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Abstract
This paper addresses the relationship between intergenerational educational mobility and 
attitudes in relation to fairness in European societies. The dimensions of fairness consid-
ered capture a broader notion of social justice by targeting four distinct principles: equal-
ity, equity, need and entitlement (Hülle et  al., Social Indicators Research 136:663–692, 
2018). We investigate how attitudes towards those principles differ across individuals who 
experienced upward, stable, or downward trajectories of educational mobility in relation to 
their parents. To offer a comparative framework, we use nationally representative surveys 
of public opinion from 29 countries who participated in the 2018 round of the European 
Social Survey (ESS), which included a unique battery of questions on attitudes towards 
fairness. Using Mobility Contrast Models (MCMs), we identify the independent role of 
educational mobility in shaping attitudes regarding four types of fairness, which encapsu-
late the broader concept of social justice. We explore notable variation at the country level, 
although the pooled sample indicates that upward mobility significantly predicts a higher 
support for the principle of equality. In addition, this relationship is stronger among the 
more upwardly mobile (i.e., a greater difference between a respondent’s education and that 
of their parent).

Keywords  Social justice · Education · Mobility · European social survey · Attitudes · 
Inequality

1  Introduction

Inequality and social justice are a focus of two interrelated literatures. First, research has 
tracked a notable rise in social and economic inequality and underlined the implications 
of this trajectory for many (Savage, 2021). Second, a global development policy agenda 
emerged, which focused on policy-oriented approaches to address the observed trend 
towards greater inequality (Fukuda-Parr, 2019). Both trends in the literature are broadly 
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interested in reducing inequality as a pathway towards greater social justice However, 
empirical evidence—relevant for both for work on trends in inequality and that which 
seeks to intervene—remains limited particularly in regards to public perception. We know 
relatively little about how inequalities shape individuals perception of social justice and 
the key determinants of those views (Benson et al., 2021). This limited insight is increas-
ing relevant as several studies reveal clear social and political consequences of attitudinal 
responses to a drift away from social justice and inequality (Adriaans, 2023). That said, 
there is a welcome and emergent literature that has considered the determinant of welfare 
attitudes (Oorschot et al., 2022), attitudes towards income inequality (Clark & D’Ambrosio, 
2015) and social justice (Adriaans & Fourré, 2022; Reyes & Gasparini, 2022; Steele & 
Breznau, 2019). This work adds an important dimension by considering multiple genera-
tions. The intention is to offer a key perspective that assesses the role of intergenerational 
mobility, specifically educational, using an international comparative approach.

Specifically, two main contributions result. First, the focus on intergenerational mobility 
provides a more complete understanding of the influence of social stratification by assess-
ing social positions not only within but also across generations. Secondly, this approach 
also underlines the importance of education as a social process that goes beyond human 
capital acquisition, shaping perceptions and normative attitudes. In this sense, intergen-
erational mobility in educational attainment translates into more than a change in mate-
rial conditions (i.e. occupation, income) but also a mechanism that shapes views on soci-
etal equity and social justice. What emerges is an approach driven by the following core 
research question:

Does the experience of upward, stable or downward mobility shape attitudes regard-
ing the principles of social justice?

In subsequent sections, we briefly discuss previous studies about the impact of inter-
generational educational mobility as well as research on determinants of attitudes towards 
social justice. This is followed by a description of the methods and data utilised in this 
analysis. Finally, we return to the question above when we report the main results underlin-
ing the research and policy implications of the findings.

2 � Literature Review

Several works over the past decades provide evidence that one’s position within a strati-
fied social order shapes their views about inequality, social justice and welfare (e.g. Alwin 
& Krosnick, 1991; Jasso, 2021; Rodon & Sanjaume-Calvet, 2020; Svallfors, 2012). The 
general conclusion is that individuals who share the same social position would also share 
a similar view about the prevailing socioeconomic order. But what happens when an indi-
vidual changes their position within this stratified order? Under conditions of mobility, the 
link between social position and perception is less clear as it is determined by both one’s 
original and destination positions.

Education is an ideal process to investigate these questions as educational mobility is a 
widely validated measure of societal fluidity (Chevalier et al., 2009). For some, educational 
mobility is a subset of a broader process of social mobility, reflecting the idea that upward 
intergenerational mobility is reflective of a more equitable society where one’s social ori-
gins are less determinant of outcomes (Esping-Andersen, 2015; Hout & DiPrete, 2006). 
In addition, formal education institutions in contemporary European societies provide the 
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main space in which socialisation (i.e., the introduction of the rules/norms/expectations 
of society) occurs, which is a crucial dimension of attitudinal formation (Davis, 1982; 
Spruyt & Kuppens, 2015). Similarly, some studies have also pointed out the role of edu-
cational mobility on perception of social phenomena. For instance, educational attainment 
is seen as an important predictor for openness towards globalisation, but as Kunst et  al. 
(2023) show using European Social Survey data, there is an enduring influence of parental 
educational level on the respondents’ views. Using the same data, Creighton et al. (2022) 
found that upward educational mobility can moderate antipathy towards immigration. Gros 
(2003) shows that perceived inequality is determined by the educational system, which is 
shaped by social mobility. Some point out that education is no longer a clear engine of 
mobility (Brown, 2013), particularly in contexts where there is less mobility due to higher 
levels of schooling among the origin generation (i.e., parents) enabled by the rapid expan-
sion of educational systems. In these contexts, education might not predict social position 
as much as it does in moments/contexts where the expansion of educational systems has 
been slower or more recent (Breen, 2010; Marshall & Swift, 1993).

Social mobility studies have mainly measured the perception of fairness of personal 
experience. For instance, individuals with similar educational backgrounds may hold dif-
ferent views about the fairness of their conditions based on their experiences of intergen-
erational educational mobility. Lavrijsen and Nicaise (2016) have demonstrated that educa-
tional mobility can predict individuals’ perceptions of educational fairness. While studies 
often measure the level of fairness experienced by individuals, there is often a lack of 
understanding regarding what individuals actually mean by fairness or how they prefer to 
frame it. In fact, there has been limited exploration of the principles of fairness on redis-
tributive policy (Rodon & Sanjaume-Calvet, 2020). Consequently, there is a need to place 
greater emphasis on the underlying principles of fairness that individuals utilize to frame 
their perspectives.

Educational mobility not only influences individuals’ reflexive views based on their per-
sonal circumstances but also shapes their non-reflexive perceptions of fundamental norma-
tive principles regarding distributional justice. In highly stratified societies like the United 
States, Heiserman et al. (2020) found that perceived economic mobility shapes respond-
ents’ perception of fairness but not inequality. This suggests that in certain contexts, high 
social mobility can foster tolerance for inequality. Our perception of how society should 
allocate resources—to ourselves and others—is meaningful and plausibly determined by 
our own experience of mobility (Reyes & Gasparini, 2022). Voting behaviour also reflects 
divergent preferences for distributive policies depending on social mobility, as highlighted 
by Piketty (1995) and specifically on the direction of educational mobility, as noted by 
McNeil (McNeil, 2022). Torul, Oztunali, and Yildirim (2018) predicted preferences for 
distributive policies and found that individuals with lower educational mobility tend to 
favour the principle of equality less. They used single variable from European Values Sur-
vey (2018) on income level with the exclusive options.1 However, it is important to recog-
nize that conflicting perceptions regarding distributive principles can coexist within society 
(Rodon & Sanjaume-Calvet, 2020). To better capture this conflict, Hülle (2018) developed 
the Order-Related Justice Scale, which allows for a more nuanced understanding of indi-
viduals’ preferences for redistributive principles. Despite these developments, the impact 
of educational mobility on perceptions of the fairness of distributive principles remains 

1  A 10-point scale was used, ranging from “Incomes should be made more equal” [1] to “There should be 
greater incentives for individual effort” [10].
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largely unexplored. Therefore, there is a need for further research in this area to shed light 
on the role of educational mobility in shaping individuals’ perspectives on the fairness of 
distributive principles.

3 � Methods

3.1 � Data

The analysis is based on the rotating module of the European Social Survey (ESS)2 Round 
9 on justice and fairness. The analytical sample of this study includes representative sam-
ples from all the 29 participating countries.3 Respondents who were still plausibly complet-
ing their formal education (i.e., aged 24 or younger) were excluded. This decision, which 
is common in the literature, is due to the need to maximally capture completed schooling 
and results in a final sample of 44,583 observations. For all variables that were used in this 
analysis, the proportion of missing values was lower than 5%. However, considering that 
we expect that missing values, particularly in relation to parental education, is affected by 
respondent characteristics (e.g. age, income), we replaced missing responses using an itera-
tive multiple imputation method based on the random forest algorithm introduced by Stek-
hoven and Bühlmann (2012).4 The main tables of this paper are reproduced in the Appen-
dix using a reduced sample from the original data after listwise deletion. Although some 
differences can be observed in the number of statistically significant effects comparing the 
imputed and the reduced sample, the results are consistent across methods.

3.2 � Measuring Social Justice

The theoretical framework underlying the outcome of interest (i.e., social justice) empha-
sises the importance of an individuals’ normative orientation in relation to how society 
should be organised in order to explain objective conditions of inequality and social justice 
(Hadler, 2005). Following this principle, Hülle et al. (2018) propose a quantitative assess-
ment of these expectations termed the Basic Social Justice Orientations (BSJO). This is a 
scale that includes questions validated originally using a number of social surveys in Ger-
many, which were later tested in the field in different European contexts (Adriaans, 2023; 
Van Hootegem et al., 2021).

The BSJO is derived from a set of questions aimed at assessing the following four prin-
ciples of social justice using a terminology of fairness:: i) the idea that everyone should 
receive the same in a society (equality) ii) the idea that benefits and responsibilities should 
be distributed according to individual investments (equity); iii) the idea that everyone 

2  The European Social Survey (ESS) is a biennial cross-national survey of attitudes and employs cross-
sectional, probability samples that are representative of the population aged 15 and above living in private 
households in each country.
3  Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Switzerland, Cyprus, Czechia, Germany, Denmark, Estonia, Spain, Finland, 
France, United Kingdon, Croatia, Hungary, Ireland, Iceland, Italy, Lithuania, Latvia, Montenegro, Nether-
lands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Serbia, Sweden, Slovenia, and Slovakia.
4  All imputation is done using the R Package ‘MissRanger’ (Mayer, 2023), which improves the computa-
tional performance of the algorithm and combines it with predictive mean matching avoiding the imputa-
tion of values that are not present in the observed data.
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should get enough to cover basic needs; and iv) the idea that benefits or burdens should 
be allocated according to achieved status such as gender, education, occupation, or origin 
(entitlement) (Hülle et al., 2018). The support for these principles were evaluated through 
the level of agreement in relation to four statements that were preceded by the following 
question:

“There are many different views as to what makes a society fair or unfair. How much 
do you agree or disagree with each of the following statements?”.5

The exact wording of the statements and their respective associated principles are 
shown in Table 1 and correspond directly to each of the four principles defined by Hülle 
et al. (2018). The result is a broad scale of perception of social justice built upon a founda-
tion that uses the more approachable terminology of fairness.

3.3 � Measuring Intergenerational Educational Mobility

International comparative work on education must overcome non-trivial, country-level 
variation in educational systems. The best approach is to rely on the International Stand-
ard Classification of Education (ISCED) (UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2012), which 
is the approach taken in the ESS. However, instead of a direct replication of the ISCED 
levels that are intended for comparative work at a global scale, the ESS devises a scheme 
that is more nuanced and takes into account some of the unique features of the European 
context (Schneider, 2020). To facilitate comparability, the measure of education consid-
ers information on ‘programme orientation’, ‘programme duration’ and ‘order in the 
national degree and qualification structure’. At the same time, it reduces the number of 
ISCED levels as to aggregate levels for which the distinction is not relevant in contempo-
rary Europe. An example of this is the combination of “less than primary education” and 
“primary education” into a single category. The result is a seven-level measure of attained 
education (eisced) that includes the following categories: (L1) less than lower secondary; 
(L2) lower secondary; (L3) lower tier upper secondary; (L4) upper tier upper secondary; 
(L5) advanced vocational, sub-degree; (L6) lower tertiary education, BA level; and (L7) 
higher tertiary education, >  = MA level. This measure is available for both respondents and 
respondents’ parents. Of note, parental education refers to highest attained education as 
reported by the respondent. When relevant, the highest education among both parents is the 
one used.

The ESS-adapted ISCED measure of education offers a consistent and comparable 
measure for the the pooled sample of all countries. However, due to the relatively small 
sample sizes found within countries for some levels of schooling, the available scale was 
altered to allow for enough observations in each cell to permit the population of a mobility 
table. For all international comparative analysis, the educational attainment is captured by 
the following three categories: until lower secondary (L1 and L2); upper secondary (L3 
and L4); and advanced vocational, lower and higher tertiary (L5, L6, L7). This default 
recoding of the educational variable was applied to 19 countries only.6

5  The responses were recorded through a 5-point agreement scale with the following options: “Agree 
strongly”, “Agree”, “Neither agree nor disagree”, “Disagree”, and “Disagree strongly”. The original scale 
was inverted so higher values denote higher level of agreement, ranging from 1 to 5.
6  Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Switzerland, Cyprus, Germany, Denmark, Finland, France, United Kingdom, 
Croatia, Hungary, Ireland, Lithuania, Montenegro, Netherlands, Poland, Serbia, and Slovenia.
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The remaining 10 countries7 had their education variables recoded slightly differently to 
account for contextual factors, as the focus of the analysis is not comparing attainment but 
comparing mobility trajectories (i.e., the difference in attained education between respond-
ents and their parents). In Italy, Portugal and Spain, for instance, the following three lev-
els were created as more than half of the distribution for parental education is located at 
the lowest level: primary (L1); lower and upper secondary (L2, L3 L4); and advanced 
vocational, lower and higher tertiary (L5, L6, L7). One of the advantages of these three-
level scales is that it provides separation for meaningful qualitative differences in com-
pleted schooling. For example, the upward mobility from secondary to tertiary education 
is qualitatively different than mobility within the secondary level (lower tier and upper 
tier), considering all the educational and cultural differences between secondary school and 
universities.

The result is measure of education that allows for respondents’ own education to be 
directly compared to the generation prior (i.e., their parents) and the completed education 
of respondents’ and their parents in other country contexts. This permits an internation-
ally comparable measure of intergenerational educational mobility, which offers a unique 
opportunity to consider cross-country variation in family-level educational trajectories and, 
moreover, the link between these trajectories and the outcome of interest—social justice.

3.4 � Sociodemographic and Socioeconomic Attributes of the Individual

Although observational data is limited, to better identify the role of the hypothetical 
explanatory mechanism of interest (i.e., intergenerational educational mobility), we take 
into consideration a number of empirically relevant sociodemographic and socioeconomic 
attributes of the individual such as age, gender and perception of household income. Previ-
ous studies have indicated that the sociodemographic attributes of gender and age are rel-
evant variables to explain attitudes and perceptions about fairness and justice with women 
showing stronger support for principles related to equality and need and men supporting 
more principles of equity and entitlement (Adriaans & Targa, 2023; Hülle et al., 2018).

As for socioeconomic measures, we consider the current material conditions of respond-
ents, which are one of the major influences for normative views about equality (Benson 
et al., 2021; Clark & D’Ambrosio, 2015). Although the ESS asks respondents their house-
hold income, there is a notably high proportion of missing values for this variable (hinct-
nta) with 23% of cases without a valid answer in the pooled sample, and up to 40% in 
countries like Italy and Hungary. Therefore, we used an attitudinal measure that provides 
a subjective assessment of the respondents’ material circumstances. Participants were 
asked which of the following sentences best described their “feeling about their household 
income nowadays”: “Living comfortably on present income”, “Coping on present income”, 
“Finding it difficult on present income”, or “Finding it very difficult on present income”. 
The result is, in some ways, more relevant for assessing perception of fairness as it offers 
a relative view—rather than an absolute measure of earned income—of socioeconomic 
wellbeing.

Of course, country contexts are different in more ways than can be observed by straight-
forward sociodemographic and socioeconomic measures of the individual. As the key 
explanatory measure (i.e., intergenerational educational mobility) is directly observed, we 

7  Czechia, Estonia, Spain, Iceland, Italy, Latvia, Norway, Portugal, Sweden, and Slovakia.
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elected to account for between country differences for all 29 participating countries using 
country fixed effects (Allison, 2009).

Table 2 shows the mean values and standard error of the outcome variable by selected 
covariates. As alluded to in the section describing the intergenerational educational mobil-
ity, the three-level measure of education of in Table 2 was used for the analysis by coun-
try. The analysis of the pooled sample, which included all 29 countries used the original 
7-level scale (eisced).

A few points stand out from the descriptive statistics presented in Table 2. First, there 
is clearly less overall support for the principle of Entitlement and stronger support for the 
principle of Equity, which goes in the same direction of a pattern observed elsewhere (e.g., 
Adriaans et al., 2020). Second, the sociodemographic and socioeconomic attributes match 
their expected relationship to the four measures of social justice. For instance, women tend 
to give more emphasis to the principle of Equality whereas men tend to emphasise Equity. 
In addition, older respondents and those with worse economic conditions tend to support 
the principle of Equality more compared to younger respondents and those with better eco-
nomic conditions, respectively. Finally, in relation to the targeted explanatory mechanism 

Table 2   Wording of the outcome variables and respective social justice principle.  Source European Social 
Survey (Round 9)

Equality Equity Need Entitlement

Mean Std. Error Mean Std. Error Mean Std. Error Mean Std. Error

Educ. attainment (Resp.)
L1 3.67 (0.01) 3.92 (0.01) 3.88 (0.01) 2.20 (0.01)
L2 3.51 (0.01) 4.01 (0.01) 3.89 (0.01) 2.13 (0.01)
L3 3.08 (0.01) 3.94 (0.01) 3.92 (0.01) 2.09 (0.01)
Educ. attainment (Parent.)
L1 3.58 (0.01) 3.96 (0.01) 3.87 (0.01) 2.12 (0.01)
L2 3.34 (0.01) 3.99 (0.01) 3.90 (0.01) 2.15 (0.01)
L3 3.07 (0.01) 3.95 (0.01) 3.94 (0.01) 2.14 (0.01)
Mobility direction
Downward 3.36 (0.02) 3.99 (0.01) 3.91 (0.01) 2.30 (0.02)
Nonmobile 3.41 (0.01) 3.95 (0.01) 3.90 (0.01) 2.14 (0.01)
Upward 3.39 (0.01) 3.98 (0.01) 3.89 (0.01) 2.08 (0.01)
Age group
25–44 3.33 (0.01) 3.95 (0.01) 3.86 (0.01) 2.17 (0.01)
45–64 3.39 (0.01) 3.97 (0.01) 3.91 (0.01) 2.10 (0.01)
65 +  3.48 (0.01) 3.99 (0.01) 3.92 (0.01) 2.13 (0.01)
Gender
Female 3.44 (0.01) 3.93 (0.01) 3.89 (0.01) 2.14 (0.01)
Male 3.35 (0.01) 4.00 (0.01) 3.90 (0.01) 2.13 (0.01)
Feeling about income
Very difficult 3.80 (0.02) 3.95 (0.02) 4.02 (0.02) 2.12 (0.02)
Difficult 3.72 (0.01) 3.94 (0.01) 3.91 (0.01) 2.09 (0.01)
Coping 3.46 (0.01) 3.96 (0.01) 3.85 (0.01) 2.15 (0.01)
Living comfortably 3.08 (0.01) 3.98 (0.01) 3.93 (0.01) 2.13 (0.01)
Full sample 3.40 (0.01) 3.96 (0) 3.89 (0) 2.13 (0)
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(i.e., intergenerational educational mobility), there is a higher support for Equality among 
those with lower educational attainment and also those whose parents also have lower edu-
cational attainment. In terms of mobility, more mobile respondents present lower average 
support for the principle of Equality compared to nonmobile ones. These descriptive trends 
are limited in the extent to which they can be interpreted. To offer greater precision and 
clearer tests of difference, we turn to a multivariate approach.

3.5 � Mobility Contrast Model (MCM)

An interest in mobility—both occupational and educational—is not new. Initial strategies 
to investigate the effect of social mobility on social outcomes compared the average values 
in outcomes of interest between mobile and non-mobile individuals. However, as initially 
argued by Duncan (2018), mobility is a dynamic process that involves both origin status 
(e.g., parental education) and a destination status (e.g., one’s own education), which should 
not be considered independently. To jointly account for origin and destination status, the 
most common approach to date is the Diagonal Mobility Model (DMM), which is some-
times referred to as the Diagonal Reference Model (DRM), which emerged in the 1980s 
(Sobel, 1981, 1985). The innovation of the model is the possibility of separating the role 
of mobility from that of the origin and destination statuses and, as such, the DMM enjoys 
widespread usage in the literature on social, educational, and occupational stratification 
(Creighton et al., 2022; e.g., Zang et al., 2023).

However, as demonstrated by Luo (2022), DMMs can be limited in two ways. First, 
the accuracy of the estimation is affected in cases where there is a significant proportion 
of mobile individuals. Because the model relies on the observed values of the non-mobile 
individuals as reference, which constitutes the diagonal in the underlying mobility table, 
too much mobility can make the reference unreliable. In our pooled sample, about two 
thirds of the respondents are mobile, which is a cause for concern. Secondly, although 
DMMs provide a parsimonious and insightful estimate to evaluate importance/weight of 
origin and destination education in its equation, they do not discriminate between het-
erogeneous effects of mobility, which can result from the direction of the move (upward 
vs. downward) or range of the mobility, defined by the number of levels between origin and 
destination.

To deal with these methodological concerns, we adopted a more recent approach called 
Mobility Contrast Model (MCM), which was recently developed by Luo (2022). If the 
mobility effects are similar among mobility groups, both the DMM and the MCM should 
provide similar results. However, we expect to observe different effects on social justice 
attitudes depending on the direction and range of mobility, as indicated in the descriptive 
statistics in Table 2. In this sense, the MCM is the preferred approach as it addresses our 
concerns regarding the heterogeneous effects in two ways.

First, this new approach extends the traditional mobility models by making it possible 
to estimate different effect sizes and/or effects that occur in opposite directions for each 
cell of the mobility table. This is done by running a set of interactions between the origin 
and destination status. The DMM, on the other hand, summarises these effects into one 
estimate, which can be problematic considering the exploratory nature of our study. For 
instance, one could expect that a respondent who completed tertiary level education whose 
parents did not complete primary education may have different views about social justice 
in comparison to another respondent who also experience upward mobility but whose par-
ents completed secondary school.
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In addition, by providing estimates based on a set of interactions between origin and 
destination status, as opposed to the DMM in which the diagonal values are used as refer-
ence, the MCM provides improved and more comparable estimates to large-scale inter-
generational mobility, which is relevant for our study where substantial mobility is found 
across more than 40,000 observations.

4 � Results

As alluded before, the analysis involves two sequential steps. The first comprises the esti-
mation of mobility effects on the four outcome variables using the pooled sample, which 
includes the samples from all 29 participating countries. The second analyses the sample 
from each country separately. The model specification and covariates are the same for both 
analyses, with the exception of the change in the measure of intergenerational educational 
mobility, which is described in more detail in Sect. 3.3.

4.1 � Mobility Effects (All Countries)

Table 3 reports the estimates, as coefficients in a mobility table, for the pooled model that 
includes samples from all 29 countries. The first clear result is that there are notable dif-
ferences in the relationship between intergenerational educational mobility and attitudes 
towards social justice depending on the principle being assessed—Equity vs.  Equality 
vs.  Need vs.  Entitlement. That said, some general patterns emerge. For example, with 
few exceptions, no mobility path is a significant predictor of support for the principles of 
Equity, Need or Entitlement. The only prominent exception is for downward mobility and 
Need, where a trajectory that moves from the highest level of completed education for the 
parent (i.e., Level 7) to a lower level (i.e., Level 3) for the respondent significantly predicts 
greater support. An effect in a similar magnitude is also detected for another downward 
trajectory in the same principle (from Level 5 to Level 2).

The principle of Equality stands out as the analysis provides evidence that intergen-
erational educational mobility has a meaningful and significant association. The strong-
est relationship is found among those who finished the Level 6 and whose parents com-
pleted either the lowest educational level (β = 0.226, p < 0.01), or the second lowest level 
(β = 0.224, p < 0.05). These are individuals experiencing a notably high level of upward 
intergenerational educational mobility. The observed increase in the effect size (from L5 to 
L6) also suggests that greater upward mobility results in increasing support for the princi-
ple of Equality. No significant downward mobility effects were detected in the model.

Although not reported in Table  3, it is worth noting that the sociodemographic and 
socioeconomic measures follow the pattern first observed in the descriptive statistics in 
Table 2. For example, women tend to support the principle of Equality more (β = 0.039, 
p < 0.001) and the principle of Equity less (β = -0.037, p < 0.001) compared to men. For the 
other two measures of social justice (i.e., Need and Entitlement), no meaningful relation-
ship was observed. Those with a worse perception of socioeconomic conditions also report, 
on average, greater support for both the principle of Equality and Need. Older respondents 
support the principle of Equity and Need more than younger respondents, and support less 
the principle of Entitlement.

For the direct association between educational attainment—of the parent and respond-
ent—and social justice, only two levels for the principle of Equality indicate a significant 
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difference compared to the other levels. Specifically, respondents whose parents had less 
than a lower secondary degree tend to support the principle of equality more compared to 
respondents whose parents had a master or doctoral degree (β = 0.119, p < 0.001). Regard-
ing respondents’ own educational attainment, no clear pattern was observed across the 
principles of Equity, Need and Entitlement. However, for the principle of Equality, those 
with an educational attainment lower than upper secondary, tend to support this princi-
ple more compared to those with master and doctoral degree. Furthermore, those with 

Table 3   Mobility effects for each justice principle.  Source European social survey (Round 9)

* p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001

Respondents’ educational level

Parental 
educ. level

L1 L2 L3 L4 L5 L6 L7

Equality
L1 – −0.014 0.03 0.163 0.223* 0.224* 0.026
L2 −0.052 – 0.108 0.079 0.168* 0.226** 0.147
L3 −0.126 −0.024 – 0.005 −0.057 −0.139 −0.022
L4 −0.127 −0.068 0.028 – −0.095 −0.064 −0.008
L5 0.265 0.208 −0.045 −0.084 – −0.102 0.052
L6 0.12 0.089 −0.045 −0.064 −0.121 – −0.107
L7 0.009 −0.103 0.011 −0.011 −0.031 −0.058 –
Equity
L1 – −0.145 −0.142 −0.218* −0.165 −0.132 −0.133
L2 −0.117 – 0.005 0.072 0.101 0.042 0.036
L3 0.012 0.026 – −0.04 0.051 0.02 −0.068
L4 0.133 −0.081 −0.031 – −0.035 −0.013 0.077
L5 −0.121 −0.024 0.037 0.168** – −0.035 0.002
L6 0.082 0.087 0.078 −0.033 −0.022 – 0.021
L7 −0.053 0.072 −0.012 −0.013 0.005 0.053 –
Need
L1 – −0.014 −0.076 0.006 −0.051 −0.015 −0.114
L2 −0.253 – −0.055 0.004 0.005 0.003 0.003
L3 0.118 −0.08 – −0.051 0.014 −0.028 0.028
L4 −0.128 0.021 −0.004 – 0.047 −0.023 0.001
L5 0.032 0.19* 0.039 0.087 – 0.034 0.089
L6 0.147 0.002 −0.115 −0.099 0.106 – −0.01
L7 0.081 −0.122 0.208** 0.05 −0.124 0.027 –
Entitlement
L1 – 0.025 0.109 0.03 0.111 0.185 0.104
L2 −0.077 – 0.001 −0.09 0.032 0.049 −0.022
L3 0.172 −0.001 – −0.099 −0.068 −0.029 −0.079
L4 0.016 0.034 0.061 – 0.02 −0.051 0.118*
L5 0.015 0.04 0.116 0.155 – −0.002 0.081
L6 0.231 −0.015 −0.118 −0.048 −0.032 – −0.151*
L7 −0.306 −0.032 −0.117 0.103 −0.01 −0.1 –
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post-secondary vocational education and bachelor’s degree are predicted to show lower 
support for Equality compared to those with the highest level of educational attainment. 
The complete model, including estimates for all included sociodemographic and socioeco-
nomic measures, is shown in the Appendix.

Overall, the estimates generated by the MCM for the pooled sample offer two impor-
tant insights in relation to our research question. First and foremost, we find evidence that 
individuals who experienced upward mobility show stronger support for general principle 
that everyone should receive the same in a society. Considering the large sample size, the 
absence of significant effects for the other three social justice principles assessed in this 
study is also meaningful, indicating that educational mobility affects the views on Equality, 
but not necessarily views on Equity, Need, or Entitlement.

Finally, the MCM allows us to compare the effects between different paths of mobility. 
If we look at the model for the principle of Equality, mid-to-high upward mobility emerges 
as the type of mobility that is associated with the principle of equality. No significant 
effects were found for either the highest or short paths of upward mobility. This suggests 
that views on equality are influenced only by significantly different educational experiences 
(e.g., completing a bachelor’s degree with parents who finished primary school) but not 
completely different (such as having doctoral degree and having a parent without primary 
level education).

4.2 � Mobility Effects (By Country)

Let’s consider the general pattern in the analysis of the pooled sample. Those whose ori-
gins lie in the lowest levels, and destination in the mid to highest levels, were shown to 
have a meaningfully greater support that society should be defined by greater social equal-
ity (see Sect.  3.2). The within-country models depicted in Fig.  1 indicate that a pattern 
similar to that observed for the pooled models (Table 3) can be observed in Bulgaria (BG), 
France (FR) or Germany (DE), where maximum upward mobility (i.e., Level 1 to Level 3) 
is associated with an additional 0.3, 0.3 and 0.4 units in the scale of Equality respectively 
(p < 0.05, p < 0.05 and p < 0.01). Interestingly, the opposite mobility trajectory (downward 
mobility from Level 3 to Level 1) is also associated with a stronger support for Equality 
both in Bulgaria (p < 0.001) and Germany (p < 0.05). This supports the idea that mobility, 
regardless of the direction, plays an influential role in views about the social principle of 
Equality. In this sense, individuals in these countries who experience, either through their 
background or current situation, a different status put more emphasis on Equality, follow-
ing the hypothesis of empathy as an antecedent of social justice attitudes (Cartabuke et al, 
2019).

However, not all countries match the general pattern in Europe observed in the pooled 
sample. In two cases, Sweden (SE) and Slovakia (SK), upward mobility from Level 1 to 
Level 2 or Level 3, is associated with lower support for Equality. This shows a notable 
country-level difference in relation to the effects of mobility on support for Equality that 
would be unobserved in the pooled model with country fixed effects. In addition, the cases 
from three Balkan countries in this model present evidence on the qualitative differences 
between mobility groups. In Croatia (HR), for instance, significant effects were found only 
for groups with one-step mobility—downward and upward—whereas no significant rela-
tionship was found across groups with greater intergenerational mobility (i.e., a change in 
two levels). Montenegro (ME) and Serbia (RS), on the other hand, present an equivalent 
pattern of downward mobility. Respondents from these countries who experienced mobility 



I Guess We are from Very Different Backgrounds: Attitudes Towards…

1 3

from Level 2 to Level 1 (one step) show significantly higher support for Equality, whereas 
those who moved from Level 3 to Level 1 (two steps) show significantly lower support.

For the principles of Equity and Need, there are divergent mobility effects across coun-
tries, but the direction of the effect seems consistent within countries. Taking these two 
models together, we found 11 countries where mobility predicts exclusively lower sup-
port for the principle, and 6 countries where mobility predicts exclusively greater support. 
Only in 2 countries (Spain and Iceland) both negative and positive mobility effects were 
detected.

Finally, the model for principle of Need suggests a different pattern compared to the 
models of the other three principles in one aspect. Whereas for the other principles the 
significant mobility effects are roughly balanced between downward and upward trajec-
tories, the effects of mobility on support for Entitlement seems to be concentrated in the 

Fig. 1   Mobility effects for each justice principle by country.  Source European social survey (Round 9). 
Notes *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001
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downward trajectory (12 cells) as opposed to the upward trajectory (6 cells). The samples 
from 7 countries8 out of a total of 29 participating countries, did not indicate any statisti-
cally significant mobility effect.9 Figure 1 shows the coefficients of the mobility effects for 
all the remaining countries.

As expected, the analysis by country points to a more nuanced and complex view of the 
relationship between intergenerational educational mobility and attitudes towards social 
justice. Any attempt to explain findings for a single country would require a further exami-
nation of social processes that lie beyond the scope of this work. However, this analysis by 
country is relevant insofar that it reveals a general pattern for the principle of Equality and 
reinforces the hypothesized qualitative differences between distinct mobility paths.

5 � Discussion

The book ‘Normal People’ by Sally Rooney (2018) offers a literary portrayal of the social 
phenomenon observed in this study. Connel, one of the main characters, comes from a 
working-class family in the country side and is admitted to study in a prestigious university 
in the capital. The story develops around his relationship with Marianne, who is also study-
ing at the same university and is from a wealthy background with her mother being the 
employer of Connel’s mother. In a passage of the book, they are having a coffee together 
after receiving the news that both of them got a scholarship, but one of Marianne’s friend 
did not get it. After a discussion about merit that exposed different views on who deserves 
scholarships and why, Connel suggests that their views differ due to their trajectories: “I 
guess we’re from very different backgrounds” (Rooney, 2018, p. 123).

The theme of a relationship across different social classes is surely not new. But this 
story in particular unveils subtleties about two individuals who had similar formal educa-
tion (studying in the same secondary school and university) but whose parents had dif-
ferent educational and social experiences and how this affects their views of society, and 
which distributive justice principle is fair..

Does education make any difference in the perception of distributive justice? The idea 
that the ethical norms and values instilled through education can act as a counterbalance to 
the profit-driven dynamics inherent in capitalist systems as suggested by Durkheim first, in 
his seminal works Professional Ethics and Civic Morals (2013) in late nineteenth century. 
He distinguished professions that come with education from occupations. Formal struc-
tures such as educational institutions would determine individual behaviour. Veblen (1921) 
in his work "The Engineers and The Price System," also associated professions required 
education with ethics. He contended that the professional ethic embodies a commitment to 
advancing human knowledge and creativity, standing in stark contrast to the profit-oriented 
motives that often characterize capitalist pursuits. Their positive attribution to education as 
an autonomous variable has been criticized especially after the reactionary modernism that 
took place under the control of Nazi governance (Herf, 1984).

The effect of education on norms requires a more relational aspect. Educational mobil-
ity allows us to expand our understanding. How educational mobility predicts the percep-
tion of educational fairness is examined (Lavrijsen & Nicaise 2016). However, the role of 

8  Estonia, Finland, United Kingdom, Ireland, Netherlands, Norway, and Poland.
9  Of note, the Appendix presents the coefficients for the mobility effects across all countries and outcomes 
for all variables included in the models.
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educational mobility on the perception of fairness of distributive policies remains largely 
unexplored. The analysis presented in this work offers empirical evidence about the influ-
ence of those educational trajectories. After assessing the relationship between intergenera-
tional educational mobility and support for different Social Justice principles in 29 Euro-
pean countries, we found that upward mobility is associated with higher support for the 
idea that a society is fair when income and wealth are equally distributed among all people.

To put this in perspective it is helpful to return to the initial research question—Does the 
experience of upward, stable or downward mobility shape attitudes regarding the principles 
of social justice? The answer is definitively yes, but the nuance is important. Our analysis 
shows that different combinations of origin and destination levels of education enable peo-
ple to engage with different perceptions of distributive justice. This also proves that educa-
tional mobility of any kind does not always lead to a particular ideology and invites other 
types of variables about social origin to understand the difference between different types 
of educational mobilities.

First, mobility is not universally relevant for our perception of fairness. Equity, Need, 
and Entitlement—all meaningful dimensions of social justice—indicated little direct asso-
ciation with the pattern of mobility overall and within countries. In other words, social 
justice is perhaps too broad a concept to definitively link to educational mobility in Europe. 
It would be worth exploring other dimensions of mobility (e.g., occupational) to draw a 
clearer picture of the overall link between mobility and social justice. This heterogeneous 
pattern, which is observed across dimensions of social justice and country contexts, under-
lines the methodological contribution of the work.

The difference in the level of intergenerational mobility may lead to different results 
in the perception of distributive justice. Clark and D’Angelo (2010) concluded in their 
study that upwardly mobile people based on Goldthorpe’s class category (Goldthorpe 
et al., 1987) tend to support egalitarian distributive policies, however, they also find that 
in contexts where social mobility is too high, people are less supportive of re-distribution. 
Similarly, other work has found that those with higher income are less supportive of social 
justice and redistribution (Hülle et al., 2018). Our analysis contributes to mobility discus-
sions by addressing the level of intergenerational educational mobility and its relationship 
to perception of justice. Specifically, the Mobility Contrast Model (MCM) permits differ-
ent associations between perception of distinct dimensions of social justice and educational 
mobility depending on the direction and range of the observed mobility. This approach 
proved useful as the results indicate that the direction and degree of mobility (i.e., the dis-
tance between origin and destination educational attainment) mattered. Other widely used 
approaches such as the Diagonal Mobility Model (DMM) do not offer variation in the esti-
mates by distinct mobility trajectories to emerge.

What determines mobility has also an affect on perception. Mobility would be pre-
dicted not by individual effort but by the competition for better social or economic posi-
tions (Brown, 2013). The opportunities that education brings might be limited by a phe-
nomenon labelled the “opportunity trap” (Brown, 2003) where educational attainment 
increases, but does not translate into social mobility in terms of class (Blanden & Macmil-
lan, 2016; Chevalier et al., 2003; Chow & Guppy, 2021). More recent work in Spain has 
pointed out that social origins can directly determine success in the labour market, defined 
by low-education children with high-education parents being more successful than less 
advantaged peers in attaining managerial roles (Bernardi and Gil-Hernández 2021). This 
work builds on a larger base of research on the direct effect of social origins (e.g., Torche, 
2011; Bernardi and Ballarino, 2016; Laurison and Friedman, 2016; Gugushvili, Bukodi 
and Goldthorpe, 2017; Fiel, 2020).
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Further study would require a focus on the relationship between educational mobil-
ity, other mobility types (income, class, occupation), indicators of inequality in the con-
text and their effects on welfare attitudes to be able to capture the strength/weakness of 
educational institutions to transmit certain approaches about social order. The quality of 
education is another variable related to the formation of perception as the inequalities in 
income (e.g., Lee & Lee, 2021) and the level of educational investment that is depend-
ent upon income level (e.g., Hassler et al., 2007) have been shown to have an effect on 
educational level and quality of education.

Although this work is an important step toward introducing mobility into our under-
standing of social justice—or at least how social justice is perceived—there are a num-
ber of limitations that deserve mention. First, upward mobility for education is con-
strained by an identifiable ceiling. In short, once the origin generation reaches tertiary 
schooling, the destination generation, at best, can reproduce the attainment of their 
parents. Of course, one could explore school quality or prestige, but an attainment-
based mobility approach does not offer that sort of insight. Second, education is only 
an imperfect proxy for socialization into distinct views of social justice, defined by the 
measures of fairness included in this work. There are limits to assuming uniformity in 
experience across such diverse country settings and the variation in the country-specific 
models suggest that within-country differences matter. Third, the origin/parental educa-
tion is measured using the recall of the respondent (i.e., the destination). The question is 
reasonable, and recall would plausibly be quite good, but the measure does not indicate 
influence so the role of the most educated parent is never made explicit.

Overall, we consider this work to clearly show the relevance and importance of using 
flexible and powerful models to assess the role of educational mobility on four indica-
tors of social justice. Despite the limitations, the general patterns that some dimensions 
of social justice are linked to mobility patterns, particularly when economic factors are 
taken into account. To the extent that how fair society is perceived is relevant, under-
standing the opportunities for intergenerational educational mobility can lead to a more 
positive view of social justice more broadly in a society is a valuable lesson.
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