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Abstract

This paper relates social mobility and social stratification to the structure of higher
education. We develop an intergenerational model which shows that a two-tier
higher education characterised by a division between elite and standard
universities can be a key factor in generating permanent social stratification, social
immobility and self-reproduction of the ‘elite’. In our approach, low mobility at the
top is essentially explained by the differences in quality and in selection between
elite and standard universities.

A key result is that the wider the quality gap and the difference in per-student
expenditures between elite and standard universities, the less social mobility. This
is because a larger quality gap reinforces the weight of family backgrounds at the
expense of personal ability. Our simulations show that this impact can be large.
These findings provide theoretical bases for the differences in social mobility at the
top observed between advanced countries.
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1. Introduction

This paper relates social mobility and social stratification to the structure of higher
education. We show that a two-tier higher education characterised by a division between
elite and standard universities leads to permanent social stratification, social immobility and
self-reproduction of the elite. In our approach, low mobility at the top is essentially
explained by differences in quality and in selection between elite and standard universities.
Democratization in higher education is a world-wide phenomenon. In most advanced

economies, the share in a generation of the individuals pursuing tertiary education has
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