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Differentials in Inequality of Access to Higher Education in European Countries: 

Triangulation of Findings from EUROSTUDENT and Other Comparative Surveys
1
 

 

Patrick Clancy, University College Dublin, Ireland 

 

1. Introduction: Social Objectives in Higher Education Policy 

 

Democratisation and social justice considerations have been amongst the many factors which 

have fuelled the massive global expansion in higher education enrolments. Increasingly 

national governments, spurred on by the influence of supra national agencies, have identified 

the educational system as a critical instrument in the achievement of social justice. The 1998 

World Conference on Higher Education convened by UNESCO reaffirmed Article 26 (1) of 

the Universal Declaration of Human Rights that “Everyone has the right to education and ... 

higher education shall be equally accessible to all on the basis of merit.” Equity of access was 

a major theme of the OECD in its thematic review of tertiary education (OECD, 2008) and 

forms an important objective of the Bologna process which is driving change in higher 

education in Europe. One of the objectives of this latter process, defined as the ‘social 

dimension’, seeks to ensure that “the student body entering, participating in and completing 

higher education at all levels should reflect the diversity of our populations" and emphasises 

the “importance of students being able to complete their studies without obstacles related to 

their social and economic background" (London Communiqué 2007, p. 5).  

 

The beliefs of policy makers in the equalising role of education echoes discourses from the 

social science literature, especially the work of  functionalist sociologists such as Parsons 

(1960) and Kerr et al (1960) who argued that modernisation would lead to the triumph of 

achievement over ascription. The traditional measure of a society’s openness is the degree to 

which the attainment of social position is associated with social origin. In traditional societies 

adult status was typically ascribed at birth, especially in the case of those who entered family 

employment with the prospect of inheritance. In modern society access to the highly 

differentiated occupational structure is largely determined by educational credentials. Thus if 

all children are given an equal opportunity to achieve these credentials society can approach a 

meritocracy whereby success is a function of ability and effort. Research on social mobility 

quickly revealed that these optimistic assumptions were not justified; the class structure 

proved to be highly resistant to change.  In their authoritative review Erickson and 
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Goldthorpe (1992) concluded that: (1) there was very little or no change in fluidity across 

birth cohorts and (2) there were only small differences between nations in their pattern and 

degree of social fluidity – differences which reflected national peculiarities rather than 

macro-sociological regularities such as industrialization and modernization.  

 

The findings on the lack of fluidity in the class structure called for a closer look at the role of 

the educational system in the process of social mobility. One of the most frequently quoted 

generalisations emerging from research into post-compulsory education is that expansion has 

not significantly reduced social class inequalities in access to higher education. Perhaps the 

strongest empirical support for this thesis comes from the comparative thirteen-country 

research project reported by Shavit and Blossfeld (1993) who concluded that only two 

countries, Sweden and the Netherlands, have achieved a significant equalisation among 

socio-economic groups. This conclusion is based on an analysis of relative chances of 

different social groups attaining a specific educational level. While, in most countries, 

students from working class backgrounds have increased their absolute chances of going on 

to some form of higher education, class inequalities measured in relative terms have remained 

relatively stable in recent decades. This finding is re-echoed by many other researchers 

(Halsey, 1993; Kivinen et al 2001). In assessing this conclusion it is necessary to take 

account of the distinction between relative and absolute changes in levels of participation. In 

general, social mobility researchers insist on a single interpretation of changes in 

participation over time. Their focus is on changes in relative levels of participation. While 

this orthodoxy has been challenged (Hellevik, 1997) it remains the dominant view (Kivinen, 

et al 2002). I have argued elsewhere (Clancy, 2001) that it is necessary to take account of 

changes both in relative and absolute levels of participation. The former takes account of the 

extent to which education is a ‘positional good’ while the latter points to the significance of 

improvement in participation of any particular group irrespective of how other groups have 

fared. This analytic distinction has come to the fore in an important study, which may be 

leading to a reassessment of the conventional wisdom on this topic (Shavit, Arum & 

Gamoran, 2007). 

 

2. Recent Comparative Research on Social Mobility and Education 

 

A central focus of the Shavit, Arum and Gamoran study is an examination of the relationship 

between expansion and equity. Noting the pervasiveness of expansion in all of the 15 
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countries studied (9 from Europe, 4 from Asia, the US and Australia) the authors find that 

under certain conditions expansion may lead to declining inequality. The authors examine 

separately tends in inequality in eligibility for higher education and in the transition from 

eligible to actual participation in higher education. In respect of inequality of eligibility, it 

had declined in five countries, was about stable in nine countries and increased in one 

country. In respect inequality in the transition to higher education the authors report relative 

stability in six countries, a decline in four countries and an increase in three countries. The 

authors overall conclusion is that expansion leads to greater inclusion in the sense that even 

when social selection is stable expansion means that more students from all strata, including 

those from disadvantaged backgrounds, are carried forward into higher levels of the 

education system, and for the cohort as whole inequality is reduced. In respect of both 

eligibility for higher education and transition to higher education, they note that expansion to 

the point of saturation (rates in excess of 80%) is especially associated with declining 

inequality.  

 

Quite apart from the particular substantive findings reported, perhaps the most important 

conclusion which can be drawn for this study is the new interpretation which the authors 

offer to a familiar set of findings. Previous work, including that of Shavit and Blossfeld 

(1993), has characterized rising enrolments and stable odds for educational transitions as 

‘persisting inequality’. This conclusion, they argue, misses an important point; when a given 

level of education expands we should expect increasing inequality at the next level due to the 

increasing heterogeneity of the eligible population. Consequently, they suggest, that when 

inequality in an expanding system is stable rather than on the rise, the system should be 

regarded as increasingly inclusive because it allows larger proportions of all social strata to 

attend (ibid: 29). In only one country (Russia) in their sample is there evidence of increasing 

inequality. This conclusion has important policy implications for all countries which are 

experiencing rapid expansion of their higher education systems. Expanding higher education 

systems tend to be increasingly inclusive even when relative advantages are preserved, 

because they extend a valued good to a broader spectrum of the population.  

 

Shavit, Arum and Gamaron’s conclusions which challenge the conventional wisdom are now 

being supported by a growing body of recent research. For example, in a study of educational 

inequalities of male cohorts born during the first two-thirds of the twentieth century in eight 

European countries, Breen et al (2009) found a widespread decline in educational inequality 
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between students coming from different social origins. They found that this decline was more 

pronounced in Sweden, the Netherlands, Britain, Germany and France than it was in Italy, 

Ireland and Poland. The authors argue that, in opposition to the Shavit and Blossfeld (1973) 

finding of persistent inequality, their conclusion of ‘non-persistent inequality’ is based on 

data from large samples drawn from multiple surveys and is robust to other choices of 

methods and variables. They suggest that, in future, analysts need to shift their focus from 

seeking to explain stability to seeking to explain change and to explore differences between 

countries in the magnitude of class differences in educational inequalities and in the timing of 

their decline. The findings of Breen and his colleagues for men is replicated in a companion 

paper
2
 which reports a similar decline for women. While they found that in some countrie7s 

women displayed greater inequality at the start of the 20
th

 century they had shown a 

somewhat greater rate of increase in equality (Breen et al, 2010).  

 

I have previously pointed to a serious limitations of most of the mobility research is a reliance 

on cohort analysis which renders this work as being primarily ‘historical’ and hence not 

immediately relevant to policy makers in education who require more immediate feedback on 

current levels of inequality. For example, in the Shavit Arum & Gamoran study the most 

recent data relates to those cohorts who completed higher education in the 1990s and in a few 

case the last cohort completed higher education in the 1980s. Thus there is an urgent need to 

collect data on access and equity from those currently in the higher education system and to 

compare these data with those from earlier enrolment cohorts. This is a major challenge 

which needs to be addressed in a systematic comparative fashion. Higher education policy 

makers in all countries have a keen interest in assessing what progress is being made in 

reducing social inequalities in access. Over recent years I have explored the potential of one 

database, generated by the Eurostudent project, to address this issue.   

 

3. Evidence from the EUROSTUDENT Project on National Differences in Equity of 

Access to Higher Education 

 

The EUROSTUDENT research programme, which is now entering its fifth iteration, is 

coordinated by the Hannover based Higher Education Information System (HIS) with support 

funding from the German Federal Ministry for Education and Research and the European 

                                                 
2
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Commission under the SOCRATES programme. It aims to generate and present 

internationally-comparable indicators on the social and economic conditions of student life. 

The number of countries participating has increased from eight in 2000 to eleven in 2005 to 

twenty-three in 2008 and 24 in 2011. The focus here is on data emanating from the 

EUROSTUDENT surveys relating to the social make-up of the student body although this 

was not the prime objective of the studies. The scope of these surveys covers a wide range of 

additional topics such as student demographic characteristics, accommodation, funding and 

state assistance, living expenses and student spending, student employment, time budgets and 

internationalization.  

 

In an earlier paper (Clancy & Goastellec, 2007) the potential of these data has been examined 

on the basis of an analysis of the findings from the 2005 survey on the occupational and 

educational background of the parents of higher education students. Subsequently the OECD 

has included a broadly similar analysis of these data in its Education at a Glance, 2007 

edition
3
. Only eight of the eleven countries participating in the 2005 study produced the full 

range of data required on parents’ occupational background; this increased to nine in respect 

of parents’ educational background. Because of the variability between countries in the 

coding of occupations we followed the practice incorporated in the Synopsis of Indicators 

Report (Eurostudent, 2005) and limited our analysis to the differences in participation 

between working class (blue collar) and all other occupational groups. Other occupations 

principally include professional, managerial, other ‘white collar’ groups, employers and the 

self-employed. Looking at the findings in respect of fathers’ occupational background a clear 

pattern emerged whereby Germany, Portugal, Austria and France exhibited higher levels of 

inequality while Spain, The Netherlands, Ireland and Finland exhibited lower levels of 

inequality. Although these data are less comprehensive in respect of mothers’ occupational 

status, because of lower labour force participation rates, we found a similar distribution of 

countries which could be classified as having higher and lower levels of inequality.   

 

Perhaps the most striking feature of our analysis is that these country differences were 

replicated when we examined the educational level of students’ fathers and mothers. In this 

case we compare the percentage of students whose parents have higher education versus 

those without higher education. It was possible to include Italy in this part of the analysis. 

                                                 
3 The OECD report simple odds of students from ‘blue collar’ families entering higher education while we prefer to use ‘relative odds’ 
comparing the relative advantage of students from other occupational groups, vis-à-vis students from ‘blue collar’ backgrounds. 
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Looking first at fathers with and without higher education we found that Portugal, Austria, 

Germany and France exhibit higher levels of inequality in access to higher education. In 

contrast Ireland, Spain, Italy, The Netherlands and Finland exhibit lower levels of inequality. 

With some minor changes in relative ranking within the categories, the pattern of inequality 

in broadly similar when we rank counties by mothers’ education. Because of the consistency 

of findings between those on occupational status and educational attainment of parents and 

because of the greater difficulty in achieving comparability in the measurement of 

occupational status it is not surprising that Usher (2004) should claim that the educational 

attainment of parents provides an optimum measure of inter-generational inequality in access 

to higher education.  

 

In a second paper, using the findings from the 2008 EUROSTUDENT project I extend the 

comparative analysis of inequalities in access to higher education to a larger group of 

countries (Clancy, 2010). Again the focus was on the social make-up of the student body, as 

reflected in the occupational and educational background of the students’ parents. While a 

total of 23 countries were included in this study the number of countries for which the 

requisite data were available ranged from 19 to 22. The countries which recorded the lowest 

level of inequality were the Netherlands, Finland, Scotland, and Slovenia. Ireland, Italy and 

Sweden also have significantly lower levels of inequality. This would also appear to be the 

case in respect of Switzerland and Norway although in both instances there are no data on 

parental occupations. In contrast, Bulgaria, Turkey, Portugal, France, Latvia, and Romania 

have higher levels of inequality. The more limited data (available only for fathers) in respect 

of England & Wales would suggest that it is also among the countries with relatively higher 

levels of inequality in access to higher education. The other countries included in the study 

(Spain, Czech Republic, Slovak Republic, Germany, Austria and Estonia) occupied an 

intermediate position on the inequality scale. It is significant that the results from the 2008 

survey are consistent with those from the 2005 survey which I described above where I 

differentiated between countries with ‘higher’ and ‘lower’ levels of inequality. If I apply this 

dichotomy to the 2008 data, the four countries which were classified as having ‘higher’ levels 

of inequality in 2005 also demonstrate higher levels of inequality in 2008. Similarly, the 

countries which were classified as having ‘lower’ levels of inequality in 2005 also exhibit 

lower levels of inequality in 2008.  
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For this paper I have applied the same methodology in a reanalysis of the data from the 2011 

EUROSTUDENT survey. In respect of parents’ education I differentiated between students 

whose parents had higher education versus those students whose parents did not have higher 

education. Data in respect of these variables are shown separately for both fathers and 

mothers in Table 1. In column 2, I show the relative odds of entering higher education for 

young people whose fathers had higher education versus those whose fathers did not have 

higher education
4
. Comparable data in respect of mothers’ educational background are 

reported in column 4. In respect of parents’ occupational background I differentiated between 

those whose parents from ‘blue-collar’ occupations versus those from ‘other’ occupational 

groups. In columns 6, I calculate the relative odds in accessing higher education for students 

from ‘other occupational groups’ versus students from ‘blue collar’ groups. In contrast to the 

practice followed in the previous papers I report these odds only in respect of fathers as the 

lower levels of employment of mothers in some countries seem to distort these calculations
5
. 

I also show the relative ranking of countries on the basis of the odds ratios. In the final 

column I show a composite ranking on the basis of the average of the sum of the rankings 

across the different categories. Notwithstanding some reservations about the appropriateness 

of the ISCO 88 classifications as a basis for the measurement of occupational status I would 

argue that the composite measure provides a relatively robust indicator of inequalities in 

access to higher education
6
.    

 

Turning to the substantive findings reported in Table 1 we note that the countries with the 

lowest levels of inequality in access to higher education were Finland, Switzerland, Ireland, 

Poland, Norway, Italy, Portugal and the Netherlands. In contrast, Romania, Malta, the Slovak 

Republic, France, Croatia, Denmark, Austria and Germany would seem to have the highest 

levels of inequality. The other countries listed in Table 1 have intermediate levels of 

inequality. Perhaps the biggest surprise in this listing is the position of Denmark although its 

                                                 
4
 The enumerator is the percentage of students’ fathers with higher education as a proportion of the percentage 

of men aged 40-60 in the population with higher education while the denominator is the percentage of students 

whose parents did not have higher education as a proportion of the percentage of men aged 40-60 in the 

population without higher education. For those countries for which the male population data were taken from 

the Eurostat Labour Force Survey the 45-54 age group data was used.   
5
 This distortion leads to some counter intuitive findings whereby in Ireland, Malta, the Netherlands and Norway 

students with mothers from blue collar occupations are over-represented in higher education vis-a-vis their peers 

with mothers from higher socio-economic groups. This lack of face validity was substantiated by the very weak 

correlation (.05) between the ranking of countries on the mothers’ education and mothers’ social background.   
6
 Spearman’s rank order correlation between the country rankings on the two education measures was 0.71 

while the correlations between the rankings on the education and social background measures were more modest 

averaging 0.25.  
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position is accounted for by its score on the educations indicators; in contrast it is ranked 

third lowest in terms of inequality on the social background data. Although Denmark was not 

included in the earlier rounds of the EUROSTUDENT surveys it is more meaningful to look 

at the consistency of findings over the three round of this research project.  

 

In Table 2, I classify countries in respect of levels of inequality in access to higher education 

from successive surveys. In all nineteen countries have results from at least two surveys. Of 

these six countries have consistently lower levels of inequality: Finland, Switzerland, Ireland, 

Norway, Netherlands and Italy. In contrast four countries (France, Romania, Germany and 

Austria) have higher levels of inequality from at least two surveys, although in the case of 

Austria and Germany these countries were classified as having medium levels of inequality in 

the 2008 survey. Four additional countries (Spain, Estonia, the Czech Republic and Sweden) 

are classified as having medium levels on inequality in the two most recent surveys. For four 

other countries (England & Wales, Turkey, Latvia and the Slovak Republic) their 

classification has alternated between high and medium over the two most recent surveys. 

Finally, the results for Portugal are most inconclusive; having been classified as having high 

levels of inequality in 2005 and 2008, it emerges as one of the countries with the lowest level 

of inequality in the 2011 survey.   

 

4. Other Recent Studies on Inequality in Access to Higher Education 

 

Having explored the consistency of evidence coming from the Eurostudent surveys it is 

appropriate to compare these findings with those from other comparative studies which have 

used different databases and different procedures. Confining my analysis to those countries 

included in the Eurostudent project, I have identified three relevant large scale studies which 

provide such evidence for younger age cohorts. The first come from the analysis of the 2009 

Transition Ad Hoc Module, a special supplement of the 2009 EU Labour Force Survey. These 

results are taken from the OECD (2012) analysis published in Education at a Glance 2012. 

Inequalities in education are assessed by comparing the proportion of 20-34 year old students 

from a certain educational background who attend higher education to the proportion of 

parents with this level of education in the total parent population. I have calculated the 

relative odds of being a student in higher education if at least one parent has higher education 

versus the odds of being a student if parents have low levels of education. These odds ratios 

ranged from just over two to one (2.1) in Denmark to more than seven to one (7.6) in the 
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Czech Republic. In addition to Denmark the countries with lowest odds ratios were the UK, 

Sweden, Ireland, the Netherlands, Finland and Norway. Germany occupies the median 

position in terms of relative inequality in accessing higher education by parents’ education. In 

addition to the Czech Republic the countries with higher odds rations (higher levels of 

inequality) were: Italy, France, Austria, Turkey, Portugal, Switzerland, Poland and Spain.  

Although not reported here (see OECD, 2012: 113-115) this study also provides a 

complementary analysis of the educational attainment level of the 25-34 year-old non-

students population by educational attainment level of their parents
7
.  

 

The second slightly older but better known data base it that from the special Module on the 

Intergenerational Transmission of Disadvantage in the 2005 EU-SILC (Statistics on Income and 

Living Conditions) study. The relevant indicator for higher education is the share of persons 

whose parents have completed at most ‘medium’ or ‘low’ levels of education and who 

themselves have completed higher education
8
 versus persons whose parents have tertiary 

education. For the EU as a whole those persons aged 25-64 whose fathers or mothers had 

completed higher education were over three times more likely to have attained tertiary 

education themselves than were those whose fathers or mothers had only basic levels of 

schooling. The relevant odds ratios in respect of father’s education range from 11 for the 

Czech Republic to 2.1 for Germany; the respective ratios for mother’s education were within 

the range of 9.9 to 1.8. For present purposes my interest in this data base arises from the 

differentials which emerge by age cohort. Because of the more recent expansion of higher 

education younger generations have much greater chances of completing higher education 

than their elders. Thus it is interesting to observe the extent to which the link between 

children’s education and that of their parents has changed during this period of expanding 

enrolments. An analysis of three separate cohorts (those aged 25-34, 35-44 and 45-54) 

reveals that in 17 countries the odds ratios which compare the probabilities for those whose 

parents had high levels of education with those whose parents had low levels of education 

had declined. In three countries (Estonia, Hungary and Slovakia) it had increased while there 

was no change in two countries (Germany and Sweden). In the Czech Republic and Lithuania 

                                                 
7
 The ranking of countries in terms of inequality of education attainment by parents’ education is strikingly 

similar with the exception of France and Norway: on this indicator France exhibits lower levels of relative 

inequality while Norway emerges as having a medium to high level of inequality.  
8
 Levels of education are defined by ISCED categories: ISCED 0-2 and 3c short equals low; ISCED 3-4, 

excluding 3c short equals medium; ISCED 5-6 equals high.  
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the direction of change could not be determined because of fluctuations between the three age 

cohorts (EU, 2008).  

 

In the light of my critique of the limitations of mobility research which I identified in the 

earlier part of this paper, I am interested primarily in the differential levels of inequality 

evident for the most recent cohort. Again confining my analysis to Eurostudent participant 

countries I have looked at the educational attainment of the 25-34 age group, by fathers’ 

education. Differential levels of inequality are again measured by odds ratios. The odds ratio 

of persons attaining higher education if their fathers had this level of education as compared 

with persons whose fathers had only a low level of education ranged from 1.5 for Finland to 

11.9 in the Czech Republic. In addition to Finland, countries which exhibit lower levels of 

inequality are: UK, Netherlands, Ireland, Sweden, Spain, France, Germany, and Denmark. In 

contrast, apart from the Czech Republic other countries which exhibit higher levels of 

inequality are: Slovakia, Poland, Italy, Latvia, Estonia, Portugal, and Austria.  

 

My third comparator study is that carried out by the Education Policy Centre at Charles 

University in Prague (Koucky, et al, 2009; 2010). This represents one of the most impressive 

comparative studies of access to higher education in Europe. This analysis of the situation in 

25 European countries is based on data from four rounds of the European Social Survey and 

offers some tentative overall conclusions for Europe as a whole and also of the specific 

situation in each of the 25 countries over a period of almost sixty years.  Koucky and 

colleagues conclude that the overall level of inequalities in access to tertiary education has 

declined over the past sixty years. However this trend is not very strong and is not valid for 

all countries, or for all periods of time. They identify three relatively homogenous groups of 

countries which have a broadly similar development. They note that while the level of 

inequality in South-West Europe was and still is higher than in countries of North-Western 

Europe, the trends in development of inequalities in access to tertiary education were, to a 

degree, similar in both groups up to 2000. Inequalities gradually decreased in the period from 

the 1950s to the 1980s. During the 1990s there was a slight increase and since 2000 it 

decreased again in the North-Western Europe while it continued increasing in South –

Western Europe. The development in Eastern European countries was very different. 

Inequalities were lowest in the 1950s (broadly at similar levels to that of countries from 

North-Western Europe) but began to increase in the 1960s and again in the 1980s and 1990s 

and in the period after 2000. In this study the level of inequality is defined by the degree to 
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which access to higher education is determined by the occupation and education of 

respondents’ fathers and mothers. While noting that the relative impact of these factors does 

vary by country, they found that, in general, the impact of father’s occupation was especially 

significant over the fifty year period but that the impact of mother’s occupation has increased 

in significance since the 1970s. The study also examined the relationship between the 

quantitative expansion of higher education and the level of inequality. They found that in 

general the expansion of tertiary education has contributed to lowering inequalities. However, 

similar to their findings on the changes over time, they note that this latter finding is not very 

strong and is not true for all countries or for all periods.   

 

For the purpose of this paper my interest in this study is principally focussed on the most 

recent cohort, those who completed their higher education during the period 2000 – 2009. 

Koucky and colleagues develop an Inequality Index which captures the combined influence 

of fathers and mothers’ education and occupation on the probability of attaining a higher 

education qualification. The score on this index which reflects the odds ratio of higher 

education attainment for children from families of different socio-economic status allows us 

to rank European countries in terms of inequality. Abstracting these data for the Eurostudent 

group of countries we find that for the most recent cohort of graduates, the countries which 

have the lowest levels of inequality are Finland, Ireland, Austria, Denmark, Sweden, Norway, 

the Czech Republic, the UK and the Netherlands. As in the case of the Labour Force Survey 

Transition module, noted above, Germany occupies the median position for the nineteen 

countries for which we have comparative data. The countries that exhibit higher level of 

inequality are: Slovakia, Romania, Poland, Portugal, Spain, Turkey, Estonia, France and 

Switzerland.  

 

Having reviewed the findings of three large-scale comparative studies of inequalities in 

access to higher education in Europe it is now appropriate to summarise these findings and to 

juxtapose them with those from the summary findings from the three Eurostudent studies. 

While I have retained the three fold categorisation of ‘low’, ‘medium’, and ‘high’ which I 

used in the Eurostudent summary, I have for the most part resorted to a two- fold, high/low  

categorisation for the other studies except where the difference between values were so small 

as to require a qualification. This exercise in triangulation allows us to conclude with some 

confidence that in relative terms, seven European countries can reasonably be classified as 

having lower levels of inequality in access to higher education. It is hardly a surprise that this 



12 

 

categorisation embraces the four Scandinavian countries for whom we have these data: 

Finland, Norway, Sweden and Denmark
9
. The Netherlands, the UK

10
 and Ireland also belong 

to this grouping. While our categorisation of countries with relatively high levels of 

inequality is somewhat more cautious, allowing for one discrepant finding, we can reasonably 

classify nine European countries within this category: these include five Eastern/Central 

European countries, Romania, Poland, Slovakia, Latvia,  and Estonia as well as Turkey, 

France, Austria and Portugal. The remaining five countries (Switzerland, Spain, Italy, 

Germany and the Czech Republic) can best be classified as having medium levels of 

inequality, exhibiting discrepant scores in the different studies which we examined.  

 

5. Conclusion 

 

The focus of this paper has been on examining country difference in level of inequality in 

access to higher education. I have argued that the conclusions drawn from much mobility 

research is of limited value for policy makers because of its concentration on cohort studies 

which renders this research primarily historical. Because of the need to focus on current and 

recent enrolments and because of the added value which arises from comparative analysis I 

have been impressed with the potential of the on-going series of Eurostudent studies. 

Furthermore because of the intractable measurement problems of measuring comparative 

intergenerational inequalities I have felt that we need to move beyond one-off studies and to 

seek to validate our conclusions from different studies. It is only after such triangulation that 

we can have confidence in our conclusions. I have attempted such triangulation in this paper 

by examining the consistency of results from three successive rounds of the Eurostudent 

surveys. Secondly moving beyond this research programme I have explored three 

complementary comparative studies which focus on current or recent higher education 

enrolments. This analysis has been partially successful in that I have been able to classify 

with some confidence where a range of countries fall on the equality-inequality continuum in 

respect of access to higher education.  These validated research findings challenge policy 

makers to identify which policy options account for differential levels of success. Clearly 

there is considerable scope in many countries for policy learning and policy borrowing to 

emulate the success which some countries have achieved.  

                                                 
9
 The single contrary finding from one Eurostudent survey can hardly question this conclusion in respect of 

Denmark.  
10

 The results for the 3 Eurostudent studies are from England & Wales only while those for the other three 

comparative studies refer to the UK which includes both Scotland and Northern Ireland. 
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The lack of comparability between the results of the different studies, with respect to some 

countries, represents a different challenge, this time for researchers who must ensure that 

their indicators of intergenerational equality are based on valid measures. In this respect the 

measurement of educational attainment presents fewer problems than the measurement of 

social background. The measurement of ‘blue collar’ occupations via the ISCO classification 

may exclude many lower status service occupations which are more disadvantaged than 

skilled blue collar workers. This problem has been identified in Ireland where, in contrast to 

the position of the children from skilled, semi-skilled and un-skilled manual workers, the 

children of lower non-manual groups have not benefited from the overall increases in 

participation in higher education (McCoy et al, 2010).   

 

Finally, it is necessary to note that this paper has been limited to the discussion of socio-

economic inequalities as measured by parental education attainment and occupation. The 

many other dimensions of inequality including ethnicity, gender, age, religion and disability, 

which are linked to levels of under-representation in access to higher education in different 

societies, are not examined. Further caveats are also necessary. Much of the existing evidence 

is based on social disparities at the point of entry to higher education. There are also 

significant social differentials in retention and graduation levels. Furthermore, the analysis of 

aggregate enrolment data does not reflect the social selectivity that exists between different 

forms of higher education. Limited democratisation in access to higher education is being 

accompanied by high levels of social selectivity by college, sector and field of study.  
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Table 1. Inequalities in Access to Higher Education by Parent’s Education and Fathers’ 

Social Background: EUROSTUDENT 2011* 

 

Country 
 
 

Fathers’ Higher 

Education 

Mothers’ Higher 

Education 

Fathers’ Social 

Class 

 

Composite  

Rank Odds 

Ratio 

Rank Odds 

Ratio 

Rank Odds 

Ratio 

Rank 

Finland 1.91 6.00 1.44 3.00 1.09 1.00 1  

Switzerland 1.50 2.00 1.29 1.00 1.80 8.00 2  

Ireland 1.53 3.00 2.10 9.00 1.51 3.00 3  

Poland 1.40 1.00 1.30 2.00 1.99 12.00 4  

Norway 2.74 12.00 1.86 8.00 1.09 2.00 5  

Italy 2.02 7.00 1.66 6.00 1.94 11.00 6  

Portugal 1.78 4.00 1.57 5.00 2.35 16.00 7  

Netherlands 1.87 5.00 2.60 15.00 1.59 6.00 8  

Estonia 2.56 11.00 1.49 4.00 2.10 14.00 9  

Czech Republic 2.24 10.00 2.73 16.00 1.84 9.00 10  

Spain 2.08 8.00 1.78 7.00 3.34 22.00 11 

England/Wales 2.11 9.00 2.11 10.00 2.49 18.00 12  

Sweden 2.78 13.00 2.78 19.00 1.55 5.00 13  

Turkey 3.68 19.00 2.16 12.00 1.76 7.00 14  

Latvia  2.79 14.00 2.74 17.00 1.91 10.00 15 

Germany 3.79 20.00 2.51 13.00 2.03 13.00 16  

Austria 3.93 22.00 2.16 11.00 2.15 15.00 17  

Denmark 4.38 23.00 5.25 23.00 1.53 3.00 18  

Croatia 3.36 16.00 2.52 14.00 2.63 20.00 19  

France  3.41 17.00 3.41 21.00 2.40 17.00 20  

Slovac Republic 3.45 18.00 2.76 18.00 2.66 19.00 21 

Malta 3.33 15.00 3.75 22.00 2.50 19.00 22 

Romania 3.81 21.00 3.33 20.00 5.72 23.00 23 
 

* Data taken from Eurostudent Database: for England and Wales parents’ education and 

social background data and for Sweden parents’ educational data were not differentiated by 

gender.  Where national data on parents’ education or social background were missing from 

this database these data were taken from Eurostat 2009 Labour Force Survey.   
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Table 2 Classification of Nineteen European Countries in Respect of Levels of 

Inequalities in Access to Higher Education from Successive EUROSTUDENT Surveys 

 

Country 
 
 

Eurostudent 

2011 

Eurostudent 

2008 

Eurostudent 

2005 

Overall 

Classification 

Finland Low Low Low Low  

Switzerland Low Low  Low 

Ireland Low Low Low Low 

Norway Low Low  Low 

Netherlands Low Low Low Low  

Italy Low Low Low  Low 

     

Spain Medium Medium Low Medium 

Estonia Medium Medium  Medium 

Czech Republic Medium Medium  Medium 

Sweden Medium Medium  Medium 

     

England/Wales Medium High  High-Medium ↓ 

Turkey Medium High  High-Medium ↓ 

Latvia Medium High  High-Medium ↓ 

Slovac Republic High Medium  High-Medium ↑ 

     

France High High High High 

Romania High High  High 

Germany High Medium High High  

Austria High Medium High High  

     

Portugal Low High High Inconclusive 
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Table 3. Classification of Selected European Countries in Respect of Inequalities in 

Access to Higher Education from Multiple Studies 

 

 

EUROSTUDENT 
SURVERYS 2005, 
2008 and 2011 

LFS - 2009 EU-SILC 2005 EUROPEAN 
SOCIAL SURVEY 
Koucky et al 
(2010) 

Finland LOW LOW LOW LOW 

Ireland LOW LOW LOW LOW 

Norway LOW LOW LOW LOW 

Netherlands LOW LOW LOW LOW 

     

Sweden MEDIUM LOW LOW LOW 

England/Wales MEDIUM/HIGH LOW LOW LOW 

Denmark HIGH (2011 only) Low LOW LOW 

     

Germany HIGH LOW/M LOW LOW/M 

Switzerland LOW HIGH/M - HIGH 

Spain MEDIUM HIGH/M LOW HIGH 

Czech Republic MEDIUM HIGH HIGH LOW 

Italy LOW HIGH HIGH - 

     

Estonia MEDIUM HIGH HIGH HIGH 

Turkey MEDIUM/HIGH HIGH - HIGH 

Latvia MEDIUM/HIGH HIGH HIGH - 

Slovac Republic MEDIUM/HIGH HIGH HIGH HIGH 

     

France HIGH HIGH LOW HIGH 

Romania HIGH HIGH - HIGH 

Austria HIGH HIGH HIGH LOW 

Poland  LOW (2011 only) HIGH/M HIGH HIGH 

Portugal ??? HIGH HIGH HIGH 

Age cohort 
sample  

 
all HE students 

 
students aged  
20-34 

 
Population aged 
25-34 

Graduating 
cohort 2000-
2009 

 

 

 


