (Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Turner et al., 1987). 

The main focal point in this exploration is education-based status: the 

idea that education bestows legitimate social status, not merely indirectly 

through credentials that can be used for prestigious social positions, but 

also directly, in the form of a positive social identity (for the higher 

educated) and all the associations and stereotypes attached to that social 

identity. In this context, this dissertation seeks to answer the following two 

general research questions. (1) How does the relationship between 

education and status vary across countries? Though the diffusion of mass 

education and the development of ‘schooled societies’ is worldwide (Meyer 

et al., 1992), there are strong differences between countries in the extent to 

which this has happened. Classic and recent accounts of education (e.g. 

Baker, 2014; Bourdieu, 1984; Meyer, 1977) posit a relationship between 

education and status, but a thorough empirical investigation of this 

relationship (its strength, form, independence, etc.) is still missing. (2) What 

are the effects and consequences of the relationship between education 

and status, that is, education-based status? Beyond the general relationship 

between education and status, we also expect these status differences to 

influence individuals in their thought and behavior, especially in 

interaction with others (i.e. those with a different educational level). These 

two main research questions will be investigated in four empirical chapters 

(Chapters 2-5).  
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These chapters contain both differences and similarities and a 

number of ‘common lines’ can be found. Chapter 2 and 3 are general 

overviews of the link between status and education. Chapter 4 and 5 focus 

on the repercussions of the link between status and education in practice 

(though predominantly in the political domain). Chapter 3 and 4 focus on 

misrecognition specifically, rather than status in general. Chapter 2, 3, and 

4 are more sociological and were written for a sociological or political 

scientific journal, and Chapter 5 is more social psychological and was 

written for a social psychological journal.  

Chapter 2 takes the broadest view and forms the main background in 

this dissertation. It examines the general relationship between education 

and status. Though this relationship has often been posited by many classic 

accounts, this has rarely been tested empirically. We8 rely on the 

International Social Survey Programme (ISSP) to explore this relationship 

across a wide range of Western countries. We use an item that gauges 

people’s self-perception of their social status: subjective social status (SSS). 

We also examine whether this relationship differs across countries that can 

be more or less characterized as schooled societies. Additionally, the ISSP 

contains questionnaire items on meritocratic attitudes both on the 

perception of the, and the desired, role of education in societal success. 

With these items we can also explore how people view the legitimacy of the 

relationship between educational level and status. 

Results indicate that across all countries there is a positive and 

significant relationship between education and SSS. The larger the share of 

higher educated in a country, the more SSS is about whether one has a 

higher education or not, rather than a gradual increase in SSS across higher 

levels of education. Moreover, the effect of education on SSS is more direct 

and autonomous from other factors in countries with a large share of 

higher educated. Additionally, the relationship between education and 

8 As the chapters 2-5 were written together with my supervisors (Bram 
Spruyt, Toon Kuppens, and Russell Spears), I use the pronoun we. 
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status is also perceived by the respondents as people indicate that they 

indeed see education as an important way of ‘getting ahead’ in society. 

Moreover, this is seen as highly legitimate among all educational groups. 

This chapter thus establishes that there indeed exists an important 

relationship between status, as perceived by individuals themselves, and 

education, and that this relationship is deemed legitimate. 

Chapter 3 again takes an internationally comparative view, but on a 

specific form of social status: feelings of misrecognition. Feelings of 

misrecognition refers to the feeling that one’s cultural worth is not 

recognized, for instance as a result of exclusion or derogation. This is a 

more specific and blatant measure of (low) social status than SSS. This 

allows us to focus more strongly on the negative sides of social status, as 

misrecognition is a likely feeling among those with low social status. To 

investigate how education affects these feelings of misrecognition we rely 

on the European Quality of Life Survey, hence we can compare this 

relationship across European societies. Feelings of misrecognition refer to 

feelings of exclusion, not being valued, etc. We supplement these analyses 

with a question on dissatisfaction with education, which focuses more on 

feelings of low status explicitly related to education. 

Results show that indeed there is a significant relationship between 

education and feelings of misrecognition, and also a strong (expected) 

negative relationship between education and dissatisfaction with 

education. Across countries however we find that the differences between 

higher and less educated in feelings of misrecognition are larger in 

societies with a higher share of higher educated. This deviates from the 

cross-national relationship in Chapter 2, but Chapter 3 still corroborates the 

strong relationship between education and status, even when focusing on 

concrete feelings of misrecognition.  

Chapter 4 builds on Chapter 3 but does not focus on the relationship 

between education and status anymore, but on the repercussions of 

feelings of misrecognition, and how this plays a role in differences in 

political alienation between higher and less educated individuals. We 
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investigate whether such feelings of misrecognition lead to an increased 

sense of political alienation: less satisfaction with the functioning of 

democracy, lower institutional trust, and not voting in elections (vote 

abstention). Results indeed indicate that this is the case. People with more 

feelings of misrecognition are more politically alienated. Additionally, the 

well-documented difference in political alienation between the higher and 

less educated can be (partly) explained by the differences in the feelings of 

misrecognition that they report. 

Chapter 5 focuses more on the repercussions of education-based 

status and does so by concentrating on the fact that there is a strong 

overrepresentation of higher educated among politicians (Bovens & Wille, 

2017). This raises the question what the role of education is in political 

elections. We conducted three studies with survey experiments presenting 

participants with profiles of fictional political candidates that differ in 

educational level. We investigated whether participants (with different 

educational levels) assess these candidates differently and how/whether 

this affects their voting intentions. Results indicate that a strong preference 

for higher educated candidates exists among all educational groups, and 

that this preference is mostly the result of a perceived higher (cognitive) 

competence. However, in Study 3 we also manipulate the competence (i.e. 

professional and political experience) of the candidates. In this study, the 

less educated are primarily moved by the indications of competence and 

not anymore by education. The higher educated do prefer more competent 

candidates over less competent candidates, but also, over and above 

competence, prefer higher educated candidates over less educated 

candidates. Thus, whereas the less educated participants only prefer the 

higher educated when no information is given on competence (thereby 

assuming the higher educated candidate is more competent), the higher 

educated participants are driven by an ingroup bias preferring higher 

educated candidates over the less educated, regardless of competence. 
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Interdisciplinarity and methodology 
This dissertation is not situated in one single field of study, but it is 

an interdisciplinary collaboration between sociology and social 

psychology, and due to the strong focus on the political realm also with a 

healthy dose of political science mixed in. The differences between these 

fields, especially between sociology and political science on the one hand, 

and social psychology on the other, are large. Substantively, with the 

specific theories, ideas, and concepts that are being used, and the way 

researchers in these fields look at society and/or individuals, but also 

methodologically as social psychology relies much more on (field or survey) 

experiments to elucidate the specific mechanisms at play in human 

behavior. Sociology and political science rely much more on large-scale 

(international) surveys to elucidate and explain general patterns and 

mechanisms. 

As I relied on both sociological and social psychological theories and 

methods in constructing this dissertation, I had to bridge this divide. 

Though we often speak of ‘interdisciplinarity’ in science, there is still little 

to be found in the ‘inter’ between disciplines. The coming chapters are thus, 

as they were prepared to be published in scientific journals, either written 

for a sociological, social psychological, or political scientific audience. The 

chapters reflect the differences in methods and differences in the way of 

writing up a report in these fields. 
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Western societies have been, and are increasingly, organized around 

the principle that social position should be acquired instead of ascribed. 

This meritocratic ideal defines a society where individuals gain their place 

in societal hierarchy through their merit (Kluegel & Smith, 1986; Young, 

1958). From the start, education has been central to this principle (Baker, 

2014; Meyer, 1977). Thus, in practice, and despite persistent social 

reproduction in education, merit is often defined as educational attainment 

and hence educational qualifications are seen as the basis for the 

distribution of status and symbolic power in society (Bourdieu, 1984; Solga, 

2002; Tannock, 2008). In this way, educational credentials are not only used 

to classify people, they also do this in an ‘authoritative way’ (cf. Meyer, 

1977). 

Given these arguments, obtaining an educational degree can be seen 

as a rite of passage that may have a strong influence on how people see 

themselves and their social status. However, how and how much 

individuals themselves experience the resulting status differences between 

educational groups, and how this differs between countries, has been 

scarcely investigated. While education plays a central role in status 

attainment processes, these processes concern themselves primarily with 

‘objective’ status (e.g. occupational status, income). While our 

understanding of subjective social status is more fully outlined below, we 

refer to subjective social status as people’s individual perception of their 

social standing. Subjective social status is related but not identical to 

objective social status, and has independent attitudinal and behavioral 

outcomes (e.g. Brown-Ianuzzi et al., 2014; D’Hooghe et al., 2018; Singh-

Manoux et al., 2003). Investigating this subjective side of status indicators 

such as education gives a clearer idea on how people appreciate the social 

positions that make up these indicators, apart from how societal 

institutions provide individuals in these positions with certain tangible 

benefits or disadvantages. As such, investigating subjective social status, as 

distinct from objective social status, allows us to add to the growing 

literature around the manifestation and consequences of the lived 
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experience and the subjective understanding of education-based 

classification (Solga, 2002; Spruyt & Kuppens, 2015; Tannock, 2008). 

Therefore, in this paper, we investigate: (1) how education is related 

to subjective social status, (2) the legitimacy of such an ‘education-based 

meritocracy’ (Duru-Bellat & Tenret, 2012; Goldthorpe, 2003), and (3) how 

the relationship between education and subjective social status is 

moderated by the centrality of education across different countries. For 

this, we rely on cross-sectional data from 31 countries of the International 

Social Survey Programme (ISSP). We add to the existing literature in three 

ways: (1) this is one of the first studies that bridges the space between the 

institutional theories of education and the attitudes of individuals by 

investigating the empirical relationship between subjective social status 

and education in a large number of countries; (2) we broaden the analysis 

of social status by bringing legitimacy into the picture: education-based 

status is legitimate status; (3) we analyze this education-based status 

comparatively, by assessing to what extent and how the general association 

between education and status varies over contexts.  

Educational classification and subjective social status 
Central to most theoretical accounts of education is the idea that 

education authoritatively and legitimately allocates individuals to social 

positions, whereby diplomas and certificates function as the institutionally 

guaranteed means, or capital, for entering and maintaining these positions 

(Baker, 2014; Bourdieu, 1984; Meyer, 1977). As such, education is 

considered an institution that produces and reproduces a social hierarchy 

based on educational achievement so that in contemporary societies “[…] 

everybody knows and everybody knows that everybody else knows that 

education rules in modern society” (Kingston et al. 2003, p. 55).  

Education occupies a prominent position in the research into status 

attainment processes (Blau & Duncan, 1967; Breen & Jonsson, 2005). Here 

education is seen as the main vehicle for both the reproduction of 

inequality and intergenerational mobility (Hout & DiPrete, 2006). The 
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status attainment literature primarily focuses on characteristics of 

‘objective’ social status (e.g., income). Subjective experiences of 

(educational) status are the natural complement of such research as these 

feelings play a pivotal role in legitimizing the role of education. Subjective 

social status both comprises an idea of the social stratification system and 

a person’s individual location within it (Evans & Kelley, 2004). Based on the 

tradition of research inspired by social identity theory, we know that (1) 

people’s subjective social status and identity are related but do not always 

correspond exactly with objective characteristics of their social position 

and (2) these subjective perceptions have independent attitudinal and 

behavioral outcomes (e.g. Brown-Ianuzzi et al., 2014; D’Hooghe et al., 2018; 

Singh-Manoux et al., 2003). This ‘distortion’ between subjective perception 

and objective social position might have different sources such as basing 

one’s perception on a, more local, reference group rather than an entire 

society (Evans & Kelley, 2004), or some people might perceive one factor or 

characteristic to be more important for social status than other people do 

(e.g. appreciating education to a greater extent than other people). In other 

words, though education plays a strong allocating role, by distributing 

people to certain societal positions, what remains equally relevant, both in 

general and as part of this allocating role, is how society understands the 

role of education. 

 Part of education’s importance in current societies derives from the 

fact that differences according to educational background are represented 

as legitimate. Baker (2014), for example, argues that education has 

transformed into a ‘primary institution’ that has a profound influence on 

culture in modern societies, such as notions of personal success and failure. 

Similarly, Bourdieu has argued that education institutionalizes highly 

individualistic conceptions of the self that fit within a more general 

‘ideology of the gift’, “wherein educational outcomes are presented as the 

result of superior and natural qualities” (Reed-Danahay, 2005, p. 48), and 

explanations concerning social background are consequently downplayed. 

As such, the explanations or attributions of academic success (Mijs, 2016b; 
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Warikoo & Fuhr, 2014; Weiner, 1972) are fully in accord with the 

meritocratic ideal that sees success as the outcome of talent and hard work. 

Educational credentials are institutionalized proof of not only one’s 

individual talent, ambition, and competence (Bourdieu, 1984, 1989, p. 20–

21), but also the moral implications of these achievements (Sayer, 2005; 

Tannock, 2008). These positive moral implications of educational 

achievement are visible in public discourse, where education is often 

presented as a ‘universal problem solver’ for both individual and societal 

problems (Depaepe & Smeyers, 2008; Spruyt, 2012). When education is 

posited as having the social responsibility to solving society’s problems, it 

is through more schooling and education that individuals need to be 

trained, fixed, or adapted to a situation wherein such problems do not 

arise. As such, regardless of its actual efficaciousness, a higher education is 

seen as most desirable, whereas social problems are associated with a lack 

of education (Labaree, 2008).  

However, valuing higher education is not the only factor for 

distributing education-based social status, it also requires the awareness of 

one’s own position, and the possibility to be classified and to classify others 

(Ridgeway, 1991; Spruyt & Kuppens, 2015). Where characteristics such as 

race/ethnicity or gender are highly visible, education per se is not. 

However, there is ample reason to assume that such awareness and a 

realistic possibility for educational classification exists. First of all, 

especially in societies with a highly stratified educational system, 

educational classification begins at an early age, inducing awareness of 

one’s position at an equally early age (Mijs, 2016b; Van Houtte & Stevens, 

2008, 2010). Classification does not end there: education functions as a 

gatekeeper to various social locations after schooling, such as in the labor 

market (Kingston et al., 2003; Meyer, 1977; Solga, 2002; Tannock, 2008). 

People are thus confronted with their own position in the educational 

hierarchy on a regular basis. Research into education-based identity has 

indeed demonstrated that individuals identify with their own educational 

level, showing that such awareness exists at more than a merely a 
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superficial level (Kuppens et al., 2015; Stubager, 2009). Secondly, 

differences between more and less educated individuals in political 

attitudes, political behavior, and cultural tastes are abundant (Bennett et 

al., 2009; Kalmijn & Kraaykamp, 2007; Kriesi et al., 2008; Stubager, 2009; 

Van der Waal et al., 2007). As such, whilst educational position itself might 

not always be visible to others, its consequences and correlates are. 

Individuals in modern societies are thus likely to be aware of their own 

position and relationship to others in the educational hierarchy. 

According to these arguments, the result is a relatively 

uncontroversial, legitimate social hierarchy based on educational 

attainment. Against that background, it is remarkable that research on the 

effects of education remains narrowly focused on the specific knowledge, 

skills, resources, and attitudes that education is supposed to transmit 

(Easterbrook et al., 2016; Kingston et al., 2003). The effect of education on 

social status, beyond the occupational structure, has hitherto rarely been 

investigated. This effect is not so much related to the content of curricula 

but rather results from the social value of educational 

credentials/distinctions in society at large. This is all the more noteworthy 

given that previous research into subjective social status has mentioned the 

possibility that education functions as more than an indicator for 

socioeconomic status. Poppitz (2016) refers to a discussion of Bourdieu’s 

class analysis, focusing on the classificatory elements of education, and 

Lindemann and Saar (2014) mention the possibility of the stigmatization of 

the less educated. In fact, the studies that have included education in their 

analyses of subjective social status (i.e. Evans & Kelley, 2004; Lindemann & 

Saar, 2014; Poppitz, 2016) have convincingly demonstrated that education 

is positively related to subjective social status. This lends support for our 

first assertion that education is an independent source of status.  

 Beyond demonstrating the general relationship between education 

and social status in a large number of countries, we attempt to take the 

discussion two steps further. Firstly, we investigate to what extent this 

relationship between education and social status possesses legitimacy in 
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the eyes of individuals. The perceived legitimacy of status differences 

affects how individuals evaluate those with high and low status, and how 

they are likely to react to being confronted with status differences 

(Bettencourt et al., 2001; Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Van Zomeren et al., 2008). 

Secondly, we investigate whether the education-status relationship 

depends on people’s own perception of education-based meritocracy. Are 

education and subjective social status more strongly related among those 

who perceive such a relationship to exist in society? If education itself is a 

source of status, we expect this stronger relationship to be particularly the 

case among those who perceive that educational credentials are important 

to get ahead in their country. Alternatively, if the relationship between 

education and subjective social status were caused by a third variable, such 

as income or occupation, it is unlikely that it would correlate with people’s 

awareness and perception of the role of education in being successful. In 

other words, the role of the perception of education-based meritocracy 

would suggest that people are aware of this mechanism, and such 

awareness of course has important consequences for how individuals cope 

with status differences.   

Cross-national variation in the centrality of education 
The extent to which education is a source of status is likely to vary 

between countries, and to depend on the extent to which education has 

taken this central role in a society. Crucial to the notion of the Schooled 

Society (Baker 2014) is that the institution of education exerts a powerful 

influence on society. The most important agent of this is higher education, 

and in particular, the university, which, according to Baker, produces “the 

very ideology and beliefs that underpin the experienced reality of modern 

society” (2014, p. 59). The societal impact of higher education as an 

institution reaches beyond its own students, but the share of higher 

educated individuals can be seen as an indication of the increasing role of 

education in society: “the massification of the university, [is] a major 

driving force in intensifying the power of the institution in modern society” 
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(Ibid, p. 61). Consequently, it is likely that the relationship between 

education and subjective social status will undergo significant changes due 

to the increasing size of the higher educational system.  

But what are these changes likely to be? Two contradictory 

tendencies may be relevant here. On the one hand, as recent literature on 

the ‘educational cleavage’ has asserted, education is growing into a 

structural basis for an ideological conflict, central to modern politics 

(Bovens & Wille, 2017; Stubager, 2009, 2013). On the other hand, as higher 

education expands and a larger proportion of the population is educated to 

a higher level, the distinctiveness of a higher degree diminishes (Notten et 

al., 2015; Tholen, 2016; Brown, 2003). Additionally, countries with more 

higher educated often have a low number of people with (very) low 

education.1 The two notions inspire two different hypotheses concerning 

the strength of the relationship of education with subjective social status. 

Whereas the first would imply that when educational expansion is related 

to the growing political importance of education, this would consequently 

also lead to a stronger effect of education on subjective social status. 

However, if, according to the second notion, educational expansion causes 

a weaker distinctiveness of higher education and a narrower distribution 

of educational levels, it would also be more difficult to differentiate an 

individual based on his/her educational achievements. Given that these 

mechanisms might work in opposite directions, it is interesting to 

investigate whether the strength of the relationship between education and 

subjective social status increases or decreases with the share of higher 

educated in society.  

Besides the strength of the relationship between education and 

subjective social status, two other aspects – namely: (1) the exact shape the 

relationship takes and (2) the extent to which educational differences 

overlap with other sources of status differences (e.g., income differences) – 

are worth studying. Firstly, the shape of the relationship might change 

1 We thank the reviewer for suggesting this possibility. 
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when (higher) education expands. Although the distinctiveness of higher 

education might diminish, its visibility increases with prevalence. As such, 

lower and middle educated might increasingly compare themselves 

primarily to higher educated, rather than positioning themselves in a 

proportional hierarchy. As Easterbrook et al. note in their investigation of 

the ‘education effect’ on various social indicators, that “…whether or not 

one has a tertiary education qualification therefore seems to be an 

important divide in many contemporary societies” (Easterbrook et al., 

2016, p. 1291). It is possible that this depends in part on the size of tertiary 

(i.e. higher) education. The result would be that having, or not having, a 

tertiary education is the key factor in understanding the educational effect 

on subjective status in countries with a larger share of people with a higher 

education. The expansion of higher education also affects the prevalence 

and visibility of less educated. As societies undergo an expansion of higher 

education, fewer people are less educated. This, however, might have a 

detrimental effect on the less educated who see their social value 

diminished, not only through a lower number of people like them but also 

by ‘negative selection’ and stigmatization of the lower educated (Solga, 

2002). This would primarily lead to a strong decline in social status among 

lower educated.  

A second aspect of the relationship between education and subjective 

social status that is worth investigating is the extent to which it is 

independent from other factors (e.g., income). Though the independence of 

the association of education might appear to be related to the strength of 

the effect of education, this is not necessarily so. The effect of education can 

become more independent from, or less mediated by, other factors (e.g., 

income) without gaining or losing actual strength per se. In the case of a 

growing centrality of education, individuals might see themselves 

increasingly through the lens of their educational achievements. Though 

this might indeed lead to a stronger relationship of education with 

subjective social status, what we are focusing on here is whether the 

education effect would to a greater extent be independently based on 
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education per se rather than on related factors such as income. An example 

area where education has become less coupled with economic 

characteristics is attitudes. Analyses of cultural/political attitudes have 

demonstrated that in more (post-)modern societies, attitudes are 

increasingly related more to education than to (economic) class indicators 

(Kalmijn & Kraaykamp, 2007). Similar analyses also note the development 

of a ‘cultural cleavage’ (as opposed to an economic cleavage) that 

predominantly revolves around attitudes strongly linked to education, 

rather than income (Achterberg & Houtman, 2009; Van der Waal et al., 

2007). As such, the association between education and subjective social 

status might overlap less with the effect of other factors such as income, 

and is hence more independent of these factors. 

To sum up, we will test the following hypotheses: (1) education will 

be a source of status for individuals, (2) this status will be relatively 

uncontested and seen as legitimate, (3) individuals that believe that 

education is important to get ahead in their society will be more sensitive 

to educational differences in their subjective social status. Next, we will 

explore the effect of the increase of the centrality/expansion of higher 

education on the strength, shape, and independence of the relationship of 

education with subjective social status.  

 

Data and methodology 
To answer our research questions, we relied on data from the 

International Social Survey Programme (ISSP). ISSP is a cross-national 

collaboration on nationally representative surveys, which includes a large 

number of countries, with an average number of respondents of about 1500 

per country (http://www.issp.org). The surveys include demographic 

questions, which are repeated across all waves, and a separate substantial 

module that varies from year to year. This is cross-sectional data, so while 

our theoretical model implies causal relationships, we are not able to test 

for causality. We focused on subjective social status (SSS), which is included 

in the demographic section and is thus repeated over the years. Pooling 
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subsequent waves gives us additional benefits apart from a larger number 

of observations at the macro-level. Most importantly, the subsequent waves 

serve as a replication for each other. While it is possible, or even likely, that 

one or two waves deviate from the trend, if the same pattern is observed in 

multiple waves this strengthens the likelihood of observing a ‘true’ trend. 

While preparing this paper we checked whether the results we present 

below can be replicated. The results were similar in each wave and led to 

the same substantive conclusions. An additional benefit is the greater 

number of respondents, which is useful in stabilizing the measurements – 

however, this also increases the statistical power to such an extent that 

even very small correlations will be statistically significant. For this reason, 

we focus primarily on effect size. 

Our research questions mainly pertain to phenomena in western 

societies. Hence, we focused only on the European countries and Australia, 

Canada, New Zealand, and the United States. This set of countries contains 

a large amount of variation on relevant characteristics, but within a certain 

cultural similarity. Additionally, for these countries, sufficient data 

availability is assured. Though the number of countries differs per wave, 

across all waves this amounts to 31 countries in total. The surveys within 

each ISSP wave are not held at a similar time and can sometimes be 

multiple years apart. We chose to code all year-country combinations 

(called sample(s) henceforth) according to the year of fieldwork. Thus, 

although we have taken waves 2006 through 2014, the year range is 2005-

2016.2 Furthermore, in some surveys, respondents were presented with 

multiple ISSP rotating modules in one questionnaire. These modules were 

separately published in different waves, each time duplicating the 

respondents. In pooling the dataset, we removed 29 duplicate samples that 

 
2 Though the sample consists of multiple years, the range is likely too short 
to perceive the long-term trends that underlie the relationships under 
investigation. Some surveys/samples were done after the initial release of 
the wave. In one case, fieldwork was started before the ‘waveyear’ (Ireland 
2006 was coded as 2005). 
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were created in this way. Additionally, the fieldwork of some surveys was 

held in the same year. Our coding based on fieldwork year causes these two 

samples to be merged into one sample. This resulted in a further reduction 

of 23 surveys. Since all our analyses focus on the item for subjective social 

status, we have also removed the seventeen samples that do not include 

this question. This left us with 142 samples in 31 countries.  

In addition to the pooled survey, we also employed the 2009 wave, 

which includes the most recent Social Inequality module, separately. This 

module contains several measurements, only available in this module, 

concerning education-based meritocracy (see Measurements-section 

below). As explained below, we excluded all respondents with missing 

values on SSS and education, and all respondents older than 75. Some 

countries have opted for an upper limit of 75 in their sample, hence we 

opted for a maximum age limit of 75 to ensure similar samples. This left us 

with a total of 195,755 respondents over 31 countries, and in total 142 

samples.  
 

Measurements 
Our most important measurements are the aforementioned SSS and 

education. In order to ascertain respondents’ position in society, we needed 

an item that inquired about an individuals’ position in society in an open 

and general sense. The SSS item included in the International Social Survey 

Program (ISSP) served this purpose. This item is worded as follows: “In our 

society there are groups which tend to be towards the top and groups which 

tend to be towards the bottom. Below is a scale that runs from top to 

bottom. Where would you put yourself now on this scale?” It presents the 

respondents with a (vertical) ladder with ten boxes, where they have to 

check the box which corresponds to their (perceived) position. Higher 

scores indicate higher SSS. This question does not prime respondents to 

judge their position in terms of a specific characteristic (e.g. income, labor 

market status, education). Due to its abstract nature, it leaves the basis for 

the subjective position for the respondent to determine (Evans & Kelley, 
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2004; Lindemann & Saar, 2014; Poppitz, 2016). This has the additional 

benefit of being more comparable across cultures.  

Education is measured in three categories: low, middle, and high, 

which refer respectively to lower secondary (or less), secondary, and 

tertiary diplomas. Those still in education were excluded from the 

analysis.3 As explained earlier, we focused on categories (rather than years 

of schooling) because it is the credentials that are institutionally 

guaranteed gatekeepers. Indeed, compared to other forms of capital, 

education credentials and degrees introduce sharp distinctions rather than 

mere gradients between groups (Sayer, 2005, p. 79). 

The next three variables at the individual level are income, age, and 

gender. These were added as control variables. Income is measured 

differently across countries using different currencies, number and sizes 

of income brackets, in some surveys gross income and in others net income 

is used, some refer to monthly income, others to yearly. To circumvent 

these differences, we have opted to standardize all income measurements 

to a mean of 0 and a standard deviation of 1 within samples. Age was 

restricted to 75 and below. Gender was measured dichotomously, where 

the value of 1 refers to female and 0 to male. 

In addition to the individual variables, we have also included 

variables at the country level. The values on these variables differ between 

countries and over time, hence they reside on the year-country 

combination level. The first variable is share of higher educated, which we 

include as a measurement for the centrality of education/educational 

expansion, and thus particularly to investigate to what extent the effect of 

education on SSS differs across countries. This is measured with the % of 

25-64 year-olds who have attained a tertiary diploma. As for all contextual 

 
3 While preparing this paper we re-estimated our models based on 
respondents aged 25-75 to assess the potential impact of excluding the 
young (higher educated) students (results available upon request). Since 
this led to the same conclusions, we present here the results based on the 
full sample. 
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variables, data were added for samples, and thus vary between countries 

and between years within countries. See Table A2.1 in the Supplemental 

Material for data sources. 

Furthermore, we added a range of control variables that might 

confound the influence of the share of higher educated. As educational 

expansion is largest in economically developed countries (Schofer & Meyer, 

2005), it raises the possibility that the effect of the share of higher educated 

is confounded by factors of economic development. Thus, we added 

contextual variables that control for this possibility. These variables are 

gross domestic product per capita, government expenses, income 

inequality, share of employment in service sector (as % of total 

employment). In addition, previous studies have noted the importance of 

these variables for cross-national differences in SSS, such as GDP per capita 

and income inequality (Evans & Kelley, 2004; Lindemann & Saar, 2014; 

Poppitz, 2016). Other studies have documented the relevance of these 

factors for changes in subjective consequences in (educational) 

stratification, for example post-modernization, measured using GDP per 

capita, and share of employment in service sector (cf. Kalmijn & 

Kraaykamp, 2007). Lastly, we also add government expenses as a control, 

as countries with larger shares of higher educated often have larger 

welfare states, which might flatten out differences between social groups, 

and hence perceptions of status.  

For all these contextual variables, data was available for most 

countries and most years. However, for two variables interpolation was 

used to fill missing data. This linear interpolation was used only when four 

or fewer consecutive years were missing. We calculated 21 and 22 values 

in three and seven countries4 for share of higher educated individuals, and 

income inequality respectively.  

4 Estonia, Lithuania, Spain (share of higher educated); and Australia, 
Bulgaria, Canada, Croatia, France, Hungary, and the United States (income 
inequality). 
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In the 2009 ISSP wave, we focused on two additional variables to examine 

the extent to which education is a legitimate basis for stratification in 

society. We focused on two measures that were previously used as 

measures for (education-based) meritocracy (Duru-Bellat & Tenret, 2012; 

Mijs, 2016a). These focus on how respondents see education as a basis for 

success in society and to what extent they deem education as a legitimate 

basis for success. The first item is: “Please tick one box for each of these to 

show how important you think it is for getting ahead in life… how 

important is having a good education yourself?” Other questions using the 

same stem refer to: (1) coming from a wealthy family, (2) having well-

educated parents, (3) having ambition, (4) hard work, (5) knowing the right 

people, (6) having political connections, (7) giving bribes, (8) a person’s 

race, (9) a person’s religion, (10) being born as a man/woman. The second 

item is: “In deciding how much people ought to earn, how important should 

each of these things be, in your opinion… the number of years spent in 

education and training?” Other factors that were measured are (1) how 

much responsibility goes with the job, (2) what is needed to support a 

family, (3) whether the person has children to support, (4) how well (s)he 

does the job, and (5) how hard (s)he works at the job. We labeled these items 

about the importance of education perceived and desired education-based 

meritocracy, respectively. We do not have any data on actually existing 

(education-based) meritocracy, so we refrain from making any statements 

about this, though this is not necessary for our research questions. These 

concepts of education-based meritocracy thus refer solely to the extent to 

which individuals perceive, or desire, educational merits to be the basis for 

societal success, regardless of whether education is itself meritocratic or 

whether education is actually the basis for success. Both are measured 

from 1-5 where 1 means “Not important at all” and 5 “Essential”. All other 

variables (e.g., education, income) in the 2009 wave were operationalized 

similarly as in the pooled dataset. 

In Table 1 we list all employed variables with descriptive statistics. 
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Table 1: Descriptive statistics 
Variable N Mean SD Min Max 
Individual level      
Subjective social 
status 

195,775 5.58 1.73 1 10 
      

Education 195,775 2.00 .83 1 3 
Low 67,760 

    

Middle 59,494 
    

High 68,521 
    

      

Income 154,336 0.05 1 -2.50 27.70 
Age 195,775 47.34 15.17 15 75 
Gender (1=female) 195,754 0.53 

 
0 1       

Year-country level      
Share of higher 
educateda 

126 30.95 8.00 13.48 52.97 

GDP per capita 142 36,751 11,180 15,740 67,429 
Income inequality 
(Gini)b 

97 30.73 3.72 24.48 41.37 

Share of labor force in 
service sector 

132  69.76  6.83  54.40  81.20  

Government expenses 142 45.29 7.06 30.01 58.06 
      
Countries 31     
Year-country 
combinations 

142     

      
ISSP 2009 wave (Social 
Inequality) 

     

Perceived education-
based meritocracy 

25497 3.89 0.85 1 5 

Desired education-
based meritocracy 

25259 3.51 0.88 1 5 

Note: list-wise deletion on subjective social status and education. a Bulgaria, Croatia, 
Cyprus, New Zealand have no values for any years, b New Zealand has no values for 
any years. 
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Results 
The results are presented in three steps. Firstly, we focus on the 

general association between education and subjective social status. The 

explanatory power of education is used to assess the general strength and 

the cross-national variation of this pattern and provides the background 

for further steps in the analysis. Next, we focus on the legitimacy of these 

status differences. To that end, we assess the perceived relative importance 

of education when compared with other characteristics to get ahead in life, 

and the level of disagreement between educational groups on this point. In 

the third step, we introduce a comparative element by exploring and 

explaining how perceptions and desires of the legitimacy of educational 

differences is related to SSS, and the differences between countries and 

years in these patterns. In this section, we present the results of these 

analyses primarily in graphs. The results of multilevel analyses are listed 

in the Supplemental Material (Table A2.2-2.4). These multilevel models are 

specified with three separate levels: individuals, years, and countries 

(Schmidt-Catran & Fairbrother, 2016). 

 

Explanatory power of education for subjective social status 
In the first step of the analysis, we attempt to get a general overview 

of the extent to which education predicts self-assessed social status, and to 

what extent the explanatory power of education varies between the 

different countries. For each sample in our analysis we have estimated 

(partial) eta- squared scores.5 The interpretation of eta-squared is similar 

to R-squared, as both describe the amount of explained variance. 

For each sample we estimated two models with SSS as dependent 

variable. The first only includes education, the second also includes  

 
5 Eta-squared score are calculated according to the following formula, 
where SS stands for sum of squares: SSfactor / (SSfactor + SSresidual). This is 
formally the formula for partial eta-squared, though for a oneway anova it 
is equivalent to the classical eta-squared (Richardson, 2011). 
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Figure 1: Average effect size of education on subjective social status per 
country (

 

income, age, and gender as control variables. The first one describes what 

one could call the ‘total’ estimate of education. It reflects the absolute gap 

in SSS between the three educational groups. Model 1 is informed by the 

idea that the self-assessment of social status is essentially a classification 

process. When people classify, they rely on simple cues and categories. 

Seen from this perspective, it does not so much matter whether differences 

according to education are also differences caused by education. What 

matters is the extent to which different educational groups believe they 
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have a different status position. At the same time, it is interesting to 

investigate how independent education is from other factors affecting SSS. 

In a second model we therefore control for income, age and gender. 

In Figure 1 we have listed the total and partial mean eta-squared 

scores for education. For each country we estimated the mean eta-score, 

and the mean of the lower and upper bound of the confidence interval (CI). 

Hence, the reported coefficients do not refer directly to actual analyses, but 

summarize the analyses done for all samples. Though only a few samples 

showed non-significant coefficients, since intervals of eta-squared score 

cannot be negative, these were taken as zero when calculating the mean 

lower-bound for the CI. 

Figure 1 shows that education has a significant relationship with SSS 

across the board. Although some samples were non-significant, as 

mentioned, this was only the case for partial eta-squared scores. The mean 

total eta-squared score for education is 0.095 – this means that education 

(without controls) explains, on average, 9.5% of the variance in SSS. This 

overall mean hides large differences between countries, as the mean etas 

range from 0.025 (New Zealand) to 0.272 (Cyprus). 

Though the total eta-squared scores in Figure 1 do not show any non-

significant samples, five out of 142 samples summarized in the Figure were 

non- ear or showed a negative coefficient.6 For all other 137 samples, 

education is significantly and positively related to SSS, higher educated 

individuals have a higher SSS than middle educated individuals, and those 

who are middle educated have a higher status than those who are less 

educated. 

A similar picture arises for the partial eta-scores – although the 

coefficients decrease when including income, age, and gender in the 

models. When including the additional variables, the mean coefficient is 

 
6 Australia 2007, Bulgaria 2008, New Zealand 2007, Switzerland 2011, and 
United States 2006 where only Australia 2007 showed a negative 
relationship. 
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now 0.054, indicating that, on average, education explains 5.4% of the 

variance of SSS. As Figure 1 shows, the decrease in effect size is not equal 

across the countries. The different country orderings between the total and 

the partial scores did not immediately lead to any clear patterns – however, 

these scores are averages across the waves and do not give much more than 

an indication of the underlying scores. The association of education with 

SSS, and the differences between the total and the partial scores of the 

individual samples, will be analyzed further in the third part of the results 

section. Of these underlying sample partial scores, seven are non-

significant.  

Only one country has more than one non-significant coefficient 

(Croatia with two) – hence all mean scores remain significant. So, despite a 

small number of exceptions (though these may have arisen due to sampling 

variation), the numbers paint a clear picture: education is robustly, 

significantly, and substantially related to SSS. The higher one’s education, 

the higher one’s SSS and this is the case in all countries in our sample.  

 

The legitimacy of status differences between educational 

groups 
So far, we have only looked at how people perceive their own status 

in society. Regarding potential consequences of status differentials, it is 

important to assess to what extent these status differentials are perceived 

to be legitimate by the public at large. The 2009 ISSP wave (module Social 

Inequality) includes two items that pertain to education-based meritocracy 

(perceived education-based meritocracy and desired education-based 

meritocracy), which allows the legitimacy of education-based status to be 

assessed. Two questions are relevant here. Firstly, what is the relative 

importance of education when compared to other characteristics that may 

determine success in life? Secondly, how much disagreement is there 

between educational groups concerning the perceived and desired 

importance of education in current societies?   
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Regarding the first question about the relative importance of 

education, we compared the average importance of education for getting 

ahead in society with the perceived importance of other factors. After hard 

work (overall mean: 3.99) and ambition (3.96), education is seen as the most 

important factor for getting ahead (3.89). However, the first two merely 

describe character traits. Other factors more related to societal 

stratification, besides education, are all seen as much less important for 

getting ahead than education. Indeed, wealthy family (2.76), race/ethnicity 

(2.12), gender (2.10), religion (1.82) all score much lower than education. 

This shows that the character traits hard work and ambition are valued 

most highly, while also being the two items of the battery most strongly 

associated with meritocracy (Young, 1958). Those factors more related to 

structural stratification are all seen as less important, which in itself 

already reflects a certain belief in meritocracy. Indeed, what is noteworthy 

here is that education is considered almost as important as personal traits 

like hard work and ambition that are strongly linked to meritocracy. This 

hints at a (strong) connection between meritocracy and education. 

Regarding desired education-based meritocracy, the battery does not 

contain the items related to societal stratification; hence, such a 

comparison is not possible. However, the mean for desired education-

based meritocracy is 3.52, well above the midpoint of the scale. This shows 

that in general the perceived importance of education is seen as relatively 

legitimate. 

To test for possible disagreement between the meritocratic beliefs of 

educational groups, we ran multilevel analyses estimating the coefficients 

of education on perceived and desired education-based meritocracy items, 

with random intercepts for country and year. In Figure 2 we display the 

average scores for the educational groups on these two items. The plot on 

the left for perceived education-based meritocracy, shows that the 

importance of education is not perceived equally between educational 

groups. The higher educated tend to emphasize the relevance of education 

for getting ahead in society more than the lower educated. This difference, 
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Figure 2: Education-based meritocracy beliefs among educational groups 

Note: error bars depict 95% confidence intervals. Source: ISSP 2009 – Social Inequality 

however, is modest (0.23 on a five-point scale). On the other hand, the 

difference is larger than the difference between educational groups in 

desired education-based meritocracy. Here the higher educated have a 

mean score of only 0.08 higher than lower educated, which is nevertheless 

statistically significant (p < 0.001). These results show that, although status 

differences exist and are perceived by citizens, they are by and large seen 

as legitimate, also by the less educated. While it is not surprising that the 

higher educated are more likely than the lower educated to stress the 

importance of education (as their status, in part, depends on its 

importance), it is not directly clear why this difference does not appear for 

desired education-based meritocracy. One possibility is that higher 

educated want to avoid being seen advocating a stronger importance of 

education in itself, because a direct importance of education for success in 

life violates the meritocratic idea that hard work and talent should be 
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crucial rather than an educational category per se. Moreover, precisely the 

‘educationalization of society’ (Depaepe & Smeyers, 2008) implies that 

institutions do “the dirty work in reproducing privilege and disadvantage” 

(cf. Dimaggio, 2012: p. 12) for the higher educated. 

Contextual analysis and the variation between countries 
The previous two sections focused on describing the current situation 

in the countries under investigation. In this third section, we look at (1) how 

the education relationship with SSS and education-based meritocracy 

relate to each other at the individual level, and (2) how cross-national 

variation (see Figure 1) can be explained. We first investigate the role of 

people’s ideas about the legitimacy of education, in the relationship 

between education and SSS. We have plotted the predicted social status of 

educational groups by the perceptions of education-based meritocracy 

(Figure 3, see also Table A2.2 in the Supplemental Material). Theoretically, 

it seems plausible that those who perceive more education-based 

meritocracy should be more sensitive to the effects of education on status 

and perceive the effect to be stronger. In that case, one expects the 

difference between educational groups in SSS to be larger among those 

who perceive more education-based meritocracy. As Figure 3 shows, this is 

indeed the case. The difference between higher and lower educated for 

those who see education as not important at all is 0.64. This increases to 

0.95 among those who see education as being essential to getting ahead. 

This increase is substantial and significant (p < 0.010). This means that 

among those individuals who perceive more education-based meritocracy 

in society, that is, they perceive education to be a more important or 

legitimate marker of status, subjective status differences between higher 

and lower educated people are larger.7 

7 All three educational groups show a small positive relation between 
perceived education-based meritocracy and subjective social status, but 
this is only significant for the middle and higher educated (p < 0.010 and p 



 58 

Figure 3: Perceived education-based meritocracy on subjective social status 

Note: shaded areas depict 95% confidence intervals. Source: ISSP 2009 – Social 
inequality 

We also tested the interaction of education with desired education-

based meritocracy. We expected to find that those who desired more 

education-based meritocracy would also be more sensitive to educational 

differences in subjective status. However, this was not the case. It is 

possible that in assessing social status people only take into account their 

perception of the current situation, while the desired situation, as it does 

not refer to what is currently the case, is not considered. In summary, 

perceived education-based meritocracy enhances the education-status 

relation, but desired education-based meritocracy does not. 

< 0.001 respectively). This shows that the higher educated ‘profit’ most, 
psychologically at least, from the perceived education-based meritocracy. 
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Figure 4: Subjective social status by educational groups over share of higher 
educated 

 
Note: shaded areas depict 95% confidence intervals. 

 

The analysis of variation between countries starts with the finding 

from the eta-squared scores in the first section (Figure 1). These made clear 

that the association between SSS and education differs between countries. 

Although all countries showed the same general pattern – i.e., higher 

education goes along with higher status – the strength of this relationship 

varies strongly. While many contextual factors may play a role in 

influencing this relationship, (both related and not related to education) we 

focus primarily on the centrality of higher education. We do this by looking 

at the share of higher educated individuals in the population. Figure 4 

shows the mean SSS for the three educational groups, across different 

shares of higher educated (see also Table A2.3 in the Supplemental 

Material). In this analysis, the association of education with SSS is 

moderated by share of higher educated. In countries with a small share of 
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higher educated, the difference between higher and lower educated in SSS 

is 1.132, whereas in countries with a large share of higher educated, the 

difference falls to .624, a difference of -.508. Although the simple effects of 

the share of higher educated for the different educational groups turned 

out to be non-significant, the overall difference between the lower and 

higher educated decreases with an increasing share of higher educated (p 

< 0.001). This seems to be, primarily, the consequence of the higher SSS of 

lower educated in countries with a large share of higher educated. The 

middle educated do not show the same pattern as the lower educated. 

Hence, the association of education with SSS does not become merely 

weaker, but educational differences in SSS more strongly correspond with 

the distinction between having tertiary education or not. Where the 

relationship of education with SSS is mostly linear in countries with a small 

share of higher educated (all differences between the educational groups 

are significant at the p < 0.001 level), in countries with a large share of 

higher educated, the primary difference seems to be more discrete, namely 

whether or not one has a tertiary education that sets one apart from the 

rest of society.  

It is possible that rates of education-based meritocracy beliefs differ 

between countries, and that the interaction between share of higher 

educated and SSS is confounded by education-based meritocracy beliefs. 

However, testing this is only possible for the 2009 ISSP wave, as only this 

wave contains the items on education-based meritocracy. We ran 

additional analyses (not shown) on this wave that included all three factors 

in one model, and then compared these results with the results of these 

variables in separate models. These results showed that the moderation 

coefficients of all three variables (perceived education-based meritocracy, 

desired education-based meritocracy, and share of higher educated) are 

relatively independent of each other. Including all three factors in one 

model did not produce coefficients substantially or meaningfully different 

from the coefficients of three separate models in the 2009 wave. Hence, 
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these three factors seem not to be related to each other in their influence 

on SSS.  

Our last analysis focuses on the eta-squared scores reported on in the 

first section. These eta-squared scores indicate the strength of the 

association of education with SSS. We reported on the total and partial etas 

that indicate, respectively, the uncontrolled and controlled (for income, 

age, and gender) coefficients of education (see Table 3 and Figure 1). 

However, the extent to which the association of education with SSS is due 

to differences in income, age, and gender may depend on education’s 

centrality in society. Therefore, we tested whether the relative size of the 

partial eta to the total eta is related to the share of higher educated in 

society. We calculated the relative size of the partial education eta-squared 

score to the total education eta-squared score per sample. In a multilevel 

model, controlling for the fact that the samples are clustered in countries, 

we tested whether there is a relationship between share of higher educated 

and the size of the relative eta (Table A2.4 in the Supplemental Material). 

The share of higher educated has an estimate of 0.02 (p < 0.001). This 

translates to a 0.801 rise in relative eta-score, going from the lowest to the 

highest share of higher educated in our dataset. To illustrate this, we have 

plotted the relationship between relative eta and share of higher educated 

(Figure 5).8  In sum, the relative role of education (relative to other third 

variables) in predicting social status increases as the share of higher 

educated increases. 

All in all, these results show that, in countries with a higher share of 

higher educated people, the association of education with SSS is smaller, 

but (1) corresponds more with the distinction between tertiary education  

 
8 These analyses do not include the control variable income inequality. 
When including this variable, the coefficients changed significantly (the 
coefficient became weaker, but did not disappear). Further analyses 
showed that this was primarily due to the exclusion of 27 (out of 118) 
samples for which income inequality was not available, rather than the 
inclusion of income inequality (see Table A2.4). 
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Figure 5: Relative size of partial to total eta-squared over share of higher 
educated 

 
Note: Dots refer to samples. Shaded areas depict the 95% confidence interval. 

 

or not and (2) is also more independent of at least income, age, and gender. 

Further research should investigate whether this means that education has 

a more direct effect on SSS; or, whether it is still an indirect effect, but that 

it runs through different characteristics not measured here.   

 

Discussion and conclusion 
In this paper, we investigated the relationship between education 

and subjective social status (SSS). Three key points were explored: the 

explanatory power of education for SSS the legitimacy of the relationship 

between education and SSS, and its variation across countries. We 

demonstrated that, across 31 different countries, education is indeed 

associated positively with SSS. The higher their educational level, the 

higher people deem their social status to be. This relationship is not only 
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consensually perceived, it is also considered relatively legitimate and 

uncontroversial: higher and lower educated people do not differ strongly 

in their mostly positive attitudes towards education as a basis for social 

inequality. In other words, beliefs supporting education-based meritocracy 

are widely shared. Additionally, we also found that amongst those who 

perceive more education-based meritocracy, educational differences in 

social status are larger. This indicates that people hold explicit, consistent 

views about this topic and that our results are not just an artifact of factors 

related to education. However, further research should investigate what 

exactly is the causal relationship. Two initial possibilities are: 1) that the 

relationship reflects different contexts where education is differentially 

salient, such that those who experience more of such situations are more 

affected by their educational level in their (subjective) social status, or 

alternatively, 2) that the relationship between perceived education-based 

meritocracy and SSS indicates a certain justifying ideology, where 

particularly higher educated individuals are in a position to justify taking 

a higher status position when probed on their SSS, regardless of actual 

educational salience.  

Though we did not have appropriate data to test for causal 

relationships, this empirical work fills a gap between what both classic 

(Bourdieu, 1984; Meyer, 1977) and recent (Baker, 2014) theoretical accounts 

of education have posited on the one hand, and the scant empirical support 

that was available to support those assertions on the other. According to 

these claims, education, beyond socializing individuals, affects society by 

classifying or allocating individuals to certain societal positions of more or 

less status (Bourdieu, 1984; Meyer, 1977). Moreover, it also affects society 

in a more general sense, constructing and reproducing a ‘culture of 

education’ that affects, inter alia, ideas on what constitutes personal 

success and failure (Baker, 2014). As such, education not only allocates 

individuals to positions, it does this authoritatively, and the resulting social 

hierarchy is deemed relatively legitimate. Our results indeed provide 

support for this allocation and its perceived legitimacy.  
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As for the characteristics of the relationship, we found that the 

strength, shape, and independence of the association between education 

and subjective social status differ depending on the centrality of education 

in society (operationalized as the proportion of higher educated people in 

society). In countries with larger shares of higher educated, the association 

between education and subjective social status is weaker and, relatedly, 

this association primarily marks a difference between those with a higher 

education degree and those without. A higher education degree is a clear 

dividing line in societies with a greater proportion of higher educated 

people. As such, the way education marks status is less a gradual, and 

increasingly a binary divide.  This also shows that there does not seem to 

be a strong marginalization of lower educated individuals (Solga, 2002) in 

countries with a higher proportion of higher educated. Moreover, the 

relationship between education and SSS also becomes more independent 

of income, age, and gender in societies with relatively more higher 

educated people. 

These characteristics of the education-subjective social status 

relationship shed light on the role it plays in other status-related processes. 

The transition from a gradual to a nominal educational divide is similar to 

how the reproduction of inequality shifts towards differentiation within 

the category of higher educated, such as college selectivity and horizontal 

stratification (Gerber & Cheung, 2008; Torche, 2011). This would reflect 

Brown’s (2003, p. 160) notion of educational stagflation, where inflationary 

pressures on education persist while “the differentiating power of 

knowledge (credentials) in the legitimation of labour market and 

workplace inequalities” has declined. Differences in field of study for 

instance might reflect differences between social groups who depend 

differentially on education as their primary basis for social status, that is, 

those fields of study that lead to economically less or more rewarding 

professions. Further analyses of subjective social status would do well to 

include these categories in their analyses. Further, the growing 

independence of education from subjective social status reflects that 
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education is essential for labor market success (Baker, 2011; Hout & 

DiPrete, 2006). Education as such is not of secondary importance, as 

something that follows existing structures of society, rather it is 

(increasingly) a central force in shaping these structures (Baker, 2014). 

Education having an independent influence on subjective social status, and 

a potentially growing influence, mirrors this phenomenon.  

While this research does not directly measure the extent to which 

individuals identify with their own educational level, it does show that 

education is an important source of status and is likely to have an 

independent effect in this regard. Indeed, as demonstrated cross-

sectionally in this article, it is likely that as education becomes more central 

in societies (e.g., through more people participating in an increasingly 

visible higher educational system), it becomes a more independent source 

of status. Further research should investigate how this is related to an 

(increasing) importance and awareness of educational labels and 

categories. 

This awareness of educational categories and their associated traits 

and attributions is crucial for understanding the consequences of 

education as an identity. Now that we know that education is consensually 

seen as an important and legitimate source of social status, we can 

investigate education, not only as a cause for later personal socio-economic 

outcomes, but also as a source of identity (Spruyt & Kuppens, 2015). For 

instance, to what extent do less educated people suffer the same 

psychological consequences as do other low-status groups who find 

themselves in a position of legitimately low status? When status appears or 

is experienced as merited, low-status people are less likely to act as a group 

and less likely to challenge existing inequality (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). By 

not challenging educational inequality, less educated people might also 

partly contribute to their own low-status position by processes of self-

exclusion. As people base their expectations of others’ competence on their 

rank in status hierarchies, lower educated individuals are likely to expect 

themselves to be of lower competence than higher educated individuals 
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(Ridgeway, 1991, p. 373–374; though see Spruyt & Kuppens, 2014). This 

could be the case in the political arena where less educated people might 

think they lack the necessary skills, or are not the ‘right’ people to 

contribute to political discussions.  

There might be similar consequences in terms of lower self-esteem of 

the less educated. Due to the fact that a low education has often mostly 

negative connotations (i.e., a low status) it is unlikely to ameliorate low 

status issues. Previous empirical research on education-based 

identification has indeed consistently shown that less educated people are 

less likely to identify with their education(al group) when compared to 

higher educated (e.g., Kuppens et al., 2015; Stubager, 2009). However, 

identification usually protects against negative self-esteem consequences 

of belonging to a low-status group (Branscombe et al., 1999). To the extent 

that the identification route is less available to less educated people, their 

self-esteem might thus suffer. Previous work has argued that the perceived 

legitimacy and the perceived mobility options might make it very difficult 

for the less educated to deal with the self-esteem consequences of their low 

status (Kuppens et al., 2015). Indeed, fatalism or feelings of futility is even 

more prevalent among those lower educated that feel they are being looked 

down on due to their lower education (Spruyt et al., 2015; Van Houtte & 

Stevens, 2008, 2010).  

While the current research did not employ any longitudinal analyses, 

it is likely that the changing relationship between education and SSS is 

visible across cohorts (as older cohorts gained their educational level in 

times where a tertiary diploma was rarer) or different age groups (as 

education plays a different role across somebody’s life course). However, 

additional analyses (not shown) did not reveal any such pattern. As such, it 

remains unclear to what extent the relationship of share of higher educated 

to the link between education and subjective social status is causal. It 

remains possible that if such a causal link exists it is more a period effect 

than an age or cohort effect.  
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Scholars investigating the SSS-item in the ISSP datasets have noted 

that the status positions people assign themselves to tend to the middle of 

the distribution (Evans & Kelley, 2004; Lindemann & Saar, 2014). This is 

often interpreted according to reference group hypothesis, which holds 

that people compare themselves to people in their own social context (Ibid). 

However, this previous research also notes that people also take into 

account broader societal contexts, including comparisons with other 

countries (Evans & Kelley, 2004; Irwin, 2016). This means that although 

comparisons between societies on the basis of individually reported self-

positioning on a social ladder is valid, differences are likely to be mitigated, 

since people primarily compare themselves with a reference group based 

on their direct social context. Seen from that point of view, the current 

investigation provides a conservative test of the underlying theories. 

Moreover, as Irwin (2016, p. 14) points out, individuals take “a moral 

positioning as well as a social one” where such a positioning is “partly a 

moral claim, to do with injustice and a sense that things should be 

otherwise”. As such, it is likely that when a certain inequality is deemed 

more (less) legitimate, individuals might position themselves closer to 

(further away from) the middle. Further research should investigate how 

such moral claims relate to the educational system’s legitimacy as a system 

of stratification. 

Overall, this paper demonstrates the importance of considering 

education as an important factor in the social stratification of status. 

However, the importance is not equal across countries. The strength of the 

influence of education on status differs not only absolutely, but also 

relative to other indicators such as income and gender. Thus, an apparent 

paradox seems to be that as education becomes more pervasive and widely 

shared, rather than leveling social differences, ironically it also becomes 

more distinctive and diagnostic in distinguishing people along group lines. 
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Contemporary societies have increasingly become ‘schooled 

societies’ (Baker & LeTendre, 2005; Brint, 2017; Meyer, 1977; Schofer & 

Meyer, 2005), that is, societies where education has “the legitimate power 

to construct new types of minds, knowledge, experts, politics, and 

religions” (Baker, 2014, p. xii). The societal impact of this evolution, 

however, remains to be fully understood (cf. Baker, 2014). Indeed, the 

educational revolution is often called a ‘silent revolution’ that was 

unnoticed by scholars. One of its implications is that in contemporary 

societies education has become the authoritative allocator of social status 

that bears the potential to fundamentally alter the perception of status 

differentials. Indeed, despite persistent social inequalities in educational 

attainment in most Western societies (Pfeffer, 2008), scholars have 

described how education as a cultural force contributes to a representation 

of society in which success is ‘achieved’ on meritocratic grounds as the 

presumed result of superior talent and effort (e.g. Bourdieu, 1984; 

McNamee & Miller, 2009). In this way, the social and economic hierarchies 

that result from educational outcomes are likely to be seen as ‘fair’ which 

leaves those at the bottom of the educational ladder few opportunities for 

the development of a positive social identity and a sense of self-worth. The 

resentment that results from this experience of being banned to the 

margins of society are thought to constitute a fertile ground for the support 

for radical politics (e.g. Gidron & Hall, 2017, 2019).  

Although the previous arguments have been put forward before, the 

empirical relationship between education and feelings of (mis)recognition, 

however, has scarcely been investigated (but see Gidron & Hall, 2019). 

Research shows that the less educated are generally aware of their lower 

status position (van Noord et al., 2019). However, to acknowledge that one 

has relatively low ‘status’ remains vague and does not reveal the concrete 

meaning one gives to one’s status experience. Therefore, in this paper we 

focus on feelings of misrecognition, that is, the extent that people have the 

feeling that they do not play a meaningful role in society, possess a 

(stigmatized) identity that is looked down upon, and feel less valued than 
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other social groups. We supplement our focus on feelings of misrecognition 

with dissatisfaction with education, which reflects to what extent people 

are dissatisfied with their own education. Together these outcomes allow 

us to investigate a crucial outcome of the growth of schooled societies.  

Comparative data from three waves (2007, 2011, 2016) of the 

European Quality of life surveys (Eurofound, 2017; N=65,802) that includes 

data on 36 European countries are used to empirically answer our research 

questions. 

 

Theoretical background 

The (silent) educational revolution 

The diagnosis of the growth of the schooled society breaks with the 

more conventional view that represents education as an institution that 

merely ‘follows’ the demands of other institutions (e.g., the labor market) 

or simply reproduces society (e.g. Baker, 2014, pp. 1–19; Meyer, 1977). The 

advent of mass education, whereby successive generations, on average, 

have longer schooling than their parents was accompanied by a tendency 

to consider education a universal right and essential for full human 

development. Taken together these elements constitute the foundation of 

the growth of a more general culture of education which holds that “formal 

education is the best way to develop all humans and their capacities” 

(Baker, 2014, p. 2). It concerns here an intensifying tendency (Davies & 

Mehta, 2018, p. 84). Indeed, precisely because educational credentials act 

as a gatekeeper on the labor market, for example, credential inflation 

drives the further expansion of education. And precisely because people 

spend more time in education, education also further penetrates other 

realms of society creating an “increasingly thick web of school-society 

connections” (Davies & Mehta, 2018, p. 84). For this reason, education is 

sometimes even described as a ‘greedy institution’ which has become so 

dominant that the educational revolution itself has largely remained 

unnoticed by many scholars (see also Kuppens et al., 2018). In this paper 
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we do not aim to document the process of the growth of the schooled society 

itself, but focus on a crucial outcome of this process, namely the socio-

psychological consequences of living in such a society for those who were 

not (or less) successful in education: the less educated. In the next section 

we further discuss the particularities of education-based status processes 

and awareness. 

 

The hidden injuries of schooled societies 
In her work on recognition and redistribution, Fraser (2003) 

highlights how modern societies are characterized by both an economic 

hierarchy, revolving around economic inequalities and, as such, issues of 

redistribution, and a status hierarchy, revolving around cultural meanings, 

prestige, esteem and, as such, issues of recognition. This Weberian 

distinction between class and status is useful in understanding the status 

effects of education. Education has strong economic effects on individuals, 

determining in large part their chances in, for example, the occupational 

structure (Blau & Duncan, 1967). Education also affects individuals in a 

cultural sense: imbuing them not only with values and norms but also ideas 

of worthiness and respect, that is, status or recognition in the eyes of others 

(Lamont, 2018; Ridgeway, 2014), which in turn legitimize participation in 

meaningful societal matters, such as politics (Fraser, 2003; Spruyt et al., 

2018). While especially in the case of education, economic and status 

hierarchies are inextricably linked and mutually reinforcing factors (Layte 

& Whelan, 2014), it is important, at least on a conceptual level, to 

distinguish between the economic and status effects of education. Status 

effects, as Fraser (1997) rightly emphasizes, can have material effects on 

individuals and groups, but they originate from cultural logics, rather than 

market or economic logics. The key question then becomes what is the 

cultural logic that makes education so potent for status effects?  

Two elements are crucial for the effect of education on status. First, 

at the cultural level, the educational revolution has narrowed the definition 

of valuable skills and knowledge, to the skills and knowledge transmitted 
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and valued in education (Baker, 2018, p. 77). In schooled societies academic 

intelligence, defined here as general higher-order cognitive skills, becomes 

an objective in itself and preferred over and above the specific, applied, 

vocational skills and knowledge that are acquired outside schools: 

“Academic intelligence has become such a dominating cultural construct 

that it shapes our ideas about general human intelligence” (Baker, 2014, p. 

43).  

Second, one of the defining features of modern education is that it 

authoritatively classifies individuals (Baker, 2014; Meyer, 1977). Crucially, 

such authority or legitimacy is not a static fact that is imposed upon people, 

but a practice. Indeed, several elements in how schooling works fuels a 

representation, which holds that educational success and failure is solely a 

matter of merit. Current educational practice, for example, is characterized 

by repeated and detailed testing, comparing, and ranking. As individuals 

go through the education system, at various moments they are made aware 

that they ‘belong’ to one or the other level of education (Domina et al., 2017). 

In education systems with early stratification, this process of allocating and 

classifying people based on ‘tested’ merit starts already at the age 10 or 11 

(Brunello & Checchi, 2006). Increasingly, the tests used for this classifying 

not only focus on educational outcomes, but also pretend to measure pupils 

and students’ scholastic potential, that is, intelligence or learning potential. 

In this way, scholastic success is ‘essentialized’, that is, represented as the 

result of superior and natural qualities (Swartz, 2013). All this is further 

reinforced by the existence of (limited) social mobility in education which 

tends to conceal the often-large social inequalities in educational outcomes 

(Bourdieu, 1998, pp. 21–22). In this way, education individualizes and 

essentializes meanings of success and failure. It is also this feature that 

strongly fuels the idea that educational differences are ‘fair’ differences 

(Tannock, 2008). This element was already noticed by Sennett and Cobb 

who in their seminal study on the hidden injuries of social class, referred 

to educational credentials as ‘badges of ability’ which are extremely hard 

to repudiate (Sennett & Cobb, 1972, p. 64).  
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These two elements render educational classification so powerful 

and potentially very damaging for the status of the less educated.  

 

The inescapable classification of education 
Another element of the potential status consequences of the growth 

of schooled societies is that education has long-lasting effects. Educational 

classification is not something that loses its relevance as soon as one has 

graduated and found a job. Therefore, it is reasonable to assume that the 

awareness of one’s educational level has an enduring quality that can be 

found among individuals who have long since finished education.  

First of all, the (growing) centrality of education in modern societies 

ensures that education is often publicly visible. Education is now the 

primary pathway for both social reproduction of inequality and social 

mobility (Hout & DiPrete, 2006), which evidences the primary role 

education plays in labor markets. This primary role of education is 

compounded by the tendency to ‘educationalize’ societal problems, where 

education is seen as the ‘universal solution’ for all kinds of individual and 

societal problems (Depaepe & Smeyers, 2008; Labaree, 2008). As such, 

education takes a central and publicly visible position in organizing 

modern societies, from labor markets to people’s personal lives.  

Secondly, not only is education as an institution visible in the public 

sphere, people are also (made) aware of what category they fall in, and 

additionally what the (practical) connotations are of educational 

categories. Long before graduation, students are aware that certain 

educational tracks are more prestigious than others (Spruyt et al., 2015). 

After going through the education system, the obtained qualifications are 

relevant as credentials to social locations, primarily in the labor market, 

long after graduating (Kingston et al., 2003). In everyday life, one is 

regularly reminded of one’s educational level so that people are, at least on 

a non-discursive level, aware of which behaviors or tastes one can expect 

from people of a certain educational level (Bennett et al., 2009; Bourdieu, 

1984; Stubager, 2009). One concrete manifestation of the latter is found in 



In the shadow of the schooled society 

 75 

the observation that similarity in education increases the rate of both 

sending and replying to initial contacts on online dating platforms (Skopek 

et al., 2011). This specific observation underscores the more general 

assumption that people are able to classify themselves at least in relation 

to these patterns of behavior – if not explicitly – as less or higher educated. 

The preceding arguments conjure up the idea that in so called 

‘schooled societies’ (1) people cannot escape from educational classification 

and (2) this classification entails moral judgements about people’s worth 

and position in society. This begs the question about its consequences. 

Baker (2014, p. xii) is clear on this: “[…], the emerging schooled society takes 

no prisoners: increasingly one either plays the education game or risks 

being marginalized with a wounded self-image”. In this study we focus on 

that outcome of schooled societies by assessing the relationship between 

people’s educational position and two indicators of low social status: 

feelings of misrecognition and dissatisfaction with one’s education. 

 

Research strategy 
Regarding the empirical research, this paper has two key aims. 

Firstly, we are interested in feelings of misrecognition or dissatisfaction 

with education among educational groups as a form of education-based 

status awareness. We aim to demonstrate that the effects of education on 

feelings of low status cannot fully be reduced to (the lack of) economic 

resources associated with specific educational levels. Secondly, we aim to 

introduce a dynamic element in the analysis. The growth of schooled 

societies is a long-term process. There are no data that allow us to 

empirically study such long-term within-country evolutions. Therefore, we 

search for systematic between-country variation. More specifically we 

assess whether the strength of the relationship between education and 

feelings of low status differs between countries in terms of the share of the 

higher educated in a country. Specifically, we assess whether education is 

more divisive in countries with a larger share of the higher educated and 

education is thus more central. 
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Indicators of low status 
We focus on two indicators of feelings of low status. First, feelings of 

misrecognition are a general indicator of the awareness of low status. 

(Mis)recognition is a term that is commonly used to mean two different 

things. In the Bourdieusian sense, misrecognition means the extent to 

which individuals are (un)able to recognize the extent to which their social 

position and practice is produced by societal structures, due to the 

naturalization of these societal structures (i.e. a form of false 

consciousness). However, in another sense misrecognition refers to the fact 

that people perceive misrecognition of their (cultural) worth, commonly 

associated with the work of Taylor, Fraser, and Honneth (Fraser & 

Honneth, 2003; Honneth, 1996; Taylor, 1994), and this is the way in which 

we use the term. We conceptualize feelings of misrecognition as the extent 

people have the feeling that they do not play a meaningful role in society, 

possess a (stigmatized) identity that is looked down upon in society, and 

feel less valued than other social groups. We assume that individuals are 

aware of their (lower) status position, although they need not be 

necessarily cognizant of all social processes that are directly responsible 

for it. Hence, with this conceptualization we, importantly, do not prioritize 

one cause of low status over another (e.g. low status due to a lower income, 

or low status due to a lower education). However, we can determine how 

strong these feelings correlate with different individual characteristics, 

and hence determine to what extent these feelings are related to education. 

In order to allow us to focus more precisely on education, we also 

look at individuals’ dissatisfaction with their education. The awareness 

among people of educational classification that accompanies the status 

differences between educational groups makes it likely that when people 

are aware of their (lower) status position that education is (partly) 

responsible for this position. Individuals are thus relatively likely to make 

a connection between their educational level and their status position. 

Hence, we posit that those who feel that they lack recognition in society, 
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are more likely to state that they are dissatisfied with their education. In 

this way, dissatisfaction with education measures a sense of worth, or self-

esteem due to education. To be sure, dissatisfaction with education can of 

course arise from more sources than the lower status associated with a 

lower educational level such as a low quality of education or prospects on 

the labor market. At the same time, it is reasonable to assume that the low 

cultural value associated with being less educated will affect people’s 

dissatisfaction with their education. As such, we treat dissatisfaction as an 

important indicator of education-specific awareness of low status, even 

though the dissatisfaction with education could arise from other factors as 

well. While misrecognition taps the awareness of low status in the eyes of 

others, dissatisfaction with education assesses how people themselves 

think about their education. In this paper we consider feelings of 

misrecognition and dissatisfaction with one’s education as two (indirect or 

subtle vs. more direct and blatant) measures of an experienced low 

(education-based) status. 

In studying the consequences of experienced low educational status, 

we will take indicators of the strictly economic situation of respondents 

into account. Education has both material and cultural or status effects. 

These material effects can, in their turn, also affect one’s status: low income 

is itself also a stigmatized identity (Easterbrook et al., 2019). Given our focus 

on the drawbacks of the schooled society, however, it is important to assess 

whether education has additional status effects, besides its economic 

effects, on feelings of misrecognition.  

Cross-national variation in the centrality of education 
Our approach posits that the educational classification gains its 

power largely due to the central role education plays in modern societies 

(Baker, 2014; Meyer, 1977). To the extent that education can be considered 

a global institution (Baker & LeTendre, 2005), we expect to find a strong 

general pattern. That said, it is likely that the effect of education on feelings 

of misrecognition are moderated by the centrality of education in a country 
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(van Noord et al., 2019). For instance, as educational expansion increases 

the marginalization of the less educated and alters educational norms, it 

may increase the stigmatization of the less educated as incapable (Solga, 

2002). Or conversely, the greater visibility of the higher education system 

(and simultaneously, greater visibility of higher educated people) may lead 

to a norm of being higher educated, rather than an exception. There is no 

single particular way to measure the extent of the centrality of education, 

as it consists of multiple dimensions. Many of these dimensions are difficult 

to catch in a (quantitative) indicator, especially one that can be used for 

cross-national research. However, previous research has indicated that the 

share of higher educated in the population can function as a good proxy for 

the centrality of education in societies (Baker & LeTendre, 2005; van Noord 

et al., 2019). With this measure of share of higher educated, we assess 

whether the strength of the relationship between education and feelings of 

misrecognition or dissatisfaction with education is stronger in countries 

that can be characterized more strongly as ‘schooled societies’. 

Data and measures 
To answer our research questions, we rely on data from the 

European Quality of Life Survey (EQLS, Eurofound, 2017) which is a 

European wide, nationally representative survey, held roughly every four 

years (most recent wave: 2016). Since several variables of interest are not 

used in the 2003 wave, we exclude this wave, and only use data from the 

last three waves: 2007, 2012, and 2016. This gives 18,586 respondents in 

2007, 24,470 in 2012, and 22,746 in 2016. The total number of respondents 

is 65,802, after listwise deletion. As some countries are only present in one 

wave, there are 36 unique countries in the dataset with 98 year-country 

combinations (henceforth called samples). For the analyses that include 

macro level variables, we have, due to limited data availability, only 70 

samples across 25 countries. 

Our main three measures of interest are education, feelings of 

misrecognition, and dissatisfaction with education. Education is 
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operationalized into three levels (lower, middle, and higher) based on 

ISCED levels: 0-2 for less educated, 3-4 for middle educated, 5-8 for higher 

educated (these levels correspond to primary, secondary, or tertiary levels 

of education). Feelings of misrecognition are based on two items, listed 

below. The original battery of items in the EQLS also contains a third item 

focusing on feelings of being looked down upon. While this is an important 

component of misrecognition (Layte & Whelan, 2014), the item wording 

focuses explicitly on ‘job situation or income’. We leave this item out of the 

scale in order to not have the scale focus on specific reasons for feelings of 

misrecognition.1 

“I feel left out of society” 

“I feel that the value of what I do is not recognised by others” 

 

The scale is an average score of the two items, each tapping into a 

related but different component of misrecognition (i.e., a personal 

difficulty of perceiving one’s place in society as meaningful vs. an 

assessment of the judgement of others). We then z-score standardized this 

measure, so that higher scores reflect stronger feelings of misrecognition. 

Since this correlation between both items (Pearson’s r: 0.384) is rather low, 

we have also run all analyses with the items separately (see Tables A3 and 

A4 in the online appendix). These analyses show there are no substantial 

differences between the two items. Therefore, we present only the results 

of the feelings of misrecognition scale with both items.  

Dissatisfaction with education is based on a single item: “Could you 

please tell me on a scale of 1 to 10 how satisfied you are with each of the 

following items, where 1 means you are very dissatisfied and 10 means you 

are very satisfied? ‘Your education.’” This item is z-score standardized and 

recoded so that higher scores indicate a stronger dissatisfaction with 

 
1 Analyses that include the third item do not differ substantially from the 
results presented below. These results are available on request. 
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education. Dissatisfaction with education correlates 0.204 with feelings of 

misrecognition.  

Beyond these variables of interest, we have two sets of individual-

level control variables. The first are the demographic controls of gender 

and age. Gender is a dichotomous variable where 0 means male and 1 

female. Age is a continuous variable running from 25-75. We removed all 

respondents under the age of 25 as they are likely to not have finished their 

education yet. The second set of controls are economic controls intended 

for the analyses that aim at distinguishing between cultural and economic 

bases of status and recognition. These economic controls consist of income 

and objective material deprivation. Income was measured continuously 

and was corrected for differences in price levels (PPP euros) in the original 

dataset. We recoded this variable into sixteen equal-frequency (counted 

within country-wave samples) categories to deal with outlier/extremely 

high values. This variable is included also as a quadratic term in our models 

to deal with non-linear effects of income. Objective material deprivation 

consists of three scales measuring whether respondents are able to afford 

certain basic purchases and the quality or luxury of their living 

accommodation. The questions for these scales are listed below. The full list 

of items per question is listed in the online appendix (Table A5). The 

response categories for the items are all dichotomous: yes/no. All three 

scales range from 0-1 and are coded in such a way that higher scores reflect 

more objective material deprivation (Cronbach’s alpha’s: 0.64; 0.84; 0.60). 

The scales are entered separately in the analyses. 

“Has your household been in arrears at any time during the past 12 

months, that is, unable to pay as scheduled any of the following?” 

(Two items) 

“There are some things that many people cannot afford, even if they 

would like them. For each of the following things on this list, can I 

just check whether your household can afford it if you want it?” (Six 

items) 
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“Do you have any of the following problems with your 

accommodation?” (Six items) 

 

We have also added contextual variables for the sample level (that is, 

were added for each wave within each country). First of all, the share of 

the higher educated. This variable is used as an explanatory variable for 

the analyses seeking to explain differences between countries. Share of 

higher educated is used here as a proxy of the centrality of education in 

society (Baker, 2014; cf. van Noord et al., 2019). It measures to what extent 

the institution of education has taken a central role in society. Specifically, 

it denotes the percentage of individuals of age 25-65 that have attained a 

tertiary diploma/degree (OECD, 2019). 

We also add macro level control variables. These are GDP per capita, 

general government total expenditure (henceforth government expenses; 

IMF, 2018), and income inequality (Gini index; World Bank, 2019). Earlier 

research has demonstrated that income inequality affects status anxiety 

levels of different income groups (Layte & Whelan, 2014), hence we use 

these economic control variables in the analyses seeking to explain country 

variance in feelings of misrecognition and dissatisfaction with education. 

Table A3.1 in the Supplemental Material lists all data sources of these 

contextual (control) variables. Additionally, Table 1 lists the descriptive 

statistics for all variables. 

 

Results 
The presentation of the results is organized in two subsections. First, 

we assess the relationship between education and our two dependent 

variables: feelings of misrecognition and dissatisfaction with education. 

We do this with and without taking into account indicators of respondents’ 

material/financial position to assess whether the level of education 

explains variation over and above those explained by the more purely 

economic indicators. Second, we explore the variation between countries, 

and try to explain this by the share of higher educated. All multilevel  
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Table 1: Descriptive statistics 
Variable Mean SD Minimu

m
Maximu

m
Individual level variables 
Feelings of misrecognition -0.006 1.006 -0.783 3.125 
Dissatisfaction with education -0.003 0.994 -1.243 2.515 
Education 1.969 0.742 1 3 
Gender (1=female) 0.560 0.496 0 1 
Age (/10) 4.946 1.403 2.5 7.5 
Income 8.938 4.603 1 16 
OMD: Arrears in payments 0.115 0.271 0 1 
OMD: Cannot afford things 0.247 0.308 0 1 
OMD: Shoddy accommodation 0.091 0.195 0 1 

Macro level variables 
Share of higher educated 0.289 0.084 0.113 0.460 
GDP per capita ($100,000) 0.357 0.172 0.070 1.033 
Government expenses (general 
government total; % GDP) 

0.430 0.074 0.245 0.566 

Income inequality (Gini) 0.313 0.041 0.244 0.419 
Note: listwise deletion on individual level variables (N=65,802) and, separately, for 
macro level variables (70 samples across 25 countries). 

models presented consist of three levels, with individuals nested in waves, 

which are nested in countries (Schmidt-Catran & Fairbrother, 2016).  

The added explanatory power of education 
Theoretical accounts of education have distinguished between the 

potential economic, but also the social status effects of education. In this 

paper we are primarily interested in the extent to which education is 

indeed a basis for social status, as it is through their position in the status 

hierarchy that individuals are likely to experience feelings of 

misrecognition. We ran multilevel regressions with feelings of 

misrecognition and dissatisfaction with education as the dependent 

variables. The models proceed stepwise. Model 1 contains only education, 

model 2 adds the demographic control variables age and gender, and model 
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Table 2: Results of the multilevel regression analyses on feelings of 
misrecognition (maximum likelihood; N = 65802) 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
Constant 0.170*** 

(0.038) 
0.294*** 

(0.041) 
0.055 

(0.035) 
Education (ref.=low) 
Middle education -0.179***

(0.010)
-0.197***

(0.010)
-0.048***

(0.010)
High education -0.364***

(0.011)
-0.389***

(0.011)
-0.120***

(0.011)
Gender (1=female) 0.031***

(0.008) 
-0.014+
(0.007)

Age -0.026***
(0.003)

-0.021***
(0.003)

Income -0.029***
(0.003)

Income² 0.001***
(0.000)

OMD: Arrears in 
payments 

0.315***
(0.014)

OMD: Cannot afford 
things 

0.803***
(0.016)

OMD: Shoddy 
accommodation 

0.332***
(0.020) 

Random effects 
Country level intercept 0.043 

(0.012) 
0.042 

(0.012) 
0.018 

(0.007) 
Wave level intercept 0.020 

(0.004) 
0.020 

(0.004) 
0.020 

(0.004) 
Residual variance 0.927 

(0.005) 
0.925 

(0.005) 
0.836 

(0.005) 
Note: Standard errors in parentheses; + p<0.10, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001. 

3 adds the two economic variables: income and the three objective material 

deprivation scales.  

Table 2 shows the results of the analyses with feelings of 

misrecognition as the dependent variable. Table 3 presents the results for 

dissatisfaction with education. Figure 1 graphically presents the first three 

models. Model 1 in Table 2 reveals that education is indeed negatively 

related to feelings of misrecognition, with the higher educated being less  
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Figure 1: Difference between higher and lower educated on feelings of 
misrecognition and dissatisfaction with education across different models  

 
 

likely to feel misrecognized than the less educated. Model 2 shows that, 

although age has a negative relationship with feelings of misrecognition 

(i.e. the young report stronger feelings of misrecognition), the point 

estimate of education is not substantially affected by controlling for age. In 

contrast, when in model 3 the economic variables are entered, the 

coefficient of higher education on feelings of misrecognition decreases to 

about a third of the coefficient in model 2 (from b = -0.389 to b = -0.120). In 

this way, the part of education that we can attribute to the economic 

correlates of education is slightly more than two times larger than the ‘non-

economic’ part of education. The economic variables themselves have large 

effects, hence, people’s feelings of misrecognition are also strongly tied to 

their economic position.2  

The same analyses are also done for dissatisfaction with education 

(Table 3). The results do not entirely mirror each other. Again, model 1  

 
2 When estimating the results separately for the two separate feelings of 
misrecognition items, substantive conclusions are similar. See Table A3.3 
and A3.4 of the Supplemental Material. 
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Table 3: Results of the multilevel regression analyses on dissatisfaction with 
education (maximum likelihood; N = 65802) 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
Constant 0.483*** 

(0.035) 
0.720*** 

(0.037) 
0.588*** 

(0.035) 
Education (ref.=low) 
Middle education -0.481***

(0.009)
-0.515***

(0.009)
-0.445***

(0.009)
High education -0.992***

(0.010)
-1.036***

(0.010)
-0.911***

(0.011)
Gender (1=female) 0.040***

(0.007) 
0.020** 
(0.007) 

Age -0.047***
(0.003)

-0.045***
(0.003)

Income -0.008**
(0.003)

Income² 0.000
(0.000)

OMD: Arrears in 
payments 

0.134*** 
(0.014) 

OMD: Cannot afford 
things 

0.336*** 
(0.015) 

OMD: Shoddy 
accommodation 

0.265*** 
(0.019) 

Random effects 
Country level intercept 0.032 

(0.010) 
0.031 

(0.010) 
0.020 

(0.007) 
Wave level intercept 0.024 

(0.005) 
0.023 

(0.004) 
0.022 

(0.004) 
Residual variance 0.784 

(0.004) 
0.780 

(0.004) 
0.761 

(0.004) 
Note: Standard errors in parentheses; * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001. 

shows that education has a negative relationship with dissatisfaction with 

education. Unsurprisingly, less educated people are less satisfied with their 

education than those with a higher education. Model 2 shows that these 

results are robust for the control variables gender and age, although they 

indicate that women are less satisfied with their education than men, and 

older people are more satisfied. Adding the four economic control variables 

barely affects the relationship between education and dissatisfaction with 
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education (model 3). Though all four are strongly related to dissatisfaction 

with education, including them in the model decreases the relationship of 

education only by about a tenth. Low economic position does positively 

affect people’s dissatisfaction with their education, suggesting that people 

recognize the role education plays in their lower economic position. This, 

however, does not affect the difference between educational groups. 

Dissatisfaction with education seems to be primarily driven by an 

understanding of the meaning of people’s education per se, rather than 

what it achieves in economic markets. Indeed, while education’s effect size 

on feelings of misrecognition is much smaller than the effect size of the 

economic controls, when it comes to dissatisfaction with education the 

effect size of education is larger than of the economic controls. 

Systematic between-country variance in feelings of 

misrecognition 
The preceding section focused on the general pattern of the 

education-misrecognition relation. In this subsection we explore variation 

between countries and as such include a more dynamic element in the 

analysis that refers to the long-term (cultural) developments that the thesis 

of the growth of schooled societies departs from. The country-level 

intercepts in Tables 2 and 3 indicate that both feelings of misrecognition 

and dissatisfaction with education contain significant variance at the 

country and sample level. We now aim to explain this variance. The share 

of higher educated is used as a proxy for the centrality of education in 

society. Table 4 presents the predicted means and simple effects of the two 

models that each include an interaction term with education and share of 

higher educated. Model 1 has feelings of misrecognition as its dependent 

variable, model 2 dissatisfaction with education. The results of the full 

multilevel model can be found in Table A3.2 in the Supplemental Material. 

All these models control for the basic demographic variables of age, gender, 

income, and the three objective material deprivation scales and also GDP 

per capita, income inequality, and government expenses.  
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Table 4: Predicted means and trends of lower and higher educated across 
different levelsa of share of higher educated, on feelings of misrecognition 
and satisfaction with education 

 Feelings of 
misrecognition 

(model 1) 

Dissatisfaction with 
education 
(model 2) 

Low share of higher 
educated 

  

Less educated -0.071 0.432 
Higher educated -0.087 -0.433 
   
High share of higher 
educated 

  

Less educated 0.051 0.346 
Higher educated -0.184 -0.512 
   
Difference higher – less 
educated 

  

Low share of higher 
educated  -0.017 

*** -0.953 

High share of higher 
educated   *** -0.234 

 *** -0.939 

   
Difference in difference 
(interaction between 
education and share of 
higher educated) 

*** -0.218 -0.113 

Note: Data analyzed with multilevel models (maximum likelihood; see Table A3.2). 
Predicted means and differences calculated with –margins- and –mlincom- in Stata 
(Long & Freese, 2014). Low share of higher educated refers to 20.2%, high share of 
higher educated refers to 36.8% (1 standard deviation below and above the mean). 
*** p<0.001. 

 

 The results show that the share of higher educated indeed 

moderates the relationship of education with feelings of misrecognition: 

the higher the share of higher educated, the larger the difference between 

the higher and less educated in feelings of misrecognition (see also Figure 

2). In samples with a small share of higher educated (one standard 

deviation below the mean; 20.2%) this difference equals -0.017 (p=0.509):  
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Figure 2: Feelings of misrecognition of the three educational groups, 
across share of higher educated 

 
 

the mean feeling of misrecognition of the higher educated is 0.017 lower 

than for the less educated. This difference in countries with a larger share 

of higher educated (one standard deviation above the mean; 36.8%) is -

0.234 (p<0.001), again higher educated have a lower mean for feelings of 

misrecognition than the less educated. The difference between these two 

coefficients equals -0.218 (p<0.001). This means that the difference between 

the higher and less educated is 0.218 standard deviations larger in samples 

with a large share of higher educated, compared to samples with a small 

share.3  This increase in difference between lower and higher educated is 

roughly equally due to decreased feelings of misrecognition of the higher 

educated and increased feelings of misrecognition of the less educated. 

The share of higher educated does not moderate the relationship 

between education and dissatisfaction with education (p=0.908). 

Educational differences in dissatisfaction with education do not 

 
3 This is robust for region effects, that is, the coefficients remain similar 
when controlling for a series of dummies denoting, Northwest, South, East 
Europe, and Turkey. Results available upon request. 
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significantly differ in samples with either a small or a large share of higher 

educated. So, while the share of higher educated has a large impact on the 

difference between higher and the less educated in feelings of 

misrecognition, this is not the case for dissatisfaction with education. 

 

Exploratory and robustness analyses 
While we treat our data as essentially cross-sectional, we do have 

multiple waves over time to our disposal. This would allow us to distinguish 

between short-term and long-term changes by leveraging the fact that our 

data contains both changes over time (nine years) within a country and 

differences between countries, which partly reflect changes over a longer 

time period. Therefore, we disaggregate the macro-level variables, such as 

the share of higher educated, in order to distinguish within-country 

changes from between-country differences. We do treat this analysis as 

exploratory since the evolution of societies towards schooled societies is a 

long-term trend dating back to at least the 1960’s, and for some countries 

even around 1870 (Meyer et al., 1992). As such, this cultural change is 

probably not linear and less detectable on the short-term. However, looking 

at the short-term might tell us something about the current dynamics. 

Technically, distinguishing within-country from between-country 

differences is done by centering macro-level variables at the country mean. 

Thus, we have country mean-centered all macro-level variables, and 

included the country mean as a separate variable in the analysis (Astell-

Burt & Feng, 2018; Bell et al., 2018; Thijs et al., 2019).We have done this for 

both our primary macro-level variable (share of higher educated) and for 

our macro-level control variables. In this section we also test the robustness 

of our analyses by not only interacting education with the share of higher 

educated, but also with the macro-level control variables.  

Firstly, the aggregated share of higher educated variables indicate 

(see Table 5, Model 1) that both the country mean and the country mean-

centered variables significantly moderate the relationship of educational 

level with feelings of misrecognition. So, both short-term changes over time  
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Table 5: Results of the interaction between education and share of higher 
educated country-mean  

 Model 1 Model 2 
Middle educated 0.229*** 

(0.064) 
-0.650*** 

(0.176) 
Higher educated 0.261*** 

(0.064) 
-0.493** 

(0.172) 
Share of higher educated (CMC) 0.515 

(0.565) 
-0.901 

(0.904) 
Share of higher educated (CM) 0.777+ 

(0.452) 
0.764+ 
(0.449) 

Middle educated*Share of higher educated (CMC) -0.383 
(0.504) 

-0.230 
(0.765) 

Higher educated*Share of higher educated (CMC) -0.969* 
(0.492) 

0.076 
(0.715) 

Middle educated*Share of higher educated (CM) -1.020*** 
(0.215) 

-0.885*** 
(0.213) 

Higher educated*Share of higher educated (CM) -1.360*** 
(0.211) 

-1.401*** 
(0.209) 

Note: Standard errors in parentheses; + p<0.10, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001. 
Model 1 is without extensive controls, Model 2 controls for the interactions between 
education and other country mean and country-mean centered control variables. Full 
results available in the Supplemental Material (Tables A3.6 and A3.7). Less educated 
is the reference category of middle and higher educated.  

 

and absolute differences between countries are associated with a widening 

of the misrecognition gap between the less and higher educated. To further 

test the robustness of the interaction effects we also add the other control 

variables as interaction terms with education. In this way, we can test 

whether the interaction between share of higher educated is not actually 

due to interactions of education with other macro-level variables. We have 

also disaggregated these control variables into country mean-centered and 

country mean variables. Model 2 includes these interaction terms. The 

significant moderation of the effect of higher educated on feelings of 

misrecognition by country mean-centered share of higher educated 

disappears. Further investigation showed that it was the inclusion of the 

country mean-centered GDP per capita moderation that caused the country 
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mean-centered share of higher educated moderation to lose its 

significance. This means that even though short-term country-level 

increases in the share of higher educated are related to an increase in the 

education effect on misrecognition, the moderating effect of an increase in 

the share of higher educated cannot be separated from the moderating 

effect of an increase in GDP per capita. This is perhaps not surprising given 

the limited number of countries. Indeed, none of the country mean-

centered variables or interactions were significant, suggesting that this 

model simply had a lack of statistical power due to the combination of few 

countries and several correlated predictors. In any case, and consistent 

with the main analyses presented earlier, differences between countries in 

share of higher educated are still robustly associated with a larger 

misrecognition gap between the higher and less educated and this gap is 

significantly larger in countries with more higher educated.  

Discussion and conclusion 
This paper engages with the literature that studies the (moral) 

implications of the growth of  schooled societies (Baker, 2014; Meyer, 1977; 

Solga, 2002; Tannock, 2008; van Noord et al., 2019) and how these societal 

changes affect education as a source of identity and status (Spruyt & 

Kuppens, 2015; Stubager, 2009). To that end, we explored feelings of 

misrecognition and dissatisfaction with education among educational 

groups in Europe. Both outcomes tap into different aspects of how 

education is related to status. We used the European Quality of Life Survey 

(Eurofound, 2017) to investigate multiple questions.  

Firstly, we found that, when controlling simultaneously for four 

indicators of economic resources, education still affects feelings of 

misrecognition, though the effect size was relatively small. The effect size 

was much larger for dissatisfaction with education, probably because a 

more direct measure of low status due to education is naturally more 

related to education. The relationship between education and 

dissatisfaction with education was only barely influenced by economic 
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resources, hence people’s dissatisfaction with education seems to be 

predominantly status related. An important note on the comparisons, 

however, is that it is difficult, if not impossible, to entirely disentangle the 

status effects from the material effects of education. Indeed, their 

entanglement means that both are likely to be affected by the other at every 

step of the way. Our results do imply that interpreting education as a simple 

class indicator underestimates the centrality of education in contemporary 

societies and is in this sense misguided. Indeed, in analogy with Baker’s 

(2014) distinction one could argue that rather than being a secondary 

indicator for social class, in schooled societies people’s education level has 

become a primary indicator of people’s overall social position that 

reconciles both cultural and economic status aspects. 

Secondly, we explored cross-national variation in the relationship 

between education and feelings of misrecognition and dissatisfaction with 

education. In modern society education has taken such a central role that 

these societies can be called ‘schooled societies’ (Baker, 2014). Though the 

educationalization of society is a multi-layered process, which goes beyond 

the simple expansion of education, the share of the higher educated is a 

good measure of the extent of this transformation as the expansion of 

higher education is one of the primary ways in which education attains 

such a central role. We found that the share of higher educated across 

countries is associated with a substantial increase in difference between 

higher and less educated in feelings of misrecognition. No such pattern is 

found for dissatisfaction with education, however. Regardless of the share 

of higher educated, the differences between educational groups in 

dissatisfaction stay the same. The differences in dissatisfaction between the 

higher and less educated are already large, and unexplained by economic 

factors, hence this can clearly be seen as a status indicator that is already 

predominantly, and autonomously, determined by education. Perhaps this 

explains why a further expansion of education does not increase 

differences between higher and less educated. For feelings of 

misrecognition however, we arrive at a similar conclusion as Van Noord et 



In the shadow of the schooled society 

93 

al. (2019, p. 669): “as education becomes more pervasive and widely shared, 

rather than leveling social differences, ironically it also becomes more 

distinctive and diagnostic in distinguishing people along group lines.”  

In this paper, we expand on Van Noord et al. (2019), who investigated 

people’s perception of their social rank and its relation to educational level. 

The authors show that while people are aware of their lower status 

position, education’s stratifying role in society is generally seen as 

legitimate. We expand on this by focusing on the extent to which people 

are satisfied with their current position. When combined, both studies 

suggest that while the less educated are generally aware of their lower 

status position and express personal dissatisfaction with that position, this 

does not, as Van Noord et al. (2019) demonstrate, immediately lead to a 

questioning of the legitimacy of the education system. The importance of 

education in determining who gets ahead in society is still experienced as 

something legitimate. Against this background, it is remarkable that 

dissatisfaction with individuals’ educational level, in this study, displays 

considerably more disagreement between educational groups than Van 

Noord et al.’s (2019) measure of the legitimacy of the education system. 

While we do not know of any studies that combine individuals’ 

dissatisfaction with their own educational attainment with dissatisfaction 

with the education system as a whole, this does raise the question whether 

feelings of lower status will lead people to dissatisfaction with education, 

precisely when education is seen as legitimate? In this way, dissatisfaction 

with one’s own education can be seen as a strategy of individual mobility 

(Ellemers et al., 1990; Tajfel & Turner, 1979): one problematizes one’s own 

education rather than the (source of) inequality itself. In general, our 

measure of dissatisfaction with education raises questions on the genesis 

of this dissatisfaction. We posit that this contains a strong status 

component, because as the less educated are more aware of the low status 

generally accorded to a lower educational level, they would become more 

dissatisfied with their education. However, this dissatisfaction could also 

have other sources. So, further research could focus on how people come 



 94 

to be dissatisfied with their education and to what extent this can be seen 

as cultural. Our analyses distinguishing between the economic and non-

economic effects at least suggest that this dissatisfaction is not simply the 

result of different economic outlooks of the less and higher educated.  

We have focused on the broader categories of less, middle, and 

higher educated, corresponding to primary, secondary, and tertiary 

education. There is reason to believe that due to educational expansion of 

higher education, distinction processes could start to emerge within higher 

education. With increased access to higher education the need for 

(economically) more privileged families and individuals to distinguish 

themselves leads them to secure ‘quantitatively similar but qualitatively 

superior educational credentials’ (Torche, 2011, p. 768). Investigating this 

dimension of ‘horizontal stratification’ (Gerber & Cheung, 2008) requires 

data on, among others, field of study and, more importantly, prestige of 

schools/universities which are not often collected in many large-scale 

surveys that also include subjective social status measures. The way this 

qualitative or horizontal stratification could play a role in feelings of 

misrecognition also relates to whether such feelings are mostly the result 

of concrete experiences by those with lower social status rather than the 

positive experiences with higher status. 

At the same time, it is important to note that the current processes 

described here are not without resistance. The ‘intensifying logic’ described 

earlier in the theoretical section is also accompanied with a ‘logic of 

resistance’: “an aggressive skepticism of the cultural authority of schooled 

professionals and the cognitive authority of schooled credentials” (Davies 

& Mehta, 2018, p. 84). This resistance is for instance visible in the variation 

of dependence on the educational prestige of the most selective degrees and 

institutions across different kinds of industries in their selection of elites 

(Brint et al., 2020; Brint & Yoshikawa, 2017), and also in challenges of 

populists in the political arena against educational elites and ‘post-truth’-

discourses (Davies & Mehta, 2018; Ylä-Anttila, 2018). In any case, the 

implications of all these mechanisms are potentially strong, both when 
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related to education but also with respect to feelings of misrecognition 

more generally. Recent research into the effects of subjective social status, 

show strong effects on various outcomes and behaviors, including health 

(Adler et al., 2000; D’Hooge et al., 2018) and attitudes towards the self and 

society (Brown-Iannuzzi et al., 2014; Payne, 2017). Potentially, effects of 

perceived misrecognition might be larger than subjective social status. 

Feelings of misrecognition are not just about the subjective positioning in 

a status hierarchy, but focuses on the negative and experienced 

consequences of low status, that is stigmatization and discrimination, and 

concrete experiences of being denied respect (Lamont, 2018; Lamont et al., 

2014). In this way, with feelings of misrecognition we might be primarily 

capturing the negative experiences with low status. These matters also 

demonstrate that it is important to distinguish between different forms of 

status experience, and hence different indicators of social status. 

The effects of misrecognition on attitudes towards democracy and 

politics can be large. Misrecognition, according to Fraser (2000, p. 23), 

comes, in large part, about through “institutionalized patterns of cultural 

value that constitute one as relatively unworthy of respect or self-esteem” 

that consequently impede parity of participation in politics and institutions 

in general. A ‘status-based cultural conflict’ (cf. Noordzij et al., 2019) 

between higher and lower educated is then indeed likely to underlie 

attitudes towards (political) institutions, with feelings of misrecognition 

playing a potentially key role. As the difference in misrecognition between 

the higher and less educated was larger in countries with a larger share of 

higher educated, it bears remembering that these status differences are not 

static and might increase even alongside processes that are often seen as 

positive (such as the educational expansion to larger groups of individuals 

that previously did not have access to higher education). 

In this paper we have focused on the socio-psychological 

consequences of living in a schooled society for those who were not (or less) 

successful in education.  It should, however, be stressed that as (1) the 

growth of schooled society is an intensifying process and (2) educational 
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credentials are a positional good, the effects of living in a schooled society 

are unlikely to be limited to the less educated. In fact, Markovits (2019, p. 

xx) shows how the increasing importance of education combined with the

privatization of education (and the associated growing importance of the

reputation of the schools and universities), leads to a horse race that starts

to divide the middle class from the elite. Among the latter it instills a

‘collective anxiety’ driven by fear of not measuring up. In this way,

education-based meritocracy “[…] simultaneously excludes most people

and damages the few that it admits.”

All in all, then, this paper shows that education and feelings about 

one’s education are relevant in questions of status and recognition. In 

contemporary ‘schooled societies’ (cf. Baker, 2014) which tend to 

‘educationalize’ social problems (cf. Labaree, 2008): “[…] everybody knows 

and everybody knows that everybody else knows that education rules in 

modern society [our emphasis]” (Kingston et al., 2003, p. 55). Our research 

suggests that this awareness has (1) important implications for people’s 

subjective status position and feelings of recognition, (2) especially in 

countries where the share of higher educated is larger. Indeed, the great 

irony is that, although education is regularly presented as the ‘great 

equalizer’, that representation itself may become an independent element 

in the reproduction of educational differentials in status and recognition.
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Based on the observation that both descriptively and substantively 

the less educated are heavily outnumbered by the highly educated in 

political institutions, Bovens and Wille (2017) argue these societies can be 

characterized as ‘diploma democracies’. Descriptively, parliaments in 

Western democracies tend to be populated with predominantly highly 

educated individuals (Bovens & Wille, 2017), partly due to a proclivity 

towards (educational) homophily among political parties (Van de Wardt et 

al., 2020). The higher educated are also more likely to participate in almost 

any political initiative (Hillygus, 2005; Persson, 2015; Verba et al., 1995), 

including political innovations such as deliberative initiatives (Spruyt et al., 

2018). Analyses of substantive representation have likewise shown that 

members in (Dutch) parliament hold attitudes more in line with highly 

educated voters than less educated. This way, the opinions of the higher 

educated are more likely to be translated into policy (Schakel & 

Hakhverdian, 2018; Schakel & Van der Pas, 2020). Even broader, there is 

evidence of a strong divide between the elite and the public in political 

opinions in European countries, with elites holding opinions much closer 

to the average highly educated individual than to the less educated 

individual (Raines et al., 2017). The ultimate consequence of all this, Bovens 

and Wille (2010: 418) argue “may very well be that the less educated will 

become a politically visible group with a clear shared interest, demanding 

equal right or an improved position […]”. 

Political science has not yet reached a full understanding of this 

tendency. Indeed, although educational differences in institutional 

attitudes (e.g. political trust, institutional trust more broadly, satisfaction 

with democracy, support for populism) are well-documented and relate to 

events such as Brexit and the election of Trump (Hobolt, 2016; Norris & 

Inglehart, 2019), scholars continue to debate the exact origins of these 

differences. Traditional explanations often point towards material 

resources (Verba et al., 1995), the role of political knowledge (Galston, 

2001), people’s network position (Nie et al., 1996), or even genetic 

differences (Alford et al., 2005; Persson, 2014). But it is likely that these 



Classified out of society? 

 101 

attitudes are also driven by concerns for social status and people’s struggle 

for recognition (Gidron & Hall, 2019; Noordzij et al., 2019; Piketty, 2020). 

Gidron & Hall (2019) note explicitly the role that feelings of misrecognition 

can play in political alienation and populist attitudes and call for more 

research in this area.  

Feelings of misrecognition refer to the extent that people have the 

feeling that they do not play a meaningful role in society, possess a 

(stigmatized) identity that is looked down on, and feel less valued than 

other social groups. Because such feelings arise not so much due to 

experiences as unique individuals, but due to exclusion based on group 

membership, feelings of misrecognition direct the attention to the area of 

intergroup relations and social identities. In this paper we engage with and 

build on this emerging literature (Spruyt & Kuppens, 2015; Stubager, 2009, 

2013). We draw attention to the particularities of education-based status 

processes and the long-term transformation towards the growth of 

‘schooled societies’ (Baker, 2014), of which ‘diploma democracy’ (Bovens & 

Wille, 2017) is but one concrete manifestation. We argue that the status 

hierarchy constructed by educational classification induces feelings of 

misrecognition among the less educated which consequently lead to 

political alienation, evidenced by less satisfaction with democracy, less 

institutional trust, and vote abstention. 

In the empirical part of the paper we focus on the relationship 

between education and attitudes towards (political) institutions and the 

(mediating) role feelings of misrecognition play in this relationship. We use 

data from 63,896 respondents from 36 countries derived from the second 

and fourth wave of the European Quality of Life Survey (Eurofound, 2017) 

and focus on three important political outcomes, namely institutional trust, 

satisfaction with democracy and vote abstention. 

 

Theoretical background 
In this section we build our argument in two steps. First, we draw 

attention to the growing centrality of education in society and the 
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particularities of education-based classification. Subsequently we explain 

how this might be related to feelings of misrecognition and the importance 

of these feelings for people’s opinions about political institutions and 

democracy.  

 

Education, competence, and the emergence of ‘schooled 

society’ 

Due to the central and authoritative position of the educational 

system, modern societies are called ‘schooled societies’ (Baker, 2014). In 

these societies, education has obtained a crucial position in the distribution 

and legitimation of social status and the allocation of individuals to 

positions of higher and lower social status. In fact, education has 

supplanted or incorporated most, if not all, other sources of social status 

and positioned itself as the best way to develop the capacities of individuals 

(Baker, 2014, p. 2). For instance, education now plays a pivotal role in labor 

markets where it is now represented both as the ‘great equalizer’ by being 

able to provide social mobility to those successful in education, and 

simultaneously as the main culprit in the reproduction of societal 

inequality (Hout & DiPrete, 2006).  

Education, however, is not merely an institution that allocates 

individuals to different positions in society. It also provides a substantial 

justification for why one fails or succeeds in education. In education, 

success or failure is posited a matter of merit, that is, individual success 

that one attains based on the two meritocratic factors of natural 

endowments and effort (Mijs, 2016a; Young, 1958). As such, educational 

credentials function as ‘badges of ability’ (Sennett & Cobb, 1972, p. 64) that 

position the higher educated as more competent in general. In part, this is 

due to the privileging of a certain type of competence based on cognitive 

ability that has increasingly been the main required skill in education 

(Baker, 2014; Blair et al., 2005). According to Baker, this form of competence 

“has become such a dominating cultural construct that it shapes our ideas 

about general human intelligence” (2014, p. 43). As such, this form of 



Classified out of society? 

 103 

competence maintains its relevance outside the realm of schooling. In this 

way, education is a potent force in constructing the idea that the people it 

classifies as higher educated are not only fit for the specific role that 

someone with a specific diploma is trained for, but as more generally 

competent. 

This construction of the higher educated as more generally 

competent also functions as a justification for the construction of a social 

status hierarchy. Van Noord et al. (2019) demonstrate that indeed such an 

education-based social status hierarchy is perceived, experienced, and 

generally seen as legitimate by all educational groups in Western societies. 

The existence of such a hierarchy was also found in research concerning 

identification with education which found that people are reasonably 

likely to identify with their educational level, but the strength of the 

identification is much higher among higher than less educated (Den Ridder 

& Dekker, 2011; Stubager, 2009). ‘Less educated’ is in that sense a negative 

identity, defined primarily in terms of what it is lacking: a good and 

respectable education.  

We are interested here in the political implications of such education-

based status. Obviously, the higher status and competence accorded to the 

higher educated translates into greater access to elite positions in societal 

institutions generally, and an overrepresentation of the higher educated in 

politics, specifically. As Meyer (1977, p. 73) writes: “education expands roles 

and sets them into proper relation with the rest of society”, for instance, 

when the role of ‘doctor’ is created, “other people do not simply become 

nondoctors, they become patients”. The higher educated are, due to their 

higher education-based status, not only more likely to be allocated to 

positions of authority, the less educated are more likely to be put in a 

dominated position where they have to submit to the authority of the 

higher educated.  

The foregoing has been increasingly apparent in societal and political 

institutions which are mostly populated by the higher educated. Beside this 

general concern about the growth of diploma democracies as described by 



 104 

Bovens and Wille (2017), there is also more focused empirical research on 

the relevance of educational identities in politics. Stubager (2013) 

demonstrates that the authoritarian-libertarian cleavage is (partly) rooted 

in education-based identities and an education cleavage. Spruyt et al. (2016) 

found that educational groups not only differ in their support for populism, 

but that this education gap increases the more the less educated identify 

with being their educational level. Noordzij, Van der Waal, & De Koster 

(2019) demonstrate that affinity with elite culture explains partly the gap 

in political trust between higher and less educated. Based on this, they 

theorize that the superiority signaling of higher educated politicians could 

increase the political alienation of the less educated. Taken together, the 

misrepresentation of less educated is thus likely to instill a sense of distrust 

towards these institutions, as one feels not represented by, but is expected 

to submit to the authority of these institutions. 

 

Misrecognition and political alienation 

The previous section explains why education’s societal role goes 

beyond allocating people to societal positions, as this allocation goes along 

with strong normative ideas about individuals of varying educational level. 

In other words, educational differences are also about institutionally 

guaranteed (mis)recognition (Fraser & Honneth, 2003; Sennett & Cobb, 

1972). Misrecognition can be seen as resulting from “institutionalized 

patterns of cultural value [that] constitute some actors as inferior, 

excluded, wholly other, or simply invisible, hence as less than full partners 

in social interaction” (Fraser, 2003, p. 29) and thus impedes groups of 

people from participating equally in the political domain. We use feelings 

of misrecognition to refer to the extent that people have the feeling that 

they do not play a meaningful role in society, possess a (stigmatized) 

identity that is looked down on, and feel less valued than other social 

groups. 

The concept of recognition was revived in the 1990s to understand 

new social movements and ‘identity politics’ (Honneth, 1996; Taylor, 1994), 
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and more specifically to understand the relationship between so called 

‘cultural’ and ‘economic’ voting and the attitudinal positions adopted by the 

less educated (Achterberg & Houtman, 2006; Derks, 2004, 2006). This notion 

of recognition has also recently been employed as an explanation for the 

‘cultural backlash’ (Norris & Inglehart, 2019) that resulted in the rise of 

(right-wing) populism in Western societies, Brexit, and the election of 

Donald Trump as president of the U.S.A (Gest, 2016; Gidron & Hall, 2019; 

Hochschild, 2018). The main demographic cleavage central in these 

accounts is education (Rooduijn, 2017; Stubager, 2013; Zhang, 2018) as they 

revolve around conservative less educated groups who struggle for 

recognition of their values, traditions, and status, in a world in which they 

feel increasingly excluded or marginalized by the impact of globalization 

and immigration, with increasing political alienation as a result.  

Education and political alienation 
Education plays a central role in debates about political alienation 

(Nie et al., 1996; Persson, 2015; Verba et al., 1995). In this study we 

conceptualize political alienation as both attitudinal (by way of satisfaction 

with democracy and institutional trust) and behavioral (vote abstention). 

In general, for both these domains, and all three indicators, the higher 

educated are less likely to be alienated: higher educated are generally more 

satisfied with the functioning of democracy, display higher trust levels, and 

are more willing to vote. Discussions concerning the ‘effect’ of education, 

revolve primarily around the why question: why does education affect 

forms of political alienation? In the Introduction we pointed to a few 

dominant answers: material resources (Verba et al., 1995), the role of 

political knowledge (Galston, 2001), people’s network position (Nie et al., 

1996), or genetic differences (Alford et al., 2005; Persson, 2014). Partly with 

the exception of Nie et al.’s (1996) relative education model and the 

importance of people’s network position, these explanations all point to 

elements that education imparts to the individual: higher incomes and 

material wealth, more knowledge, skills etc. While the relative education 
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model (Nie et al., 1996; Persson, 2015) is more nuanced than this 

individualist approach, it remains a mechanism that relies on the factual 

distribution of educational levels in a certain society. The interpretation 

and the meaning of education – how we as a society understand education, 

and act on these understandings – is left unexplored. We discussed these 

meanings in the first section of this paper’s theoretical background. Based 

on this, we expect that the less educated experience more feelings of 

misrecognition and consequently more political alienation than the higher 

educated. We expect that these stronger feelings of misrecognition 

significantly mediate the difference between the less and higher educated 

in political alienation.  

Additionally, there are reasons to believe that the effect of 

misrecognition might not be similar for all educational groups and across 

contexts (i.e., moderation effect). Firstly, we investigate whether the effect 

of misrecognition itself depends on the educational group. One reason why 

one might expect higher educated to be more sensitive to misrecognition 

relates to the idea that the higher educated possess a higher sense of 

entitlement: that is, they are more likely to have the feeling that they 

‘deserve’ a central role in society or politics (Bourdieu, 1984). This can be 

expressed in two different ways, firstly, as higher education includes a 

promise of relatively high status, the higher educated are not ‘supposed’ to 

feel misrecognized, that is one is entitled to higher status. However, when 

one feels that this ‘promise’ is not kept, the frustration to the powers that 

be might thus be all the larger. Secondly, the higher educated are also more 

likely to feel that it is up to them to voice their political opinion (Laurison, 

2015) and hold the government/politicians responsible for their feelings of 

misrecognition. As such, they are more likely to convert any feelings of 

misrecognition in targeted feelings of frustration, that is, express these 

frustrations as institutional distrust, dissatisfaction about the democratic 

system, and vote abstention. This would be in line with Honneth’s account 

on how misrecognition may, under circumstances wherein these feelings 

can be articulated as arising from group discrimination, lead to an 
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organized (political) effort to change things (Honneth, 1996; Pilkington & 

Acik, 2020). Ironically, those suffering the least from misrecognition might 

be more capable in translating feelings of misrecognition into social 

activism. 

On the other hand, feelings of misrecognition could also be more 

salient, politicized, and consequential for the less educated. While there are 

usually no direct and explicit references to educational groups, the rhetoric 

around ‘the forgotten people’ and ‘deplorables’ implicitly refer to, among 

others, the less educated (Gest, 2016; Hochschild, 2018; Norris & Inglehart, 

2019). To the extent that public opinion is formed by supply side factors, 

one could expect that feelings of misrecognition are more politicized for 

the less educated, and thus potentially more consequential for political 

attitudes. Indeed, research on populism has shown that populist parties 

fuel political discontent through anti-elitist discourse (Rooduijn et al., 2016). 

A stronger activation of feelings of misrecognition among the less educated 

could (partly) underlie this effect. 

Beyond individual-level moderation we also aim to contextualize the 

previous relationships. The continuous growth of the share of higher 

educated in society is part of a shift towards what Baker (2014) calls 

‘schooled societies’, wherein education garners a dominant and central 

role in societal and economic stratification, but also a strong influence on 

societal culture. In such schooled societies education is a more salient basis 

of stratification. As such, the status expectation of the higher educated 

might thus be more strongly violated when they still feel (on an individual 

basis) misrecognized. However, this shift towards schooled societies is not 

equal across countries, and thus one could expect that the way education 

is related to misrecognition is partly dependent on how central education 

is in society. This line of reasoning leads to the idea that the effect of feelings 

of misrecognition by education, where higher educated react more strongly 

to feelings of misrecognition (see earlier), may be stronger in countries 

where the share of higher educated is larger (i.e. more schooled societies). 

On the other hand, political rhetoric that mobilizes the misrecognition felt 
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by the less educated (‘the forgotten people’) might be more effective in 

countries that are more developed towards a ‘schooled society’. Indeed, the 

extent to which such rhetoric refers to, or is understood to refer to, the less 

educated is likely to be stronger in schooled societies. For all these reasons, 

we will explore the relationship between misrecognition and political 

alienation in a more nuanced way by exploring (1) how this relationship 

differs between educational groups and (2) how this depends on the 

context. 

Data and measures 
To investigate the mechanisms outlined above we rely on data from 

the European Quality of Life Survey (Eurofound, 2017). This is a European-

wide survey held every four years and is nationally representative. We use 

the second wave fielded in 2007 and the fourth wave fielded in 2016, as 

these were the only waves that include the political attitudes that we are 

interested in. The data includes 36 (East and West) European countries in 

total, though four countries are only represented in one wave. The mean 

number of respondents is about 1000, though most samples contain 900 

respondents in our final sample. See Table A4.1 in the Supplemental 

Material for the included countries and number of respondents per sample. 

Our primary indicators of interest are education, feelings of 

misrecognition, and political alienation (measured with satisfaction with 

democracy, institutional trust, and vote abstention). 

Education was grouped into three levels based on ISCED levels: 0-2 

for less educated (primary education), 3-4 for middle educated (secondary 

education), 5-8 for higher educated (tertiary education).  

Feelings of misrecognition was constructed with two measures, that 

originally ran from 1-5, but were recoded to run from 1-10. These two 

measures both tap into different aspects of misrecognition. The first (“I feel 

left out of society”) revolves around a personal difficulty of perceiving one’s 

place in society as meaningful and the second (“I feel that the value of what 

I do is not recognized by others”) revolves around an assessment of the 
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judgement of others. Hence, despite an only modest correlation (Pearson’s 

r: 0.38 and 0.42 for wave 2 and 4), we feel that these two items together 

form a proper assessment of one’s feelings of misrecognition. We also 

analyzed our data with the two items separately, and these findings were 

similar (results available on request). The dataset does provide us with a 

third item, but this item mentions explicitly ‘job situation or income’. We 

left this item out of the battery to only use the two items that do not focus 

on any explicit reasons for the feelings of misrecognition. 

We conceptualize political alienation with three indicators, 

satisfaction with democracy, institutional trust, and vote abstention. Two 

remarks on these indicators should be made. Firstly, while much of the 

literature focuses on political trust as the trust that people have in political 

institutions, we focus on institutional trust more broadly and include 

political institutions (e.g. the parliament, the government) along with more 

general societal institutions (e.g. the media, the legal system, banks). This is 

because we believe that the mechanism that we describe (exclusion from 

institutions leads to feelings of misrecognition) are at play for not just 

institutions of a political nature, but are in play for all institutions that are 

dominated by the higher educated. We do, however, also present results 

with trust in political and nonpolitical institutions as the dependent 

variable, separately. Secondly, as vote abstention is a political behavior and 

the other two are political attitudes, it is likely that these are also causally 

connected. Indeed, those with lower satisfaction with the way democracy 

functions and lower institutional trust levels might be more inclined to 

abstain from voting (Bélanger & Nadeau, 2005; Grönlund & Setälä, 2007). 

However, these causal relationships fall out of the scope of this article and 

we do not investigate these. We regard vote abstention as one of the three 

indicators of political alienation. 

Satisfaction with democracy was measured with a single item: “On 

the whole, how satisfied are you with the way democracy works in 

[country]?”.  Low scores on this question do not (necessarily) mean anti-

democratic attitudes or even a low support for democratic values and 
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principles (Linde & Ekman, 2003). This item thus probes the satisfaction 

with democracy in practice, and not democracy in principle and is used 

often in this manner in political research (Ferrin & Kriesi, 2016; Linde & 

Ekman, 2003). The item runs from 1-10, where 10 means higher satisfaction 

(‘very satisfied’) with democracy. This item was only measured in wave 4, 

all analyses with this item were thus only performed on this wave. 

Institutional trust is measured with eight items, listed below. Though 

the last three items were not fielded in wave 2. In each wave we took all 

available items to construct this measure, hence these three were used in 

the measure in wave 4. The resulting variable runs from 1-10, with higher 

scores reflecting higher institutional trust. Principal component factor 

analysis showed a one-dimensional underlying factor structure (Eigen 

value factor of 4.88 and 3.29 for wave 2 and 4) and reliability analysis 

indicated that the scale was highly reliable (Cronbach’s alpha of 0.91 and 

0.88). For the robustness check, we also used a measure on political trust 

that included trust in parliament, the government, and local authorities 

(Cronbach’s alpha of 0.87 and 0.88) and a measure on nonpolitical trust that 

included trust in the legal system, the news media, the police, banks, and 

humanitarian or charitable organizations (Cronbach’s alpha of 0.83 and 

0.76). Banks and humanitarian or charitable organizations were only 

fielded in wave 4. The two scales have a correlation of 0.75. 

“Please tell me how much you personally trust each of the following 

institutions.” 

“[NATIONALITY] parliament” 

“The legal system” 

“The news media” 

“The police” 

“The government” 

“The local (municipal) authorities” 

“Banks” 

“Humanitarian or charitable organizations” 
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Vote abstention was only included in wave 2 and was asked with the 

following question: “Some people don't vote nowadays for one reason or 

another. Did you vote in the last [country election] held in [date]?”. The four 

answer categories were “Yes”, “No”, “Yes, but I spoiled my ballot/ l left my 

ballot blank”, “Not eligible to vote”. The last two options were coded as 

missing, and only the first two were kept as a dichotomous variable.  

For control variables on the individual level we use four different 

demographic indicators that were demonstrated to affect political 

alienation and are also related to education (Anderson & Singer, 2008; 

Gidron & Hall, 2019; Hakhverdian & Mayne, 2012). Gender is a dichotomous 

variable where 0 means male and 1 female. Age is a continuous variable 

running from 25-75. We have removed all respondents under the age of 25 

as they are likely not have finished their education yet. We also divided all 

values by ten in order to prevent small coefficients. Ethnic minority status 

is a dichotomous variable that indicates whether at least one parent of the 

respondent was born outside of the respondents’ country of residence. 

Income is measured in (equivalized by country) quartiles with values 1-4.  

We use share of higher educated in a country to contextualize the 

relationships between misrecognition, education, and political alienation. 

Share of higher educated is a variable that, as a percentage of the 

population from 25-64 years old, reflects how many obtained a tertiary 

diploma. This data is from Eurostat and were matched to the year of 

fieldwork. We added control variables at the contextual level: GDP per 

capita, government expenses (IMF, 2018a, 2018b), income inequality (Gini 

index; World Bank, 2020), Democracy Index (Economist Intelligence Unit, 

2017), and level of corruption (Corruptions Perception Index, CPI; 

Transparency International, 2016). These are added as control variables 

since previous research showed that these indicators affect our variables 

of interest (Gidron & Hall, 2019; Hakhverdian & Mayne, 2012). In the CPI, 

higher scores normally mean lower corruption. To avoid confusion, we 

reverse coded this. Since we employ two different waves, we gathered this 

data for both waves. However, the operationalization of CPI was changed  
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Table 1: Descriptive statistics 
Variable N Mean SD Min Max 
Individual level variables 
Feelings of misrecognition 63,896 2.765 2.285 1 10 
Satisfaction with democracy 32,258 5.137 2.382 1 10 
Institutional trust 61,757 5.201 1.976 1 10 
Education 63,896     
Less educated 19,618     
Middle educated 29,192     
Higher educated 15,086     
Gender (1=female) 63,896 0.560  0 1 
Age (10 years) 54,347 4.942 1.393 2.5 7.5 
Ethnic minority 63,811 0.118  0 1 
Income 49,215 0.512  0 1 
      
Contextual level variables 
Corruption 63 -0.044 0.959 -1.754 1.448 
Democracy Index 64 7.819 1.081 5.040 9.880 
GDP per capita 64 3.427 1.673 1.030 10.329 
Government expenses 64 41.708 6.893 27.094 56.565 
Income inequality (Gini) 58 32.021 3.939 24.800 41.900 

Note: All descriptive statistics are based on the pooled dataset of both wave 2 and 
wave 4, except for satisfaction with democracy and vote abstention that contain data 
on wave 4 and wave 2 respectively. Contextual level variables show descriptive 
statistics for sample level observations (i.e. waves within countries). 

 

substantially between the two waves, making direct comparison 

impossible (Transparency International, 2016). Hence, we standardized the 

values within the waves to make comparison easier – though this does 

isolate relative variation between countries and removes absolute 

variation in corruption levels over time. 

Table A4.2 in the Supplemental Material lists all data sources of the 

contextual control variables. Table 1 lists all variables and their descriptive 

statistics. 
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Table 2: Results of multilevel regressions on feelings of misrecognition 
 Model 1 Model 2 
Constant 3.136*** 

(0.097) 
3.793*** 

(0.112) 
Education (ref. = Less 
educated) 

  

Middle educated -0.411*** 
(0.021) 

-0.267*** 
(0.028) 

Higher educated -0.768*** 
(0.025) 

-0.477*** 
(0.033) 

Gender (1=female)  
 

-0.020 
(0.022) 

Age (10 years)  
 

-0.043*** 
(0.008) 

Ethnic minority  
 

0.183*** 
(0.034) 

Income  
 

-1.016*** 
(0.031) 

   
Random effects   
Country level intercept 0.252 

(0.078) 
0.264 

(0.085) 
Wave level intercept 0.102 

(0.028) 
0.125 

(0.034) 
Residual variance 4.780 

(0.027) 
4.746 

(0.033) 
N 63896 42061 

Note: Standard errors in parentheses; * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001 

 

Results 
The analyses proceed in two steps. In the first step we focus on the 

potential mediation of the relationship between education and political 

alienation by feelings of misrecognition. To this end we estimate the 

relationships between education, feelings of misrecognition, and political 

alienation, and conduct a mediation test. In a second step, we tested 

whether there were significant moderation effects, firstly, on on the 

contextual level where share of higher educated might further moderate 

this interaction between education and feelings of misrecognition.  
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Education, misrecognition, and political alienation 

Table 2 shows the results of the multilevel regression analyses with 

feelings of misrecognition as the dependent variable. Model 1 in Table 2 

indicates that as expected higher educated people report significantly 

lower feelings of misrecognition. The higher educated report around one 

third of a standard deviation (-0.768) of feelings of misrecognition less than 

less educated. Model 2 does indicate that part of this relationship is 

explained by our control variables, predominantly income, that is itself 

also strongly related to feelings of misrecognition. However, education 

remains significantly and strongly related to misrecognition in a wide 

range of countries. 

To demonstrate a mediation, we also need information on the 

relationships between education and feelings of misrecognition with 

political alienation. The results of the regression analyses that identify 

these relationships are listed in Table 3. In Table 4 we summarized for all 

three mediations the path a and the path b coefficients, and then estimated 

the indirect effect with these two coefficients. To estimate the indirect 

effect, we used a resampling method (cf. MacKinnon et al., 2004) that uses 

the sample estimates of the path a and path b coefficients (in standard 

mediation terms, cf. Baron & Kenny, 1986) and standard errors to calculate 

the product of these two distributions.1  The resulting distribution is not 

symmetrical due to it being the product of two normally distributed 

variables. Therefore, we report the 95% confidence interval of the indirect 

effect, rather than a p-value. For path a we took the coefficient from both 

waves pooled together, as this is our best estimate of this relationship.2 Path 

b is the coefficient of feelings of misrecognition of the political alienation 

indicators. We have also illustrated these mediation effects in Figure 1. 

1 We resampled the a and b coefficients 10000 times, before multiplying the 
resulting distribution. 
2 This does mean that the estimated indirect effect is different from the 
difference between the c and c’ paths. 
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Figure 1: Graphical representation of the mediation effect of education on 
the political alienation indicators 

The first two models in Table 3 show the relationships of education 

and feelings of misrecognition on satisfaction with democracy. Model 1 

indicates that the higher educated, as expected, indicate a higher 

satisfaction with democracy. Model 2 shows that feelings of misrecognition 

indeed have a negative relationship with satisfaction with democracy. The 

higher one’s feelings of misrecognition the lower one’s satisfaction with 

democracy. Comparing Model 1 and 2, it becomes clear, that taking feelings 

of misrecognition into account also weakens the positive relationship of 

education with satisfaction with democracy. The proportion of the indirect 

effect (0.081) to the total effect (0.387) indicates that 21% of the total effect 

of higher education on satisfaction with democracy is mediated by feelings 

of misrecognition (Table 4).  

Models 3 and 4 show the same relationships for institutional trust. 

The patterns in these models are similar to those in Models 1 and 2. 

Education has an initial strong relationship with institutional trust (Model 

3), though this weakens with the inclusion of feelings of misrecognition 

(Model 4). Table 4 again confirms that this is a significant mediation 

relationship as the confidence interval does not cross zero. Feelings of  
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Table 4: Summary of the mediation analyses for satisfaction with democracy 
and institutional trust 

Path a Path b Indirect 
effect 

Lower 
bound 

Upper 
bound 

Satisfaction with democracy 
Middle educated -.267 -.170 .045 .036 .055 
Higher educated -.477 -.170 .081 .069 .094 
Institutional trust 
Middle educated -.267 -.154 .041 .032 .050 
Higher educated -.477 -.154 .074 .063 .084 
Vote abstention 
Middle educated -.267 .088 -.023 -.031 -.017 
Higher educated -.477 .088 -.042 -.053 -.032 

Note: Path a is taken from Model 2, Table 2; path b’s are taken from Models 2, 4, and 
6, Table 3. For path a the less educated is the reference category. Lower and upper 
bound refer to the 95% confidence interval of the indirect effect. 

misrecognition mediate about 23% of the effect of education on 

institutional trust (indirect effect: 0.073, total effect: 0.322).  

Models 5 and 6 show the results for vote abstention. Since vote 

abstention is a binary variable, we performed a multilevel logistic 

regression analysis. It is therefore not possible to directly compare the 

coefficients from Models 1-4 with Models 5 and 6. Model 5 shows that 

education has a strong, negative, relationship with vote abstention – the 

higher one’s education, the less likely one is to abstain from voting. In 

Model 6, feelings of misrecognition have a strong positive relationship with 

vote abstention, so again feelings of misrecognition are related to political 

alienation. Education, with a coefficient of -0.721, has an odds ratio of 0.49 

– the odds of the higher educated to abstain from voting are twice as low

than for the less educated. Similarly, for each point of feelings of

misrecognition the odds ratio is 1.09, thus with each point of feelings of

misrecognition the odds to abstain from voting become 1.09 higher.

Interestingly, the effect of education does not decline as much as was the

case for satisfaction with democracy and institutional trust, though the

small decline is still visible and constitutes a significant mediation. Feelings
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Table 5: Results of multilevel regressions with moderation effects on 
political alienation indicators 

Satisfaction with 
democracy 

Institutional 
trust 

Vote abstention 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
Constant 5.096*** 

(0.162) 
4.895*** 

(0.132) 
-0.113

(0.179)
Education (ref. = Less 
educated) 
Middle educated 0.080 

(0.059) 
0.027 

(0.034) 
-0.461***

(0.086) 
Higher educated 0.489*** 

(0.065) 
0.348*** 

(0.039) 
-0.906***

(0.112)
Feelings of 
misrecognition 

-0.147***
(0.011) 

-0.140***
(0.006)

0.053***
(0.015) 

Gender (1=female) 0.075* 
(0.029) 

0.055** 
(0.017) 

0.037 
(0.044) 

Age (10 years) -0.009
(0.011)

0.080*** 
(0.006) 

-0.334***
(0.017)

Ethnic minority 0.323*** 
(0.044) 

0.174*** 
(0.027) 

0.776***
(0.062) 

Income 0.458*** 
(0.042) 

0.236*** 
(0.025) 

-0.377***
(0.063)

Middle educated * 
Feelings of 
misrecognition 

-0.016
(0.014) 

-0.014+
(0.008)

0.054**
(0.019) 

Higher educated * 
Feelings of 
misrecognition 

-0.074***
(0.017) 

-0.037***
(0.011)

0.057* 
(0.029) 

Random effects 
Country level intercept 0.640 

(0.159) 
0.417 

(0.125) 
0.561 

(0.150) 
Wave level intercept 0.164 

(0.043) 
Residual variance 4.694 

(0.044) 
2.970 

(0.021) 
N 22859 40965 19202 

Note: Standard errors in parentheses; + p<0.10, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001. 
Models for satisfaction with democracy and institutional trust are linear multilevel 
models, the model for vote abstention is a logistic multilevel regression analysis. 
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of misrecognition mediate about 5.5% of the total effect of education 

(indirect effect: -0.042, total effect: -0.758). This is less than for the other 

political alienation indicators, but still significant as the confidence interval 

does not cross zero. 

While education is often seen as an economic indicator, we have 

controlled for income in all these models. Looking at the coefficients for 

income however, we see that also the effect of income is substantially 

reduced when feelings of misrecognition are added to the model, 

underscoring the general relevance of these feelings for political outcomes. 

While a focus on income falls outside of the scope of this article, it is 

interesting to note that even the role of economic resources themselves in 

political alienation is partly mediated by feelings of misrecognition. This is 

all the more remarkable given that the role of education in this matter is 

often understood as revolving around economic resources (Verba et al., 

1995). These results suggest that even income is not solely a matter of 

material resources, but also affects people due to the social status 

associated with different levels of income. It should be stressed that these 

relationships of both education and income are visible in a model that 

includes both variables at the same time, which means on the one hand 

that these two variables are not entirely reducible to each other, while at 

the same time, their different effects do coalesce in the same indicator of 

societal discontent. 

Taking together, it is clear that both education and feelings of 

misrecognition are significantly related to satisfaction with democracy, 

institutional trust, and vote abstention. Moreover, these relationships 

constitute significant and, for satisfaction with democracy and institutional 

trust, substantial mediation relationships.  

Moderation analyses 

While in the previous section we established a general mediation effect of 

feelings of misrecognition, there are good reasons to assume that the effect 

of feelings of misrecognition on political alienation is not the same for all  
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Table 6: Simple effects and interaction coefficients for the education and 
misrecognition interaction 

Misrecognition Interaction (ref.=less educated) 
b se b se p 

Satisfaction with democracy 
Less educated -.147 .011 
Middle educated -.163 .010 -.016 .014 .262 
Higher educated -.221 .013 -.074 .017 .000 
Institutional trust 
Less educated -.140 .006 
Middle educated -.154 .006 -.014 .008 .086 
Higher educated -.177 .009 -.037 .011 .000 
Vote abstention 
Less educated .053 .015 
Middle educated .107 .013 .054 .019 .005 
Higher educated .110 .025 .057 .029 .049 

Note: Misrecognition refers to the simple effect of the educational group, all p-values 
were < 0.001. Interaction refers to the difference in effect between two educational 
groups, with the less educated as reference category. 

educational groups. We have tested this (see Table 5). The simple effects 

and interaction coefficients are also displayed in Table 6. For the three 

outcomes all simple effects of feelings of misrecognition for each 

educational group are statistically significant (p < 0.001). For all three 

outcomes we also find significant interactions for higher educated 

compared to less educated. Inspection of the effect parameters indicates for 

all three outcomes, show that the effect of misrecognition is significantly 

stronger for the higher educated than for the less educated. This suggests 

that the higher educated are more sensitive to feelings of misrecognition 

than the less educated. 

We noted that as the relationship between misrecognition and 

political alienation can be different for educational groups, this 

relationship could also be moderated by characteristics of the country 

context. Therefore, we analyzed the three-way interaction between 

educational level * feelings of misrecognition * share of higher educated 

but did not find a significant three-way interaction.  
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Unexpectedly, when we include a three-way interaction with level of 

corruption in the model with the three-way interaction with share of 

higher educated (originally planned as a robustness analysis), there is a 

significant three-way interaction with corruption. We summarize both 

three-way interactions in Table 7. This three-way interaction with 

corruption shows that in countries with low corruption, feelings of 

misrecognition lead to political alienation to a similar extent for the higher 

and less educated, while in countries with high corruption, feelings of 

misrecognition lead to political alienation to a less strong degree for the less 

educated than for the higher educated. Indeed, since the coefficients of 

higher educated in high corruption contexts are similar to those of both 

educational groups in low corruption contexts, it seems that the less 

educated are comparatively less sensitive to feelings of misrecognition but 

only in contexts with high corruption. Though, the three-way interaction 

was only significant for satisfaction with democracy (and only when the 

model also includes the share of higher educated three- way interaction, p 

= 0.053 with this three-way interaction). Since this was an unexpected 

finding, it does suggest that the individual level moderation (discussed 

above) might depend on the context (not necessarily level of corruption) 

and revolves around a weaker effect of feelings of misrecognition for the 

less educated (rather than a stronger effect for higher educated) in a 

particular context. 

Robustness checks 
In our theoretical section we posited that the mechanisms that we 

investigate are likely to be similar across institutions, and do not differ 

between those institutions of a more political nature (e.g. parliament) or 

those of a more mainstream societal nature (e.g. banks). One indication that 

we are unlikely to see differences between the two kinds of institutions is 

provided by the principal components factor analysis in the data and 

measures-section above, which indicated that only a single dimension 

underlies these items. However, we also investigated this by analyzing the 
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relationship of feelings of misrecognition by separating the political 

(parliament, government, municipal authorities) from the more apolitical 

institutions (legal system, media, police, banks, humanitarian or charitable 

organizations). These analyses (not shown, available upon request) show 

that education and feelings of misrecognition are significantly related to 

both political trust and ‘apolitical trust’. As the relationships of feelings with 

misrecognition with both political and apolitical trust are similar (bpolitical 

trust = -0.159, bnon-political trust = -0.150, both ps < 0.001), feelings of 

misrecognition mediate the relationship of education on these forms of 

trust in a similar extent (though the coefficient of education is larger for 

political than for non-political trust). So, although trust in institutions, and 

the educational gradient therein, is affected by multiple factors, the 

mechanism of misrecognition underlying institutional trust turns out to be 

similar for all kinds of institutions. 

Conclusion and discussion 
The dominant position of higher educated in societal and political 

institutions, reflects the general status hierarchy constructed by education 

and education-based classification (Baker, 2014; Bovens & Wille, 2017). In 

this paper, we argued that the status hierarchy and the lower position of 

the less educated take in this hierarchy lead to stronger feelings of 

misrecognition, either directly (Sennett & Cobb, 1972; Van Noord et al., 

2019), or indirectly through the weak descriptive and substantial 

representation of the less educated in the political domain (Bovens & Wille, 

2017; Schakel & Van der Pas, 2020). Subsequently, these feelings of 

misrecognition increase political alienation (Gidron & Hall, 2019). We 

investigated this argument in 36 European countries and we found that, 

indeed, the less educated experience stronger feelings of misrecognition 

than the higher educated and these feelings mediate a substantial part of 

the difference between the higher and less educated in satisfaction with 

democracy, institutional trust, and vote abstention. In this way, people’s 

satisfaction about how their democracy functions, the trust they have in 
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institutions, and their willingness to vote is also deeply culturally 

embedded: cultural notions of what it means to be less or higher educated 

in contemporary society, and what status is attributed to these social 

groups, are fundamental to people’s feeling of belonging to a society or 

feeling left out of it. 

Although educational differences in political attitudes and behavior 

are well-documented, scholars continue to debate the reasons for these 

differences. Our analyses do not completely settle these debates, but draw 

attention to a line of thought which pleads to move beyond simple 

allocation or socialization explanations by taking into account the effects 

of education as ‘an authoritative institution’ (Baker, 2014; Meyer, 1977). 

Our argument aligns with those made by Gidron & Hall (2019) and 

Noordzij, De Koster, & Van der Waal (2019) who point towards the 

relevance of status politics in the constitution of people’s political attitudes 

or attitudes towards institutions. While our approaches are closely aligned, 

they also differ. Importantly, we highlight the role of institutions in 

structuring the status hierarchy that underlies the status politics. Most 

important of these institutions is education itself, that through categorizing 

people as less or higher educated and imbuing these categories with 

judgements of differential (moral) worth authoritatively stacks this status 

politics in the favor of the higher educated (Baker, 2014; Meyer, 1977; Sayer, 

2005; Sennett & Cobb, 1972). Due to its authoritative and legitimate role in 

social stratification education rewards higher educated doubly: not just 

with higher social status and esteem but also (due to status differentials and 

differential attribution of ‘competence’), with tangible benefits, in this case, 

important positions in powerful institutions (Bovens & Wille, 2017). All this 

pushes the less educated to the periphery of society and induces feelings of 

misrecognition. This role of institutions and specifically the educational 

institution is, though often not appreciated as such, central to the status 

politics in modern society (van Noord et al., 2019).  

The role of misrecognition has especially been highlighted in the 

context of populism and radical right-wing politics (Gidron & Hall, 2017, 
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2019). Beyond this, research has convincingly demonstrated the important 

role of education as one of the main characteristics that explains the 

preference for such politics (Zhang, 2018). Our findings support the 

assertion that misrecognition underlies the demand for populist parties 

and explains a part of the educational differences in this demand. 

Satisfaction with democracy and institutional trust are but two of the 

pathways in which feelings of low status and misrecognition can mediate 

these relationships.  

We also found that the general relationship of misrecognition and 

political alienation is moderated in two ways: firstly, the relationship of 

feelings of misrecognition with political alienation is not similar for all 

three educational groups, being significantly stronger for higher educated 

than for less educated. We put forward two possible explanations for this 

observation, both based on the idea that education instills a higher sense of 

entitlement among the higher educated. One, as the higher educated are 

not institutionally misrecognized (unlike the less educated), any 

misrecognition they might feel as individuals becomes then all the more 

surprising. Second, the higher educated might be more entitled to and 

capable of translating ‘private troubles’ (i.e., feelings of misrecognition) 

into ‘public issues’ (Mills, 1959) and hence into concrete socio-political 

attitudes and action. This refers to Honneth’s (1996) stated possibility that 

misrecognition can function as a basis for social resistance. As such, the 

higher educated might also be more effective at bringing about change in 

the ways in which they can feel misrecognized. The reaction of the less 

educated could perhaps be characterized as fatalistic: they feel more 

misrecognized but are less likely into potentially mobilizing attitudes or 

behavior (Derks, 2004). Such a dynamic bears the potential to deepen 

existing inequalities between higher and less educated. Further 

investigating these links and dynamics fall out of the scope of this article 

and should be picked up in further research. One avenue lies in 

contextualizing this moderation. Because, secondly, we moderated the 

relationship between education and misrecognition on political alienation 
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with contextual factors. Although, we did not find any moderating effect 

for share of higher educated, we found that for satisfaction with 

democracy, but not the two other indicators of political alienation, the level 

of corruption significantly moderated this relationship. In this way we 

found that it was solely in countries with more corruption that there was a 

significant difference between higher and less educated in how strongly 

feelings of misrecognition were related to political alienation. Additionally, 

the pattern seems to indicate that it is not so much the higher educated 

weighing feelings of misrecognition more strongly, but rather the less 

educated less strongly albeit only in countries with less corruption. 

However, we only included corruption for testing the robustness of our 

primary contextualization with share of higher educated. We did not 

formulate any expectations for corruption, so we refrain from interpreting 

these results too strongly. Further research could elaborate on why the 

level of corruption seems to moderate the relationship of education and 

feelings of misrecognition with political alienation. 

An important limitation of our research is that we are not able to 

demonstrate any causal links, and our mediation analysis is, due to its 

cross-sectional nature, far from definitive proof. While some potential 

confounders that also mediate the relationship between education and 

political alienation are controlled for such as income differences and other 

potential confounders might be other (low) status indicators that boil down 

to the same theoretical mechanism we lay out in this article, we cannot 

definitively state that no other confounders exist (Bullock, Green, & Ha, 

2010). Recent research was able to investigate the causal mechanism 

behind the effect of education (Cavaille & Marschall, 2019, d’Hombres and 

Nunziata, 2016, Kunst et al., 2019). These papers all use the same design, 

where seven waves of the European Social Study are pooled to attain the 

number of respondents for a regression discontinuity analysis. This design 

is however, currently, not realistic for feelings of misrecognition. Only two 

waves of EQLS (that generally has smaller sample sizes than the ESS) 

contain both feelings of misrecognition and the political alienation items, 
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and thus would most likely not lead to enough statistical power (one more 

wave also contains only feelings of misrecognition). Further, focusing on 

compulsory schooling age might also theoretically not be appropriate to 

investigate the effects on feelings of misrecognition due to education – as 

we theorize that these effects are largely due to categorization effects, 

rather than for instance socializing experiences at school. Such 

categorization effects might be better studied using experimental methods 

such as those employed by Spruyt et al. (2018), which demonstrates that the 

salience of education affects the willingness for political participation of 

educational groups. However, we deem that such experimental research 

designs fall outside the scope of the current article and that investigations 

into causal relations should be picked up by further research. Hence, 

investigating the causality of the mechanism laid out in this article proves 

difficult, and falls out of this article’s scope as the current data is very 

suitable for demonstrating that this mechanism is potentially relevant in a 

wide number of countries. 

Another limitation of this study is that our measure of feelings of 

misrecognition consists of only two items and is, as far as we know, not 

used outside of the EQLS dataset. In line with a renewed focus on status and 

misrecognition as a relevant factor in political behavior in attitudes (Gest, 

2016; Gidron & Hall, 2017; Lamont, 2018; Ridgeway, 2014) we are in need 

of different ways to measure these feelings (Bollwerk et al., 2020; Issmer & 

Wagner, 2015). Different indicators of different feelings of low status or 

misrecognition could complement each other and tease out the nuances of 

perceived low status. A part of these nuances could lie in how status relates 

to political attitudes differently in different contexts. But in the context of 

processes of (the reversion of) globalization, automatization, and re- or 

dealignment processes in politics, it is likely that the role of status in 

political alienation can be further moderated. Further, while we 

demonstrated that a large part of the gap between higher and less educated 

in the attitudes of political alienation (satisfaction with democracy and 

institutional trust) was mediated by feelings of misrecognition, this was 
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only to a much smaller extent the case for a behavioral expression of 

political alienation: vote abstention. One reason why vote abstention might 

function differently than attitudes lies in the distinction between so called 

‘voice’ and ‘exit’ strategies (Hirschman, 1970), and how political distrust 

might ‘stimulate voice rather than exit’ (Citrin & Luks, 2001, p. 26). As such, 

while misrecognition might lead to political alienation in terms of attitudes, 

the extent to which this also leads to vote abstention largely depends on to 

what extent political institutions are able to represent or channel this 

alienation (Bélanger & Nadeau, 2005; Grönlund & Setälä, 2007). As such, 

follow-up research could focus on how feelings of misrecognition could 

lead to voting towards specific parties (i.e. anti-establishment or populist 

parties), rather than abstaining.  

These limitations and suggestions for new research do, however, not 

qualify the core message of this paper: education can shape societal 

marginalization in western societies by authoritatively classifying 

individuals in educational groups which vary wildly in inclusion and 

representation in political and societal institutions. The marginalization of 

the less educated bears the potential to increase feelings of misrecognition 

and thereby plays a crucial, yet hitherto often unacknowledged, role in 

political alienation.  
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Chapter five 

Why deference is not 
necessarily preference  
The role of educational level and ingroup bias in the 
election of political candidates 
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When voting for political candidates, do less educated voters show 

ingroup bias and prefer ‘one of their own’ over higher educated 

candidates? Or do they defer to the supposed superior (cognitive or 

academic) competence of the higher educated (Baker, 2014; Spruyt & 

Kuppens, 2014) and prefer a higher educated candidate? For higher 

educated voters there is no such dilemma because both possible ingroup 

bias and the desire to pick a competent candidate point in the same 

direction and should lead them to prefer higher educated politicians. 

However, for the higher educated the question then becomes whether 

candidate competence or ingroup bias matters more for vote choice. These 

are the central questions we address in this paper. 

One reason to expect education-based ingroup bias in voting 

preferences is that education plays an important role in current political 

conflicts. Populist radical-right parties criticize technocratic elements of 

modern politics and often appeal to the (less educated) ‘common man’ (sic; 

Canovan, 1999; Mudde, 2004; Rooduijn, 2014). The less educated are indeed 

more likely to be attracted to these parties and their anti-immigration 

policies, and this attraction is specifically related to their education, rather 

than their income or occupation (Rooduijn, 2017; Silver, 2016; Spruyt et al., 

2016). In contrast, others have argued for a more technocratic nature of 

democracy. For example, some have proposed that the right to vote should 

depend on political knowledge, effectively excluding many, and mostly, 

less educated citizens (Bell, 2016; Brennan, 2016). In other words, education 

(and not income) is central to a major current political divide, both in terms 

of voter behavior and political rhetoric (Evans & Tilley, 2017; Zhang, 2018). 

However, one area where this educational conflict is paradoxically 

absent is in the educational level of political representatives. One reason 

why our central question is particularly pertinent is because political 

representation in Western societies is increasingly dominated by the 

higher educated.  West European countries have been called ‘diploma 

democracies’ (Bovens & Wille, 2017). In six such countries, the higher 

educated occupy between 75% and 95% of the parliamentary seats, the 
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result of a steady increase over the past 90 years (Bovens & Wille, 2017, p. 

114). Furthermore, few (if any) of the elected radical-right leaders are 

themselves less educated. This constitutes an education paradox in current 

politics: there is an education-based conflict in voter behavior and political 

rhetoric, but the less educated are increasingly underrepresented in 

political positions of power. The reasons for this paradox remain largely 

unexplored.  

The main reason to expect that less educated voters will not show 

ingroup bias but instead defer to higher educated political candidates is the 

influence of educational ideologies that emphasize the (societal) 

importance of the cognitive abilities that education trains and selects for 

(Baker, 2014; Blair et al., 2005). If higher educated candidates are seen as 

more competent and intelligent, this might lead even less educated voters 

to vote for them. While ingroup bias and (education-based) candidate 

competence would lead higher educated voters to prefer higher educated 

candidates, these factors work in opposite directions for less educated 

voters. However, the question regarding higher educated voters then 

becomes one about the motivation behind their choice. Are higher 

educated voters merely driven by a desire for competent representatives, 

or are they also driven by ingroup bias and their common identity and 

interests with higher educated politicians? And if the less educated do vote 

for higher educated candidates, is this because they are perceived to be 

(more) competent, or because of deference to the higher educated per se?  

Over three studies (including two nationally representative samples), 

we presented participants with fictitious political candidates whose 

educational level, political preferences, and competence were 

manipulated. Hence, we focus on two crucial questions. What educational 

background do higher and less educated voters prefer for candidate 

selection? And how can we best explain these preferences? 
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Education-based status 

Earlier research into the effect of politicians’ educational background 

on voting preferences has produced conflicting evidence. Several studies 

found a general preference for higher educated candidates (Arnesen et al., 

2019; Hainmueller et al., 2014; Wüest & Pontusson, 2017). However, one 

study found no distinction between higher and less educated candidates 

(Carnes & Lupu, 2016), and one study observed a voting preference for less 

educated candidates (Campbell & Cowley, 2014). That research has found 

no clear preference for higher educated candidates is notable, because in 

the real world the higher educated clearly dominate political 

representation. Furthermore, the higher status of the higher educated in 

modern western societies is based on their assumed competence and 

intelligence (Baker, 2014; Van Noord et al., 2019), and this ‘academic 

competence ideology’ can be a reason to prefer higher educated candidates. 

Theories of educational systems in modern western societies posit that, due 

to educational expansion and growing importance of the educational 

system in societal stratification, modern western societies can be 

characterized as ‘schooled societies’ (cf. Baker, 2014). In these societies the 

educational system has taken a central authoritative role in shaping culture 

and institutions in such a way that it defines society’s winners and losers 

(Baker, 2014; Meyer, 1977; Tannock, 2008). This categorization is based on 

the success people attain in the educational system, which focuses heavily 

on (cognitive) competence, and is consequently maintained in life outside 

the classroom: ‘Academic intelligence has become such a dominating 

cultural construct that it shapes our ideas about general human 

intelligence’ (Baker, 2014, p. 43). This intelligence is assessed in a range of 

individual tests, that form the basis for rewarding people as individuals for 

their competence, creating the impression of real and legitimate individual 

differences (Goudeau & Croizet, 2017; Phillips et al., 2020; Townsend et al., 

2019). This academic competence ideology helps to explain why 

preferences for political candidates are based on education-based status, 

because the highly educated are authoritatively categorized as the more 
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competent by modern educational systems. This strong emphasis on 

intelligence may not only be important for the way people perceive and 

explain educational success, but may also prompt citizens to prefer a 

higher educated political candidate as educational credentials function as 

‘badges of ability’ (Sennett & Cobb, 1972, p. 53).  

 

Education-based conflict (and conflicting perspectives) 
The question remains whether this academic competence ideology is 

equally supported among all (educational) groups in society. Educational 

groups may take opposing positions, with voting driven by group interests. 

Particularly the less educated are less likely to accept, and simply defer to, 

the supposed superior competence of the higher educated, since that would 

involve also accepting their own supposed inferior competence (or that of 

people like them). Much evidence in intergroup relations testifies that 

people are likely to favor their ingroup (Hewstone et al., 2002; Tajfel & 

Turner, 1979, 1986). Indeed, analyses of stereotypes of the less and higher 

educated show that less educated people, on average, do not see the higher 

educated as more competent, and when they identify strongly as less 

educated, they see the less educated as more competent than the higher 

educated (Spruyt & Kuppens, 2014). On this basis, the less educated should 

then prefer less educated politicians to represent them and their shared 

interests (Tajfel & Turner, 1979).  

Indeed, recent research has pointed towards the growing awareness 

of educational identities in societies where the educational system is 

influential and takes a more central role (Gidron & Hall, 2019; Spruyt & 

Kuppens, 2015; Stubager, 2009; Van Noord et al., 2019). In general, socio-

economic indicators (such as education) serve as an important part of the 

self-concept, on par with ‘traditional’ identity markers (Easterbrook et al., 

2019). On average, people find their education as important to their sense 

of who they are as their age and more important than their ethnic 

background (Easterbrook et al., 2019). This suggests that it is possible that 
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higher and less educated voters will be motivated, as higher and less 

educated, by group concerns relating to these social identities.  

 However, there are also two reasons why ingroup bias might be 

lower among the less educated in particular. First, there is generally a low 

level of group identification among the less educated (Stubager, 2009). The 

label of less educated is negative: it mainly denotes having been 

unsuccessful in education, leading to lower identification (Kuppens et al., 

2015, p. 1261). It remains therefore uncertain whether this low group 

identification provides a reliable basis for group-based identity and action. 

Second, most people perceive the educational system and its outcomes as 

legitimate. Indeed, research has found strong support for the idea the 

education should be an important factor to determine success in society 

(Kluegel & Smith, 1986; Van Noord et al., 2019). Tajfel & Turner (1979, p. 37) 

write: “where social structural differences in the distribution of resources 

have been institutionalized, legitimized, and justified through a 

consensually accepted status system (…), the result has been less and not 

more ethnocentrism in the different status groups.” This reasoning 

suggests that the less educated are less likely to show ingroup bias. This is 

also in line with system justification theory (Jost et al., 2004; Jost & Banaji, 

1994), and the social identity model of system attitudes (Owuamalam et al., 

2018), who both point to the possibility that low status groups may display 

behavior which (in effect) legitimizes and reproduces the status quo, even 

to the detriment of their own apparent interests. In sum, while there are 

good reasons to expect ingroup bias in education-based groups, there are 

also compelling arguments for why the less educated may not show such 

ingroup bias and opt to defer to the status of higher educated individuals. 

The current paper investigates which of these two contrasting predictions 

finds most empirical support.  

For the higher educated, as the more dominant group, such cross 

pressures are largely irrelevant. They are also considerably more likely 

than less educated to identify with their group and as a consequence, 

group-based preferences and action are more likely to arise for them. In 
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addition, their status in society precisely depends on an academic 

competence ideology in which they are positioned as the more competent 

individuals – they are then also more likely to believe in these ideologies 

(Abercrombie et al., 1980; Jackman, 1994; Pratto et al., 2000; Sidanius & 

Pratto, 2001). Expectations based on ingroup bias or on academic 

competence ideology point in the same direction: the higher educated are 

likely to favor higher educated political candidates who they are likely to 

see as more competent. Thus, we expect the higher educated to prefer 

people from their own educational group as political candidates.  

The content of preference 
In line with academic competence ideology, the higher educated are 

expected to be seen as more competent, though the strength of this 

assessment is likely to depend on the educational level of the respondent 

(Spruyt & Kuppens, 2014). While our main theoretical focus is on 

competence, we will also ask participants to assess the candidates’ 

perceived warmth (Fiske et al., 2002), agency (Koch et al., 2016), and 

morality (Leach et al., 2007). We do not have specific hypotheses for these 

additional stereotypes but include them to explore the ways the political 

candidates are perceived, and see whether these perceptions differ 

between less and higher educated participants.  

Research overview 
Our main research question concerns whether the preferences of 

voters from different educational groups for political candidates of 

different educational groups differ, and if so why? To this end we 

conducted three studies with a similar setup. Participants were presented 

with four different profiles of political candidates that differed in their 

educational level (all three studies), political orientation (Studies 1 and 2), 

and competence (Study 3). We asked the participants to rate these 

candidates on traits related to competence, warmth, agency, and morality 

(in Studies 1 and 2), or different aspects of competence (Study 3). After the 
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participants rated these candidates on these dimensions, we asked the 

participants to indicate their voting preferences for each candidate. We 

report all measures, manipulations, and exclusions in these studies. All 

measurements included in the studies but not reported in this text are 

reported on in the Supplemental Material. We also report all cell means, 

SD, n, and correlations between the measurements in the Supplemental 

Material. Sample sizes were determined before any data analysis. The first 

study was conducted with bachelor students and did not include less 

educated participants but did incorporate a manipulation of the subjective 

perception of the participants’ educational level, designed to highlight 

educational differences between subjectively ‘less’ and ‘higher’ educated 

students. We also added a measurement of educational identification. We 

measured identification with one’s educational group to investigate 

whether we find more evidence for intergroup processes such as ingroup 

bias among participants who are more highly committed to their education 

group. Study 2 has a similar design but we used a nationally representative 

sample of Dutch citizens, in order to replicate the main results from Study 

1. In Study 3 we manipulated the competence of the candidates. Our goal 

was to test whether education is still used by all as a marker of competence 

even when actual competence is manipulated.  

 

Study 1 
In this study, we aim to investigate whether higher educated 

candidates are evaluated more positively than less educated candidates, 

and whether this evaluation is more positive among those who have been 

led to believe that their level of education is relatively high (high subjective 

education condition). We collected data on two samples among the same 

population (bachelor students). As the surveys were identical and results 

similar (results for the two separate samples are available upon request), 

we present these results as one sample.  
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Method 

Participants rated four fictitious political candidates who varied in 

educational level and political preference. We manipulated the scale of the 

question about respondents’ educational level to lead them to perceive 

their actual educational level (beginning bachelor students) as lower or 

higher than others (see below for more information). We refer to this 

manipulation as ‘subjective education’. Gender of the political candidates 

was matched to participant gender. This study therefore had a 2 (subjective 

education: high versus low) by 2 (candidate education: high versus low) by 

2 (candidate political preference: progressive versus conservative) design, 

with the last two factors varying within participants.  

 

Participants  

We collected data on two samples of bachelor students. In these two 

samples, 84 and 156 first year students at a Dutch university participated 

in exchange for a small payment (sample 1) or course credits (sample 2). 

The first sample also included non-bachelor students, but we selected only 

the bachelor students for analyses because of the manipulation of 

subjective educational level (see below). We excluded eleven participants 

for not passing the attention check question (‘Choose agree strongly if you 

have read this question’). Both samples only include students with a Dutch 

nationality, though we have no information on ethnic background beyond 

nationality. The final, combined, sample consists of 229 participants (166 

women, 61 men, 1 other, 1 gender unknown; mean age = 22.1, SD = 5.35). 

 

Subjective educational level manipulation  

In both studies we manipulated students’ subjective educational 

level. We asked students to indicate their educational level in a 

manipulated education question. One half (46.7%) were asked about their 

current attained level, which for first year bachelor students is high school. 

Due to the selection of answer categories, this is the lowest category of 
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education (secondary education / bachelor / master / doctor). The other 

respondents were asked about the educational level they were currently 

following, which in the answer categories we provided is the highest level 

(secondary education / vocational tertiary / bachelor at applied sciences / 

university). Hence, the first group is coded as ‘low subjective education’ and 

the second as ‘high subjective education’. 

Candidate education 

The presented candidate profiles had either higher (Master’s degree) 

or lower (high school diploma) educational qualifications. To increase the 

visibility of this manipulation we described activities that the candidates 

did during their time at either the university or high school. We used two 

versions of the manipulations of education and political orientation, so that 

manipulated text was not repeated over the different profiles. Example 

manipulation text (less educated): “[candidate name] has a high school 

diploma, and was, during his/her time in high school active in the korfball 

association.” See Appendix 1 for full education manipulation text. 

Candidate political orientation 

Because educational differences align with important cleavages in 

politics that are also marked by substantive differences, we also varied the 

candidates on political orientation. They were either presented as 

progressive (indicated by a priority for climate change and sustainability) 

or as conservative (indicated by a priority for law and order). Example 

manipulation text (conservative): “[Candidate name] thinks safety is an 

important issue. [Candidate name] thinks that criminals should be 

punished much harder and without reservations.” Previous research 

indeed shows that the largest educational differences are associated with 

this, sometimes called ‘cultural’, political dimension. Educational 

differences are usually much smaller when it concerns the economic 

political dimension which is dominated primarily by income differences 

(Achterberg & Houtman, 2006; Van der Waal et al., 2007). This 
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manipulation controls for (assumed) substantive political positions. Results 

of this manipulation were not central to our paper, and we do not report 

them here. See Appendix 1 for full political orientation manipulation text 

and a report of the findings for this manipulation. 

Candidate profile filler information 

To improve realism, the profiles also contained random, but 

equivalent, filler information on name, date of birth, place of residence, 

marital status and children, and hobbies. See Appendix 2 for the full profile 

text. 

Candidate perceptions 

We asked participants to rate four political candidates on a total of 

eight characteristics (two per stereotype dimension) associated with 

competence (correlation between the two items: r = 0.68,), warmth (r = 

0.78), agency (r = 0.59), and morality (r = 0.64) and their willingness to vote 

for each of these candidates. See Appendix 3 for all stereotypes. 

Educational identification 

We measure identification with ten items (α = 0.88, items are listed in 

Appendix 4) adapted from Leach et al. (2008). 

Control variables 

We include age and gender as control variables. We also include 

three variables on political preferences: environmentalism (four items, α = 

0.74), law and order (four items, α = 0.58), and ethnic prejudice (four items, 

α = 0.88). We listed all items in Appendix 5. 

Procedure 

Participants first filled in the (manipulated) subjective education 

question. They were then presented with the four profiles and indicated for 
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each profile their assessment of these candidates on the stereotype traits. 

After reviewing all four profiles, they were asked to express their vote 

intention towards these candidates. Next, we asked them to complete the 

measures of educational identification, political orientation, and other 

measures that are not relevant here. In the last part they were asked their 

age and gender. 

Analytical strategy 
Since we present all participants with four profiles to be assessed, we 

conduct multilevel models with the candidates (profiles) as the first level 

and participants as the second level in all our analyses. We use the repeated 

measures option of Stata’s -mixed- command to model the residuals with 

an unstructured covariance matrix at the level of the participants. Though 

the method section above reports actual averages, all continuous variables 

(except age, which is divided by 10 and mean-centered) are mean-centered 

and divided by two times the standard deviation (Gelman, 2008). Since both 

binary (which remain unstandardized) and the continuous variables now 

have standard deviations of around 0.5, coefficients of continuous 

variables are, in effect size, directly comparable to binary variables (i.e. our 

manipulations in the candidate profiles). The b coefficients reported below 

can be interpreted as the fraction of two standard deviations in the 

dependent variable that a two SD change in the independent variable 

causes. Since we use standardized variables for both the dependent and the 

independent variables, the coefficients of continuous variables are equal 

to a traditional standardization with a division of one standard deviation 

(for full explanation of the rationale behind this method, we refer to 

Gelman, 2008). 

All our models are built stepwise rather than fully-factorial. Model 1 

thus contains only the interaction term between candidate education and 

candidate political orientation, and control variables (age, gender, 

environmentalism, law and order, and ethnic prejudice). Other models 

build on this model. In Appendix 7 we list all models and their 
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specifications. We tested separately whether the higher order interactions 

that were not part of our hypotheses (e.g. participant education * 

educational identification * candidate education * candidate political 

orientation) were significant, all but five coefficients (out of 92) of these 

interactions were non-significant. None of the significant interactions were 

of theoretical interest, but we listed them in Appendix 8. We have included 

the regression tables in the Supplemental Material. 

Results 
We start with models containing only main effects and the 

interaction between candidate education and candidate political 

orientation (and control variables), with the different stereotypes as the 

dependent variables.  

Main effects and moderation by subjective education 

Higher educated candidates are seen as more competent (MLE = 4.00, 

MHE = 5.56, b = 0.625, p < 0.001), more agentic (MLE = 4.67, MHE = 5.16, b = 

0.235, p < 0.001), and more moral (MLE = 4.82, MHE = 5.10, b = 0.142, p = 0.002) 

than less educated candidates. Participants did not make a distinction 

between higher and less educated on warmth (MLE = 4.96, MHE = 5.02, b = 

0.027, p = 0.320). Participants were more likely to indicate that they would 

vote for higher educated candidates (MLE = 4.02, MHE = 5.68, b = 0.331, p < 

0.001). Now, we add to this model the two interactions between 

participants’ subjective educational level and candidate education and 

political orientation. We did not find any significant interactions between 

participants’ subjective and candidates’ educational level (all ps > .10). 

Main effects of subjective educational level are all small and non-

significant (all bs < 0.033, all ps > 0.3).  
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Educational identification 

Next, we added educational identification, its interaction term with 

candidate education and subjective education, and the three-way 

interaction term between candidate education, participant subjective 

education, and educational identification to our first model, to explore how 

educational identification moderates the attitudes of our participants. 

Table 1 summarizes the coefficients of this three-way interaction (including 

a breakdown into two-way interactions and the simple effects). Results 

show a significant, negative, three-way interaction effect for agency and 

morality. These effects indicate that all groups have more positive 

perceptions of the higher educated candidate than the less educated 

candidate, but that this education effect was absent for those in the low 

subjective education condition and who identify weakly with their 

education level (see Table 2, last column). This pattern, for agency, is also 

depicted in Figure 1. Apparently, people that chronically value education 

less (low identification) and have been led to believe that their education 

level is not so high (low subjective education) give much less attention to 

education in judging political candidates. It thus seems that our 

manipulation of subjective education can induce the feeling that one ‘is’ 

less educated, and that this feeling induces more positive assessments of 

less educated candidates but only among those with a low identification 

with their (actual) educational level. For this to be the case, we would 

expect a significant two-way interaction between candidate education and 

subjective education among those with low identification. This is the case 

for agency (b = 0.273, p < 0.001), but not significantly so for morality at 1 SD 

below the mean of identification (b = 0.108, p = 0.106), even though the 

pattern was similar. As such, this suggests that manipulating (subjective) 

educational level can have effects, such that for the combination of 

conditions where educational level was least positive and least valued, the 

perceived disadvantage of the less educated candidates was reduced, at 

least for agency. Note that identification is measured with others who have 

a similar educational level, which refers to respondents’ ‘true’ educational  
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Figure 1: Estimated agency across participant and candidate education, and 
educational identification (Study 1b) 

level, rather than their manipulated subjective level. There are no 

statistically significant differences between participants with high and low 

subjective education on educational identification (b = 0.096, p =0.146). 

While we do not find significant three-way interactions for competence and 

vote intention, we do see stronger preferences for higher educated 

candidates when they identify strongly with their (higher) educational 

level. 

Vote intention mediated by stereotypes 

We also look at whether the stereotypes mediate the effect of 

candidate education on vote intention. First of all, all stereotypes are 

related to vote intention, though only the effects of competence and 

warmth remain significant when they are entered in the model 

simultaneously (competence: b = 0.321, p < 0.001; warmth: b = 0.215, p < 
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0.001). After including all stereotypes, the effect of candidate education 

decreases from 0.331 to 0.108, which is still significant at p = 0.001. We 

calculate the indirect effects by using the sample estimates to generate a 

distribution of both the a and the b coefficients (in standard mediation 

terms) and standard errors, and then calculate the product of these two 

distributions, and the 95% confidence interval as the estimation of the 

indirect effect (Monte Carlo method; MacKinnon et al., 2004). Looking at 

these indirect effects of candidate education through the stereotypes, only 

competence mediates a significant and substantial indirect effect: 0.201 

(95% CI = [0.150, 0.255]).  

 

Discussion 

Despite mixed evidence in previous research, we find a strong 

preference for higher educated political candidates. They are evaluated 

more positively on competence, agency, and morality, and participants 

report stronger intentions to vote for higher educated candidates. In line 

with institutional theories of the educational system, the effect of candidate 

education on voting preferences is explained by the higher perceived 

competence of higher educated candidates. According to these theories, 

higher education plays an important part in cultivating the belief in 

meritocracy, where individuals should be mainly judged on their 

(individual) competence. This centrality of competence is reflected in our 

results.  

We also manipulated the subjective perception of participants’ own 

educational level and measured educational identification. Participants for 

whom education was chronically less important (i.e., low identification) 

and who were led to believe that their educational level was not so high 

(i.e., low subjective education), attached less importance to the educational 

level of political candidates, when judging their agency and morality. For 

this subgroup we find some evidence that they questioned the relevance of 

education, even though the effect was less clear and not significant for 

competence and vote intention. Our manipulation of subjective education 
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aimed to induce the feeling of being less educated, and for those who also 

identified weakly with their educational groups, this combination 

presumably produced the best conditions for downplaying the importance 

of candidate education. The crucial follow-up question is now whether this 

rationale applies to those who are actually less educated. Do they also show 

a general preference for higher educated political candidates, or can we 

identify similar conditions under which that preference is reduced, absent, 

or even reversed? To investigate this, we use representative samples in 

Studies 2-3.  

 

Study 2 
In Study 2 we follow the same analytical strategy and experimental 

setup as in Study 1, but we also investigate less and middle educated 

participants. The aim of this study is to improve on Study 1 by investigating 

how genuinely less educated (vs. higher educated) view higher and less 

educated candidates and how likely they are to vote for them (rather than 

manipulating this experimentally as in Study 1). To reiterate, less educated 

participants could either have a preference for less educated candidates, 

resulting from an education-based group conflict (and associated ingroup 

bias), or, they could have a preference for higher educated, due to their 

perceived higher competence, as informed by the consensually perceived 

legitimate status of higher educated (academic competence ideology).  

 

Method 
Study 2 was similar to Study 1, but based on a nationally 

representative Dutch sample, and thus including people with lower 

educational levels than in Study 1. We employ the same survey as used in 

Study 1, all measurements remained the same except for vote intention 

which is now also measured on a 7-point scale. Results from reliability 

analyses can be found in Appendix 6.  
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Participants and power calculation 

There are several focal analyses in Study 2 and we use multilevel 

analyses that are not easily used in power calculations, but we nevertheless 

did an approximate power calculation. The effect of candidate education 

on voting intention had a Cohen’s d effect size of 0.66 in Study 1, so we took 

a d of 0.5 as a conservative estimate of the effect size. If we want to have 

sufficient power to detect whether this is moderated by participant 

education, and if we assume an attenuated interaction, the standardized 

effect size could be four times smaller (see Giner-Sorolla, 2018), so d = 0.125 

(or f = 0.0625). We base the required sample size on a repeated measures 

model using GPower. For a within-between interaction with Cohen’s f = 

0.0625, alpha = 0.05, power (1-ß) = 0.8, three groups (i.e., less, middle, higher 

educated), four measurements (i.e., candidate profiles), and an average 

correlation of 0.2 over the measurements (i.e. stereotypes across candidate 

profiles, based on Study 1) the required sample size is 702. 

1121 participants filled in the complete survey. Of these, 426 were 

removed due to not passing the attention check question.1  The final sample 

consists of 695 participants (466 women, mean age = 44.0, SD = 12.1). 

Sensitivity analyses with the same assumptions as the power analysis 

above (except correlations among repeated measurements, which in this 

study is 0.5) give a minimum effect size of f = 0.058. 

 

Education 

Due to now using a representative sample, we measure education 

with eight categories referring to various stages in the Dutch educational 

system ranging from primary school to a master’s diploma, where we ask 

for participants’ highest attained diploma. These eight categories were 

collapsed into three categories: less educated (ISCED levels 0-2; 21.5%), 

 
1 Analyses that did include these participants showed mostly slightly 
weaker relationships (e.g. due to straightlining participants), but no 
substantive differences nor differences in significance. 
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middle educated (ISCED levels 3-5; 40.2%), and higher educated (ISCED 

levels 6-8; 38.3%). In the analyses this variable is used as a categorical/factor 

variable. 

Educational salience 

We included a manipulation of the salience of education by 

presenting the education question at the start of the survey for half the 

sample and at the end of the survey for the other half. We assumed that for 

participants who answered the education question at the start of the 

survey, their educational level is salient for the remainder of the survey. 

However, results (across Studies 2 and 3) were inconsistent and we only 

discuss these results in Appendix 9. 

 

Procedure 

The survey followed the same procedure as Study 1.  

 

Results 
As in Study 1 we built the models stepwise, see Appendix 7 for a 

detailed overview of our models. 

 

Main effects 

We found the same pattern as in Study 1: higher educated candidates 

were seen as more competent (b = 0.282, p < 0.001), more agentic (b = 0.099, 

p < 0.001), and more moral (b = 0.038, p < 0.001), but not warmer (b = 0.002, 

p = 0.848), compared to less educated candidates. Participants also, again, 

indicated higher vote intentions towards higher educated candidates (Mless 

educated candidate = 3.88, Mhigher educated candidate = 4.21; b = 0.098, p < 0.001). Thus, 

higher educated are perceived as more competent, possessing more 

agency, being more moral, than less educated candidates, and they receive 

more vote intentions. Though, they are not seen as more or less warm than 

less educated candidates.  
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Moderation by participant education 

The participant education by candidate education interaction shows 

that there are indeed strong differences between higher and less educated 

participants. Specifically, we find an interaction effect between participant 

education and candidate education for competence, b = 0.175, p < 0.001. 

While less educated participants do rate higher educated candidates higher 

on competence than less educated candidates (MLE candidate = 4.84, MHE candidate 

= 5.32; b = 0.225, p < 0.001), this is a smaller difference than higher educated 

participants perceive (MLE candidate = 4.39, MHE candidate = 5.25; b = 0.400, p < 

0.001), which is due to their lower competence perception of the less 

educated candidate. No such interactions were found for warmth (b = 

0.016, p = 0.595), agency (b = 0.023, p = 0.480), or morality (b = 0.033, p = 

0.270). So, to reiterate, while higher educated candidates are seen as more 

competent, the perceived differences are stronger for higher educated 

participants than for less educated participants. Vote intention was also 

significantly moderated by participant education (b = 0.133, p < 0.001; 

simple effects: bLE = 0.070, p = 0.019; bHE = 0.203; p < 0.001). The means 

indicate that the smaller effect of candidate education among the less 

educated participants is due to both a less negative assessment of less 

educated candidates (MLE participants = 3.84, MHE participants = 3.65) and 

a less positive assessment of higher educated candidates (MLE participants 

= 4.08, MHE participants = 4.34). 

 

Educational identification 

In this study we also added a measure for educational identification 

(M = 4.40, SD = 1.08). Hence, we investigate whether the interaction 

between participant education and candidate education is further 

moderated by educational identification. In other words, if educational 

level of the participant moderates the effect of candidate education, it is 

likely that these effects are moderated by how strongly participants 

identify with their educational level. 
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Figure 2: Marginal effect of candidate education on competence for higher 
and less educated participants across educational identification

 
 

We see significant three-way interactions (candidate education * 

participant education * identification) for competence (b = 0.208, p = 0.006), 

warmth (b = 0.129, p = 0.034), morality (b = 0.145, p = 0.013), and vote 

intention (b = 0.144, p = 0.048). Figure 2 plots this three-way interaction 

effect for competence. In Figure 2, we see the strongest shift among the 

higher educated. We find a significant interaction effect of candidate 

education and educational identification for higher educated participants 

(bcompetence = 0.265, bwarmth = 0.135, bmorality = 0.160; bvote intention = 0.228; all ps 

< 0.001), which explains the significant three-way effects. Simple effects of 

candidate education (i.e., the extent to which higher educated candidates 

are preferred over less educated candidates) are higher for high identifying 

higher educated respondents (bcompetence = 0.485, p < 0.001; bwarmth = 0.058, p 

= 0.008; bmorality = 0.118, p < 0.001; bvote intention = 0.276, p < 0.001), than for low 

identifying higher educated participants (bcompetence = 0.220, p < 0.001; bwarmth 
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= -0.076, p = 0.016; bmorality = -0.041, p = 0.176; bvote intention = 0.049, p = 0.199). 

As such, the extent to which higher educated participants are more likely 

to evaluate higher educated candidates more positively or prefer to vote 

for them thus entirely depends on the extent to which these participants 

identify with their education. There are no significant two-way interaction 

effects of candidate education and educational identification among less 

educated participants for any of the stereotypes or vote intention. 

Vote intention mediated by stereotypes 

How do stereotypes relate to vote intention? The results from the 

regression analyses show that all stereotype dimensions are positively 

related to vote intention (bcompetence = 0.418, bwarmth = 0.383, bagency = 0.336, 

bmorality = 0.413; all ps < 0.001). In our full model, with all dimensions added 

at once, the effect sizes become smaller (bcompetence = 0.244, bwarmth = 0.126, 

bmorality = 0.150; all ps < 0.001), though only the relation of agency with vote 

intention becomes non-significant (bagency = -0.011, p = 0.707). The effects of 

competence, warmth, and morality are moderated by participant 

education. The relationships of competence, warmth, and morality with 

vote intention are stronger for higher educated than for less educated 

(bcompetence = 0.140, p = 0.002; bwarmth = 0.097, p = 0.042; bmorality = 0.127, p = 

0.008). For instance, the simple effect of competence for higher educated is 

0.482 (Mlow competence = 3.26, Mhigh competence = 4.88, p < 0.001), for low educated 

this is 0.342 (Mlow competence = 3.30, Mhigh competence = 4.45, p < 0.001).  

As for the mediation of the effect of candidate education on voting 

through stereotypes, the pattern is similar as in Study 1. Again, competence 

mediates the effect of candidate education on vote intention (b = 0.069, CI 

95% = [0.052, 0.087]). There is also a much smaller indirect effect through 

morality (b = 0.006, CI 95% = [0.002, 0.010]).  

Discussion 
In Study 2 we used a representative sample that included 

participants from all educational levels. This study corroborates our main 
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findings in Study 1: there is a general preference for higher educated 

candidates, who are seen as more competent, and this higher perceived 

competence is the main mediator in the effect of candidate education on 

vote intention. However, the higher competence perception and vote 

intention for higher educated candidates are significantly weaker for less 

educated participants: they are less negative about less educated 

candidates than higher educated participants and, when it comes to vote 

intentions, less positive about higher educated candidates.  

In the introduction we explained that for less educated participants 

there are two opposing effects: favoring a competent candidate could lead 

to a preference for a higher educated candidate but ingroup bias could lead 

to a preference for a less educated candidate. These results therefore are 

compatible with both of these effects acting at the same time: less educated 

participants prefer higher educated candidates (competence mechanism) 

but they do so to a lesser extent than higher educated participants 

(presumably because of ingroup bias).  

Educational identification moderates the preferences of higher 

educated: while both low and high identifying higher educated are positive 

about higher educated candidates, high identifying higher educated are 

more positive. This is consistent with the role of educational identification 

in Study 1 and suggests that ingroup bias motivations play a role for the 

higher educated, as highly identified group members show more ingroup 

bias (Voci, 2006). 

There is, however, one remaining question: if perceived competence 

mediates the effect of candidate education, would people still prefer higher 

educated candidates even if higher and less educated candidates were 

equally competent? Or do people simply prefer more competent candidates 

and is the educational level only used as a heuristic for estimating a 

candidate’s competence? Answering this question will tell us whether 

education or competence per se is the critical predictor. If the effect of 

candidate education remains when competence is experimentally 

controlled for, this would suggest that education-based competence is not 
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the only reason for the preference for higher educated candidates, and that 

ingroup bias among higher educated voters also plays a role. This is what 

we set out to test in Study 3, where we simultaneously manipulate 

candidate education and candidate competence. 

 

Study 3 
Studies 1 and 2 revealed the strong relevance of competence in 

explaining the preference for higher educated political candidates. Does 

this preference still exist when we (independently) manipulate the 

competence of the candidates we present to the participants? Thus, in our 

profiles of the candidates we manipulated education, as in Study 1 and 2, 

and, also the level of competence per se. We also changed the stereotype 

characteristics that we ask the participants to rate the candidates on. We 

now focus on (different aspects of) competence only. This allows us to 

elucidate on which aspects of competence participants see the largest 

difference between higher and less educated candidates.  

 

Method 
In Study 3 we again use a Dutch nationally representative sample, 

but we changed the experimental setup slightly. We based our sample size 

on the statistical power analysis in Study 2. Most measures are similar to 

Study 2, except for the ones mentioned below. Results from reliability 

analyses can be found in Appendix 6. As in Study 2, we use the same 

analytical strategy outlined in Study 1. 

 

Participants 

The sample had an initial size of 1367 participants who completed 

the questionnaire. Of these, 157 were removed for still being in education. 

Then we removed 13 individuals who were older than 80 years old, and 

one respondent who was younger than 18. We also removed 389 
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individuals who did not pass the attention check question.2 The final 

sample consists of 807 participants (406 women, 400 men, one ‘other’, mean 

age = 52.8, SD = 14.1). Sensitivity analyses with the same assumptions as the 

power analysis in Study 2, with 807 participants (correlations among 

repeated measurements in this study = 0.3), give a minimum effect size of f 

= 0.054.  

Candidate educational level 

In the profiles we again use a manipulation of educational level. Our 

higher educated candidate is still master’s level, but our less educated is 

now someone who did not follow any education after s/he was 16 (17 in the 

alternative text). The previous manipulation could be interpreted as 

someone who finished the academic track in high school, which is, in the 

Dutch context, often seen as more middle than less educated. Hence, we 

changed the text to something that is more unambiguously less educated. 

The text of the manipulation can be found in Appendix 1. 

Candidate competence 

Our goal is to see whether manipulating the actual competence of the 

candidate neutralizes the effect of the education of the candidate. To 

maintain the realism of our manipulation, and to not focus on one 

particular aspect of competence, we opted to refer to the candidate’s 

(successful) experience in the political field. The non-competent candidate 

is presented as someone who does not have any previous political 

experience. The competent candidate is presented as someone who was a 

councilor in the local government of a medium-sized municipality. To 

increase the visibility of this experience, we mentioned two portfolios the 

candidate was responsible for as councilor and previous experience before 

2 Analyses that did include these participants showed mostly slightly 
weaker relationships (e.g. due to straightlining participants), but no 
substantive differences nor differences in significance. 
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going into politics (all relatively neutral factors). Example manipulation 

text (competent): “[name] is, since the municipal elections of 2014, 

councilor in a medium-sized municipality. S/he has among others, traffic 

and transportation in his/her portfolio. Before s/he entered politics s/he 

rose through the ranks as manager in the municipality.” See Appendix 1 for 

the text of all manipulations. 

Candidate perceptions 

We also changed the stereotypes candidates were rated on. We have 

now an expanded list of competence related traits, that can be grouped into 

five different dimensions of competence: practical competence (example 

item: ‘hard working’; r = 0.761), theoretical competence (example item: 

‘intelligent’; r = 0.848), rhetorical competence (example item: ‘linguistically 

proficient’; r = 0.772), social competence (example item: ‘empathic’; r = 

0.601), strategic competence (example item: ‘tactical’; r = 0.643). This is not 

an exhaustive list but refers to five dimensions of competence that are 

often seen as relevant in the political realm, and where higher and less 

educated individuals might diverge in their preferences. Theoretical 

competence comes closest to the competence measure from Studies 1-2, as 

they share one trait (‘intelligent’). We also asked the participants to rate the 

candidates on commitment and morality (both with one item). We list all 

traits in Appendix 3. In the results section we primarily use a composite 

scale of all dimensions of competence (composite competence scale). This 

composite scale is based on the mean of the five dimensions (α = 0.917). 

Procedure 

Study 3 followed the same procedure as Study 2. 

Results 
As in Studies 1 and 2 we built the models stepwise, see Appendix 7 

for a detailed overview of our models. 
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Table 2: Coefficients of candidate education and candidate competence on 
dimensions of perceived competence  

 
Candidate education Candidate competence 

Competence b SE p b SE p 
Composite 
scale 

0.293 0.013 0.000 0.238 0.010 0.000 

       
Practical 0.167 0.014 0.000 0.308 0.013 0.000 
Theoretical 0.439 0.015 0.000 0.194 0.010 0.000 
Rhetorical 0.360 0.015 0.000 0.180 0.011 0.000 
Social 0.056 0.013 0.000 0.100 0.012 0.000 
Strategic 0.209 0.014 0.000 0.243 0.013 0.000 

Note: Coefficients denote standardized (with mean = 0, SD = 0.5) coefficients, a b-
coefficient of 0.5 thus means that there is a difference of 1SD of the dependent 
variable between the two conditions. Candidate education/competence is 
dichotomous, where 1 means more educated/competent. 

 

Main effects 

Manipulations of candidate education and candidate competence 

had main and interaction effects. In Table 2 the main effects are presented 

for the composite competence scale, and also for all subdimensions of 

competence. For overall competence, we find positive effects of candidate 

education and candidate competence, with the former being slightly larger. 

There was also an interaction between candidate education and candidate 

competence, -0.177 (p < 0.001). The effect of being competent or being 

higher educated is strongest when the candidate is less educated or less 

competent, respectively (simple effects of education: bnon-competent = 

0.381, bcompetent = 0.204; simple effects of competence: blow educated = 

0.327, bhigh educated = 0.149; all ps < 0.001).  

 

Moderation by participant education 

In the next step, we add an interaction term between candidate 

education and participant education, and between candidate competence 

and participant education. In other words, we assess whether the effect of 

candidate education or candidate competence on perceived competence  
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depend on the educational level of the participant. We find a 

significant interaction between participant education and candidate 

education (b = 0.237, p < 0.001). Though the relationship with candidate 

education is weaker for the less educated participants, candidate education 

is still significantly related to the composite competence scale in the eyes of 

the less educated (b = 0.210, p < 0.001). We do not find a significant 

interaction between participant education and candidate competence (b = 

0.026, p = 0.333).  

 

Educational identification 

In contrast to Study 2, there is no significant three-way interaction 

between candidate education, participant education, and identification on 

competence (b = 0.030; p = 0.645). However, the two-way partial 

interactions between candidate education and identification for higher 

educated participants reveal that higher educated participants who 

identify strongly with their educational level are more likely to rate higher 

educated candidates as more competent than less educated candidates 

(binteraction = 0.145, p < 0.001), and this interaction is similar to Study 2. The 

difference with Study 2 is that less educated participants also rate higher 

educated candidates higher when they identify strongly with their 

educational level (binteraction = 0.115, p = 0.031). Hence, in Study 3 

identification seems to favor higher educated candidates for both less and 

higher educated participants. This pattern for less educated goes against 

our expectations. Because of this pattern however, the three-way 

interaction is unlikely to yield a significant result (unlike Study 2), despite 

the role of identification for the higher educated (like Study 2). We have 

illustrated this in Figure 3. 

 

Vote intention 

Both candidate education and competence have a positive 

relationship with voting intentions (bcandidate education = 0.202, p < 0.001; 

bcandidate competence = 0.239, p < 0.001), that is: people prefer higher educated  
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Figure 3: Marginal effect of candidate education on competence for higher 
and less educated across educational identification 

and more competent political candidates. Both relationships are 

moderated by participant education (bcandidate education = 0.249, p < 0.001; 

bcandidate competence = 0.085, p = 0.028). Looking at the simple effects of 

candidate education for less and higher educated, we see that, while the 

higher educated strongly prefer higher educated candidates (b = 0.304, p < 

0.001), less educated do not significantly prefer higher educated candidates 

(b = 0.055, p = 0.117). Whereas in Study 2, less educated still preferred 

higher over less educated candidates, when competence is also 

manipulated here this preference is only minimal and non-significant. The 

effect of candidate competence is also smaller for less educated 

respondents compared to higher educated respondents, but it remains 

strong and significant for the less educated (b = 0.211, p < 0.001). It thus 

seems that the less educated prefer higher educated candidates for their 

higher perceived competence, and largely ignore information on  
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Figure 4: Vote intention scores for all four profiles, for less and higher 
educated participants 

educational level when information on competence is provided. Crucially, 

higher educated participants prefer higher educated candidates over less 

educated candidates by a big margin (b = 0.304, p < 0.001), while at the same 

time also preferring more competent candidates over less competent 

candidates (b = 0.295, p < 0.001). 

We illustrate this in Figure 4. This figure shows the (unstandardized) 

scores of the four profiles on vote intention for less educated and higher 

educated participants. On the left, the scores for less educated participants 

are depicted. While the less educated still show a (non-significant) 

preference for higher educated candidates over less educated ones, they 

significantly prefer a competent less educated candidate over a non-

competent higher educated candidate (the middle two bars for less 

educated participants; b = 0.155, bunstandardized = 0.533, p < 0.001). The higher 

educated do not make a distinction between non-competent higher 
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educated and competent less educated candidates (b = -0.009, bunstandardized = 

-0.031, p = 0.770). This shows not only that the less educated mainly take the 

manipulated competence as a basis for their vote intention, but that the 

higher educated take the educational level of the candidate as a basis for 

their vote intentions, above and beyond the (manipulated) competence of 

political candidates. For the higher educated, this is not consistent with an 

explanation based on the academic competence ideology alone, but 

suggests that ingroup bias also plays a role.   

We find a significant three-way interaction with educational 

identification (b = 0.228, p = 0.005). This interaction shows two things (see 

Figure 5). First, that less educated are not affected by their identification in 

the vote intentions. Second, only the higher educated take the educational 

level of the candidate into account in their vote intentions and this pattern 

is significantly stronger (bHE = 0.261 p <0.001) for the higher educated who 

identify strongly with their educational level (blow id = 0.146, bhigh id = 0.407; 

both ps < 0.001). 

The means indicate that the positive effect of candidate education 

among strongly identifying higher educated participants, is entirely due to 

a stronger vote intention towards higher educated (less educated 

candidate: Mlow id = 3.327, Mhjgh id = 3.331; higher educated candidate: Mlow id 

= 3.827, Mhjgh id = 4.724). In fact, Figure 7 shows that the preference of higher 

educated participants for higher educated candidates is entirely dependent 

on identification with educational level. This corroborates that higher 

educated candidates are motivated by ingroup bias and this leads them to 

favor higher educated candidates, above and beyond the competence of the 

candidate. 

How are these vote intentions affected by the different aspects of 

perceived competence? All five aspects of competence are significantly 

related to vote intention (all entered in the same model), though the 

strongest relationships can be found with practical and theoretical 

competence (bpractical = 0.143, p < 0.001; btheoretical = 0.161, p < 0.001; brhetorical =  
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Figure 5: Marginal effect of candidate education on vote intention for higher 
and less educated across educational identification 

 
 

0.065, p = 0.014; bsocial = 0.059, p = 0.004; bstrategic = 0.065, p = 0.008). The 

relationships of theoretical and rhetorical are moderated by participant 

education (btheoretical = 0.151, p < 0.001; brhetorical = 0.116, p = 0.012), that is, 

higher educated participants weigh their perception of theoretical and 

rhetorical competence more heavily in their vote intentions than less 

educated participants do. 

All of these aspects also mediate the effect of candidate education on 

vote intention (see Table 3). Of these, theoretical competence is the 

strongest mediator. This is in line with the emphasis in educational systems 

on cognitive ability, closely related to theoretical competence. In Table 3 

the coefficients denote the indirect effect. The total effect of candidate 

education on vote intention is (as reported above) 0.202 (p < 0.001). Hence, 

practical and rhetorical competence each mediate around 12% and 

theoretical competence 35% of the total effect. 
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Table 3: Indirect effects of candidate education, through different aspects 
of competence stereotype, on vote intention 

Mediator Indirect effect Lower bound Upper bound 
Practical 0.024 0.015 0.034 
Theoretical 0.071 0.047 0.096 
Rhetorical 0.023 0.005 0.043 
Social 0.003 0.001 0.006 
Strategic 0.014 0.004 0.024 

Note: Lower bound and upper bound refer to the bounds of the 95% confidence 
interval. 

 

Discussion 
In Study 3 we delved deeper in the role of competence as a mediator 

for the effect of candidate education on vote intentions. We did this in two 

ways: first, we manipulated not just candidate education, but also 

candidate competence and second, we expanded our list of stereotype traits 

associated with competence to five different aspects of competence. 

 Higher educated candidates are again seen as more competent and 

receive higher vote intentions from the participants. However, we find that 

candidate education is not significantly related to vote intention for less 

educated participants, though their vote intentions are strongly related to 

candidate competence. It thus seems that the preference for higher 

educated candidates found in Study 2 among less educated participants, 

disappears when we experimentally control for competence. This is, 

however, not the case for the higher educated. They prefer competent 

candidates over non-competent politicians, but at the same time, they still 

prefer higher educated over less educated, independent of competence. 

This suggests that higher educated are strongly motivated by group 

concerns, seeing higher educated candidates as representatives of ‘their 

own group’. This is confirmed by an analysis with educational 

identification as a moderator, where the preference for higher educated 

candidates depends entirely on identification for higher educated 

participants (replicating a key result from Study 2). Further investigation 
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showed that this preference is entirely due to a more favorable assessment 

of higher educated candidates, an example of ingroup love (Brewer, 1999). 

Thus, whereas less educated prefer higher educated, almost solely due to 

their higher perceived competence, in line with an academic competence 

ideology related to meritocracy, higher educated are, in addition, also 

motivated by ingroup bias. 

 Interestingly, we find that the effect of candidate education on vote 

intention is most strongly mediated by theoretical competence, which was 

measured with the traits ‘smart’ and ‘intelligent’. Modern educational 

systems are, in comparison to older, ‘classic’, educational systems, marked 

by a strong emphasis on cognitive ability (Baker, 2014; Blair et al., 2005). 

We do find that the relationship of candidate education with competence 

is strongest for theoretical competence, corroborating that higher educated 

are seen mostly as excelling in cognitive skills. But our findings suggest that 

this specific type of competence is also a forceful factor in electing 

politicians.  

General Discussion 
Despite evidence of a rise in anti-elite parties claiming to represent 

the ‘common people’, and evidence of a general education-based political 

conflict, there is scant public resistance to the fact that the political sphere, 

in many ways, is dominated by the higher educated. It is in this light that 

we investigate how people evaluate higher and less educated candidates, 

and whether they express any preference towards either. Although 

previous research into this matter has shown conflicting evidence, we 

demonstrate here across three studies that people generally prefer higher 

educated candidates over less educated candidates. These candidates are 

seen as more competent, more agentic, and more moral. Moreover, the 

preference for the higher educated seems to be borne mostly out of their 

perceived higher competence. However, when candidate competence was 

also manipulated, candidate education no longer affected the preferences 

of less educated participants. Higher educated participants still preferred 



 

 168 

higher educated candidates which suggests that this is due to ingroup bias: 

they prefer higher educated candidates above and beyond their 

competence. To the extent that people prefer higher educated candidates 

due to their competence, this is mostly due to their theoretical (cognitive) 

competence. These findings add up to three main conclusions. 

Our first conclusion points initially towards a strong acquiescence of 

less educated people to the dominant position of the higher educated, and 

their deference towards the higher educated when it comes to political vote 

choice. Less educated people show a similar pattern as the higher educated 

towards political candidates of different educational levels: they see higher 

educated candidates as more competent, more agentic, and more moral. In 

general, the less educated thus seem to be restricted in showing ingroup 

bias, possibly due to the strong reality constraints that are imposed on 

people by a meritocratic culture and the near uncontested source of 

competence that education is to the higher educated (Baker, 2014). This 

results initially, among less educated participants, in generally positive 

assessments of the competence of higher educated candidates, and people’s 

vote intentions towards them. However, in Study 3, when we manipulated 

the competence of the candidates, these reality constraints are relaxed, 

outgroup bias disappears and it seems that motivated reasoning comes into 

play (Doosje et al., 1995; Kunda, 1990). Note that by this we do not mean 

that the less educated are motivationally biased and the higher educated 

are not. On the contrary, the less educated seem motivated to distinguish 

true competence from educational level when able to do so, and to base 

their judgments on competence per se, whereas the higher educated are 

not sensitive to this, presumably because it suits their group-interests 

(Packer, 2008). Both of these observations are examples of motivated 

reasoning (Doosje et al, 1995; Kunda, 1990) but the less educated are 

arguably more accurate and less biased because motivation based on group 

interests led to more thorough scrutiny of the education/competence 

distinction than it did for the higher educated.  
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This resistance by people with lower levels of education is not only 

evident from Study 3 where they had the clearest opportunity to 

distinguish competence and education. The less educated also perceived, in 

Study 2, a smaller difference in competence between higher and less 

educated candidates, than did higher educated participants. To put matters 

in perspective, however, it also remains true that, without experimental 

manipulations of competence, higher educated candidates were 

consistently seen as more competent by less educated participants. In other 

words, resistance among the less educated is subtle and not always present. 

Moreover, previous research has shown that identification among less 

educated is generally low and unlikely due to the negative stigma attached 

to ‘less educated’. Hence, strong resistance and an education-based open 

conflict is rather unlikely (Jackman, 1994; Spruyt, 2014). 

Our second conclusion is that the dominance of the higher educated 

as political representatives seems to be based on the assumed competence 

associated with education, but also on ingroup bias among the higher 

educated. Across all three studies the higher educated showed stronger 

ingroup bias when they identified strongly with their educational level, at 

least in their vote intention and when assessing candidate competence. 

This suggests that the higher educated are motivated by group concerns 

related to their educational group membership. They protect their group 

identity or group interests by favoring ingroup members (Brewer, 1999). 

This serves as a likely explanation for the almost extreme dominance of 

higher educated in modern politics where West European parliaments 

consist for 75% to 95% of higher educated (Bovens & Wille, 2017). Ingroup 

bias among the higher educated works to consolidate the dominant 

position of higher educated in politics and creates barriers for less 

educated to rise up to the same level (and is often prevented from gaining 

relevant experience during this career).  

Thirdly, education is not merely related to general competence, but 

to a theoretical or cognitive competence more specifically. In our findings, 

competence is the most important factor in deciding voting choice, and of 
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the different aspects of competence that we looked at, it is theoretical 

competence (or cognitive competence) that is most decisive in people’s vote 

choice. This can be contrasted to a different aspect of competence that we 

included: practical competence. Practical competence is to a certain extent 

the opposite of theoretical competence with a focus on ‘doing’ and 

effectiveness, rather than the ‘thinking’ of theoretical or cognitive 

competence. This is reflected in what recent literature on the changes in 

western educational systems have pointed to: an increasing focus on 

cognitive ability as the core defining aspect of educational achievement 

(Baker, 2011, 2014). In the Stereotype Content Model (Fiske, 2018; Fiske et 

al., 2002) competence is related to status in general. However, our findings 

indicate that competence is different from cognitive ability. While 

theoretical competence was related the strongest to candidate education, 

practical competence was most strongly related to our candidate 

competence manipulation. To what extent is educational competence 

different from how we usually conceptualize competence? Do countries in 

which education is a more important institution (what Baker, 2014, calls 

‘schooled societies’) have a different conceptualization of competence 

compared to countries where education is a less central institution? These 

are interesting avenues for future research.  

Overall, this research tells a story of how higher educated candidates 

are seen as more ‘electable’, but also of how the higher educated as a group 

defend their interests whereas the less educated are prevented from doing 

so. The combination of (1) a higher perceived competence, that is mainly 

seen as a cognitive advantage over the less educated, and which (2) is seen 

as the most important factor for electability, and (3) an ingroup bias among 

higher educated whereby (strongly identifying) higher educated favor 

higher educated regardless of competence, and (4) an absence of ingroup 

bias among the less educated due to an assumption of higher competence 

of the higher educated, makes for an almost unavoidable dominance of 

higher educated in modern politics. Almost unavoidable, that is. There is a 

silver lining for the less educated. When given the chance, the less educated 
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do not simply show deference to the higher educated, but, unlike the higher 

educated themselves, accord more weight to candidate competence over 

education per se. As such, deference should not necessarily be taken as 

proof of political preference.
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General discussion  
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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 



 

 184 

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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Supplemental Material 

Chapter 2 
Table A2.1: Contextual variable sources and details 

Indicator Source Details 
Share of higher 
educated 

OECD (2015) % tertiary 25-64 year-old; linear 
interpolation was used for Estonia, 
Lithuania, and Spain (21 values in 
total; only for four or less 
consecutive missing values) 

GDP per capita IMF (2016a) Current international dollar 
Government expenses IMF (2016b) % of GDP 
Share in service sector WorldBank 

(2017) 
% of total employment 

Income inequality WorldBank 
(2017) 

GINI index; linear interpolation was 
used for Australia, Bulgaria, Canada, 
Croatia, France, Hungary, and the 
United States (22 values in total; 
only for four or less consecutive 
missing values) 
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Table A2.2: Multilevel regressions on subjective social status, moderated by 
education-based meritocracy variables (maximum likelihood) 

Model 1 
Perceived education-

based meritocracy 

Model 2 
Desired education-
based meritocracy 

Constant 3.787*** 
(1.005) 

3.678*** 
(1.009) 

Gender -0.123***
(0.020)

-0.128***
(0.021)

Income 0.479***
(0.011)

0.484***
(0.011)

Age 0.002***
(0.001) 

0.003***
(0.001) 

Education (ref.=low) 
Middle education 0.212 

(0.123) 
0.383*** 

(0.106) 
High education 0.573*** 

(0.114) 
0.844*** 

(0.096) 
Education-based meritocracy 
variable 

0.027 
(0.019) 

0.053** 
(0.019) 

Education * education-based 
meritocracy variable (ref.=low) 
Middle education * education-
based meritocracy variable 

0.060 
(0.031) 

0.016 
(0.030) 

High education * education-based 
meritocracy variable 

0.076** 
(0.029) 

0.008 
(0.027) 

Share of higher educated 0.046** 
(0.015) 

0.047** 
(0.016) 

GDP per capita 0.000*** 
(0.000) 

0.000*** 
(0.000) 

Government expenses 0.038* 
(0.016) 

0.038* 
(0.017) 

Share of employment in service 
sector 

-0.053*
(0.024)

-0.053*
(0.024)

Income inequality -0.005
(0.021)

-0.004
(0.021)

Random effects 
Country level intercept 0.109 0.110 
Individual level variance 2.077 2.071 
N (country) 23 23 
N (individual) 20,310 20,181 
-2LL 72,567.794 72,054.028 

Note: Standard errors in parentheses; * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001 
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Table A2.3: Multilevel regressions on subjective social status (maximum 
likelihood) 

 Model 1 Model 2 
Constant 2.987***  

(0.684) 
3.077***  

(0.854) 
Gender -0.093***  

(0.008) 
-0.095***  

(0.010) 
Income 0.402***  

(0.004) 
0.402***  

(0.005) 
Age 0.000  

(0.000) 
0.000  

(0.000) 
Education (ref.=low)   
Middle education 0.882***  

(0.078) 
0.864*** 

 (0.091) 
High education 1.305***  

(0.124) 
1.325***  

(0.148) 
Education * share of higher educated (ref.=low)   
Middle education * share of higher educated -0.016***  

(0.002) 
-0.017***  

(0.003) 
High education * share of higher educated -0.013***  

(0.004) 
-0.015**  

(0.005) 
Share of higher educated 0.015  

(0.010) 
0.019  

(0.012) 
GDP per capita 0.000***  

(0.000) 
0.000***  

(0.000) 
Government expenses -0.003 

 (0.008) 
0.003  

(0.012) 
Share of employment in service sector 0.005  

(0.015) 
-0.001  

(0.020) 
Income inequality 

  
-0.005  

(0.019) 
Random effects   
Country level intercept 0.088 0.077 
Middle education 0.026 0.027 
High education 0.090 0.097 
Year level intercept 0.075 0.086 
Individual level variance 2.155 2.141 
N (country) 27 27 
N (year) 118 89 
N (individual) 134,012 96,664 
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-2LL 484,067.380 348,558.162 
Note: Standard errors in parentheses; * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001 
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Table A2.4: Multilevel regressions on relative partial eta to total eta-squared 
(maximum likelihood) 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 
Constant 0.216  

(0.116) 
0.814*  
(0.342) 

0.943**  
(0.360) 

1.190**  
(0.405) 

Share of higher educated 0.012*** 
(0.004) 

0.020*** 
(0.005) 

0.012*  
(0.006) 

0.011  
(0.006) 

GDP per capita   0.000  
(0.000) 

0.000*  
(0.000) 

0.000  
(0.000) 

Government expenses   0.011**  
(0.004) 

0.009  
(0.005) 

0.005  
(0.006) 

Share of employment in service 
sector 

  -0.024**  
(0.008) 

-0.022*  
(0.009) 

-0.016  
(0.010) 

Income inequality       -0.011  
(0.009) 

Random effects     
Country level intercept 0.018 0.012 0.018 0.015 
Year level variance 0.047 0.036 0.024 0.025 
N (country) 27 27 27 27 
N (year) 126 118 89 89 
-2LL -0.454 -33.810 -47.168 -48.470 

Note: Standard errors in parentheses; * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001; model 3 
includes only the 89 samples that have valid values on income inequality. 
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Chapter 3 
Clarification on abbreviations: 

CMC: country-mean centered 

CM: country mean 

OMD: objective material deprivation 

Table A3.6: Information on macro variables 
Variable Source Extra 
Share of higher 
educated 

OECD (2019) As a share of 25-64 year 
olds 

GDP per capita IMF (2018) Purchasing power 
parity; international 
dollars 

Government expenses IMF (2018) General government 
total expenditure; 
percent of GDP 

Income inequality World Bank (2019) Gini index, World Bank 
estimate 



 

 220 

Results of the multilevel regressions with the share of higher 

educated moderation 
Table A3.7: Results multilevel regression analyses of the interaction effect 
between education and share of higher educated on feelings of 
misrecognition and dissatisfaction with education (maximum likelihood) 

 Misrecognition  
(model 1) 

Dissatisfaction with 
education (model 2) 

Constant 2.175** 
(0.717) 

5.757*** 
(0.963) 

Education (low=ref.)   
Middle 0.467*** 

(0.139) 
-1.189*** 

(0.176) 
High 0.568*** 

(0.140) 
-2.091*** 

(0.266) 
Share of higher educated  1.678* 

(0.844) 
-1.229 

(1.129) 
Middle education * Share of 
higher educated 

-2.133*** 
(0.464) 

0.586 
(0.585) 

High education * Share of 
higher educated 

-3.009*** 
(0.453) 

0.101 
(0.877) 

Female -0.052** 
(0.019) 

0.051** 
(0.019) 

Age -0.057*** 
(0.007) 

-0.119*** 
(0.007) 

Income -0.069*** 
(0.009) 

-0.027** 
(0.009) 

Income² 0.002*** 
(0.000) 

0.001 
(0.000) 

OMD: Arrears in payments 0.696*** 
(0.038) 

0.246*** 
(0.039) 

OMD: Cannot afford things 1.907*** 
(0.042) 

0.813*** 
(0.042) 

OMD: Shoddy 
accommodation 

0.822*** 
(0.055) 

0.537*** 
(0.056) 

GDP per capita (thousands) -0.107 
(0.463) 

0.562 
(0.620) 

Income inequality (Gini) 2.174 
(1.685) 

-0.428 
(2.262) 

Governments expenses (% 
GDP) 

-0.753 
(0.906) 

-0.135 
(1.228) 

   
Random effects   
Country level intercept 0.080 0.137 
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(0.036) (0.069) 
Wave level intercept 0.094 

(0.023) 
0.189 

(0.046) 
Middle education random 
effect 

0.061 
(0.015) 

0.118 
(0.028) 

High education random 
effect 

0.043 
(0.016) 

0.308 
(0.064) 

Residual variance 4.115 
(0.026) 

4.210 
(0.027) 

N 49280 49280 
Note: Standard errors in parentheses; + p<0.10, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001 
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Comparing the two feelings of misrecognition (sub)items 

Table A3.3: Feelings of misrecognition item 1 (‘I feel left out of society’) 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
Constant 2.708*** 

(0.078) 
2.766*** 

(0.088) 
2.312*** 

(0.078) 
Education (ref. = less 
educated) 

   

Middle educated -0.457*** 
(0.024) 

-0.466*** 
(0.025) 

-0.122*** 
(0.024) 

Higher educated -0.862*** 
(0.027) 

-0.875*** 
(0.028) 

-0.267*** 
(0.029) 

Female  
 

0.038* 
(0.019) 

-0.066*** 
(0.019) 

Age  
 

-0.015* 
(0.007) 

-0.005 
(0.007) 

Income  
 

 
 

-0.096*** 
(0.009) 

Income²  
 

 
 

0.004*** 
(0.000) 

OMD: Arrears in 
payments 

 
 

 
 

0.652*** 
(0.037) 

OMD: Cannot afford 
things 

 
 

 
 

1.887*** 
(0.040) 

OMD: Shoddy 
accommodation 

 
 

 
 

0.698*** 
(0.052) 

    
Random effects    
Country level 
intercept 

0.164 
(0.050) 

 0.163 
(0.050 

0.061 
(0.027) 

Wave level intercept 0.108 
(0.021) 

0.108  
(0.021) 

0.112 
(0.022) 

Residual variance 5.912 
(0.033) 

5.911  
(0.033) 

5.442 
(0.030) 

N 65802 65802 65802 
Note: Standard errors in parentheses; + p<0.10, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001 
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Table A3.4: Feelings of misrecognition item 2 (‘I feel like the value of what I 
do is not recognized by others in society’) 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
Constant 3.681*** 

(0.111) 
4.197*** 

(0.121) 
3.547*** 

(0.109) 
Education (ref. = less 
educated) 
Middle educated -0.368***

(0.029)
-0.442***

(0.030)
-0.100***

(0.030)
Higher educated -0.817***

(0.032)
-0.915***

(0.033)
-0.288***

(0.035)
Female 0.106***

(0.023) 
0.000 

(0.023) 
Age -0.104***

(0.009)
-0.093***

(0.008)
Income -0.039***

(0.011)
Income² 0.000 

(0.001) 
OMD: Arrears in 
payments 

0.800*** 
(0.045) 

OMD: Cannot afford 
things 

1.811*** 
(0.048) 

OMD: Shoddy 
accommodation 

0.828*** 
(0.063) 

Random effects 
Country level 
intercept 

0.371 
(0.106) 

0.359 
(0.103) 

0.202 
(0.065) 

Wave level intercept 0.140 
(0.028) 

0.138 
(0.028) 

0.139 
(0.028) 

Residual variance 8.600 
(0.047) 

8.578 
(0.047) 

8.100 
(0.045) 

N 65802 65802 65802 
Note: Standard errors in parentheses; + p<0.10, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001. 
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Items for the objective material deprivation scales 

Table A3.5: Items for the three objective material deprivation (OMD) scales 
OMD scale Item 
Arrears in payments  
(“Has your household been in arrears 
at any time during the past 12 months, 
that is, unable to pay as scheduled any 
of the following?”) 

Rent or mortgage payments for 
accommodation 
Utility bills, such as electricity, water, gas  

Cannot afford various (voluntary) 
things  
(“There are some things that many 
people cannot afford, even if they 
would like them. For each of the 
following things on this list, can I just 
check whether your household can 
afford it if you want it?”) 

Keeping your home adequately warm  
Paying for a week’s annual holiday away 
from home (not staying with relatives)  
Replacing any worn-out furniture  
A meal with meat, chicken, fish every 
second day if you wanted it  
Buying new, rather than second-hand, 
clothes  
Having friends or family for a drink or 
meal at least once a month 

Shoddy accommodation 
(“Do you have any of the following 
problems with your accommodation?”) 

Shortage of space 
Rot in windows, doors or floors 
Damp or leaks in walls or roof 
Lack of indoor flushing toilet 
Lack of bath or shower 
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Exploratory and robustness test with country mean and 

country-mean centered share of higher educated and macro 

control variables, interacting with education 
Table A3.6: Feelings of misrecognition interacted with education and share 
of higher educated, item 1 (Model 1), item 2 (Model 2), and the two-item 
scale (Model 3). Without extensive controls. 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
Constant 1.849** 

(0.567) 
2.159* 
(1.021) 

2.127** 
(0.764) 

Education (ref. = less educated)    
Middle educated 0.340* 

(0.152) 
0.759*** 

(0.168) 
0.528*** 

(0.147) 
Higher educated 0.580*** 

(0.141) 
0.657*** 

(0.180) 
0.602*** 

(0.148) 
Female -0.108*** 

(0.020) 
0.003 

(0.026) 
-0.053** 

(0.019) 
Age -0.013+ 

(0.008) 
-0.102*** 

(0.010) 
-0.057*** 

(0.007) 
Income -0.099*** 

(0.010) 
-0.040*** 

(0.012) 
-0.069*** 

(0.009) 
Income² 0.004*** 

(0.001) 
0.000 

(0.001) 
0.002*** 

(0.000) 
OMD: Arrears in payments 0.631*** 

(0.042) 
0.764*** 

(0.052) 
0.696*** 

(0.038) 
OMD: Cannot afford things 1.943*** 

(0.045) 
1.870*** 

(0.057) 
1.908*** 

(0.042) 
OMD: Shoddy accommodation 0.743*** 

(0.060) 
0.895*** 

(0.075) 
0.823*** 

(0.055) 
Share of higher educated (CMC) 1.706 

(1.241) 
0.654 

(1.573) 
1.185 

(1.300) 
Share of higher educated (CM) 2.614*** 

(0.747) 
0.973 

(1.447) 
1.789+ 
(1.042) 

Middle educated*Share of 
higher educated (CMC) 

-0.745 
(1.203) 

-1.053 
(1.350) 

-0.881 
(1.160) 

Higher educated*Share of 
higher educated (CMC) 

-1.845+ 
(1.092) 

-2.328+ 
(1.384) 

-2.232* 
(1.133) 

Middle educated*Share of 
higher educated (CM) 

-1.635** 
(0.511) 

-3.179*** 
(0.568) 

-2.349*** 
(0.495) 

Higher educated*Share of 
higher educated (CM) 

-2.936*** 
(0.462) 

-3.430*** 
(0.588) 

-3.133*** 
(0.485) 

GDP per capita -0.103 
(0.334) 

-0.150 
(0.633) 

-0.112 
(0.464) 
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Income inequality 0.355 
(1.250) 

4.329+ 
(2.302) 

2.226 
(1.712) 

Governments expenses -0.712
(0.699)

-0.370
(1.166)

-0.748
(0.906)

Random effects 
Country level intercept 0.024 

(0.018) 
0.176 

(0.068) 
0.080 

(0.035) 
Wave level intercept 0.083 

(0.015) 
0.124 

(0.031) 
0.094 

(0.015) 
Middle education random effect 0.059 

(0.014) 
0.058 

(0.018) 
0.059 

(0.015) 
High education random effect 0.025 

(0.021) 
0.044 

(0.022) 
0.042 

(0.023) 
Residual variance 4.934 

 (0.032) 
7.694 

(0.049) 
4.115 

(0.026) 
N 49280 49280 49280 

Note: Standard errors in parentheses; + p<0.10, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001. 
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Table A3.7: Feelings of misrecognition interacted with education and share 
of higher educated, item 1 (Model 1), item 2 (Model 2), and the two-item 
scale (Model 3). With extensive controls. 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
Constant 2.593*** 

(0.624) 
3.831** 
(1.187) 

3.155*** 
(0.856) 

Education (ref. = less educated) 
Middle educated -1.472***

(0.437)
-1.692***

(0.478)
-1.497***

(0.406)
Higher educated -0.661

(0.421)
-1.722***

(0.462)
-1.135**

(0.397)
Female -0.109***

(0.020)
0.001 

(0.025) 
-0.054**

(0.019)
Age -0.013+

(0.008)
-0.100***

(0.009)
-0.056***

(0.007)
Income -0.097***

(0.010)
-0.038**

(0.012)
-0.068***

(0.009)
Income² 0.004***

(0.001)
0.000

(0.001)
0.002***

(0.000)
OMD: Arrears in payments 0.629***

(0.042)
0.760*** 

(0.052) 
0.693***

(0.038)
OMD: Cannot afford things 1.949***

(0.046)
1.876*** 

(0.057) 
1.913***

(0.042)
OMD: Shoddy accommodation 0.750***

(0.060) 
0.913*** 

(0.075) 
0.833***

(0.055) 
Share of higher educated (CMC) -0.507

(2.033)
-3.593

(2.505)
-2.075

(2.083)
Share of higher educated (CM) 2.516*** 

(0.749) 
1.000 

(1.434) 
1.759+
(1.034)

Middle educated*Share of higher 
educated (CMC) 

-0.837
(1.897) 

-0.393
(2.042) 

-0.530
(1.761) 

Higher educated*Share of higher 
educated (CMC) 

-1.167
(1.742) 

1.831 
(1.877) 

0.176 
(1.647) 

Middle educated*Share of higher 
educated (CM) 

-1.228*
(0.528) 

-2.890***
(0.577) 

-2.038***
(0.490) 

Higher educated*Share of higher 
educated (CM) 

-3.076***
(0.511) 

-3.411***
(0.563) 

-3.226***
(0.481) 

GDP per capita (CMC) 2.899 
(2.505) 

5.958+ 
(3.085) 

4.400+ 
(2.561) 

GDP per capita (CM) -0.168
(0.364)

-0.489
(0.679)

-0.324
(0.490)

Middle educated*GDP per capita 
(CMC) 

-0.288
(2.300) 

-1.758
(2.478) 

-1.090
(2.136) 
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Higher educated*GDP per capita 
(CMC) 

-0.561 
(2.116) 

-6.220** 
(2.275) 

-3.420+ 
(2.001) 

Middle educated*GDP per capita 
(CM) 

-0.474+ 
(0.262) 

0.093 
(0.293) 

-0.194 
(0.243) 

Higher educated*GDP per capita 
(CM) 

0.171 
(0.259) 

0.597* 
(0.288) 

0.391 
(0.244) 

Income inequality (CMC) 4.003 
(4.718) 

3.456 
(5.807) 

3.961 
(4.787) 

Income inequality (CM) -1.314 
(1.341) 

0.850 
(2.558) 

-0.099 
(1.847) 

Middle educated*Income 
inequality (CMC) 

1.121 
(4.361) 

-0.943 
(4.774) 

-0.230 
(4.047) 

Higher educated*Income 
inequality (CMC) 

-5.056 
(4.068) 

-0.342 
(4.467) 

-3.098 
(3.833) 

Middle educated*Income 
inequality (CM) 

3.645*** 
(0.937) 

5.700*** 
(1.019) 

4.460*** 
(0.870) 

Higher educated*Income 
inequality (CM) 

2.432** 
(0.907) 

5.907*** 
(0.992) 

4.023*** 
(0.855) 

Governments expenses (CMC) -1.238 
(1.445) 

0.623 
(1.780) 

-0.304 
(1.493) 

Governments expenses (CM) -1.092 
(0.844) 

-1.445 
(1.604) 

-1.240 
(1.155) 

Middle educated*Governments 
expenses (CMC) 

0.926 
(1.280) 

2.330+ 
(1.331) 

1.658 
(1.192) 

Higher educated*Governments 
expenses (CMC) 

0.439 
(1.196) 

0.945 
(1.270) 

0.678 
(1.134) 

Middle educated*Governments 
expenses (CM) 

1.656** 
(0.602) 

1.244+ 
(0.667) 

1.393* 
(0.558) 

Higher educated*Governments 
expenses (CM) 

1.040+ 
(0.573) 

0.681 
(0.641) 

0.822 
(0.538) 

    
Random effects    
Country level intercept 0.026 

(0.017) 
0.172 

(0.063) 
0.080 

(0.034) 
Wave level intercept 0.072 

(0.011) 
0.110 

(0.027) 
0.081 

(0.010) 
Middle education random effect 0.037 

(0.011) 
0.027 

(0.012) 
0.033 

(0.011) 
High education random effect 0.015 

(0.018) 
0.000 

(0.000) 
0.016 

(0.020) 
Residual variance 4.934  

(0.032) 
7.696 

(0.049) 
4.115 

(0.026) 
N 49280 49280 49280 

Note: Standard errors in parentheses; + p<0.10, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001. 
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Chapter 4 
Table A1: Number of respondents per country-wave combination 
Country Wave 2 Wave 4 
Austria 904 1,134 
Belgium 946 983 
Bulgaria 817 806 
Cyprus 862 807 
Czech Republic 1,131 943 
Germany 1,776 1,510 
Denmark 955 934 
Estonia 845 658 
Greece 942 1,063 
Spain 879 920 
Finland 976 989 
France 1,395 1,099 
Croatia 867 910 
Hungary 904 885 
Ireland 877 910 
Italy 1,304 1,943 
Lithuania 825 759 
Luxembourg 848 773 
Latvia 740 626 
Malta 883 794 
Netherlands 965 903 
Poland 1,323 841 
Portugal 902 959 
Romania 857 817 
Sweden 966 982 
Slovenia 941 894 
Slovakia 1,064 894 
United Kingdom 1,371 1,101 
Albania 864 
Montenegro 930 
North Macedonia 828 832 
Norway 953 
Serbia 839 
Turkey 1,792 1,956 
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Table A2: Details on country/wave-level variables 
Macro variable Source Details 
Share of higher 
educated 

Eurostat (2020) % ISCED 5-8 of general 
population age 25-64 

Level of corruption Transparency 
International (2016) 

Democracy Index Economist Intelligence 
Unit (2017) 

GDP per capita IMF (2018) Purchasing power parity; 
international dollars 

Government 
expenses 

IMF (2018) % of GDP 

Income inequality World Bank (2020) World Bank Estimate 
(SI.POV.GINI) 
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Chapter 5 

Appendix 1: manipulation texts  

Education (all studies, Study 3 has a slightly different text for less 

educated) 

Less educated 

1. [candidate name] has a high school diploma (Study 3: didn’t follow

education after his sixteenth), and was, during his/her time in high

school active in the organizing of school nights and parties.

2. [candidate name] has a high school diploma (Study 3: quit education

when he was 17), and was, during his/her time in high school active

in the korfball association

Higher educated 

1. [candidate name] has attained his master diploma at the university,

and was, during his time at the university active for a study

association

2. [candidate name] has attained his master diploma at the university,

and was, during his time at the university active for the volleyball

club

Political orientation (Study 1 and 2) 

Progressive 

1. [candidate name] dedicates himself to the climate. He wants more

money for energy use reductions and waste recycling.

2. [candidate name] thinks that sustainability deserves more

attention. He wants us to make a bigger priority of the transition to

sustainable energy.

Conservative 

1. [candidate name] dedicates himself to a safer society. He thinks

there should be more police agents on the street.
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2. [candidate name] thinks safety is an important issue. He thinks that

criminals should be punished more harshly and without

reservations.

Competence (Study 3) 

Low competence 

1. [candidate name] has no prior political experience.

2. [candidate name] is putting himself up for election for the first time

High competence 

1. [candidate name] has been a local councillor at a medium-sized

municipality for five years. He has, among others, living and land

affairs in his portfolio. Before he entered politics he was successful

as a creative entrepreneur.

2. [candidate name] has been a local councillor in a provincial city

since the municipal elections of 2014. He is mandated for, among

others, traffic and transport. Before he entered politics he rose up

the ladder as a manager in the municipality.

Results of analyses with political orientation of the candidate 

Study 1 

The manipulation of political orientation revealed that conservative 

candidates are seen as significantly less competent (b = -0.091, p < 0.001), 

less warm (b = -0.335, p < 0.001), and less moral (b = -0.110, p = 0.002), but 

more agentic (b = 0.098, p < 0.001). Conservative candidates also received 

lower vote intentions from the participants (b = -0.219, p < 0.001). None of 

these results were moderated by participant subjective education, nor in a 

three-way interaction with candidate political orientation * participant 

subjective education * educational identification. 

Study 2 

In Study 2 conservative candidates were seen as less warm (b = -

0.045, p = 0.002), more agentic (b = 0.067, p < 0.001), and more moral (b = 
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0.038, p = 0.004). They also received more vote intentions (b = 0.086, p < 

0.001). No significant differences for competence (b = -0.001, p = 0.965). All 

these relations were negatively moderated by participant education 

(bcompetence = -0.090, p = 0.012, bwarmth = -0.173, p < 0.001, bagency = -0.105, p = 

0.003, bmorality = -0.116, p = 0.001, bvote intention = -0.209, p < 0.001). Hence, higher 

educated participants were more negative about conservative candidates 

than less educated participants. These relationships were not moderated 

by either educational salience or identification. 
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Appendix 2: Profile text 

Sven/Ilse Verhoeven was born on 23 July 1978 and lives in Noord-

Brabant. [Education manipulation.] He/she is married and has two 

children. In his/her free time he/she listens often to music and likes to go to 

a concert. Besides that, he/she has been playing the guitar from a young 

age. [Political orientation/competence manipulation.] 

Filip/Laura Kramer was born on 8 November 1977 and lives in Noord-

Holland. [Education manipulation.] He/she co-habitates and has two 

children. In his/her free time, he/she likes to go for a walk, go for a run and 

travel, and always has a good book to read. [Political 

orientation/competence manipulation.] 

Pim/Julie de Vries was born on 26 January 1979 and lives in Zuid-

Holland. [Education manipulation.] He/she is married and expecting a first 

child. He/she spends his/her free time mainly on photography, spending 

time with family and friends, and make plenty of time for travelling. 

[Political orientation/competence manipulation.] 

Joeri/Hanne Smit was born on 17 March 1976 and lives in Gelderland. 

[Education manipulation.] He/she is married and has a child. In his/her free 

time she tries to go for a run a couple of times a week and likes to go out for 

dinner with friends. [Political orientation/competence manipulation.] 
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Appendix 3 

Table A5.1: Stereotype characteristics and dimensions 
Study 1 & study 2 Study 3 
Dimension Characteristic Dimension Characteristic 
Competence Capable [Bekwaam] Practical 

competence 
Decisive 
[Daadkrachtig] 

Intelligent [Intelligent] Hard working 
[Hardwerkend] 

Warmth Friendly [Vriendelijk] Theoretical 
competence 

Intelligent [Intelligent] 
Sympathetic 
[Sympathiek] 

Smart [Slim] 

Agency Decisive [Daadkrachtig] Rhetorical 
competence 

Eloquent 
[Welbespraakt] 

Confident 
[Zelfverzekerd] 

Linguistically proficient 
[Taalvaardig] 

Morality Honest [Eerlijk] Social 
competence 

Empathic [Empathisch] 
Trustworthy 
[Betrouwbaar] 

Social [Sociaal] 

Strategic 
competence 

Tactical [Tactisch] 
Competitive 
[Competitief] 

Note: Original Dutch term in brackets 

Appendix 4: scale items of educational identification 
1. I feel a bond with people with my educational level.

2. I feel solidarity with people with my educational level.

3. I feel committed to people with my educational level.

4. I am glad with my educational level

5. I think that people with my educational level have a lot to be proud

of.

6. It is pleasant to have my educational level.

7. My educational level gives me a good feeling.

8. I often think about my educational level.

9. My educational level is an important part of my identity.

10. My educational level is an important part of how I see myself.

Adapted from Leach et al. (2008)
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Appendix 5: scale items of the political attitudes 

Ethnic prejudice 

1. People with a migration background are usually not to be trusted. 

2. People with a migration background form a threat to our culture 

and customs. 

3. The presence of different cultures is a threat to our society. 

4. People with a migration background make the crime problems in 

this country worse. 

 

Law and order 

1. People that commit crimes should receive harsher punishments. 

2. All laws should be enforced strictly. 

3. You should never break the law, even if you would do something 

right. 

4. The death penalty should be introduced for serious crimes.  

 

Environmentalism/attitude towards climate change 

1. Climate change is mainly caused by human activity. 

2. People worry too much about societal progress and not enough 

about climate. 

3. Climate problems cannot be solved without big changes in our way 

of living. 

4. Almost everything we do in modern life harms nature. 
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Appendix 6 

Table A5.2: Results from reliability analyses and correlations 

 Study 1a Study 1b Study 2 Study 3 
Reliability analysis (Cronbach's alpha)    
Educational identification 0.88 0.87 0.91 0.90 
Ethnic prejudice 0.89 0.87 0.94 0.93 
Law and order 0.65 0.57 0.65  
Environmentalism 0.73 0.73 0.83  
     
Correlations (Pearson's r)     
Competence 0.68 0.67 0.77  
Warmth 0.79 0.77 0.81  
Agency 0.55 0.61 0.76  
Morality 0.64 0.65 0.80  
Practical competence    0.76 
Theoretical competence    0.85 
Rhetorical competence    0.77 
Social competence    0.60 
Strategic competence    0.64 
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Appendix 7 

Table A5.3: Model overview 
Dependent 
variable(s) Model Interactionsa 
Stereotypes 
(Studies 1 and 
2), 
competence 
dimensions 
(Study 3), vote 
intention 
(Studies 1, 2, 
and 3) 

Model 1 - 
Model 2  Participant education * candidate education 

Participant education * candidate political 
orientation 

Model 3b 

 
  

Participant education * educational salience * 
candidate education 
Participant education * educational salience * 
candidate political orientation 

Model 4 
 
  

Participant education * educational 
identification * candidate education 
Participant education * educational 
identification * candidate political orientation 

Vote intention Model 5 - 
Model 6 Stereotype * participant education 

Note: All models include the interaction candidate education * candidate political 
orientation, and the control variables age, gender, and ethnic prejudice (and law and 
order, environmentalism in studies 1 and 2).  
a All interactions also include all lower order interactions (e.g. participant education 
* educational identification in model 4) and main effects.  
b Model 3 only presented in Supplemental Material (Appendix 9). 
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Appendix 9: Results of the educational salience manipulation 

Study 2 showed significant three-way moderation with candidate 

education * participant education * educational salience for competence (b 

= 0.160; p = 0.038) and agency (b = 0.159; p = 0.016). These moderations 

indicate that when education is salient, the extent to which higher educated 

participants are more positive about the competence and agency of the 

higher educated candidates than less educated participants is stronger 

when education is salient than when not salient. That is, saliency increase 

the ingroup bias of higher educated, compared to less educated 

participants. These results were not replicated in Study 3. None of the three-

way interactions were significant. 

 

Appendix 10: Additional measures 

Study 1 

1. Three different items on the extent of identification with the 

candidate 

2. Five items on the respondent’s perception of the assessment and 

vote intention of the average Dutchman towards the four profiles 

3. Item on whether the respondent had a specific political party in 

mind for the last seen respondent 

4. Educational conflict scale 

5. Political efficacy (internal and external) 

6. Party vote intention 

7. Perceived representativity of the Dutch parliament 

8. Sense of entitlement scale 

9. Parental education level 

10. Expected educational level 

11. Most important factor in evaluation of the candidates 

12. Did profiles make respondent think of political party? 

13. Was the political orientation relevant in assessing candidate? 

14. Was the educational level relevant in assessing candidate? 
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Study 2 

1. Employment status

2. Three different items on the extent of identification with the

candidate

3. Item on whether the respondent had a specific political party in

mind for the last seen respondent

4. Educational conflict scale

5. Political efficacy (internal and external)

6. Party vote intention

7. Perceived representativity of the Dutch parliament

8. Sense of entitlement scale

9. Parental education level

10. Most important factor in evaluation of the candidates

11. Did profiles make respondent think of political party?

12. Was the political orientation relevant in assessing candidate?

13. Was the educational level relevant in assessing candidate?

14. Attitudes towards the elite

Study 3 

1. Extra stereotype traits: devoted and honest

2. Willingness to politically participate

3. Political efficacy (internal and external)

4. Educational conflict scale

5. Party vote intention

6. Perceived representativity of the Dutch parliament

7. Sense of entitlement scale

8. Parental education level

9. Most important factor in evaluation of the candidates

10. Did profiles make respondent think of political party?

11. Was the professional (political and societal) experience relevant in

assessing candidate?

12. Was the educational level relevant in assessing candidate?
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Appendix 11: Cell means, SD, n, and correlations between 

measurements 
Table 5.5: Cell means, SD, and n for Study 1 

Stereotype 
trait 

Less educated Higher educated 
Progressive Conservative Progressive Conservative 
M SD N M SD N M SD N M SD N 

Capable 4.16 1.20 229 3.98 1.19 228 5.40 1.01 229 5.06 1.10 228 
Intelligent 4.07 1.20 229 3.86 1.25 229 5.96 0.89 229 5.80 0.95 229 
Friendly 5.34 0.91 229 4.70 1.24 229 5.36 0.90 229 4.68 1.22 228 
Sympathetic 5.29 0.91 229 4.52 1.31 228 5.41 0.89 229 4.64 1.27 229 
Decisive 4.42 1.26 229 4.66 1.28 228 5.02 1.11 229 5.20 1.15 229 
Confident 4.71 1.08 228 4.90 1.09 229 5.10 1.02 229 5.30 1.01 228 
Honest 4.98 0.99 229 4.95 1.10 229 5.19 0.97 229 5.03 0.98 229 
Trustworthy 4.88 1.08 229 4.48 1.27 229 5.23 1.03 229 4.98 1.11 228 
Vote intention 4.55 2.36 229 3.48 2.12 229 6.24 2.21 229 5.16 2.49 229 

 

Table 5.6: Correlations (Pearson’s r) between measurements for Study 1 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
1. Capable 1         
2. Intelligent 0.68 1        
3. Friendly 0.32 0.26 1       
4. Sympathetic 0.35 0.31 0.78 1      
5. Decisive 0.48 0.43 0.08 0.09 1     
6. Confident 0.39 0.34 0.08 0.15 0.59 1    
7. Honest 0.38 0.30 0.56 0.51 0.33 0.30 1   
8. Trustworthy 0.53 0.48 0.61 0.57 0.36 0.38 0.64 1  
9. Vote 
intention 0.47 0.48 0.36 0.43 0.22 0.20 0.31 0.41 1 
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Table 5.7: Cell means, SD, and n for Study 2 

Stereotype 
trait 

Less educated Higher educated 
Progressive Conservative Progressive Conservative 
M SD N M SD N M SD N M SD N 

Capable 4.59 1.14 695 4.65 1.15 695 5.04 1.07 694 5.05 1.11 694 
Intelligent 4.66 1.10 695 4.61 1.10 694 5.43 1.04 693 5.40 1.04 694 
Friendly 5.01 1.04 695 4.89 1.10 695 5.00 1.00 695 4.88 1.07 694 
Sympathetic 4.98 1.08 695 4.93 1.11 695 5.03 1.06 694 4.93 1.13 694 
Decisive 4.77 1.16 695 4.89 1.13 695 4.95 1.11 692 5.13 1.11 694 
Confident 4.87 1.05 695 4.97 1.03 695 5.05 1.08 694 5.20 1.07 694 
Honest 4.86 1.08 695 4.95 1.07 695 4.89 1.09 692 5.00 1.08 694 
Trustworthy 4.79 1.08 695 4.82 1.09 695 4.88 1.10 695 4.96 1.08 694 
Vote intention 3.77 1.61 693 4.00 1.75 692 4.04 1.62 695 4.39 1.69 694 

Table 5.8: Correlations (Pearson’s r) between measurements for Study 2 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
1. Capable 1 
2. Intelligent 0.77 1 
3. Friendly 0.67 0.60 1 
4. Sympathetic 0.69 0.62 0.81 1
5. Decisive 0.74 0.67 0.61 0.66 1 
6. Confident 0.71 0.67 0.64 0.66 0.76 1 
7. Honest 0.69 0.62 0.73 0.74 0.69 0.70 1 
8. Trustworthy 0.75 0.67 0.75 0.75 0.71 0.69 0.80 1
9. Vote
intention 0.42 0.41 0.37 0.41 0.39 0.34 0.40 0.43 1 
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Table 5.9: Cell means, SD, and n for Study 3 

Stereotype 
trait 

Less educated Higher educated 
Non-

competent Competent 
Non-

competent Competent 
M SD N M SD N M SD N M SD N 

Decisive 4.01 1.17 806 4.85 1.15 804 4.57 1.07 804 5.06 1.06 805 
Hard 
working 4.08 1.25 806 5.02 1.20 805 4.68 1.15 801 5.21 1.09 806 
Intelligent 3.86 1.09 804 4.57 1.15 804 5.29 1.09 802 5.43 1.06 806 
Smart 3.87 1.13 803 4.64 1.15 805 5.11 1.10 805 5.32 1.06 806 
Eloquent 3.92 1.08 804 4.55 1.11 806 4.81 1.09 804 5.06 1.07 807 
Linguisticall
y proficient 3.90 1.01 805 4.42 1.10 805 4.96 1.11 804 5.11 1.07 806 
Empathic 4.28 1.08 804 4.45 1.06 804 4.46 1.02 803 4.61 1.04 805 
Social 4.71 1.19 804 4.99 1.12 804 4.81 1.08 805 4.99 1.09 807 
Tactical 3.89 1.06 804 4.51 1.08 804 4.45 1.01 804 4.80 1.02 806 
Competitive 3.93 1.18 806 4.57 1.15 803 4.49 1.18 802 4.89 1.09 807 
Vote 
intention 3.08 1.54 803 3.98 1.69 805 3.85 1.56 806 4.60 1.71 804 
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Table 5.10: Correlations (Pearson’s r) between measurements for Study 3 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 
1. Decisive 1 
2. Hard
working 0.76 1 
3. Intelligent 0.66 0.66 1 
4. Smart 0.68 0.69 0.85 1 
5. Eloquent 0.66 0.63 0.70 0.72 1 
6. Linguistically
proficient 0.62 0.60 0.74 0.72 0.77 1 
7. Empathic 0.52 0.51 0.47 0.48 0.52 0.52 1 
8. Social 0.55 0.56 0.47 0.49 0.52 0.49 0.60 1 
9. Tactical 0.66 0.63 0.62 0.63 0.66 0.64 0.55 0.50 1 
10. Competitive 0.68 0.66 0.61 0.62 0.60 0.59 0.47 0.48 0.64 1
11. Vote
intention 0.42 0.42 0.43 0.44 0.39 0.40 0.30 0.31 0.39 0.38 1 
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Nederlandse samenvatting 

De afgelopen 150 jaar heeft er in de Westerse wereld een enorme 

‘scholing’ van deze samenlevingen plaatsgevonden. Dit wordt door 

sommige sociologen een onderwijsrevolutie genoemd (Baker, 2014; 

Parsons, 1971), waar, bijvoorbeeld, in 1870 maar 3% van de bevolking 

hoger onderwijs heeft gevolgd, is dat nu rond de 35%. Deze trend lijkt nog 

niet te stoppen, aangezien sinds 2000 dit percentage is gestegen van 22% 

naar 37% in 2018. 1 Dit is maar een enkel aspect van wat de socioloog David 

Baker ‘geschoolde samenlevingen’ noemt (Baker, 2014). Dit zijn 

samenlevingen waar het onderwijs een dominante en gezaghebbende rol 

heeft gekregen in het vormgeven van de samenleving. Deze rol van 

onderwijs als zodanig is echter maar weinig onderzocht, en de repercussies 

hiervan zijn nog te weinig in kaart gebracht.  

 Een centrale karakteristiek van onderwijs is dat het mensen 

sorteert en categoriseert in verschillende onderwijsniveaus (Domina et al., 

2017). Vanwege de grote invloed dat deze onderwijsniveaus hebben, kan 

gesteld worden dat deze niveaus een bepaalde maatschappelijke status 

bevatten die als het ware overgedragen wordt aan de eigenaar van het 

diploma, als een ‘embleem van bekwaamheid’ (badge of ability; Sennett & 

Cobb, 1972, p. 64). Deze status kan je onderwijs-gebaseerde status noemen: 

de idee dat onderwijs legitieme status geeft, niet alleen indirect via 

diploma’s die toegang geven tot prestigieuze maatschappelijke posities, 

maar ook indirect, in de vorm van een positieve sociale identiteit (voor de 

hoger opgeleiden) en alle associaties en stereotypes die onderdeel zijn van 

die sociale identiteit. 

 In deze dissertatie maak ik gebruik van zowel sociologische als 

sociaalpsychologische methodes en theorieën om de effecten van 

onderwijs in kaart te brengen. Twee theoretische inzichten die hierin 

centraal staan zijn de geschoolde samenleving, die draaien om de 

1 OECD, https://doi.org/10.1787/36bce3fe-en 
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maatschappelijke effecten van onderwijs als een legitieme institutie 

(Baker, 2014; Meyer, 1977), en sociale identiteit (Tajfel & Turner, 1979; 

Turner et al., 1987). Geschoolde samenleving zijn samenlevingen waarin 

onderwijs “de legitieme macht heeft om nieuwe types van verstand, kennis, 

experts, politiek, en religies te creëren” (Baker, 2014, p. xii). Onderwijs leidt 

niet alleen mensen op in bepaalde professies, maar heeft ook de macht om 

professies en de legitieme kennis (bijv. wetenschappelijke kennis) te 

creëren die daarbij hoort. Bovendien heeft onderwijs invloed op 

dominante culturele ideeën over succes en falen, door het 

institutionaliseren van een meritocratie die grotendeels gebaseerd is op 

individualistisch succes in het onderwijs. Daarnaast is onderwijs een 

cruciale factor geworden in zowel sociale mobiliteit, maar ook in het 

reproduceren, of in stand houden, van maatschappelijke ongelijkheid 

(Hout & DiPrete, 2006).  

 De ideeën over de institutionele effecten van onderwijs wordt 

aangevuld vanuit de sociale psychologie met het sociale 

identiteitsperspectief. Dit perspectief bestaat uit twee hoofdtheorieën: 

sociale identiteitstheorie (Tajfel & Turner, 1979) en zelf-categorisatie 

theorie (Turner et al., 1987). Deze theorieën ontstonden uit pogingen in de 

jaren ‘60 en ‘70 om conflicten tussen sociale groepen 

(intergroepsconflicten) te begrijpen. Dit perspectief legt de nadruk op de 

rol van sociale aspecten van mensen hun identiteit, namelijk de manier 

waarop mensen onderdeel zijn van of identificeren met bepaalde 

maatschappelijke groepen, maar ook de maatschappelijke omgeving 

waarin deze categorisering en identificatie plaatsvindt. Sociale identiteit is 

gedefinieerd als “dat deel van een individu’s zelfconcept dat voortkomt uit 

zijn [sic] kennis van zijn lidmaatschap van een sociale groep (of groepen) 

samen met het emotionele belang van dit lidmaatschap” (Tajfel, 1974, p. 

69). The voornaamste motivatie voor mensen is om een positieve 

zelfidentiteit te behalen of te behouden, die bereikt kan worden met 

bijvoorbeeld de maatschappelijke status van een groep waarmee zij 

identificeren. Mensen kunnen met een groot aantal groepen identificeren. 
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Daarnaast geeft het sociale identiteitsperspectief aandacht aan het 

relationele aspect van sociale identiteit. Sociale identiteit draait om een 

vergelijking met andere relevante groepen, en de groep krijgt betekenis en 

waarde in vergelijking met de andere groep(en).  

 In dit proefschrift onderzoek ik de gevolgen van het feit dat 

onderwijs zo’n dominante en gezaghebbende positie heeft verworven, en 

dan met name in termen van de gevolgen hiervan voor de 

maatschappelijke status die verbonden is aan onderwijsniveau: onderwijs-

gebonden status. Dit proefschrift probeert dus antwoord te geven op twee 

algemene onderzoeksvragen: (1) Hoe varieert de relatie tussen onderwijs 

en maatschappelijke status tussen landen, en heeft de ontwikkeling van het 

onderwijs als institutie hier een invloed op? (2) Wat zijn de effecten en 

consequenties van de relatie tussen onderwijs en status, dat wil zeggen, 

onderwijs-gebaseerde status? Dit onderzoek ik over vier empirische 

hoofdstukken, waarbij hoofdstukken 2 en 3 zich richten op 

onderzoeksvraag 1, en hoofdstukken 4 en 5 zich richten op 

onderzoeksvraag 2. 

 

Hoofdstuk 2 
Dit hoofdstuk neemt een brede blik op de relatie tussen onderwijs en 

status en vormt de voornaamste achtergrond van dit proefschrift. De 

voornaamste theorieën over onderwijs hebben altijd gesteld dat onderwijs 

sterk gerelateerd is aan maatschappelijke status (Baker, 2014; Bourdieu, 

1984; Meyer, 1977). Een van de redenen dat onderwijs zo dominant is in 

Westerse samenlevingen komt voort uit het feit dat onderwijs een legitieme 

institutie is, waarvan de uitkomsten verklaard worden aan de hand van 

een individualistisch discours dat de nadruk legt op hard werken en talent. 

Dit betekent dat verschillen in opleidingsniveau grotendeels aan het 

individu zelf worden toegeschreven: je opleiding is je eigen verdienste – 

jouw merites in een meritocratie. Zeker in combinatie met een lange 

relevantie van opleidingsniveau in, bijvoorbeeld, de arbeidsmarkt, en de 

aandacht voor onderwijs in de media en (populaire) cultuur, maakt het 
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waarschijnlijk dat mensen zelf bewust zijn van hun opleidingsniveau en 

weten wat dit betekent voor hun maatschappelijke positie. Deze relatie 

tussen onderwijs en een (subjectief) gevoel van onderwijsstatus is echter 

maar weinig empirisch onderzocht.  

Dit eerste empirische hoofdstuk richt zich specifiek op de relatie 

tussen onderwijs en subjectieve sociale status (SSS). SSS wordt gemeten aan 

de hand van een ladder die de samenleving voor moet stellen, waarbij de 

mensen met de meeste maatschappelijke status bovenaan staan, en de 

mensen met het minste maatschappelijke status onderaan staan. 

Respondenten moet dan aangeven waar zij zichzelf zien staan op deze 

ladder. Deze vraag is opgenomen in het internationale onderzoek ISSP 

(International Social Survey Programme). Dit is een onderzoek dat jaarlijks 

uitgevoerd wordt in ongeveer 35, voornamelijk Westerse, landen. Dit stelt 

ons2 in staat om voor een groot aantal landen de SSS van hoger en lager 

opgeleiden te vergelijken, maar ook om deze landen zelf te vergelijken. 

Hiernaast bevat het ISSP ook vragen naar de legitimiteit van de rol van 

onderwijs in het behalen van maatschappelijk succes. Dit stelt ons dan in 

staat om ook te kijken naar hoe mensen oordelen over deze relatie, naast 

het percipiëren van deze relatie.  

 De resultaten laten zien dat er een duidelijke relatie bestaat tussen 

onderwijs en status in alle onderzochte landen. In alle landen schatten 

hoger opgeleiden hun eigen status significant hoger in dan lager 

opgeleiden. De vergelijking tussen landen laat zien dat in landen die meer 

geschoold zijn (in dit geval waar hoger opgeleiden een groter 

bevolkingsaandeel hebben) de relatie tussen opleidingsniveau en SSS niet 

groter is, maar juist kleiner. Al blijft het verschil tussen hoger en midden 

opgeleiden gelijk. Hierdoor is het effect van opleidingsniveau op SSS meer 

dichotoom in landen met meer hoger opgeleiden: het draait voornamelijk 

 
2 De empirische hoofdstukken zijn geschreven in samenwerking met mijn 
supervisors, Bram Spruyt, Toon Kuppens, en Russell Spears. Ik gebruik 
wij/ons als ik verwijs naar het werk in deze empirische hoofdstukken. 
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om of iemand hoog opgeleid is of niet, in tegenstelling tot landen met 

weinig hoger opgeleiden waar het effect meer gradueel is over 

opleidingsniveaus. Verdere analyses laten zien dat de invloed van 

opleidingsniveau op SSS meer onafhankelijk is van inkomen, gender, en 

leeftijd. Verschillen in SSS tussen hoger en lager opgeleiden kunnen in 

kleinere mate verklaard worden door verschillen in inkomen, gender, en 

leeftijd. Dit wijst erop dat de invloed van onderwijsniveau op SSS meer 

zelfstandig en direct is in meer geschoolde samenlevingen. De analyses van 

de legitimiteit van de link tussen onderwijs en status laten zien dat mensen 

zien dat onderwijs een grote rol speelt in het behalen van maatschappelijk 

succes, maar ook dat deze rol van onderwijs als legitiem wordt gezien – 

althans wanneer het draait om het bepalen van iemands inkomen. Andere 

vormen van maatschappelijk succes werden niet gemeten. Bij deze 

resultaten is het opvallend dat er geen verschillen zijn gevonden tussen 

hoger en lager opgeleiden. Lager opgeleiden percipiëren en wensen in 

dezelfde mate een belangrijke rol voor onderwijs als hoger opgeleiden. Dit 

hoofdstuk laat dus zien dat er inderdaad een relatie tussen onderwijs en 

(zelf-gepercipieerde) status bestaat, en dat deze relatie wordt gezien als 

legitiem. 

 

Hoofdstuk 3 
Dit hoofdstuk bouwt verder op hoofdstuk 2, en doet een vergelijkbare 

analyse maar dan met een andere vorm van status: gevoelens van 

miskenning en ontevredenheid met (het eigen) onderwijs. Dit doen we met 

de dataset European Quality of Life Survey (2007, 2011, 2016), met data over 

36 verschillende Europese landen. Hierin worden respondenten gevraagd 

om antwoord te geven op twee vragen rondom gevoelens van miskenning, 

bijvoorbeeld: “Ik voel me buitengesloten van de samenleving”. Dit is net als 

SSS een meting van maatschappelijke status. Waar SSS echter een meer 

algemene en abstracte meting van status is, zijn gevoelens van miskenning 

een meer flagrantere en directere meting van status. Het peilt direct naar 

de gevoelens van mensen. Hiernaast bevat de dataset ook een vraag 
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rondom de tevredenheid met hun (genoten) onderwijs. Met deze vragen 

kunnen we uitzoeken in hoeverre lager opgeleiden meer gevoelens van 

miskenning ervaren, en minder tevreden zijn met hun onderwijs. 

Hiernaast herhalen wij ook de vergelijking tussen landen met hun aandeel 

van hoger opgeleiden (mate van scholing van de samenleving). 

 Resultaten laten zien dat ook als je status meer direct meet met 

gevoelens van miskenning, dat lager opgeleiden zichzelf een lagere status 

toekennen dan hoger opgeleiden. Lager opgeleiden ervaren in sterkere 

mate dat zij miskent zijn in de samenleving waar ze wonen. Ook zijn zij 

beduidend minder tevreden met hun onderwijs dan hoger opgeleiden. De 

vergelijking tussen landen met verschillende mate van het aandeel hoger 

opgeleiden in de bevolking laat met gevoelens van miskenning een ander 

patroon zien dan hoofdstuk 2. Hier zien we dat hoe meer hoger opgeleiden 

deel uit maken van de bevolking van een land, hoe groter het verschil in 

gevoelens van miskenning is tussen hoger en lager opgeleiden. Het aandeel 

hoger opgeleiden beïnvloedt echter niet het verschil tussen hoger en lager 

opgeleiden in hoe ontevreden zij zijn met hun onderwijs. Dit hoofdstuk laat 

dus zien dat onderwijsclassificatie niet alleen invloed heeft op mensen hun 

gevoel van status in de samenleving, maar dat deze gevoelens van 

statuspositie gepaard kan gaan met sterke gevoelens van uitsluiting en 

gebrek aan waardering – en dan met name onder de lager opgeleiden. 

 

Hoofdstuk 4 
Hoofdstuk 4 gebruikt dezelfde data als hoofdstuk 3, maar gaat een 

stap verder. Hoofdstuk 3 beschreef vooral de verschillen tussen hoger en 

lager opgeleiden, in hoofdstuk 4 onderzoeken wij wat de gevolgen zijn van 

gevoelens van miskenning. Hierbij richten we ons op het politieke vlak, 

door te kijken of sterkere gevoelens van miskenning gepaard gaan met een 

groter gevoel van politieke vervreemding. Lager opgeleiden zullen 

vanwege hun diploma minder gemakkelijk toegang krijgen tot 

maatschappelijke en politieke instituties. Dit is deels in directe zin omdat 

deze instituties doorgaans bevolkt worden door hoger opgeleiden (Boven 
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& Wille, 2017), maar ook omdat politieke instituties hoger opgeleiden 

sterker inhoudelijk vertegenwoordigen dan lager opgeleiden (Schakel & 

Hakhverdian, 2018; Schakel & Van der Pas, 2020). De claim van onderwijs 

gaat echter verder dan enkel politiek, maar verwijst naar competentie in 

algemene zin (Baker, 2014), en het is waarschijnlijk dat lager opgeleiden 

zich dus niet enkel uitgesloten voelen van politieke instituties, maar ook 

van (relatief) non-politieke instituties. In elk geval, is het dus waarschijnlijk 

dat opleidingsclassificatie ervoor kan zorgen dat lager opgeleiden zich 

meer politiek vervreemd zullen voelen. Dit onderzoeken wij met drie 

verschillende indicatoren van politieke vervreemding: tevredenheid met 

het functioneren van de democratie, vertrouwen in instituties, en 

stemgedrag (d.w.z. of men gestemd heeft in de laatste verkiezing). 

 Dit onderzoeken wij, net als in hoofdstuk 3, met de European Quality 

of Life Survey. De resultaten laten zien dat lager opgeleiden inderdaad meer 

politieke vervreemding ervaren dan hoger opgeleiden – in alle drie de 

indicatoren. Verdere analyses laten ook zien dat het verschil tussen hoger 

en lager opgeleiden voor een aanzienlijk deel (voor tevredenheid met 

democratie en institutioneel vertrouwen) en voor een kleiner, maar 

statistisch significant deel (voor stemgedrag) verklaard kan worden met 

gevoelens van miskenning. Dit laat dus zien dat de mate waarin lager 

opgeleiden meer gevoelens van miskenning ervaren gerelateerd is aan de 

mate waarin men politiek vervreemd is. De invloed van onderwijs en 

opleidingsniveau op maatschappelijke status (onderwijs-gebaseerde 

status) lijkt dus een relevante factor in waarom lager opgeleiden meer 

politiek vervreemd zijn dan hoger opgeleiden. 

 

Hoofdstuk 5 
Net als het vorige hoofdstuk, richten we ons in hoofdstuk 5 ook op de 

(politieke) gevolgen van onderwijs-gebaseerde status. Zoals net besproken 

zijn lager opgeleiden minder vertegenwoordigd in politieke instituties. Dit 

is met name het geval in het parlement zelf, die voor 70-95% bevolkt 

worden door hoger opgeleiden (Bovens & Wille, 2017). Zo’n sterke 



Nederlandse samenvatting 

 253 

oververtegenwoordiging van hoger opgeleiden in het parlement roept de 

vraag op of mensen inderdaad in hun stemkeuze een voorkeur geven voor 

hoger opgeleiden en waarom? Belangrijk is ook of zowel hoger als lager 

opgeleiden vergelijkbaar stemgedrag laten zien. Dit onderzoeken we over 

drie verschillende studies waarin we aan participanten profielen hebben 

laten zien van fictieve kandidaten die verschillen in hun opleidingsniveau. 

Vervolgens hebben we de respondenten gevraagd om deze kandidaten te 

beoordelen in termen van competentie, warmte, agency, en moraliteit. 

Daarna hebben we de participanten ook gevraagd om aan te geven hoe 

waarschijnlijk zij zouden zijn om op die kandidaten te stemmen. 

 In de eerste twee studies zien we dat er over het algemeen een 

sterkere voorkeur is voor hoger opgeleiden kandidaten, onder zowel hoger 

als lager opgeleiden. Deze voorkeur is iets sterker voor hoger opgeleiden, 

maar ook sterk aanwezig voor lager opgeleiden. De voorkeur onder zowel 

hoger- als lager opgeleiden voor hoger opgeleiden kandidaten is te 

verklaren doordat hoger opgeleide kandidaten als meer competent worden 

gezien. Vanwege dit resultaat stellen we in de derde studie de vraag: als wij 

naast opleidingsniveau ook een indicatie van competentie van de fictieve 

kandidaten vermelden in de profielen, is er dan nog steeds een voorkeur 

voor hoger opgeleiden? Resultaten laten zien dat lager opgeleiden 

inderdaad geen statistisch significant verschil meer zien tussen hoger en 

lager opgeleiden in hun stemkeuze. Wel geven zij sterk de voorkeur aan de 

competente politici, dus ongeacht hun opleidingsniveau. Hoger opgeleiden 

daarentegen geven zowel de voorkeur aan meer competente politici, maar 

ook tegelijkertijd, de voorkeur aan hoger opgeleide politici. Deze voorkeur 

is zodanig groot dat hoger opgeleide participanten even waarschijnlijk zijn 

om op een niet competente hoger opgeleide kandidaat te stemmen als op 

een competente lager opgeleide kandidaat. Als we kijken naar de mate 

waarin hoger opgeleiden identificeren met hun opleidingsniveau (of 

mensen met hetzelfde opleidingsniveau), dan zien we dat hoe meer de 

hoger opgeleide identificeert met zijn/haar opleidingsniveau hoe sterker de 

voorkeur is voor hoger opgeleide kandidaten. Dat identificatie zo’n grote 
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rol speelt in de voorkeuren van hoger opgeleiden en dat die voorkeur 

bestaat voorbij de rol van competentie, maakt het waarschijnlijk dat hoger 

opgeleiden gemotiveerd zijn door een ingroup bias – een automatische 

voorkeur voor de eigen groep. Bij lager opgeleiden speelt identificatie met 

zijn/haar opleidingsniveau geen rol.  

 Dit hoofdstuk laat zien dat onderwijs-gebaseerde status en identiteit 

een rol speelt in de keuze voor politieke kandidaten, en dat deze status niet 

enkel een hiërarchie voorstelt maar ook concrete stereotyperingen bevat 

(namelijk de competentie die aan hoger opgeleiden toegeschreven wordt). 

Deze stereotypering bevoordeelt hoger opgeleiden in situaties waarin er 

weinig of geen informatie is over de competentie van het individu. 

Stemmers kiezen dan op basis van een stereotypering voor de hoger 

opgeleide – wanneer er informatie is over competentie dan kiezen lager 

opgeleiden niet meer voor de hoger opgeleide politici, maar voor degene 

die gepresenteerd wordt als meer competent. Hoger opgeleiden 

daarentegen, alhoewel ze wel competentie meenemen, volharden in grote 

mate in hun voorkeur voor hun eigen groep. 

Implicaties 
Het onderzoek dat ik gedaan heb voor dit proefschrift laat zien dat 

onderwijs niet enkel kennis en vaardigheden overbrengt op individuen, 

maar ook dat onderwijsdiploma’s niet enkel functioneren voor het sorteren 

van individuen zonder enige aandacht voor de maatschappelijke betekenis 

van die diploma’s. Onderwijs is een institutie dat met legitieme effecten 

gezaghebbend categorieën produceert (Baker, 2014; Meyer, 1977) die een 

basis kunnen zijn voor identiteit en status (Spruyt & Kuppens, 2015). Op 

deze manier krijgen opleidingsniveaus waarde door hoe ze geassocieerd 

worden met culturele ideeën over succes en falen. Onderwijs heeft dus 

culturele betekenis, en deze is tot nu toe praktisch niet of nauwelijks erkent 

in de dominante ideeën over waarom onderwijs een rol speelt in 

maatschappelijke ongelijkheden. Het is dus belangrijk dat onderwijs niet 

enkel begrepen wordt in zijn individuele of persoonlijke effecten, of enkel 

in hoe het een betekenisloos verschil creëert tussen individuen die klaar 
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staan om gesorteerd te worden door werkgevers, maar als iets dat sterk 

verweven is met dominante maatschappelijke ideeën over succes en falen, 

als iets dat een basis kan zijn voor identificatie, en als iets dat een inherente 

prestige of aanzien bevat. In andere woorden, onderwijs moet begrepen 

worden op zijn eigen merites, in plaats van iets dat in functie staat tot iets 

anders. 

 Hoofdstuk 5 laat zien dat onderwijs dominante ideeën kan 

(re)produceren die in het voordeel kunnen werken van hoger opgeleiden. 

Bovendien zien we hier ook dat opleidingsgroepen verschillend omgaan 

met deze informatie. Bij hoger opgeleiden zagen we dat zij gemotiveerd zijn 

om hun groepsbelangen te verdedigen (een keuze voor hoger opgeleide 

kandidaten onafhankelijk van hen competentie), bij lager opgeleiden zagen 

we dat zij enkel kiezen voor hoger opgeleiden als er geen additionele 

informatie is over competentie. Deze dynamiek kan een rol spelen in het 

(re)produceren van onderwijs ongelijkheid, waarbij identiteit een 

belangrijke factor is in (zelf)selectieprocessen (zie ook Spruyt et al., 2018 

over de rol van onderwijs-gebonden identiteit in politieke activiteit). 

Stereotypen over competentie kunnen dan gezien worden als symbolisch 

geweld (Bourdieu et al., 1992; Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977), waarbij lager 

opgeleiden zichzelf uitsluiten van politiek. Al laat hoofdstuk 5 ook zien dat 

lager opgeleiden het idee dat hoger opgeleiden beter zijn voor politiek niet 

geïnternaliseerd hebben, maar wellicht in de praktijk beperkt kunnen zijn 

in hun handelen door maatschappelijk dominante ideeën over onderwijs 

en competentie.  

 Dit proefschrift laat ook zien dat er een grote waarde ligt in het 

verbinden van de sociologische blik en de sociaalpsychologische blik. 

Hierbij wordt het meer macro-perspectief van de sociologie, die zich richt 

op (onder andere) de rol van maatschappelijke instituties die categorieën 

produceren, verbonden met het meer micro-perspectief van de sociale 

psychologie, die met het begrip van sociale identiteit de concrete 

gedragsprocessen kunnen verduidelijken. Een goed begrip van sociale 
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identiteiten en instituties is dus onbereikbaar zonder een meer holistische 

en interdisciplinaire benadering.  

Conclusie 
Onderwijs is vaak aanwezig in politieke en maatschappelijke 

discussies, doorgaans als een ‘universele probleemoplosser’ (Depaepe & 

Smeyers, 2008; Labaree, 2008), maar de waarde en de effecten van 

onderwijs worden vaak begrepen als secundair aan andere 

maatschappelijke velden. Ondanks dat de grote invloed van onderwijs 

duidelijk zou moeten zijn dankzij de aanhoudende aanwezigheid in onze 

maatschappij, wordt onderwijs vaak niet gezien als iets met een eigen 

autonome invloed op bijvoorbeeld de economie, cultuur, en hoe mensen 

zichzelf en andere zien (Baker, 2014). Deze onderschatting is ongegrond. 

Onderwijs is in staat de maatschappij op zijn eigen termen te beïnvloeden 

en kanaliseert niet enkel de invloed van andere instituties. Onderwijs-

gebonden status is een voorbeeld van de invloed van onderwijs. Ik hoop 

daarmee dat dit proefschrift bijdraagt aan een beter theoretisch en 

praktisch begrip van de institutionele effecten van onderwijs. 


