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income or education still shape labour market success even 
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▪ Why do we need internationally comparative survey data 
to analyse this?
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Social Inequality in Study-to-Work Transitions

▪ Does a degree level the playing field? Or do parental 
income or education still shape labour market success even 
after graduation from higher education?

→ Social background still matters, but how and why?

▪ Why do we need internationally comparative survey data 
to analyse this?

→ Because it can inform us about the how and why?

▪ Why should policymakers care about this data?
→ Because sound data knowledge equips to design fair higher 
education and employment policies that open doors
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What explains social inequalities in labour-
market outcomes even after graduation? What
are the mechanisms behind?



1. Educational Choices (Secondary Effects) → Differences in educational choices among 
equally capable students; lower-SES students choose shorter, less prestigious tracks (e.g. 
vocational vs. academic, lower-status fields (Boudon, 1974; Breen & Goldthorpe, 1997))

Mechanisms

3. Institutional Prestige and Signalling→ High-SES students are overrepresented in elite or 
highly selective universities; prestige operates as labour-market signal for employers, even net 
of competence (Triventi 2013; Rivera, 2011; Spence, 1973)

2. Social and Cultural Capital (Informal Resources)→ High-SES students benefit from family and 
social networks that provide job information, internships, mentoring helping them enter higher-
status jobs faster; low-SES graduates rely more on formal applications, with lower success rates
(Granovetter, 1973; Jackson et al., 2005)

4. Discrimination and Bias → Employers interpret signals differently depending on class-coded 
cues (accents, hobbies, names); experimental studies show identical CVs yield fewer callbacks for 
working-class names (Heath & Cheung, 2007; Rivera, 2012)

5. Career Aspirations and Self-Efficacy → Class-based differences in self-confidence, perceived 
employability, persist after graduation; low-SES graduates apply for “safer” jobs, underestimate 
their market value (Bandura, 1997)

6. Geographical and Mobility Constraints → Low-SES graduates face stronger constraints in 
relocating for jobs, unpaid internships, participate in study abroad; they are more likely to be 
bound to their home regions and susceptible to local conditions (Green et al., 2019; Van Mol; 
2021; Weßling & Meng, 2021; Hartung & Weßling, 2025)
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Mobility Constraints
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Mobility Constraints

→ The local availability of study opportunities mitigates social inequalites

Weßling, Katarina (2023). Does the Region Make a Difference? Social Inequality in Transitions to Adulthood 
across Cohorts. Special Issue. Regional Development Dynamics and Their Social, Economic and Political 
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Mobility Constraints

Kubitza, Dennis & Katarina Weßling (2025). Another One Rides the Bus - Commuting versus Moving 
Decisions during the Transition to Higher Education. Forthcoming in: Review of Regional Research



Mobility Constraints

→ Student tickets are particularly
relevant for students from lower
social backgrounds

Kubitza, Dennis & Katarina Weßling (2025). Another One Rides the Bus - Commuting versus Moving 
Decisions during the Transition to Higher Education. Forthcoming in: Review of Regional Research



Mobility Constraints

Mühleck, Kai, Robert Jühlke, Louisa Köppen, Frauke Peter, Katarina Weßling & Johanna Dau (2025). Careers, Competences 
and Values of European Higher Education Graduates in 2022. EUROGRADUATE 2022. Comparative Synthesis Report. DOI: 
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Learning mobility – Causes



Learning mobility – Causes

→ Participation in study abroad activities relates strongly to social 
background



Measures to Support Mobility = Measures to
Reduce Social Inequality

→ Improving information and access to local study options can enhance 
participation and reduce social inequalities

→ Affordable student tickets expand access to learning and mobility 
opportunities for low-SES students

→ Fostering study abroad through targeted grants and tailored guidance



Dr. Katarina Weßling

LinkedIn: https://www.linkedin.com/in/katarina-wessling-
446743264/

www.kwessling.net

Research Centre for Education and the Labour Market (ROA)
kwessling@maastrichtuniversity.nl
www.roa.nl
Tongersestraat 49, 6211 LM Maastricht
P.O. Box 616, 6200 MD Maastricht

Federal Institute for Vocational Education and Training (BIBB)
katarina.wessling@bibb.de
www.bibb.de
Friedrich Ebert Allee 114-116, D-53113 Bonn (room 0.2.11)
Postfach 201264, 53142 Bonn
T +49 228 107 2723

https://www.linkedin.com/in/katarina-wessling-446743264/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/katarina-wessling-446743264/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/katarina-wessling-446743264/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/katarina-wessling-446743264/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/katarina-wessling-446743264/
https://www.kwessling.net/
mailto:kwessling@maastrichtuniversity.nl
mailto:katarina.wessling@bibb.de

	Slide 1: Social Inequality in Study-to-Work Transitions: International Evidence and (Some) Pathways for Policy Action
	Slide 2: Social Inequality in Study-to-Work Transitions
	Slide 3: Social Inequality in Study-to-Work Transitions
	Slide 4: Social Inequality in Study-to-Work Transitions:  Unemployment
	Slide 5
	Slide 6
	Slide 7
	Slide 8
	Slide 9
	Slide 10
	Slide 11
	Slide 12: What explains social inequalities in labour-market outcomes even after graduation? What are the mechanisms behind?
	Slide 13: Mechanisms
	Slide 14: Mechanisms
	Slide 15: Mechanisms
	Slide 16: Mechanisms
	Slide 17: Mechanisms
	Slide 18: Mechanisms
	Slide 19: Mechanisms
	Slide 20: Mobility Constraints
	Slide 21: Mobility Constraints
	Slide 22: Mobility Constraints
	Slide 23: Mobility Constraints
	Slide 24: Mobility Constraints
	Slide 25
	Slide 26
	Slide 27: Measures to Support Mobility = Measures to Reduce Social Inequality 
	Slide 28

