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CHAPTER SEVEN

Outline of a Theory of Social Mobility*

It would be widely recognised among sociologists that the field of sociy]
bility research is that in which quantitative techniques of dara collection s
especially, of data analysis have reached their highest levels of sophisticati
However, such recogition could not be taken to imply approval. A serjps
articles by sociologists both within and outside the field could be cite {
see esp. Miller, 1998) in which it is charged that the concern with techn
has become excessive and has had seriously detrimental consequences i
least two respects. On the one hand, it is held, the problems that are:
sued by mobility researchers are to an undue degree chosen in the ligh
technique—thar is, because they appear readily treatable via some favors
procedure; while, on the other hand, the preoccupation with quantitati
analysis and the results that it produces has lfed to a erude empiricism anc
an avoidance, or at least a disregard, of central theoretical issues.
As will be apparent from what | have written elsewhere {see, e.g., vo
ch. 6},1can have some sympathy with this latter claim., Sociologists engaging:
in the quantitarive analysis of social mobility, or indeed of other macross
cial phenomena, have, I believe, often shown an insufficient appreciatio
of the importance of theory and, in particular, in failing to see that su
analysis, no matter how sophisticated it may be, cannot itself substitute fo
theory in providing explanations of the empirical findings that it produc
At the same time, though, I would regard the former claim—that the raig

in i in the field.
cen of main influence | e
In this chapter [ aim, first of all, to develop the above argument

_ 6 < veneral con
on to outline a new theory of social mobility. In its general co
con i : 1 antitative
tion this theory is inspired by the findings that advances.ni Gl e
i 1 - rovide 4
1Zilyses have made possible, and it has, I believe, the potential to p

tly coherent explanation of these findings.

EW FINDINGS AND THEIR
ENERAL THEORETICAL IMPLICATIONS
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The major illustration of my claim that technical advances in mob:ll;ty l
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earch have proved to be of major theoretical significance is _pxiowde] . )1
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applicati he mid-1970s onwards, of log ‘
application, from t Is ¢ . - ultiplia.
'tiI:fe} modelling and then of logistic regression techniques to the analy
.obiiity data.! SN
| Mobility researchers realised at an early stage that wherie, as slslv : ,‘i
i istribut and: bility tables—thz
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“This is an exreaded, reorganised, and largely rewritten version of the chapter of ¢
same title that appeared in the first edition of O Sociology. For help, advice, and co
structive criticism, T am indebred ro Richard Breen, Robert Erikson David Firth, Miche
Jackson, Janne Jonsson, Ruud Luijkx, and Colin Mills.
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mutually offsetting instances of ‘exchange’ {or ‘circulation’) ITlOblllty
efforts made to resolve rhis martter were in one way or another based o
accounting identity of the form:

ates were moving generally closer to a value of 1, implying a ?omplete in-
“dependence of social origins and destinations) or were moving in the op.p‘cv
ite direction; or, analogously, tests of hypotheses to the effect i.;hat r'noblhty
ables for different societies embodied relative rates that implied higher or
ower fluidity from one society to another.?

Finally, in a further significant development, it has been shown .h()w
pglinear models for the grouped data of mobility tables can be rewritten
‘as logistic regression models for individual-level dara (Logan, 1983;- Brt?en,
1994). In this way, it has become possible to move beyon'd tl'-lﬂ bivariate
“analysis of the association between social origins z.md. c?estma,tlons al?d to
bring additional variables of interest—such as, say, individuals’ educational
“artainment—into the analysis of relative mobility rates and patterns (e.g.,
Hendrickx and Ganzeboom, 1998; Breen and Goldthorpe, 1999, 2001).°
The general theoretical implications of the results produced by Fhese
“new techniques has become most apparent in the case of intergener.atmnal
rather than infragenerational, or worklife, mobility, and also, it might be
:'added, where intergenerational mobility is studied within a class structural
context rather than in the context of a hierarchy of, say, occupational pres-
tige or socioeconomic status.? -
The two central findings to emerge could be stated as follows. First,
absolute rates of intergenerational class mobility display considere?bl.e varia-
' fion, both over time within national societies and across these societies. But,
“second, this variation is to an overwhelming extent produced by st;’:tctztf'le
rather than by fluidity effects—in other words, by differences in the ways. in
which class structures have evolved rather than by differences in underlying
relative rates. Relative rates appear to be characterised by a rather surprising
degree of invariance: that is, by a large measure of temporal stability and
also by a substantial cross-national commonality at least in the general pat-
tern of Auidicy that they imply.

What follows, then, is that if variation in absofute mobility rates and
patterns is to be explained, this will have to be primarily by referenc? 'to
factors exogenous rather than endogenous to processes of class-mlobdlty
themselves, In other words, the key factors will be those determining the
‘shapes’ of class structures, in the sense of the proportionate sizes anfi Fhe
rates of growth or decline of different classes, rather than those.c?eterml'mr-lg
the propensities of individuals to retain or to change their positions within
these structures. Moreover, it has also emerged from recent research that

Total mobility — Structural mobility = Exchange mobilicy

However, this approach did not lead to any very satisfactory outcor
It entailed an attempt at partitioning toral mobility into two notional co‘
ponents that could be identified only at the supra-individual, or macrosoc;ai
level, whereas the mobility table itself was a record of individual cases, N
until the introduction of loglinear modelling was the difficulty overcom
although not, it should be said, directly by the application of this techni
but rather by a new conceptualisation that the application prompted-
Hauser et al,, 1975; Goldthorpe, Payne, and Lieweltyn, 1978). Instead
dlstmgulshmg between structural and exchange mobility as two supposed
different components of total mobility, analysts using loglinear model$ were
led to distinguish between absolute and relative mobility rates. The form
were the total rates and inflow and outflow rates that could be derived fro
the standard table by straightforward percentaging, while the latter w
expressed by the odds ratios thar defined the pattern of net assocxatlo'ri
origins and destinations within the table. (Qdds ratios do of course cons|
tute the basic elements of loglinear models. ) Thus, in place of the 1dent1
given above, it became possible to think of a set of relative rates in the for
of odds ratios, when embodied within given marginal distributions, as the
implying a set of absclute rates:

Marginal distributions, Relative rates = Absolute rates

By means of loglinear modelling, therefore, mobility tables could b
analysed in a far more coherent way than hitherto. It became p0551ble t
separate out the impact on absolute rates, or on changes or differences i
absolute rates, of marginal distributions or ‘structural effects’ , o1 the on
hand, and of relative rates or ‘fluidity effects’, on the other.

Subsequently, logmultiplicative models were proposed (Erikson an
Goldthorpe, 1992; Xie, 1992) that allowed questions of the fevels of fluid
ity implicit in moblhty tables also to be addressed. More specifically, thes:
models could provide tests of hypotheses to the effect that over a time series
of mobility tables for a particular society relative rates were becoming mor
equal and fluidity was thus increasing (i.e., the odds ratios defining suc
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such exogenous factors are extremely diverse—demographic, economic, p
litical, and so on—and that they have interacted in the histories of partici
national societies in many different ways (see, e.g., Erikson and Goldthm.:p.
1992: ch. 6 esp.; Miles and Vincent, eds., 1993). It thus becomes appari
why attempts that were previously made to develop theory in this regaf
as, say, by seeking to link variation in absolute rates to levels of econom
development or modernisation or to types of political regime (e.g., Lipse
and Zetterberg, 1956; Fox and Miller, 1965, 1966), were not very successfi
And in turn a fairly clear indication is given that insofar as variation in'a
solute rates cannot be usefully regarded as systematic, explanations of sie
variation, whether over time or place, will need to be provided far more i
specific historical than in general theoretical terms.’ :

In contrast, however, in the case of relative rates, the extent of the tempo
ral constancy and cross-national commonality that have been displayed ¢
only be seen as posing an evident theoretical opportunity—and indeed ch
lenge. While class structures themselves may often evolve in highly speci_ﬁ
ways, the patterns of relative mobility chances that prevail within them—g
what have become known as ‘endogenous mobility regimes'—would seem
to be determined through processes that to a significant extent are syste
atic and also context independent: that is, that operate in much the sa
way over a wide range of societies.

In this regard, then, the importance of the new analytical technique
is that they have served to reveal extensive social regularities of a |argely
unexpected and in fact quite opaque kind and, moreover, ones for which an
explanation grounded in theory with some claims to generality is evidently,
required. '

NEW FINDINGS AND THE FUNCTIONALIST
THEORY OF SOCIAL MOBILITY

At the same time as they indicate that theoretical efforts should focus on the
explanation of relative rather than absolute mobility rates, the new empir
cal findings also strongly underline the need for a renewal of such effort
that is, by creating a series of difficulties for existing theory. This theory
could be said to derive from a larger endeavour, in effect a general theory of
industrialism, developed in the 1960s and 1970s chiefly by American soc
ologists of a liberal, anti-Marxist persuasion (cf. ch. 2, this volume). It wa
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Weahening association
Strengthening association

Figure 7.1. Changing relations over rime among class origins, educarional acrain-
ment, and class destinatians as expected under the functionalist theory

then elaborated in its application to social mobility by American specialists
in the field, notably Blau and Duncan (1967: ch. 12} and Treiman {1970).

The theory is, implicitly if not explicitly, functionalist in character, and
thus the explanation of mobility rates and parterns that it provides is one
couched in terms of societal responses to functional ‘exigencies’ or ‘impera-
tives'.5 In particular, emphasis falls on the way in which the dynamic tech-
nologies and economies of modern industrial, or postindustrial, societies
impose requirements on their educational and employment systems that in
turn carry direct implications for their mobility regimes. As regards relative
mobility rates specifically, the three principal claims that are made by the
theory can be set out, with reference to Figure 7.1, as follows.”

1. Technological and economic advance creates an inexorably rising de-
mand for highly educared and qualified personnel and thus requires that
human abilities or *resources’ should be as efficiently utilised as possible
wherever within che social structure they may happen be located. To meer this
requirements, educational provision is expanded and educarional institurions
are reformed so as to further equality of educational opportunicy and selection
on the basis of merit. Thus, the association between individuals” class origins
and the level of their educagional attainment—the OE association in Figure
7.1—tends to weaken over time.

2. Considerations of productive efficiency require that selection within la-
bour markets and work organisations should also become ‘meritocraric’, that
is, should reflect achievement rather than ascription; and in this regard educa-
tional attainment becomes the leading criterion of merit. Thus, the association
between individuals’ level of educational attainment and the class positions, or
destinations, that they eventually reach—the EI) association in Figure 7.1~
tends to strengthen over time.

3. In consequence of (1) and {2) together, education becomes increasingly
dominant in mediating intergenerational class mobility and in turn relative
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rates become more equal or, in other words, social fluidity increases. Con-
troliing for education, the association berween class origins and destinations
moves towards zero and, as mediated cthrough education, moves towards the
limit that is set by such genetic or culrural effects exerted by class origins on
ability and motivation that educarion is unable to modify.

Up to the 1970s, this theory could be taken as providing a fairly cohe
ent way of understanding the evidence that had so far emerged from mobil
ity research. Or, at all events, the foregoing propositions, deriving from th
theory, could not be regarded as being obviously inconsistent with this evi:
dence. However, the far more refined, and also far more extensive, research
findings that have subsequently been produced are such as to call the theory
into serious doubt in several different respects.® o

The most immediate difficulty is created by the finding that across mo
ern societies, as earlier noted, relative rates of intergeneracional class mobil
ity show a high degree of temporal stability. Further, much of the change tha
can be detected is not of a directional kind—that is, rowards greater or les
Auidity overall. The most that might be said in favour of the theory in this:

gard is that so far as such directional change does show up, then this is mor

often towards greater fluidity rather than less. In other words, the associa

tion between class origins and destinations weakens rather than strengthen
However, such shifts are observed in some societies but not in others a
are, moreover, usually related to particular birth cohorts or are other_\gi_r
episedic rather than sustained. In other words, they could scarcely co!
as compelling evidence of a rendency cowards greater social fluidity ofﬁt__
worldwide’ and ‘secular’ kind that the functionalist theory would predi
The functionalist theory also appears highly questionable in cros
national perspective. Again as earlier noted, the endogenous mobilicy.
gimes of modern societies reveal a notable degree of commonality i1_1_'_'t
general partern of relative rates that they comprise. Sociologically as W¢1
statistically significant differences can certainly be demonstrated, includ
in general levels of fluidity, but these would appear better regarded as ‘vai
tions on a theme’ rather than as supporting any exceptio :
still more damagingly for the functionalist theory is the fact that more tec
nologically or economically advanced societies do not tend to show h_igh
levels of social fluidity than those less advanced. Cross-sectional anal
have found no evidence of an association berween fluidity and various
dicators of development or modernisation, and a number of instaan_:' '

nalist claims.1%:And
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be cited, notably those of Japan (Ishida, 1995; Ishida and Miwa, 2005) and
Israel (Yaish, 2000, 2004a, 2004b), where relative mobility rate; wouldl'zp—
pear to have remained essentially stable over periods of especially rapid ':nd
far-reaching economic and social transformation. ‘
Finally, more recent analyses have examined the role of education in
mobility processes, in terms of the OED triangle of Figure 7.1, and have also
produced results that, overall, are scarcely compatible with t’be funccio;al—
ist theory. Such analyses have considered, to begin with, the possibility of
a ‘global’ decline (cf. ch. 2, n. 6} in class differentials in educational attuain-
ment, and in fact such a decline, even if often slight, has been detected in
a number of societies, or, that is, the OF association wealens, as expected
under the theory. However, when attention then turns to the’ relat?ion be-
tween edgcational attainment and eventual class position—that is, to the
ED 2}550C13ti01’1—th€ strengthening association that the theory wou]d here
prf:dlct is in fact rarely observed. Rather, the most common ﬁ-nding is that
this association, too, is tending to weaken. And this is the case, it may be
added, not only for countries characterised by a very high stabil’iry in Zela-
tive mobility rates, such as Great Britain (Jackson, Goldthorpe, and Mills
2003; Goldthorpe and Jackson, 2006) but alse for -countries in V’vhich some’,

increase in fluidity has occurred, at least for a time, such as France (Vallet
- 2004a} and Sweden (Jonsson, 1991, 1996, 2004). The indication then is o;
_course that the mechanism producing this greater fluidity must be somethin

.__othcr than the development of an education-based meritocracy in the wag
. that the functionalist theory would envisage.!! ’

One further finding of interest in this regard should also be noted:

.namely, that the OED triangle often comprises an interaction effect. Hout
:(1988) first showed this finding for the United States, but it has since been
. found‘m occur far more widely (see, e.g., Guzzo, 2002). One possible inter-
prf:t.atlon of this effect is that the strength of the association between social
_o-nglns and destinations varies, inversely, with individuals’ level of educa-
tional attainment. Thus, Hout (1988} observes that among American univer-

it e . . .

ity graduates this association entirely disappears—while clearly still present

mo i

. r‘lg nongraduates. However, an alternative and, I would believe, prefer-
e mterpretation can be advanced: namely, that the association between

Ed . p . . . - -
ucation and class destination varies with class of origin, being weaker the
mor age igin.!2 i i

nore advantaged the origin.!* From this standpoint, as will later become

pparent, the idea can then further be questioned that in modern societies it
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1s increasingly through an education-based meritocracy that class mobilis
is mediated.

Underlying the functionalist theory, two key assumptions can be note
The first is that, prior to the exigencies of modern technologies and e
omies exerting their effects, human abilities were systematically undéres
ploited: that is, were often not allowed to develop into merit, and especial
in the case of individuals of less advantaged social origins. The secon
sumnption is that, under the pressure of these exigencies, both public poli
the field of education and the personnel policies of employing organisatio
significantly change—indeed are forced to change~~so as to enable merit
be more fully expressed and thus to play a steadily growing part in dete'rhﬁm
ing individuals’ chances of mobility, whatever their social origins might be

To the extent, then, that the theory does now appear increasingly in_'a'd

equate in the light of empirical findings, these assumptions must be treal
as suspect. What is most obviously suggested is thar the exigencies to whj
the theory appeals, even supposing that they do exist, lack the transform
tive power that is attributed to them. It is true that educational expansio
and reform have everywhere been the concomitants of technological an
economic advance. But what has not come about is the envisaged restruc
turing of the chances of upward, and the risks of downward, mobility",:
a result of educational systems creating greater variation rather than co
tinuity in the class positions of families over generations. Moreover, it is i
this connection further important to note that, because of its very form, th
functionalist theory does not at any point provide specific accounts of jus
how the exigencies that it postulates are expected to work out actually a
the level of individual action and interaction. As in all functionalist theorie
the explanatory strategy is simply, as Coleman {1990: ch. 1) would put
‘macro-to-macro’, and individual action, insofar as it is considered at all; i
reduced to little more than epiphenomenal status.!

In attempting to develop a more successful theory of social mobility.
therefore abandon all functionalist assumptions and also take it as a prim
requirement that the theory should have as explicit micro-foundations a
can be provided. That is to say, it should aim to spell out how the regularitie
that are empirically demonstrable in relative mobility rates and in the natur

and extent of their mediation via education result from central tendencies’

in courses of action that are followed by the different categories of acto
involved. I opt furthermore, as in previous chapters, to proceed on the basi
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f rational action theory on the grounds that significant explanatory and in-
terpretive advantage is gained insofar as action can be treated as rational, at
|| events in a subjective and bounded sense, rather than as being understood
nly in terms of actors’ internalisation of the values of particular cultures
r subcultures or their commitment to social norms (cf. Boudon, 2003a,
003b). This consideration would seem especially important in the present
ase in view of the evident need to construct a theory of a rather high level

‘of generality.

I now to go on to outline a theory of the kind indicated that starts from
the idea of ‘mobility strategies™ that is, cousses of action that are pursued by
ndividuals of differing class backgrounds, typically, though not necessarily,
in conjunction with their families of origin, in moving towards their own

eventual class destinations." However, before I attempt to characterise such
strategies in detail and analyse their implications for relative mobility rates,
1 need first to tale up the questions of the resources that are available for

their pursuit and of the actual goals towards which they are directed.

MOBILITY STRATEGIES: RESOURCES AND GOALS

Resources

When social mobility is examined within the context of a class structure, this
structure has to be seen as conditioning rates and patterns of intergenera-
tional mobility in two different ways. First, and as earlier implied, the shape,
and changes in the shape, of the structure in the sense simply of the propor-
tionate sizes of different classes will determine the extent and narure of what
might be called ‘objective’ mohility opportunities. For example, a structure
in which higher-leve! class positions are expanding relative to lower-level
ones could be said to offer increasing opportunities for entry into the for-
mer positions, regardless of the class origins of the individuals who actually
take up these opportunities. In fact, as I have emphasised, empirical results
clearly show that both temporal and cross-national shifts in absolute rates
of intergenerational class mobility do overwhelmingly reflect the evolution
of class structures, with changes or variation in relative rates making only a
very minor contribution.

Second, though, and more relevant for the present concern with relative
rates, class stractures can also be seen as conditioning mobility via the typi-
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cal attributes of the positions they comprise. In this case, what is atfecte
not the overall situation as regards mobility opportunities but, precisely,
relative chances of mobility that individuals of differing origins have wit
the class structure, whatever shape or pattern of change it may display. Dy
ferent classes, considered as classes of origin, provide varying degrees an
forms of advantage to those individuals who are born and grow up witl
them. Or, one might say, from class to class, the resources that parents ha
available to help support their children’s mobility strategies, or strateg
that they themselves conceive on behalf of their children, will vary in be
amount and kind, and such scrategies will in this way be to a greater or lesse
extent facilitated or constrained. In short, the class structure not only create
more or less favourable ground for the mobility stakes, it also plays a maj
part in determining the runners’ handicaps.!s .
The nature and significance of this second way in which class strucey
influences mobility can, I would argue, be best appreciated if class positio
are understood as being differentiated in terms of employment relations (see
further chs. 5 and 6, this volume}, An initial distinction has thus to be ma':
among employers, self-employed workers, and employees. But more con's_'
quential, at least in the context of modern societies, are the further distin
tions that can then be introduced within the numerically preponderant ca
egory of employees in regard to the form of regulation of their employmeﬁ
To recapitulate briefly the argument of Chapter 5, the major division t

be recognised is that between, on the one hand, a working class, compfi__
ing employees in hroadly mannal and lower-grade nonmanaal occupation
and, on the other hand, a salariar, comprising professional and managerta
employees. The former are typically engaged by their employer or employ
ing organisation through a contract that implies a short-term :
exchange of discrete amounts of labour in return for wages calculated on
piece or time basis. The latter are typically engaged through a contract tha
implies a longer-term and more diffuse exchange in which the employee re
ders service to the employing organisation in return for compensation tha
as well as a salary and various perquisites also includes important PEOSpec:
tive elements—regular salary increments, some expectation of continuity of
employment, and, above all, career opportunities. Further employee classes
may in turn be distinguished that are intermediate between the working
class and the safariat in that the regulation of employment in their constitu-
ent positions tends to be of a mixed form, in which elements of both the

3
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bour contract and the service relationship occur. These classes typically
opmprise routine nonmanual employees on the fringes, as it were, of profes

“sional and managerial bureaucracies and employees in lower-grade technical

or manual supervisory positions.

From this standpoint, it is then, the salariat that appears capable of con-
erring the greatest degree of advantage as a class of origin, and the working

" class the least, specifically in respect of the resources that their n_‘ler.nbers can
- command by virtue of the class positions that they hold. Wha.t is Jmpo.rl:ant

here is not simply that salaried professionals and managers will have higher
.' average earnings than rank-and-file wage workers. The former have also to
be regarded as being advantaged over the lacter, through the form of regula-

tion of their employment, in at least three other highly consequential ways.

First, they have greater economic security through their better protection
: , they

against the risk of job loss and subsequent_ unemployment; second, the.l};
enjoy greater economic stability in that their incomes from employment wi
show less short-term fluctuation in refation to amount of work Per.fo.rmed
and will be less subject to interruption as a result of sickness or acclld'ent; and
third, they have more favourable economic prospects in thE'it their incomes
will tend to follow a rising curve until a much later stage in the course .DF
their working lives, peaking in their fifties rather than in their late twenties
or thirties (see further Goldthorpe and McKnight, 2006). O_n all of thc.se
grounds, therefore, mobility strategies pursued from origins in tbe S?ll-al’lat
are to be regarded as those least likely to be constrained b)f.tllie avallainht}f of
resources, while strategies pursued from working-class origins will be those
most likely to be so constrained. .

Matters become rather more complex when intermediate classes .are
considered, and especially when these classes are taken to include not just
further employee classes, as referred to above, but also small f:mployers and
self-employed workers.'s The advantages that such intermediate classes of-
fer as classes of origin are not in fact readily ordered but can be better
understood as differing qualitatively. For example, small emplolyers and s.elfw
employed workers will typically be exposed to greater economic uncertainty
and insecurity than members of intermediate employee clas_ses but at the
same time will have greater possibilities for the accumulatlon——;.md th.us
intergenerational transmission—of capital in some ‘f(.er. Or again, \.vinle
employees in manual supervisory and technical positions may hfwe hlgher
average earnings than employees in routine nonmanual work, their earnings
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will tend to be more variable and perhaps to show less long-term Pro
sion. Although, then, the mobility strategies of individuals of intermed
class origins may be taken as somewhat less constrained than those o
dividuals of working-class origins, the degree of constraint is likely to
greatly with the appropriateness of the kinds of resources available té.tﬁ
particular strategies that are conceived. i
Viewing relative mobility rates in a class structural context define
terms of employment relations is by now of proven value in empirica
search. Such an approach would be widely accepted as in various resp
more revealing than that in which mobility is treated simply within a"b_n
dimensional hierarchy of, say, prestige or socioeconomic status, What
though, for present burposes is of added significance is the possibility th
the approach may be given a more developed theoretical basis, That is
arguing, as I sought to do in Chapter 5, that, among the body of empldyé
the association that exists hetween the kind of work they carry out and t]
typical form of regulation of their employment is the outcome of decisior
made by employers that have a clear rationale in considerations of org.én
sational effectiveness, For, if this argument holds good—if the differentiation
of class positions among employees can indeed be understood as deriv
from employers’ attempts to deal with such highly generalised organi
tional problems as work monitoring and human asset specificity—then t
in itself gives grounds for expecting that endogenous mobility regimes wi
tend towards uniformity, The shapes of class structures, determining-t_h_
overall distribution of mobility opportunities and in turn conditioning ab
solute mobility rates, may vary widely over time and place. But what migh
be called the principle of differentiation of these structures that constrain
individuals” mobiliey strategies and in turn conditions relative mobility rates
could be thought to have a far more enduring characrer. :

Goals

Mobility strategies pursued from different class origins will be backed by
varying levels and kinds of resources, It has, though, further to be recognised
that such strategies may differ in the goals towards which they are directed;
Insofar as the question of individuals’ goals has been previously taken up by
analysts of mobility processes, two contrasting views can be identified.

The first view—and it is this that would seem to be taken over in the
fuactionalist theory—is thar the goals that individuals pursue can be treated
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lways and everywhere the same. On account of universal psychological
as alwve

’ : individuals aim to move, so
mpulses, defined as ‘ego needs” or whatever, indi

far as they can, from positions that are less desirable to positions that are
ar ‘ . . _

re desirable in terms of the various rewards that they offer (see, e.g., Lip
mo

¢ and Zetterberg, 1956; Kelley, Rabinson, and Klein, 1981). The second
E . . i ’ « Kl . : r. -
ew is that individuals’ orientations towards social mobility, even within

more advanced societies, show wide, subculturally determined, van%n.on- { l
Larticular, it has been suggested, working-class subcultures may be inimica
particular,

i : s prevails in such societies, either
o the ‘success ethic’ that more generally preva .

because these subcultures embody alternative values to that of individual

chievement—for example, values of family or community selidarity—or

‘simply because they engender fatalism and a ‘poverty of aspirations’ (see,
‘e.g., Flyman, 1954; Richardson, 1977; Willis, 1977).

However, it is possible to suggest an alternative approach to this gues-

“tion that is at least as compatible with the empirical evidence as is either
of the foregoing views,'” and that would appear to offer greater explana-

tory potential. This approach requires that mo.hi[ity orient.atioils“?hoﬁlci l:let
thought of as being basically similar across dquferent soFlal classes bu -f
the same time as involving priorities, so that, given the dlff.ermg‘de-grees o

constraint that are imposed by class origins, some systematic vanatu?n may
indeed be observed in the actual goals that are pursued. Mo?e s.p‘?mﬁca[ly;
the suggestion is that whar should be treated as common to 11-1d1v'1dual? o

all class backgrounds alike is a concern, in the first place, to n'lamtam ac e;ss
position that is no less desirable chan that of their parents or, in o{:her words,
to avoid dowsnward mobility. A concern to secure a more desirable class
position, or, that is, to achieve upward mobility, is then to }?;E regarded as a
secondary objective, even if, perhaps, a still importa'nt one. ‘ .

If mobility is envisaged as occurring within a f;mgle, well-defined ll.IEI’—
archy of positions and if, further, educational attsjmment, u-nderstofod Tla
linear, more-or-less, fashion is taken to be the 'c-rucml‘ deter.mmant 0 m](; hil-
ity chances, then the issue of priorities in mobilicy orlent.a-rlons may W? apf
pear of little importance. For in this case the same mobility strategy, that CT
maximising educational attainment, could be regarded- as equally app;opnci
ate to improving the individual’s chances both o.f avoiding downward an
of achieving upward mobility: more education is always better. Howev{er,
if mobility is envisaged as occurring within the more complex Cf)ntfext ) .;a
class structure, if other factors than educarion are accepted as significantly
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influencing mobility chances, and if educational Systems are in any eva
seen as diversified—that s, as providing options not just for more or le
education but also for education of differing kinds—then a quite differe;

perspective is gained. It is now art least conceivable thar the strategies ¢
would best serve to ensure that individuals

.--,;ntaged Origins not come to compete more St?ccessfuify for mor(zl d‘e51rabalde
.-‘lass positions, at the same time as less able chl‘lt?lren from more advantage
:-ZgigiﬂS more often end up in less desif'ablfe posnmni -
. In pursuing the agenda thus set, it will b.ela usefu aln , e ,f oot
too misleading simplification to regard mobility strate.gm;s as e1|;1g 0’ e
‘main kinds: that is, strategies ‘from below’ and straregies f.ro.m a ?\.fel. e
'_formef are strategies pursued from less advantagf:d class origins, whic 11;1 o
ﬁ.lowing the discussion of the preceding sec.mon,. will be tafl\(?n as} o-mfl“;; o
“working class or in the various classes, whu:-h, in term.s of the cti} pic = lp;tter
ment relations of their members, were considered as intermediate. The

of a given class origin maintai
their class positions intergenerationally need not be the sanie as those thy
would best serve to promote their chances of upward mobility. Or, in othe
words, in this perspective the possibility can be recognised that significan
choices of strategy may have to be made, implicitly if not explicitly, and one
that will entail differing degrees of risk. In pursuing one goal, the chances g
vealising another may be jeopardised.

Insofar as such situations do in fact arise, then, to repeat, the basi
assumption that T would propose, and that will underlie the analysis tha
tollows, is that the avoidance of mobility dowawards will tend to be give;
priority over the achievement of mobility upwards. Thus, while it wil] not b
supposed that individuals of working-class or other less advantaged bac
grounds reject the goal of social advancement or are effectively preclude
from pursuing it as a result of their subcultural conditioning, neither wiﬂ_d__t

be supposed, as in the functionalist theory, that an equal commirment toth
goal characterises all individuals,

are those strategies pursued from more advantaged class Drig,:inls or, ;Imt 1:,
from origins within the salariat of professional and manageria emE oyee.a.
I will now consider how these twao kinds of strategies operate, rst, V:i
educational atrainment—or what is usually .ljegardeci as aCI?IT\];éTTlentﬂa?d;
second, via processes of ascription. In so doing, my aim wil - t,EL‘O p.rc;vin—
~ theoretical accounts or narratives that can shox.v-the courses o .ﬂctml i
volved to be ones capable of generating the empirical regilalarme?)m re. anlai
mobility rates thae require explanation, and at the same tl-me tf) e:hr.at;lothe ,
- and thus intelligible, responses by individuals to the satu.atmns E.Il W 1(:.(1j y
' find themselves. As these narratives are developed, 1 w1.li cons.1der ;:- ?nce
- that is, or that, if produced, could be, relevant to assessing their validity.

MOBILITY STRATEGEES, EDUCATIONAL
ATTAINMENT, AND ASCRIPTION

If it is caken that individuals engage in mobility strategies, subfect to con
straints and directed towards goals as outlined above, the general problem
to be addressed is the following. How does it come about that this action
actually generates, in aggregare outcome, the degree of constancy and com:
monality in relative mobility rates and also the empirical regularities in
the mediation of mobility through education that must, for any theory of
mobility, constitute the major explananda? Or, more specifically, one could
ask: if it is indecd the case that much unexplojted ability does exist among
the members of less advantaged classes, why have educational expansion
and reform and increased pressure for meritocratic selection not produced.
a more clear and consistent movemenc towards greater social fluidity, con-
comitantly with technological and economic advance? Or, again, why, given:
the educational systems of modern societies, have able children from less ad-:

Mability Strategies and Educational Artainment

I earlier suggested that within the conceptual approach tolrnob:hty -thfgi:
here adopt, the choice of mobility strategy may. be problematic. In gartu;til“c :
the strategy that would best guarantee the avmd'atn‘ﬂ_e of down‘wa.r mo tzl/
need not be that which would give the best p0551b|‘llty of ac.h:evmlg ugwilre-
mobility. What I would now further argue, essentially on llrie?la .reawjifthin
veloped in Chapters 24, is that it is in th?j case of.educatlona kr. ;(nce
strategies pursued from below that this difficulty is most marke bl .
There can be lictle question that a strategy for upward mo i ity - 11;0121
refatively disadvantaged class origins into the ranks of the salariat wi r'e
most effectively pursued—that is, with the greatest chances of sgcce'ss:; ia
the route of relatively high educational attainment (see, e.g., Ishida, h;[(;l{);:;',
and Ridge, 1995; Miiller and Shavit, 1998; Goldthorpe and JEI-CI\SC‘);I, 2 o ,
and it would, moreover, seem reasonable to assume that therej is wi eflcjiuaéc
awareness of this fact. However, it does not follow that for children of disad-




170 Ontline of a Theory of Social Mobility

vantaged origins, attempting to maximise their educational attainmen
always be the most effective route towards what [ would rake to be their
priority, that of ensuring that they at least mainrain the class position of t
parents. Thus, for children of working-class origins, the safest option iy Hi
regard—to ensure, say, that they remain within the skilled as opposed g
nonskilled working class or in relatively continuous employment of o
kind as against the possibility of becoming long-term or recurrently yn
ployed—may well be thar of leaving mainstrearn education relatively ea
and of taking up vocational training, whether full-time or in conjunc
with some appropriate kind of employment.!? In addition, such a strare
could also give chances of short-range upward mobility into intermediat
class, especially manual supervisory or lower technical, positions. In cq;
trast, continuing in general education could involve some significant degri
of risk. In particular, if this option could not, for whatever reasons, be _p_u.
sued through to the point at which relatively high level qualifications wer,
actually achieved, it could well prove costly in terms of earnings foregon
and of other—less ambitiong but more realisable—opportunities missed
Moreover, it has in this connection also to be recognised that thos
pursuing strategies from below are likely to be inclined towards educatio
choices of a more conservative kind—rthat is, ones more relevant to {

ary level, the Opportunity costs of rematning outside the lahour market ar
still present, And, further, the successful Passage of students through tertiar
education is still much facilitated by, even if it does not actually demand
parental economic support in some form or other—the alternative to whic
is usually debt. One must then expect that the costs in question will b
of greater cousequence for individuals, the [ess advantaged are the clas
backgrounds from which they come. Especially in the case of children from
working-class families, where income is relatively insecure, often subject to
significant fluctuation and tends to peak early in parents’ working lives;
educational options that offer relatively short-term payoffs can he expectec_f
to have attractions gver ones from which the economic rewards, thougﬁ

potentially larger, are longer delayed and catry a greater risk of not being:
successfully carried through,
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The problematic nature of educational choice in mobiliry strategf
i i i vith strategies
m below is in face highlighted if the comparison is made with 5zlr Tl;c; :
g e e, Thes
) ued from above: thar is, by individuals of salariat backgroun
urs 8
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ich thei i irected, it is
ition is the prime goal to which their strategies should be directed,
osi :

'far clearer than in the case of strategies from below rhat.attainmentf;«;j;i
the educational mainstream will be the safest and Potentaally .most e e
:oute to follow.? Thus, families within the salariat can be in genzr:tim.[e
pected to give their offspring every encouragemenF and suppo:‘ltlfeo : finue
51 full-time education beyond the min'imum ljavmi jtgi,u zothi(:ughpto ore
academic options in secondary education, an- (0 C ueh to the
i her words, their strategy will be that of trans atm-g
ZT:ltl?:zn?;Ziihg :st far as ever is possible into actual educational attainment

as represented by formal qualifications.
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i i i ards its highest point. Thus, inv
ally be moving up towar - '
TN L i i the costs involved, direct
in children’ tion is encouraged since
ment in children’s educa e costs mvolved, dect
i etrimental eifec
indi bsorbed without any seriously
and indirect, may well be a . rimenral effec
on established family living standards. However, even if some deg; e
i i $ 1N Varic
rifice is involved, parents can still be expected to commit resources i ‘1 A
. i ’ i ¢ : Xi e, b
ways 50 as to improve their children’s educational chances: for equ \ ty
| 1 1 i ality state
buying homes in high status residential areas that provide good qu b} t
. i i i ition, or by opt-
schools, by supplementing state education with private tu1-t1£m, ’ y. ie
, 1 1 riv
ing out of the state system altogether and placing their chiidren in p
educational institutions. . L
It is, then, in these ways that children of more advantaged cla s o
’ i L . . ; B - ; l Se ec-
grounds are given a clear competitive edge in seemingly mcmou;at c e
. esse it (! 184 at ‘ascripri yrees hn
tion processes—or, as Halsey puts it (1977: 184) that ascnptllve df)fft. e
y i "', Moreover, the differentia
cpressing themselves as “achievement™”. A ,
ways of expressing t oM y ferent
ency (as already
ilabili an be seen as underkying the ten
availability of resources can s alread
noted in ch. 2) for children of salariat background to be pushecli t e I};
f their i ing-class childre
limits of their academic ability, or even beyond, while working-class
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may decline educational options in which they would have good chy
of success. For if strategies from above are threatened by academie f4j]
ure, further resources can then often be deployed: for example, secop
third attempts at relevant qualifications can be underwritten or alterna
courses or institutions explored. In other words, a range of possibilities «
for what in French discussion has been aptly referred to a5 f'éczfpé7'¢7tio;_"
contrast, for children pursuing strategies from below, and thus backed
fewer resources, a grearer degree of caution is to be expected. For faily;
a relatively ambitious educational option could well leave them and Fhe
families less well placed, in terms of opportunity costs and perhaps del
than if they had never attempred i, '

To the extent, then, that mobility strategies as outlined in the forego
can be regarded as central tendencies in action within modern societies;
resistance to change thar is shown by class differentials in educational atta
Mment—aor, to revert to Figure 7.1, the lack of any decisive weakening in th
OE association—is made comprehensible. And while further research ing
the actual processes of educational choice within differing class contexts
certainly needed, it can at all evenrs be claimed (see further ch. 4 above) th
a model of choice thart seeks o capture the key arguments I have deploy
appears more consistent with existing empirical findings than others th
have so far been proposed or implied. B

In addition, evidence reviewed by Miiller and Shavit (1998) is of 'pa
ticular relevance as regards the tendency for those pursuing strategies from
below to leave mainstream education relatively early, even when, perhap

rions or unduly short time herizons and an inabilivt!y to ‘defer gratification’
m} Schneider and Lysgaard, 1953; Rosen,-l 956).2 - N
e.v-As was earlier remarked, the functionalist theory turns cruclla v O‘I-’l 1
: 1oa that the ‘release’ of previously unexploited ability, Fhrough increasingly
l"':'lea‘t]::mtic social selection in education, and thence in empl()){mem_,- u-ull

Emoqs Lthe main driving force behind steadily incre.asmg social fluidity.
e the main implication of the present analysis is that such a relt_zase
:?1:2:?; expected to occur in the quite ull'IfEStIT?liﬂCd way t.hat ‘;he}ft::;t;o;(;
alist theory would envisage. Even supposing that Cdﬂcatlf;l‘l':ll S}]sss e do
o.perate on strictly meritocratic principles, th‘E very n.ature 0' t 1?1 lc a \ble “
wre—the basis on which class positions are dlfff:renmat:edfls st.x Cdpsatanceq
nhibiting the full exploitation of abilicy. That‘ 15, by crea[tmg C,IFCEZLC 00&
1 which individuals pursuing mobility strategies from be c')wfc.m‘ tmmgtmg
reasons, in the light of perceived costs and benefits, for not! Clinb act an " [t:)hem
.. #0 use educational channels to the fullest extent that would be ope

“and that their ability would warrant.

Mobility Strategies and Ascription .
In modern societies, educational attainment may ‘be fegarded ajdtllz)eusi}gaz
“most important factor in determining class mobility c._imnces—.al " 5 ,inw
indicated above, it would be naive to equate suf:ia attainment with g : dzan—
“dividual achievement, unintluenced by the asc1-'1bed 3d\;2nl§2g::czrgn;§:d e
tages of differing class origins. F ufthermore,l it neeb.?' tm.te penised thar
ascription may play a still more direct part in mobi :t)-r strateg ,i e
below or from above. As well as COI‘EIL‘lbutll‘.lg to chi
' Sclil:i:ﬁij:;r:uccess, various resources associated witl-1 faiml)]f L?'ilcl(gr.(;)il;rrli
may serve to help children in gaining -flccess to partlcuiar. cti:; iﬂ; ors
independently of their educarional attammf:nt. Where as;cnpE e
way involved, its importance is of cloursze hkelty t:;jl:; f:jj in smareges
ai class stability rather than at n : :
l(:lclEtGa(:xft;n;ZdI\;:urin, 1997). tszfnd, in turn, fO-l.' those engaging in st-rtat??l;z
from below, the possibility of thus using ascrlpnlve EESOULCes r;my 1lsv.:ivel
reckoned as a further factor favouring the adoprion of goals of a relatively

socteties, these authors are led directly to question the idea that more
general—education is always better. They note that the completion of vo
cational courses does usually give individuals the best chance of enterin
skilled rather than nonskilled manual work, and, further, that it is quft
often the case that the probability of being found in unemployment is lowe

insofar as class stability is prioritised, then for many children of less adva
taged origins the choice of vocational over academic educational options

conservative kind. . o
This point is perhaps most readily brought out in the case of the ¢t

y i . Y ¢ . For these

of 51'['['1“ EITlp]O ors and pI‘OpI‘lEtDI‘S, Ell"ld SElf-{.HlplO Cd WOl E\lel'S

v : ] iti y W e ear to be

Endi idLl‘i]S the maintenance Of thelr class ]]OSIEIOHS mnay v E! AP b
dlas
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best guaranteed not through educational attainment, at
some threshold level, bur rather through their direct inh

eritance of fé[r_fl

businesses as going concerns or through the intergenerational transmissig;

of capiral sufficient to en

able them to starr up enterprises of their own, Th
is in fact clear cross-national evidence to show, first, that the propensity
intergenerational stability within the ‘petry bourgeoisie’ is relatively hig
least for men (Robinson, 1984; Erikson and Goldthorpe, 1992), and, s
ond, that educational qualifications play very little, if any, part in sustaini;
this stabilicy (Ishida, Miiller, and Ridge, 1995).22

In addirion, not only economic resources but also cultural and social

resources can be transferred from generation to generation, and this s
in various other cases of those starting out from relatively disadvantagg
origins encourage strategies that have class stability as their prime objectiy
For example, traditions of family employment in particular skilled trades

specialised branches of commerce may endow individuals brought up withj
these traditions with knowledge and capacities and with contacts and soci;
nerworks that ace of greater value in maintaining class stabiliey than qual
fications obtained through the educational system, '

For those pursuing strategies from above, however, the significance.
ascription has to be seen in a somewhat different light. As earlier noted, t
surest means of maintaining class stability within the salariat is through
high level of educational attainment, and family resources of every kind ar
likely to be exploited in order to help children towards such attainmient

A more direct reliance on ascription is then to be expected chiefly where

s educational performance does not in fact reach the requisite stas
dard: that is, as an alternative means of trying to secure their class stability
or at very least to save them from any decisive downward movement,

Thus, children of satariat background may be able to benefit from ‘co
nections’ within the occupational and wider social milieux of their parents.

in order to find openings for employment that would not be available't
those from other backgrounds and th

would scarcely justify. Tt

at their own educational qualification
1Er€ 5eCms No reason to suppose that the require
ments of modern societies for meritocraric selecti
entirely eliminated such possibilities or indeed the straightforward practic
of nepotism. Fowever, what is probably of more general importance is the
fact, quite overlooked in the functionalis
tributes of children of more advant

on in employment hav

t theory, that various ascriptive at
aged class origins—that is, attribute

all events beygy

.l
[N
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i ingi i i ami commu-
hat derive directly from their upbrmgmg mn partlcular famliy and F
: -, ¢ i CVE i SO
t 'ty contexts—iInay themselves represent I'['lEI'll‘:’_1 at all events in the €ye
nt “ J

ployers. | -
pIn the functionalist theory, employers have only a shadowy role. It is

effect assumed that what constirutes merit W’iFhin the .edu.catio_na] syste.m;
that is, the achievement of formal qualiﬁcatmns—wdl hkew-lse constt;;n
merit for employers. But it is now becoming apparent th?t this a55um{?

is far too simplistic. For example, analyses of.]ol? advertlsen‘ie.t;tsa(Jaci \S:zls,
2001; Jackson, Goldthorpe, and Mills, 2-005} indicate that VVlll e C;-Epac;f/ons
(or cheir agents) do indeed ateach high ;mport‘a?ce to forma qual1 < )
in the case of professional and ancillary positions, for many ot ‘1611; t};izr
of employment qualifications appear less 1mp0rt_ant than a range o 1(; e
desiderata. In particular, for positions in the rapidly grcn-vlmgl per[son( e
‘vices and sales sectors, and including positions at .managen.ai evel, employ

“ers would seem less concerned with the certiﬁcatlon.of prlr.narlly cogm;lvr:
abilities than with broadly defined social skills and with various ;t_)ersona Oc;r
lifestyle characteristics: for example, appearar}ce, se[f—presentatz?l, ssivht,
faire, manners and accent, and in general ‘look.mg goad and sounf mgd g :
(Warhurst and Nickson, 2001}. And indeed it can scarcely l;edoun l ;:;1

- prising that it is astributes such as these Fhat should l?e regarde has C tlaxiity
“relevant to successful careers in, say, the leisure, ?ntertammer-lt, or ?Spl y
" industries, or in high-value sales, customer services, or public relations.

The implication then is that certain positions remain .available th.l'nn
the salariat, and are even increasing in number, that, w.lnle not 'rfqm[?r‘lﬁ
a very high level of formal qualification, do call for‘atmhutes wit 1dw lLd
children from more advantaged class backgrounds will rend to'be en oweV
simply as a consequence of their upbringing. And- res.ez.lrch ﬁnlejs are n;);_
in fact emerging to show, on the one hand, that individuals ho mlg mla’ >
gerial positions in services and sales do on average have lowerf evic();ais
formal qualification than managers in other sectors as well ads p;’t') es;ildren
(Jackson, Goldthorpe, and Mills, 2005) and, o-n the othe‘r hand, that ¢ e
c;f salariat origins with only modest educational attainment do gravita
towards such positions {Jackson, 2004).

The account earlier given of mobility strategies pursued thrm‘:gh edu_c;;-
tion fed ro an explanation for the resistance to change that class c%lfferenftlei 8
in educational attainment display or, in other words, for the- failure o :C
OE association of Figure 7.1 to weaken as clearly and consistently as the
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functionalist theory would require. The account now provided of the
that ascriptive facrors may play in mobility strategies points to an explang
tion of two other empirical regularities earlier noted thar likewise Cre
difficulties for the theory: the tendency, at least over recent decades, for th
ED association to weaken rather than to strengthen and the presence i
overall OED association of an interaction effect. '

As regards the ED association, the suggestion is that em
not automatically serve as the agents of an education-based meritocr
as is supposed in the functionalist theory. Rather, employers must be $e‘
as having their own ideas of what represents merit—or at least produce;
value—in employees, which, not unreasonably, will vary from one typ'
employment to another. s Thus, if employers believe that attributes that
more ascribed than achieved are nonetheless those most relevant to certy
linds of work, it is these attributes that they will select for in hiring, rera_x.

ing, and promoting employees. There is, then, no overriding reason w

the ED association should steadily strengthen. This is likely to happen on

insofar as those positions for which employers regard educational qualifi
tions as crucial are in expansion—as they probably were in many societ
over, say, the middle decades of the rwentieth century. Today, however, th
most rapid growth in employment is often found in the services sector of ¢
economy where employers’ requirements for high-level qualifications and
even in regard to managerial positions, would appear to be least stringent
And thus, the actual weakening of the ED association that has recently _Be:

observed in a number of societies could be the outcome of a simple compo
sitional effect.?

As regards the interaction effect typically found in the QED relati
ship, it would seem best to interpret this, I earlier argued, as indicating ch
the strength of the associarion between educational attainment and class
destination varies with class of origin. Viewed in this way, the interaction can
then be seen as resulting from the differing part played in mobj lity strategies
from below and from above by ascriptive factors, relative to education
attainment, on the lines I have set out, Thus, in the case of the children, o
at least the sons, of the petty bourgeoisie, where the direct intergenerational
transmission of economic resources is an obvious possibility, it has alread
beent observed that education is of little importance in maintaining class sta
bility and, in turn, that the ED association is especially weak (Ishida, Iv{iilié_
and Ridge, 1995), Similarly, one would expect this association to he weake
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ins i i i e originating
indivi i i > salariat than among those origina
mong individuals with origins in the sa
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bilicy other than through educational a_ttainment.AHd fagfain, Zmpllr);czlfr.e‘:sif
“would appear to confirm this expectation. Educatlf){i :5. oun1 ?031‘1Fia§from
‘ally greater importance in mediating upvtrm:d moblilt?f 1.nt0 .t m" S‘,e;érména[
relatively disadvantaged origins than it is in maintaining mti:’rt, ;006) y
stability within this class (Guzzo, 2002; Goldthorpe and Jackson, 2 .

) 4 TES
GENERAL IMPLICATIONS FOR RELATIVE MOBILITY RA

ili i hove
Exploiting the idea of typical mobility strategies from below and fr‘om a l )
[ have suggested explanations for an OE association more persmtent. t?an
i 1ss0ciation

the functionalist theory would allow; for the failure of the ED associ

to strengthen as the functionalist theory w'ou'ld expect; anc‘l lful:;her (f(:ir ::;
tendency for the latter association to vary in its strength -w1t.1 ¢ as;f tga ISD.
Insofar as these explanations hold good, then an cxplanataoln 1.5 in effec o0
provided for the widespread failure of the overall OD ’dSSOC.lat.lOll t; wea ; n_
in any substantial way—for the absence across modern };ocmtule}s.](.) an}; i "
eral and sustained movement towards more equal relatlv-e mobi ity r;d fr
greater social fluidity. Or, to be more precise, an explanation is provide f o
the absence of any such movement as the result oft thf deveEoPment of an
education-based meritocracy on the lines indicated in 1*1gureA7..l. . l
Class structures generate unequal resources among families di .eren;:'y
located within them in ways thae reflect the adaptatlc.m c?F emplnymelnt r;e ;
tions to highly generalised problems of work‘ t?rgan1sat1c?n. ".Fhusi F:;e c ili_
structural constraints that bear on the E‘ﬂObl]i[’}-f strategies in vlvnu n; !
viduals engage can be seen as in themselves making f('Jlj temp?}ra consz& dg
and cross-national commonality in endogenous mObliI.t_V regimes—an e
spite new opportunities that may be created by educational expansion :
rcfmg; the one hand, individuals of less advantagec% .Class origins may have
good reason not to seek to exploit these opportunities to -thi 1fu1‘11—;102:_
engage in supposedly meritocratic competition for more dess'r;‘a hle c.Gas ]113 -
tions to the extent that the functionalist theory would envisage. Give
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class-linked constraints to which they and their families are subject, th,
may, rather, favour strategies aimed primarily at achieving class Sfagilf
or only modest social advancement, and even when their ability would
consistent with more ambitious educational and occupational aspirat
On the other hand, and likewise with good reason, individuals of more
vantaged origins largely do engage in such competition via the educa't'n::_n
system, while, however, being able to draw on family economic resourcé
order to raise their chances of educational success to some extent indepeg
dently of their ability or, in the event of tailure, being able to exploit"o_t_:

aspects of their family backgrounds so as still to avert any radical déclass
ment. Moreover, in the case of strategies from below a reliance on asc
tion rather than achievement typically implies making a choice in fa

of stability rather than mobility, but in the case of strategies from abg
no such choice is required. Stability is the one goal to be pursued by mean
of achievement or ascription, so that the latter can in fact complement th
former or, if need be, serve as substitute for it

more desirable class positions without losing out tola more or -less similar
rent in the ‘negative’ competition to avoid less desirable posm(cims. Hg&:f—
;irg[', insofar as mobility strategies from bel(?\v and f.rom.above 10 telnh )
:.'e bursued under the constraints and according to 'the rationales t.mr ;vci
uggested, there would seem little basis for expecting gfeater social fEhu ‘tt_\l
o be produced simply in response, as it were, to economic and technologica

dvance.”

'CIHANGE AND VARIATION IN RELATIVE RATES

1t is the degree of temporal constancy and cross-national comn.mnahty 1'51
-elative rates of intergenerational class mobility that poses the main tl-leorftl-
cal challenge arising from mobility research and- that_ in the fc{)mgmng has
chiefly concerned me. In the field of social stramﬁf:anon, and mdeed. m'ore
.gener'ally, there is a danger that a preoccupation with chalnge and varmtloln,
‘sometimes quite slight or indeed uncertain, diverts attentfon away from the
‘more fundamental question of the source of the regularity by .fe.ference to
which change and variation are identified (Lieberson,. 1987: 9.9.—}07). How-
: gver, as | have recognised, instances of shifts in relative mobility rates c?ve‘r
time as well as cross-national differences can be demonstrated, and .1t 1:{
therefore pertinent to ask here to what extent thel theF)ry th'at I hav.e outline
can apply in this regard also. [ conclude by con51.dermg this questlo.n.‘ .
Two preliminary points need to be made. First, c?xa‘nge or variation 1]n
relative rates need not imply greater or less social fluidity overall. b.ut on'Fy
perhaps differences in the pattern as opposed to the level of ﬂmd;ty. Dif-
ferences of this kind, I would see as falling outside the scope of t.he t:.heory,
and, most probably, outside that of any other t.heory that has asp1rat1?ns t:)1
generality, simply because of the extent to which they ap}m?ar 0 beds gpﬁ(,d_
by highly specific institutional or cultural ir}ﬂfle'nces (cf. Erikson an ¢ ;)h :
thorpe, 1992: chs. 3 and 3 esp.).3" Second, it is 1mp0{:tant to recogmslt,l a1
change or variation in relative rates that does pertain t9 the genera e\ril
of flnidity can come about in diverse ways, some of which the theorE wi
again not cover. For example, largely contingent fac'tors, such as may j 215-
sociated with wars, frontier changes, mass population movemer.lts, an ]r he
like, can impact on fluidity (cf. Breen and Luijkx, ?.004[)); or again what llas
been called ‘perverse fluidity’ (Goldthorpe and Mills, 2004; and (ff' Dunca‘n,
1968) can be created intergenerationally within class structures, in the case,

The constraints imposed by the class structure, one might then say, induc
rationally adaptive responses from the individuals subject to them—th
mobility orientations and the relared courses of action that they follow:
which serve to reinforce and to perpetuate the effects of these constraints an
the mobility regime. To argue thus is 10t to underwrite the idea that among
individuals of less advantaged class origins culturally grounded resistance
exists to the idea of upward mobility, It does not rule out the possibility th.
many such individuals, and especially ones of relatively high ability, will e
gage in competition for more desirable class positions; nor yet the possibility
that, at least where these positions are in expansion, they may do so with
increasing relative success.”” But what ss implied is that any potential in
pact on the mobility regime that might in this way arise will tend always t
be offset by individuals of more advantaged origins likewise exploiting the
tavourable conditions that prevail so as to improve their chances of preserv-
ing their class positions rather than experiencing downward mobility. And.
the degree of success that they thus achieve will of course itself operate as a
furcher constraint on the extent to which those pursuing mobility strategies
from below aimed at long-range upward mobility can in fact achieve their.
goals.”® In other words, the point that is underlined is that greater socia
fluidity entails individuals of less advantaged class origins making gains vis--
d-vis individuals of more advantaged origins in the ‘pusitive’ competition for-
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say, of women or of ethnic minorities, as a result of unequal opportunit
experienced in the course of working life.
However, since the theory that I have outlined sees the degree of iny
ance of relative rates of class mobility as being grounded in generic feary
of the class structures of modern societies, one expectation regarding chay
or variation clearly follows: namely, that fluidity will be greater, the m
that class-linked inequalities in resources, or the immediate outcomes
such inequalities, are in some way modified. In other words, equali
opportunity, in the sense of more equal relative rates of mobility, should:
more manifest within the class structure, the less the inequality of condz 0
that derives from this stracrure. .
In empirical research that is relevant to testing the theory in this resp
one approach taken is that of cross-national comparisons. Analyses h'a
been made of the extent to which levels of Huidity across different societie
are associated with the degree of inequality in their (personal or household
income distributions—this being the only generally available indicator:
class-linked differences in resources. An early study of 24 nations (Tyr
Semyonov, and Hodge, 1979) produced results to suggest that such an s
sociation was in fact present: nations with more equal income distributio
tended to show (for men) mare equal relative rates of intergenerational clag
mobility. Some later and more sophisticated analyses have confirmed th[
finding (e.g., Erikson and Goldthorpe, 1992: ch. 12) but others have | no
(e.g., Breen and Luijkx, 2004b). However, there is general agreement tha
the approach in question is fraught with methodological problems and th
the significance of results derived from it, in whichever way they may pom
is difficult to evaluare.3!

The main alternative and more promising approach is that which f
cuses on changes over time in particular nations where high-quality data
and evident theoretical interest happen to coincide. Two such cases are those
of Hungary and Sweden, in both of which a good basis exists for analysing
relative rates of class mobility over periods in which significant changes i
class-linked inequalities occurred—and indeed, were largely brought about
through political action.

In the Hungarian case a series of large-scale and well-designed mobility
sueveys have been carried out from 1973 through to 2000 and have been
subject to much analysis (see esp. Andorka, 1990; Simkus et af., 1990; Eri}
son and Goldthorpe, 1992; Wong and Hauser, 1992; Szelényi, 1998; Rébert
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ind Bukodi, 2004). What emerges of interest in the present connection is the

atlowing. _ _ ‘
To begin with, in the period after the communist takeover in Hungary in

1947 there are clear indications of some increase in social fluidity. In particu-
'.hr among men and women who were born in the interwar years and who

ntered employment during the 1940s and 1950s relative mobility chances

is shi ausi S ing, at
hecame more equal. This shift can, moreover, be plausibly seen as being,

east in part, the outcome of various forms of state intervention that were di-

rectly aimed at ‘destratification’. The old land-owning and ca?.ita]ist ‘cilass<_:s
were eliminated, and, in the context of a command economy, mequaht.les in
family incomes and wealch were significantly reduced. F L‘xrth'er, a pohf:y of
creating a ‘people’s intelligentsia’ led to formal discrimination in edu.catlon_al
selection in favour of the children of peasants and workers and against chil-
dren from ‘bourgeois’ or other supposedly privileged backgrounds. At the
same time, relatively strict relationships were established betwee.n.educa—
tional credentials and type of employment. An increase in sociall Auidity th-us
appears to have been brought abous through an improvement in the relative
chances of upward mability of the children of peasants and workers that
went together with a decline in the capacity of the professional and manage-
rial salariat to maintain its intergenerational stability.*

However, in the later years of communist rule, and especially from the

time of the so-called normalisation, following on the uprising of 1956,-the
trend towards greater fluidity appears steadily to weaken. In this period,

a new understanding between the regime and the intelligensia led to the
progressive abandonment of educational discrimination? and then under
the ‘goulash communism’ of the 1980s income differentials were ai[owled
to widen substantially. Finally, in the years after the ending of communist
rule in 1989, which saw the full transition to a market economy, the trend
towards greater equality in relative mobility rates disappears, and the fatest
evidence for the 1990s points to an actual reversal of this trend, at feast for
men, or, that is, to declining fluidity within the Hungarian class structure
(Rébert and Bukodi, 2004). .

For Sweden also it is possible to track changes in class mobility over sev-
eral decades, in the course of which a concerted political effort was made to
create a more egalitarian form of society, although in this case through elec-
toral rather than authoritarian politics. From the mid-1930s through to the
1970s, the Swedish Social Democratic Party was more or less continuously
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e least not if this trend were

in power, and promoted the development of a distinctive political eco
and of a comprehensive welfare state thar together created a greater
of equality in Incomes, economic security, and living standards acrosg
than was found in most other modera societies. Evidence from re
national surveys does then indicate that over the period in questigy
fluidity showed a steady increase (Erikson, 1983, Jonsson, 1991
1970s, Sweden could in fact claim not only a rather distinctive Positio
regard to the reduction of class-linked inequalities of condition but Ijk
in regard to the degree of ‘openness’ of its class structure—which mor
tailed analysis showed to result chiefly from an unusually low propens;
immobility within all classes alike (Erikson and Goldthorpe, 1992}, .-
However, further survey evidence then reveals thar from the:1
onwards, as the Swedish model of economic and social policy lost it
herence, and its egalitarian impact was reduced, the trend rowards groate
fluidity clearly weakened {Jonsson and Mills, 1993; Jonsson, 1996);: 4
although Sweden has stil] to be counted as one of the most fluid of mode
societies, findings for the 1990s (Jonsson, 2004) would suggest that, at]
among men, relative mobility rates have now tended to restabilise. :
Both the Hungarian and Swedish cases do thus provide evidence th

at all events consistent with the theory I have advanced. Changes in fluidity:
are associated with changes in inequalities of condition across classes i
way that would be expected. At the same time, though, these cases must als
be seen as underlining the degree of resistance to change that endogeno
mobility regimes are likely to offer. The Increases in fluidity that occur
were not large but still required political intervention of a determined an
systematic kind, and, moreover, they appear not to have been sustained ong
egalitarian policies were relaxed or lost their force, Further, the effectiverios
of educational reform alone is again called into question, unless, perhaps,a
in early communist Hungary, it entails a degree of class-related discrimina:

tion and of state intervention in training and recruitment policies that would
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educational reform did indeed achieve its aim of reducing class differentials
in educational attainment (cf. ch. 2, this volume), the effect of this in then
raising fluidity remains uncertain, and especially in view of the weakening:
association between educational atrainment and class destinations that was
earlier noted {cf. Jonsson, 1991, 199¢), '

A final question that may be raised is that of whether endogenous mo-
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increased (Gottschalk and Smeeding, 1997; Atkinson, 1999), Over the sa
period, double-digit unemployment rates have at times returned and th
has been a general tendency for social welfare policy to become less
redistributive in its aims.

Under the theory that I have outlined the expectation must then be th
at least in those societies in which economic inequality has widened ¢
sharply, some decline in fluidity will eventually show up, and especiaily
birth cohorts entering the labour market since the 1980s replace those w
lived through the long boom. Research over the course of the next few
cades will determine whether or not this expectation is met, but there are
tact already some suggestive findings to hand. Thus, for che United Stat
Beller and Hout (2005) report preliminary results indicating that ame
men born between 1970 and 1979 a turndown in fluidity has indeed oe
curred, and one that can be at least in part associated with widening ec
nomic inequality. For the UK clear evidence has been produced of reduc
intergenerational jncome mobility among men and women entering the [a
bour market in the 1980s (Blanden et al., 2004), and this would seem likel
to be paralleled in work on intergenerational class mobility, using the sa
data-sets, at least as regards the relative chances of long-range mobility:

In this chapter I have argued that recent technical advances in socia
mobility research have not had the intellectually narrowing effect that vari.
ous critics have claimed. [ have sought ro show how they have in fact led to
empirical findings that have greatly clarified what the focus of theoretical
effort in the field should now be, That is, to explain the degree of temporal
constancy and cross-national commonality that are revealed in relative rates
of intergenerational mobility, especially as viewed in a class structural cop-
text, and also the regularities observed in the mediation of such mobility by
educational attainment. The extent of change and variation in absolute rates
can be shown overwhelmingly to reflect the differing ways in which the class
structures of particular societies have evolved, and will therefore require
explanation of a primarily historical kind in which the invocation of contin-
gencies and singularities is likely to play a major role. In contrast, the degree

of invariance over time and place displayed by relative rates, or endogenous

mobility regimes, clearly calls for theoretical explanation—and at a level
of generality that can transcend the specificities of particular temporal or

societal contexts and that can also provide a basis for some understanding

“ics and of those who might try to take the theory further (these categories
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f the more systematic aspects of such change and variation in relative rates
a5 can be demonstrated.

[ have sought to make a start on the development of such an explanation
and have opted for one that is grounded in a theory of action, in contrast
to the functionalist grounding of the most imporrant attempt previously
made to account for what were believed to be—often mistakenly, as it now

appears—the main trends and patterns of relative mobility rates observable
in modern societies. I do not intend at this point to recapitulate my outline
theory but simply to make two final remarks for the benefit of potential crit-

being, I would hope, largely overlapping).

First, I have artempted to preserve coherence by relying throughout on
ational action theory. It might at various points have been possible to give
my argument at least a more immediate plausibility by shifting ground and
treating action as, say, being ultimately shaped by individuals® adherence
to cultural values or social norms. Bue this would in fact have been of little
value if no more than ad hoc modifications were involved. I would therefore
invite anyone inclined to improve the theory through such eclecticism to see
their theoretical task as then extending to justification for se doing.

Second, while [ would regard the existing empirical evidence as being
generally supportive of both the direction that the theory takes and of expec-
tations that in turn follow from it, I recognise that others might, in certain
respects, wish to disagree. And it would, moreover, be only reasonable to
suppose that either the reevaluation of old findings or the production of
new ones will, sooner or later, create problems for the theory, of one kind
or another, that cannor be denied. But I would then urge that theoretical
efforts should nonetheless continue, whether on similar lines or different’
ones, in order to provide explanations of the highly significant results tha
social mobility research has produced and will, [ believe, continue to pro
duce, rather than the Reld being allowed to lapse into a condition of more
or less unleavened, even if increasingly sophisticated, empiricism—for which
it could indeed be rightly criticised.




