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Abstract: A problem in educational attainment research is that measures of as­
sociation, and not measures of inequality, have been used to observe inequali­
ty in the distribution of higher education between classes. While the statistical 
association between class and education in many countries has been relatively 
stable, measures of inequality applied to the same data show a marked reduc­
tion of inequality in the distribution of higher education over time. This is a 
result of reduced bias in the allocation mechanisms, most likely facilitated 
by the increasing provision of higher education. Decreasing inequality means 
that the conclusion in the literature that egalitarian educational reforms have 
been ineffective lacks empirical support. One reason why measures of inequal­
ity have been overlooked in most educational attainment research may be the 
firm but unfounded belief in the 'margin insensitivity' of loglinear measures. 
They are assumed to capture the association net of changes in the marginals of 
the class-by-education table, thus reflecting the 'true nature' of the allocation 
mechanism in recruitment to higher education. This notion can be shown to 
be a logically untenable deduction from the property of loglinear measures of 
being insensitive in relation to one specific kind of change in the marginals, to 
the claim that these measures are insensitive to marginal changes in general. 
Keywords: social inequality, inequality of educational attainment, loglinear 
measures, measures of inequality, margin insensitivity
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Introduction

All societies exhibit systematic inequalities in the access they provide social 
groups to privileged positions and attractive goods. This finding, discussed 
under the terms social stratification and class inequality, is one that may qualify 
as a law in social science. Moreover, it has been shown that these inequalities are 
passed on from generation to generation through biases in the processes of allo­
cation that favour the offspring of privileged parents, in what is called the social 
reproduction of inequality.

The education system plays a key role in the allocation of attractive posi­
tions and goods in modern society. Higher education can be regarded as a good 
in its own right, and possessing it opens up access to rewarding occupational po­
sitions. At the beginning of the 20th century, higher education was mainly avail­
able to the children of well-off parents. But with the expansion of higher educa­
tion in the second half of the century an increasing number of children from 
less privileged social groups were given access to institutions of higher learning. 
However, according to prominent researchers in this field, this did not reduce the 
class inequality in educational attainment. The dominant view is that the exten­
sive egalitarian reforms of the school system in this period failed to achieve their 
goals. However, this view has been challenged. According to critics, there has in 
fact been a remarkable reduction of class inequality in access to higher education. 
These conflicting conclusions, drawn from empirical analyses of the same data, 
depend on the choice of statistical measures for comparing class-by-education 
tables at different points in time. Linear and loglinear measures of association 
show stable social differences in access to higher education. In contrast, measures 
of inequality show that social differences are decreasing.

My interest in the question of how to measure inequality in educational 
attainment stems from my discussions with Professor Stein Ringen on my visit 
to Oxford University in the autumn of 1992. What struck me when he told me of 
his misgivings about the conclusions drawn in the class inequality literature was 
that a debate within my own field of political science was highly relevant to the 
problem. In 1981 William Lafferty wrote a book [1981] criticising the conclusions 
reached by Willy Martinussen in The Distant Democracy: Social Inequality, Politi­
cal Resources and Political Influence in Norway [1977]. Martinussen had concluded 
that political participation in Norway was heavily skewed, and that the lack of 
participation by less privileged groups contributed to preserving social inequal­
ity. Lafferty claimed that the differences between the groups were far too small to 
talk about socially biased participation.

My contribution to the debate was to point out that a criterion for judging 
whether a difference in participation should be regarded as large or small is how 
it affects the social composition of the participants [Hellevik 1983]. If we look at 
an activity in which only a minority participate, for example, being a member of 
a political party, the existence of a gap of ten percentage points, say between 10%
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participating in one class and 20% in another, results in a highly skewed distri­
bution of members across classes. The same gap of ten percentage points would 
have a much less adverse effect on the representativity of voters if the participa­
tion levels in the two classes were, say, 80% versus 90%. The distribution across 
classes for voters would be 53-47% compared to 33-67% for party members (when 
the classes are of equal size). In other words, the higher the participation level, the 
less an absolute difference or gap in participation between the groups affects the 
social representativity of the participants.

This view has not met with any opposition in the debate among political 
scientists. But in research on educational attainment, many scholars evidently 
believe that loglinear measures somehow control for differences in the level of 
participation. These measures are believed to be 'margin insensitive', capturing 
the association net of changes in class composition and educational provision. 
This belief has been a major obstacle to reaching an agreement in the debate on 
how the class-education relationship has developed. The purpose of this paper is 
to show that the idea of margin insensitivity is unfounded.

Below I will give an example of how the same empirical data can be inter­
preted differently depending on which statistical measure is chosen to describe 
them. I will then proceed to take a more general look at the properties of three 
main classes of measures: linear and loglinear measures of association, and meas­
ures of inequality. I challenge from several perspectives the notion that loglin­
ear measures are suited to capturing bias in the allocation mechanism, and that 
such bias is something other than inequality of the distribution of higher educa­
tion across classes captured by inequality measures. First, I argue that the basic 
premise, the assumed margin insensitivity of loglinear measures, is untenable, 
and then I explain why loglinear measures are not suited to capturing bias in al­
location mechanisms. Loglinear measures are not as different from linear meas­
ures of association as is commonly assumed, and they give nonsensical results for 
allocation bias once the level of educational provision is high. By using sampling 
procedures as models for recruitment to higher education, I will demonstrate 
that it is measures of inequality, rather than loglinear measures, that capture the 
bias of the allocation mechanism.

Persistent inequality?

In Table 1 British data is used to illustrate the dramatic divergence of results for 
different classes of statistical measures. The statistical measures (except the Gini 
coefficient) are calculated from the proportion of people in three social classes 
that are enrolled in higher education, and the development over time is captured 
by making these calculations for four consecutive birth cohorts. The 'raw' pro­
portions for each class are shown in the upper rows of the table, followed by rows 
for each statistical measure. The first of these - the proportion difference (PD)
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between the upper and lower classes - is a linear measure of association, and 
shows stable values at around 0.4 for the first three cohorts, and a little less for the 
fourth cohort. The same impression of stability also holds for loglinear measures 
of association, the statistic preferred by researchers in this field.

From these and similar findings of a stable association over time, most people 
studying higher education recruitment have concluded that class inequality has 
remained unchanged. And because social inequality persists despite educational 
reforms aimed at reducing inequality, the empirical results have been taken as 
proof that these egalitarian reforms have been ineffective. In the introduction to 
a publication presenting studies from thirteen different countries, Blossfeld and 
Shavit state:

In sum, despite the marked expansion of all the educational systems under study, 
in most countries there has been little change in socioeconomic inequality of educa­
tional opportunity. [Blossfeld and Shavit 1993:19]

Finally, the impact of educational reforms on changes in educational stratification 
seems to be negligible. Nowhere have they reduced inequalities of educational op­
portunity between socioeconomic strata. [Ibid.: 21]

But as pointed out elsewhere [Hellevik 1997, 2000, 2002; Ringen 1997, 2000, 
2005, 2006], and as shown in Table 1, a very different picture emerges when the 
same data are analysed with a measure designed to capture inequality in the 
distribution of a good. The participation ratio is a simple measure of inequality, 
found as the ratio of the proportion of people with higher education in one group 
to that in another group. The table shows the ratio for the lower versus the upper 
class, which varies between 0 and l.1 This may be taken as a measure of equality, 
with the maximum value of 1 implying complete equality. Because high inequal­
ity corresponds to strong association, an 'inequality coefficient' (IC) is defined as 
1 - PR. According to this measure, from the first to the last cohort the inequality 
has been nearly halved.

A more complex measure of inequality is the bivariate version of the G ini co­
efficient - the so-called coefficient of concentration - which measures the degree 
to which a good (in this case higher education) is concentrated across a popula­
tion grouped according to a different variable (in this case social class).2 The coef­
ficient is calculated by comparing the cumulative distribution of places in higher

1 This is of course provided that the proportion for the lower class is below or equal to that 
of the upper class.
2 The groups are ranked according to their advantage ratio (the proportion of the good 
divided by the proportion of the population). See Lambert [1993] for a formal exposition 
of the Gini-coefficient of concentration. The calculation of the coefficient for this table is 
shown in Hellevik [1997] and Ringen [1997],
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Table 1. Class and educational attainment: measures of association and inequality

Birth cohort
1930-39 1940-49 1950-59 1960-69

Proportion of the pop. with higher education
Upper class, Py 0.58 0.67 0.84 0.87
Middle class, PM 0.31 0.46 0.58 0.74
Lower class, PL 0.18 0.27 0.42 0.54

Linear association
Proportion difference 
PD - Py — PL (= linear b) 0.40 0.40 0.42 0.33

1930-39=100 100 100 105 83
Loglinear association

Lambda = 14 In ORy/L (= 14 logistic b) 0.46 0.43 0.49 0.42
1930-39 =100 100 93 107 91

Inequality
Participation ratio PR = PL / Py 0.31 0.40 0.50 0.62
Inequality coefficient IC = 1 - PR 0.69 0.60 0.50 0.38
1930-39 =100 100 87 72 55
Gini-coefficient 0.24 0.20 0.15 0.10
1930-39=100 100 80 60 44

Source: Hellevik [1997], based on British data used in Heath and Clifford [1990].

education across the three classes in the table with the classes' cumulative share 
of the population. The more the distribution of higher education is concentrated 
among the upper class, the closer to 1 the result for the Gini-coefficient will be.3 
If every group gets a share of positions in higher education in direct proportion 
to its share of the population, the Gini-coefficient is 0. The reduction shown in 
Table 1, as we move from older to younger cohorts, indicates that the distribution 
of places of higher education across classes over time becomes closer and closer 
to the distribution of the population. Or to put it another way, the social composi-

3 A problem not considered here is that the grouping of cases implies that the Gini-coef­
ficient of concentration has a restricted range; it cannot reach 1 [Leege and Francis 1974], 
The range of the coefficient becomes increasingly restricted as the upper class's share of 
the population increases. However, this is of no relevance to the discussion of trends in 
Table 1.
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tion of those members of the population attaining a higher education becomes 
steadily more representative for the entire population.4

An alternative interpretation of what has taken place in the education sys­
tem in the past century is that the importance of class for the probability of attain­
ing a higher education remains strong throughout the period. In a path-analytic 
framework, this would be interpreted as a strong and stable causal effect of class 
on education. But the decrease in inequality measures tells us that a rising level 
of education in the population and a stable association between class and educa­
tion jointly have produced a steady reduction in the degree of inequality in the 
distribution of higher education across classes.

Three types of measures for the class-education relationship

At this point it may be useful to take a more general look at the properties of the 
three kinds of statistical measures used to describe the contents of the class-by­
education table: linear measures of association, loglinear measures of association, 
and measures of inequality. Figure 1 compares how the three measures behave 
in a hypothetical scenario, in which the provision of higher education increases - 
which is the historical trend - while the linear association between class and edu­
cation remains stable. In Figure 1, the PD (the absolute difference in proportions) 
is kept constant at 0.20. The PD is identical to the linear regression coefficient in 
the bivariate case. It varies between a minimum of 0, when the proportions are 
identical, and plus/minus 1 for maximum association, when the proportion is 0 
in one of the groups and 1 in the other. The interpretation is straightforward as 
it shows the absolute difference or gap between two classes in the probability of 
obtaining higher education.

The loglinear measures, here represented by the Lambda coefficient, cannot 
be given such a simple and intuitively meaningful explanation. The Lambda is 
defined as one-quarter of the logistic regression coefficient, which in turn is the 
natural logarithm of the odds ratio; this is the ratio between two odds, each being 
a ratio between the proportion having and the proportion not having obtained a 
higher education. The reason for using the Lambda in the figure is that its results 
are usually identical to or just slightly higher than those of the PD for the same

4 In the panel debate at the RC28 meeting in Brno, Samuel Lucas, in objecting to the use 
of the Gini coefficient, made the point that the Gini is scale sensitive. The results differ if 
the dichotomous education variable is coded 1 and 2,1 and 3, or 12 and 13. In the analysis 
presented here, the Gini reflects how places of higher education are distributed between 
classes, and the coding chosen for the education variable does not enter into the calcula­
tions. The objection of scale sensitivity does not seem relevant in this case. If, instead of 
looking at whether a good is obtained (dichotomy), the amount of a good obtained, such as 
education measured in years of schooling, is considered, then the analysis is of a different 
distribution; therefore, differences in the results are to be expected.

1100



Ottar Hellevik: 'Margin Insensitivity' and the Analysis of Educational Inequality

empirical data. When the proportions compared are close to the extremes of 0 
or 1, the Lambda will show much higher values than the PD, approaching plus/ 
minus infinity. If instead the Lambda is kept constant, for example, at 0.20, this 
would produce a figure showing the Lambda as a horizontal line and the PD as 
a curve starting out from values close to 0 when the provision is low, climbing to 
0.20 for medium levels of provision, and again sinking towards 0 as the provision 
of higher education approaches 100%.5

The 'inequality coefficient' (IC) used in Figure 1 is defined as 1 - PR. The 
'participation ratio' is simply the ratio between the proportions obtaining a higher 
education within two classes. (PR may accordingly also stand for the proportion 
or probability ratio.) It has also been called the disparity ratio [Saunders 1996]. The 
PR is identical to another measure of inequality, the ratio of advantage ratios.6

When the lowest proportion is used as the denominator of the fraction, 
the PR varies between 0 (minimum equality where none of the good goes to the 
less fortunate group) and 1 (maximum equality where the two proportions are 
equal). The IC accordingly acquires the value 0, where there is no inequality, and 
1, where inequality is at its maximum.

The horizontal axis in Figure 1 may be interpreted as a time axis, with an 
increasing provision of higher education over time. The linear PD and the log- 
linear Lambda are identical or close in value when the proportions compared 
lie within the range between 0.25 and 0.75, but show divergent results when the 
proportions approach the extreme values of 0 or 1, where the loglinear effects are 
much stronger than the linear ones. Starting out from proportions with a higher 
education near zero, the loglinear measures behave similarly to the inequality 
measures as the provision increases.7 The Lambda shows a decreasing associa­
tion, and the Inequality Coefficient shows decreasing inequality.

5 The PD can be expressed as a function of the Lambda: PD = Lambda *4P(1-P); or - as in 
Figure 1 - the Lambda can be expressed as a function of the PD: Lambda = PD / 4P(1 - P), 
where P is the average for the proportion with a high value on the dependent variable (a 
high education) for the two groups.
6 The advantage ratio is the proportion of a good obtained by a group, divided by its share 
of the population, in our case the proportion of positions in higher education obtained 
by a class, divided by its population share. A ratio of more than 1 indicates a privileged 
situation, a ratio below 1 correspondingly an underprivileged position. The closer to 1 the 
RAR - the ratio between these two ratios - is, the more equal the distribution of higher 
education. The formula for the RAR based on Table 2 is: [b/a+b) / (b+d)/N] / [a/(a+b) 
/ (a+c)/N] = b (a+c)(a+b)N / a(b+d)(a+b)N = [b/(b+d)J / [a/(a+c)J = PL / Pv = PRL/U.
7 The OR is in fact sometimes described as the ratio between probabilities, or the PR. 
However, this is not correct in general. What the OR shows is the ratio between odds, not 
between proportions. But when the proportions are small the results for the OR are similar 
to the ratio of proportions. In epidemiological research, use is therefore sometimes made 
of an interpretation of the OR, referred to as relative risk. 'The odds ratio ... approximates 
how much more likely (or unlikely) it is for the outcome to be present among those with 
x = 1 than among those with x = 0. For example, if y denotes the presence or absence of
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Figure 1. The Lambda coefficient, the 'proportion difference', and the 'inequality 
coefficient' for comparisons of two groups of equal size, with different levels 
of provision of higher education (proportions for the binary dependent 
variable in the two groups lying respectively 0.10 above and 0.10 below the 
total population level)

Percentage of the total population with a higher education

■♦— Lambda a— Inequality 
coefficient

- O - Proportion 
difference

However, this parallel in the trends of the loglinear and inequality measures 
ceases when we move past the midpoint of 50% of the population with a higher 
education and approach 100%. There, according to the Lambda, the association 
rises, while the IC continues to drop. When, respectively, 80% and 100% of the

lung cancer and x denotes whether or not the person is a smoker, then q/ [OR] = 2 indicates 
that lung cancer occurs twice as often among smokers than among nonsmokers in the 
study population' [Hosmer and Lemeshow 1989]. However, in analyses of survey data, 
where the phenomena studied often occur more frequently, this interpretation may be 
misleading.
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population in the two classes obtain a higher education, the Lambda exceeds 1, 
while the IC with a value of 0.2 reaches its minimum value, given that the gap 
between the two groups is fixed at 20 percentage points.8

The reason for the difference in results is that the loglinear measures, in 
contrast to the inequality measures, treat the two extremes as identical. For the 
Lambda it is of no consequence whether the level for higher education is 10% or 
90%. For measures of inequality, however, there is a fundamental difference in 
meaning between 10% or 90% having obtained the good in question.9

Also, changes in the class composition of society may affect inequality. Un­
like both the linear and loglinear measures of association, as well as inequality 
measures such as the IC or the PR, the Gini coefficient is also sensitive to changes 
in the class marginal of the class-by-education table [Hellevik 1997],

The current debate

A source of disagreement among students of educational attainment has been the 
question of what causes class inequality. One position is that class differences in 
success rates reflect 'unfair' practices. In their efforts to obtain a higher education, 
the lower classes are somehow hindered by various discriminatory practices to 
which the metaphor of 'the loaded dice of social opportunity' alludes [Halsey 
1977: 184], An alternative interpretation is that the inequality in educational at­
tainment is caused by differences in abilities and efforts [Saunders 1996], Yet an­
other explanation refers to differences in educational preferences [Murphy 1981, 
1990]. The question of causes is of course a very interesting one, but it is not ad­
dressed in the Ringen-Hellevik critique of the persistent inequality thesis. Here 
the issue is how to analyse the class-by-education table, assuming that all those 
present in the table have the motivation and ability to obtain a higher educa-

8 To calculate the OR and the Lambda in the extreme case, the proportions 99.9 and 79.9 at 
one end of the axis and correspondingly 20.1 and 0.1 at the opposite end of the axis were 
used, which gives a Lambda of 1.38.
9 An objection to the inequality coefficient was raised at the RC28 Brno meeting by Lois­
Andre Vallet, who pointed out that the trend for the results of the inequality coefficient 
will be different if, instead of higher education, we look at the distribution of lower educa­
tion. However, this should not be considered a paradox or a problem. If we calculate the 
proportion ratio for low education, by taking the ratio of PUpper / PLower (the upper class in 
this case being the 'underprivileged' one), the curve will show a pattern exactly inverse to 
that of the PR for higher education. In other words, the less inequality in the distribution 
of higher education, the more inequality we get in the distribution of lower education. In 
the latter case, the horizontal axis shows a declining provision of lower education from left 
to right. The change in tendency is thus a consequence of the change in the distribution 
under consideration, either that of higher or lower education. For measures of inequality it 
is the distribution of the preferred position, in this case higher education, that is the focus 
of interest.
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tion. Such an assumption seems to underlie much of the educational attainment 
research.

New research on the relationship between class and education has found 
that it is no longer a stable relationship, and according to a recent review, in sev­
eral countries there are now trends of a decreasing association between class and 
educational attainment [Breen and Jonsson 2005].10 This of course weakens the 
persistent inequality thesis and implies an even steeper reduction in inequality 
according to inequality measures. However, whether the class-education associa­
tion is in fact stable or decreasing is of no consequence for the disagreement over 
how inequality in educational attainment should be measured.

Ringen [1997] and Hellevik [1997] are not the first to have suggested that 
measures of inequality be used to describe inequality in educational attainment. 
Among earlier examples are Glennerster and Low, who found decreasing advan­
tage ratios for privileged groups and a corresponding increase for the under­
privileged in Britain, concluding that'... the reforms of the 1960s, are having their 
effect in the 1970s and 1980s' [1990: 76], Another example is Saunders [1996], who 
uses what he calls a disparity ratio. This, as mentioned above, is the same as the 
proportion ratio. Saunders finds that this ratio shows a decline in class inequality 
over time in Britain.

Of particular relevance to the topic of this paper is John Logan's criticism 
[1996] of the use of the concept of 'margin insensitivity' in mobility research. His 
arguments, which I will return to below, seem thus far to have been overlooked 
by students of class inequality. The same must be said of the Ringen-Hellevik 
critique. The review by Breen and Jonsson [2005] of recent developments in this 
field does not mention alternative approaches to measuring inequality and the 
consequent divergence in results. In a debate in Acta Sociológica there was an ex­
change of opinions between Marshall and Swift [1999, 2000] and Kivinen, Ahola 
and Hedman [2001,2002] on the one hand and Ringen [2000] and Hellevik [1997, 
2000, 2002] on the other. There have also been other contributions to the debate 
critical of the use of loglinear measures to describe inequality [Lampard 2000; 
Marks 2004]. The debate at the May 2007 meeting of the Research Committee 
on Social Stratification and Mobility of the International Sociological Association 
(RC28) in Brno, Czech Republic, provided an opportunity for further exchanges 
on this matter.

The answers Marshall and Swift [1999, 2000] gave in Acta Sociológica seem 
to accept that the distribution of higher education among classes has indeed be­
come less unequal. But they propose that inequality of distribution is just one 
particular kind of inequality. Another and more interesting kind is captured by 
loglinear measures. They claim that the loglinear association approach is supe-

10 In the panel debate at the RC28 meeting in Brno, this point was made by Michael Hout, 
who also made several references to older publications reporting reduced association and 
criticised Ringen and Hellevik for not being sufficiently acquainted with this literature;

1104



Ottar Hellevik: 'Margin Insensitivity' and the Analysis of Educational Inequality

rior because it captures something essential - namely, the bias in the allocation 
mechanism itself - a bias that appears to be highly persistent over time in most 
countries. The basis for this claim is the idea that loglinear measures are 'margin 
insensitive'. Criticism of this idea was restricted to an endnote in my first article 
[Hellevik 1997: 394]. My experiences from the debate so far have convinced me 
that the disagreement concerning the special properties of loglinear measures is 
a core issue, making it difficult to reach an agreement with regard to the status of 
inequality in educational attainment.

The idea of margin insensitivity

When either the provision of higher education or the class composition of society 
changes, this supposedly does not affect the association shown by the loglinear 
measures. These measures are said to capture the effect 'net of such changes in 
the marginals of the class-by-education table, thus reflecting the 'true nature' of 
the allocation mechanism. The pattern of stable association and decreasing in­
equality is accordingly interpreted as a result of a stable allocation mechanism 
working within a changing framework of increasing provision.

In his seminal article on the idea of margin insensitivity in the analysis of 
class and educational attainment, Mare writes: 'Under the logistic response mod­
el, differences in background effects, either over school transitions or over co­
horts, cannot result from changing marginal distributions of either independent 
or dependent variables because such changes do not affect the [loglinear meas­
ure]'. Since the loglinear measures are 'invariant under changes in the marginal 
distributions of the variables', they give 'true effects' [Mare 1981: 75]. Similar 
statements abound in later contributions to the educational attainment literature: 
Tn addition because the Mare model is based on the odds ratio, which is insen­
sitive to marginal distributions, the parameters of the model are unaffected by 
aggregate expansion or contraction of the educational system' [Breen and Jons­
son 2000: 758]. 'This [logit analysis] will ensure that we focus on measuring the 
mechanism behind the distribution of education across class backgrounds - our 
estimates will not be confounded if there is an overall increase (or decrease) in 
the general transition probabilities' [Erikson and Jonsson 1996: 75]. The loglinear 
measures are described as 'margin free' [Grusky and Tienda 1993: vii], and as 're­
vealing the "pure" association between origin characteristics and educational at­
tainment' [Breen and Jonsson 2005: 225]. The use of the loglinear model is hailed 
as a methodological breakthrough, making it'... possible to specify the intrinsic 
association between variables after purging out nuisance variability in marginal 
distributions' [Grusky and Tienda 1993: vii].

The idea of margin insensitivity seems to have emerged from a statistics 
textbook [Bishop, Fienberg and Holland 1975], which is the only reference given 
in central texts such as Mare [1981: 74] and Erikson and Goldthorpe [1992: 56].
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Table 2. Class and education: row and column multiplication by, respectively, X and Y

Before multiplication After multiplication

Upper 
class

Lower 
class SUM Upper 

class
Lower 
class SUM

High education a b a+b XYa Yb Y(Xa + b)

Low education c d c+d Xc d Xc + d

SUM a+c b+d X(Ya + c) Yb + d

Before: OR = (a / c) / (b / d) = ad / be
After: OR = (XYa / Xc) / (Yb / d) = XYad / XYbc = ad / be

Before: PD = a / (a+c) - b / (b+d)
After: PD = XYa / X(Ya+c) - Yb / (Yb+d) = Ya / (Ya + c) - Yb / (Yb + d)

Other texts refer to Mare [1981] or give no references at all. Bishop, Fienberg and 
Holland [1975: 14] say that the odds ratio (called the cross product ratio) is 'in­
variant under row and column multiplications'. If we multiply columns and/or 
rows with constants (different from 0), this does not change the OR, even though 
the marginals of the table will change. Table 2 illustrates what this means. In the 
cells of the left column, frequencies a and c have been multiplied by X, and in the 
cells of the upper row, a and b have been multiplied by Y. This produces a change 
in the marginals; for instance, an increase in the proportion with a higher educa­
tion in the population, and in the proportion with a high status background. The 
formula for the OR shows why this measure and other measures derived from 
it are unaffected by row/column multiplication with constants. The constants 
appear in the nominator as well as the denominator of the fraction and are thus 
cancelled out. Also, the proportion difference is unaffected by multiplication by 
X in cells with the same value on the independent variable (i.e. columns in ta­
ble 2). Changes in the distribution of the independent variable from multiplica­
tion by a constant do not alter the result for the PD. But row multiplication in 
Table 2, which changes the distribution on the dependent variable, affects the 
linear measure of association.

In Table 3 this is illustrated with numbers. The frequencies for higher educa­
tion in the first row are multiplied by 3 and those for lower education in the sec­
ond row by 0.5. This brings the level of education in the population up from 25% 
to 67%. The marginal distribution of the class variable is also altered (the percent­
age for 'upper' class increases from 50 to 67). For the PD the row multiplication 
produces a modest change in the results (from 0.4 - 0.1 = 0.3 to 0.8 - 0.4 = 0.4). The 
OR remains unchanged: (40/60)/(10/90) = 6 before, and (120/30)/(30/45) = 6 
after the multiplication, with a Lambda of 0.45 in both cases.
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Table 3. Class and education: example where the first row is multiplied by 3 and 
the second row by 0.5

Before multiplication After multiplication

Upper 
class

Lower 
class SUM Upper 

class
Lower 
class SUM

High education 40 10 50 120 30 150

Low education 60 90 150 30 45 75

SUM 100 100 200 150 75 225

What are the implications of all this? What the statisticians say is precise and 
clear - no change in OR when columns and/or rows of the table are multiplied by 
a constant - an operation that also changes the marginal distributions. However, 
in the educational attainment literature, this statement has been given a much 
wider and unfounded interpretation. We have a logically untenable deduction, 
from insensitivity in relation to one specific kind of change in the marginals to 
the claim that the OR is insensitive to marginal changes in general. But if, for in­
stance, we were to multiply the frequency in just one of the cells with a constant, 
then the marginal distributions and the OR would both be altered. For all kinds 
of marginal changes that are not the result of column and/or row multiplication 
with constants, it is difficult to see what could be the meaning of the concept of 
'margin insensitivity'.

If the claim of the margin insensitivity of loglinear measures must be aban­
doned, the proposition that these measures should be used to describe bias in al­
location mechanisms is undermined. However, the experience in the debate so far 
is that those who believe that there is such a thing as margin insensitivity are not 
easily persuaded otherwise. Therefore, a series of arguments against the use of 
loglinear measures as indicators of bias in allocation mechanisms are presented 
below.

A different trend for mechanism and outcome?

Is it possible that, as proposed by Marshall and Swift [1999], the bias in the al­
location mechanism may develop differently from the inequality in the alloca­
tion outcome? Owing to the extreme complexity of the process of recruitment to 
higher education, none of the participants in the debate have attempted to specify 
in any detail the concrete nature of the mechanisms involved in allocating educa­
tional positions. In most analyses the mechanisms are treated as black boxes, and
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conclusions about their unknown contents are based on the outcome as shown in 
the class-by-education table.

If the 'fairness' of the allocation mechanism is something that has to be in­
ferred from the results it produces, a divergence with regard to bias in mechanism 
and outcome should not be possible. It would seem self-evident that inferences 
about stability or change in bias of the unknown allocation mechanisms must be 
based on information of stability or change in the inequality of the distributional 
outcome of the allocation process. A straightforward objection to the Marshal­
Swift proposition is therefore that it does not make sense to suggest that the bias 
in the allocation mechanism may be stable at the same time as the inequality in 
the allocation outcome is decreasing.

The difference between loglinear and linear measures

The belief that loglinear measures are margin insensitive manifests itself in de­
scriptions of a fundamental difference in substantive meaning between loglinear 
and linear measures of association. (No comparisons with measures of inequality 
are made, as they are hardly mentioned at all in the literature on educational at­
tainment.) In his 1981 article Mare makes the following distinction between linear 
and loglinear measures:

Simple differences in proportions continuing in school among background groups 
change over cohorts primarily in response to the average level of proportions, rather 
than in response to changes in the principles by which schooling is allocated. By 
contrast, statistical models that measure the association between school continua­
tion and social background, net of the marginal distribution of schooling, [i.e. lo­
glinear measures] are sensitive to changes in the principles by which schooling is 
allocated and not to changes in the dispersion of the schooling distribution. [Mare 
1981:83]

The claim that loglinear and linear measures capture quite different aspects 
of the allocation process is undermined when we take into consideration how 
similar, in most instances, the results given by the two kinds of measures are. 
There is no difference at all in their results when the distribution of the independ­
ent variable (the class composition of society) changes. Also, if the distribution 
of the dependent variable (education) changes, there is little or no difference in 
results for loglinear and linear measures as long as the proportions compared lie 
within the interval of 0.25 to 0.75.

We may thus have a society undergoing all kinds of changes with regard to 
its class composition, and also have a dramatic increase in the level of higher edu­
cation, for instance from 35% to 65% for the total population, without there being 
any noticeable difference in results between the linear proportion difference and
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the loglinear Lambda. The suggestion that there is a fundamental difference in 
substantive meaning between the two kinds of statistical measures is clearly not 
tenable within a 'normal' range of variation for the level of higher education in 
a society.

The important distinction is thus not the one between linear and loglinear 
measures, but rather the one between the measures of association on the one 
hand and the measures of inequality on the other.

Loglinear measures and bias in the allocation mechanism

As illustrated in Figure 1, it is when provision reaches high levels that the trends 
shown by loglinear and inequality measures diverge. By using the fictitious ex­
ample of an extremely high level of provision, it becomes clear that it makes little 
sense to suggest that it is the loglinear measures, rather than measures of inequal­
ity, that capture bias in allocation mechanisms.11

Imagine a nation where 99.99% of the upper class and 99.90% of the lower 
class attains higher education. The participation ratio is 0.999 and the inequal­
ity coefficient accordingly 0.001, indicating that higher education positions are 
distributed between classes nearly as evenly as possible. The distribution on 
class for those with higher education is representative of the population since the 
two groups are practically identical. But according to loglinear measures (OR = 
[99.99/0.01]/[99.9/0.1] = 9999/999 = 10 and Lambda = 0.58), the mechanism for 
allocating higher education positions is severely biased in this case.

In fact, if the prior situation had been that 75% of the upper class obtained 
a higher education and only 25% of the lower class, this would have represented 
a less biased allocation mechanism according to the loglinear measures (OR = 
[75/25]/[25/75] = 3 / 0,333 = 9 and Lambda 0.55). In contrast, inequality meas­
ures indicate a much more unequal distribution: At Time 1, IC is 0.667 as com­
pared to 0.001 at Time 2.

To suggest that we have an extremely biased allocation mechanism when a 
good is provided to nearly everyone in both classes does not seem very meaning­
ful. The reason for the counterintuitive result is that the loglinear measures do not 
distinguish between getting and not getting a good, the values of the education 
variable are treated symmetrically. What actually is very unequally distributed at 
Time 2 is the case of not having obtained a higher education (0.10 as compared to 
0.01). The rationale behind measures of inequality, however, is that the values of 
the variable in question are seen as asymmetric; they may be ranked according to 
attractiveness.12

11 A problem that we will not go into here is the question of the devaluation of higher edu­
cation; that is, the extent to which the value of obtaining a higher education is dependent 
on the number of people obtaining one.
12 Cf. note 9.
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Figure 2. Fictitious examples of class-education relationships

The contrast in Figure 1 between the monotonously decreasing inequality 
shown by the IC and the pattern of the first decreasing and then increasing as­
sociation according to Lambda, as the provision of higher education increases in 
such a way that a constant gap between the classes is preserved, demonstrates 
how the two kinds of measures react differently to changes in the level of provi­
sion. Figure 2 provides an example where it goes against common sense to claim 
that loglinear measures rather than inequality measures capture the degree of 
bias in the allocation mechanism.

Models of allocation mechanisms

Another way of comparing the ability of loglinear and inequality measures to 
capture mechanism bias is to construct a theoretical model of the recruitment 
process that gives independent indicators of bias in the allocation process. Even 
if such a model fails to capture the complexity of the real processes, it should at 
least come closer to reality than the model of 'row and column multiplication 
with a non-zero constant' which is the basis of the margin insensitivity thesis.

Earlier in the debate sampling models were suggested as being a simple 
representation of the allocation process, with quota sampling and stratified ran­
dom probability sampling proposed.as alternatives [Hellevik 1997: 390,2000: 83]. 
Table 4 shows an example of an increase of 40 percentage points in the level of 
higher education in both classes. The PD and the OR/Lambda show a stable as-

1110



Ottar Hellevik: ‘Margin Insensitivity' and the Analysis of Educational Inequality

sociation between class and education, and the PR/IC shows decreasing inequal­
ity over time. To simplify calculations, the two classes are assumed to be of equal 
size.

The question now is what the two sampling models, each representing a 
possible, if not very realistic, process of recruitment to higher education that 
could have produced the results shown in Table 4, will tell us about bias in the 
allocation mechanism. Is the bias stable, as Marshall and Swift [1999] would infer 
from the stable loglinear measures? Or is there less mechanism bias at Time 2, as 
the inequality measures suggest?

If we imagine that recruitment to higher education is done by means of 
quota sampling, the quotas are clearly biased at Time 1, since the upper class gets 
more and the lower class less than what corresponds to their shares of the popu­
lation. The quotas at Time 2 are less biased since, to produce the results in the ta­
ble, they must have been fixed so as to make the social composition of the sample 
more similar to the 50-50 distribution on classes in the population. The sample 
distribution has changed from 67-33 at Time 1 to 57-43 at Time 2. If we regard 
the additional positions of higher education allocated at Time 2 as a new quota 
sample, added to the original one with a 67-33 distribution, the composition of 
the additional sample is proportionate to the population distribution (50-50). The 
allocation of the 'new' positions amongst classes is unbiased since it reflects the 
class composition of society.

Either way, the conclusion from the quota sampling model is clear: There 
is a change in the selection mechanism (the quota distribution) that makes it less 
biased at Time 2 than it was at Time 1. In other words, the trend of mechanism 
bias is the same as the trend of outcome inequality shown by inequality meas­
ures. Both show decreased inequality/bias, in contrast to the stable results shown 
by the loglinear and linear measures of association.

If we instead use stratified random sampling as a selection model, bias in 
the mechanism may be defined as disproportionality, which is indicated by the 
difference between the sampling fractions within the two classes. However, this 
difference may be described in two ways: as the absolute difference, or as the ratio 
between the fractions. The first is the same as the proportion difference (PD), the 
second the same as the proportion ratio (PR). Thus we are back where we started, 
forced to choose between measures of association and inequality to describe se­
lection bias.

However, there is a criterion for determining the degree of bias in the sam­
pling procedure that may solve the question of change or stability in the selec­
tion mechanism. With a disproportionate sample, weighting is used to restore 
representativity. The weights are calculated as the ratio between a group's share 
of the population and its share of the sample. The closer the weights are to the 
value 1, the less bias there is in the sampling procedure that has to be corrected 
through weighting. Table 4 shows that the weights needed at Time 1 to correct 
for sampling bias are further away from unity than the weights at Time 2. This
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Table 4. Two sampling models for recruitment to higher education (classes of equal 
size)

Class:

Time 1

Lower Upper

Time 2

Lower Upper

Conclusion with re­
gard to change 

from Time 1 to 2

% higher education 20 40 60 80

Proportion difference H-L 0.20 0.20 Stable association

Odds 0.25 0.67 1.50 4.00

Odds ratio H / L 2.67 2.67 Stable association

Lambda 0.25 0.25 Stable association

Participation ratio: L / H 0.50 0.75 Increased equality

Inequality coefficient (1 - PR) 0.50 0.25 Reduced inequality

% quota of sample 33 67 43 57 Reduced selection bias

% additional quota at time 2 - - 50 50 Reduced selection bias

Sampling fraction 0.2 0.4 0.6 0.8

Difference in sampling fractions 0.2 0.2

Ratio of sampling fractions 0.5 0.75

Weights needed to make sample 1.52 0.75 1.16 0.88 Reduced selection biasrepresentative of population

is no surprise, since the ratio of the sampling weights in fact corresponds to the 
participation ratio.

The two models are extremely simple, and of course are nowhere near a re­
alistic representation of the actual recruitment processes. Nevertheless, they are 
realistic in the sense that they could have produced the results found in empirical 
studies of class differences in educational attainment. What both models show is 
that when the outcome of the allocation process becomes less unequal, the selec­
tion mechanism is less biased, according to the composition of the quotas and the 
sampling weights. It is thus measures of inequality, and not loglinear measures, 
that capture the trend for bias in the allocation mechanisms.

In an article from 1996, John Logan developed another allocation model, a 
two-sided logit model (TSL), derived from a random matching model of oppor-
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tunity, for the matching of individuals to jobs. He defined an explicit set of rules 
of access and was thereby able to test, through simulations, the effect of changes 
in demand (job offers) on loglinear measures. His concludes:

Margin insensitivity - the ability to multiply rows and columns without affecting 
odds ratios - does not guarantee demand insensitivity, the ability of parameters to 
measure the rules of access without being affected by shifts in demand. Loglinear 
models possess the former but not the latter property, while the situation is reversed 
for TSL models. [Logan 1996:176]

Those who continue to insist that loglinear measures reflect bias in the selec­
tion procedures face the challenge of arguing against the relevance of the above 
models, and of establishing counter-examples in the form of models in which the 
distribution of higher education may become more equal at the same time as the 
bias in the allocation mechanism remains unchanged. This challenge was made 
early on in the debate [Hellevik 2000], but so far no one has taken it up.

The relationship between provision and outcome inequality

Will increased provision necessarily reduce inequality, and is the expansion of 
higher education a sufficient explanation for the observed reduction of inequal­
ity in the distribution of higher education positions between classes? With regard 
to social mobility, an increase in the number of high status positions means that 
there will necessarily be some upward mobility in order for these positions to be 
filled. For recruitment to higher education, there will similarly be a restriction on 
the outcome if the increase in provision of higher education positions exceeds 
what can possibly be absorbed by the upper class. In Table 4, where provision of 
higher education increases by 40 points from 30% to 70% for the whole popula­
tion, the percentage with a higher education in the lower class must necessarily 
increase from 20% to at least 40%, since the upper class can at most absorb three- 
quarters of the increased provision between Time 1 and Time 2 before the 100% 
ceiling is reached.

However, within the limits set by this restriction, any outcome is possible. 
The 'new' positions at Time 2 may in theory all have gone to the lower class, 
making it the privileged class with regard to higher education (100% attainment 
compared to 40% for the upper class). A more realistic outcome may be the same 
relative increase for both classes, which would have meant percentages for higher 
education of 47% in the lower and 93% in the upper class at Time 2. In this case, 
association according to the percentage difference and Lambda would have in­
creased (from 0.20 and 0.25 to 0.46 and 0.68, respectively), while the inequality 
would have been the same as at time 1 according to the PR/IC. In this case the 
two sampling models would have shown the bias in the allocation mechanism to

1113



Sociologicky iasopis/Czech Sociological Review, 2007, Vol. 43, No. 6

be stable (we would have had the same quota distributions or sampling weights 
at Time 1 and Time 2).

An increase in provision does not in itself guarantee that the distribution of 
higher education will become less unequal (except for possible ceiling effects). If 
the same sampling models had been used as mechanisms for allocating educa­
tion positions at Time 2 as at Time 1, the inequality of the outcome would have 
remained the same even with a dramatically increased provision. The reduced 
inequality in Britain shown in Table 1 is thus the result of a change in the bias of 
the allocation mechanisms. Without this change, the inequality of the outcome 
would not have been reduced. The increase in the provision of higher education 
may, however, have facilitated such a change in the mechanism bias. It may for in­
stance have been easier for the upper class to accept a development which meant 
a deterioration of its privileged position in the education system, since members 
of this class also experienced increased access to higher education.

Actual developments in many countries in the second half of the 20th cen­
tury, that is, a parallel increase in the percentage of people attaining higher edu­
cation in different classes, may have been experienced as 'fair' in the sense that 
the additional positions were distributed proportionately according to the popu­
lation share of the classes. Without an increase in provision, a reduction of bias in 
the allocation mechanism would have been less likely to occur, since this would 
then have required a loss in the number of higher education positions for the up­
per class. Increasing provision makes it possible for egalitarian reforms to achieve 
their goals with less risk of producing social tensions and conflicts. But increased 
provision will not necessarily in itself lead to a more equal distribution of higher 
education positions.

In the literature in which the development of class inequality in educational 
attainment is described as stable, we find quite the opposite interpretation of the 
consequences of growth in educational opportunities. The expansion of higher 
education is seen as the reason that the lower class and their political representa­
tives have accepted stable inequality (which actually, as we have argued, is stable 
association and not inequality):

As long as the educational attainment of lower social strata is rapidly increasing, 
political attention can neglect any parallel increases among the privileged classes. 
Thus, educational expansion can alleviate political pressure to reduce inequalities.

... Thus the modernization theorists' hypothesis that educational expansion 
results in greater equality of educational opportunity must be turned on its head: 
expansion actually facilitates to a large extent the persistence of inequalities in edu­
cational opportunity. [Blossfeld and Shavit 1993: 22]

If in fact, as I have argued, class inequalities of educational opportunity 
have been reduced over the past decades, a development probably facilitated by 
educational expansion, the hypothesis of the modernisation theorists is not re­
jected but rather supported by the empirical results.
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Moderate and radical reform strategies

As a final effort to make the point that increasing provision combined with a 
stable association means reduced inequality, rather than stable inequality, as stu­
dents of educational attainment seem to think, an example from a less complex 
allocation process will be used, namely that of wage negotiations. The goal of 
an egalitarian income policy would be to reduce the inequality produced by un­
equal wage allocation in the past. Without an expanding economy, a policy to 
transfer income from high- to low-income groups would be necessary to reduce 
inequality, a policy bound to produce conflicts. With more income to distribute 
than in previous years, one might choose a radical egalitarian strategy of com­
pensatory wage increases that reverses the past pattern of bias. However, giv­
ing high-income groups a smaller nominal wage raise than low-income groups 
would probably meet with fierce opposition from the privileged strata. Changing 
to a non-biased distribution of wage increases, that is, giving the same absolute 
raise to all, would be an example of a moderate egalitarian reform more likely to 
be accepted as fair by all groups.

That even the moderate strategy of giving the same wage increase to all 
groups is egalitarian in its consequences is reflected in the strategies of the parties 
in wage negotiations. Equal absolute raises are demanded by unions campaign­
ing for an egalitarian outcome, while unions representing high-income work­
ers will fight to preserve their present privileges by insisting on the principle of 
equal relative increases. The strategy of equal absolute raises means preserving 
the absolute wage differences (the association between occupation and income 
as measured by a regression coefficient will be stable), but by raising the wage 
level for all occupations the inequality-generating effect of the constant income 
gap is gradually reduced, as shown by the wage ratio or the Gini coefficient for 
the income distribution.

Similar points of view are found in the literature on income redistribution. 
It is well known that a uniform income transfer will have a strongly equalising 
effect on the final distribution of income even though absolute income differen­
tials are left unaffected, and even though the statistical association between the 
primary and the final distribution of income remains constant (perfect rank-cor­
relation) [Lambert 1993], The same holds for benefits in kind that are sometimes 
made uniformly available to the general population [see Aaberg 1984].

Conclusion

There are several reasons why this discussion of trends in educational attainment 
is more than just nitpicking over methodological subtleties. No one can deny the 
important theoretical and practical implications of the topic. Basic structural as­
pects of modern societies and the ability of their political institutions to alter 
them are disputed. This makes it all the more remarkable that views continue to
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differ so sharply over what actually occurred during the second half of the 20th 
century with regard to class inequality in recruitment to higher education and 
the effects of egalitarian educational reforms.

Stein Ringen and I have argued that students of educational attainment have 
misinterpreted their own empirical data, because they have not distinguished be­
tween measures of association and measures of inequality. The statistical associa­
tion between class and education may have been relatively stable, but this stabil­
ity, in combination with a rising level of education in the population, means that 
the inequality in the distribution of higher education has been markedly reduced 
over time. Those from the new cohorts who attain higher education are more rep­
resentative of their societies than the highly educated in prior generations were of 
theirs. This is a result of reduced bias in the allocation mechanisms, most likely 
facilitated by the increasing provision of higher education. Decreasing inequality 
means that the conclusion in the literature that egalitarian educational reforms 
are ineffective is empirically unfounded.

The discussion is also a reminder of how important it is to choose sta­
tistical measures that correspond to the purpose of the analysis, measures that 
actually capture what the researcher wants to describe. However, up to now it has 
been surprisingly difficult to find acceptance for the suggestion that measures of 
inequality, rather than loglinear measures of association, should be used to ana­
lyse inequality.

One problem may be that loglinear measures are relatively complicated, 
and their characteristics perhaps not always fully understood, even by those who 
use them. This has lead to the widespread but unfounded belief that loglinear 
measures are margin insensitive in a general sense, reflecting association net of 
changes in class composition and educational provision, so as to capture bias in 
the allocation mechanism.

Considering how central the concept of inequality is to the study of 
class differences in educational attainment, it is puzzling that the statistics called 
'measures of inequality' have been more or less overlooked in the literature. One 
reason for not considering alternatives to the preferred approach, of course, is 
the firm if unjustified belief in the 'margin insensitivity' of loglinear measures. 
It is also possible that measures of inequality have not been considered simply 
because they are less well known and less often used than measures of associa­
tion in sociology. For instance, they are rarely mentioned in statistical textbooks 
for sociologists, in contrast to textbooks for political scientists.13

There were indications in the debate at the RC28 meeting in Brno in 2007 
that a reconsideration of positions may be under way. John Logan presented his

13 Some early examples of statistics textbooks for political science that discuss measures 
of inequality such as the Gini Coefficient/Index are Alker [1965], Benson [1969], Hellevik 
[1971], and Leege and Francis [1974]. In contrast the Gini is not mentioned in Blalock's clas­
sic sociology text [1960], nor in Galtung [1967], or Iversen [1979].
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critique of the margin insensitivity claim in its extended version and said that he 
hoped never to hear that claim repeated in the future. Yossi Shavit, in his presenta­
tion for the plenary session, wrote that it has been a mistake to regard educational 
expansion as a 'nuisance' to be adjusted for, and suggested that it be brought back 
into the recruitment models instead of being ignored.14 One way of doing this is 
to make use of inequality measures, as suggested by Stein Ringen and myself.

Ottar Hellevik is a professor of political science at the University of Oslo. He has writ­
ten several textbooks and articles on methodology and statistics (the most recent being 
'Linear versus Logistic Regression When the Dependent Variable is a Dichotomy', to ap­
pear in Quality & Quantity; electronically pre-published). His main research interests 
are value changes ('Age Differences in Value Orientation - Life Cycle or Cohort Effect?', 
International Journal of Public Opinion Research 14: 286-302) and subjective well­
being ('Economy, Values and Happiness in Norway', Journal of Happiness Studies 4: 
243-283). ' '
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Determination of College Expectations in OECD Countries: 
The Role of Individual and Structural Factors*
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Abstract: Renowned international experts in higher education financing have 
argued that, owing to large government deficits, tertiary education will not 
be able to open up and meet growing demand unless cost-sharing principles 
and efficient student financial aid programmes are introduced. Opponents 
of cost-sharing in higher education object that introducing tuition fees will 
raise inequality in access to higher education. Drawing on OECD data, and 
focusing on college expectations, the authors argue that the effects of ability, 
gender, and socio-economic background on college expectations are prima­
rily shaped by the characteristics of secondary education systems, such as the 
degree of stratification and vocational specificity of secondary schools, while 
the principal characteristics of the tertiary education system, such as enrol­
ment rates and the model of financing, play a much less important role. The 
results clearly show that, after controlling for the effects of secondary school 
system characteristics, cost-sharing, as such or by degree, does not affect the 
formation of college expectations by ability, gender, and socio-economic back­
ground as much as the selectivity of the secondary school system does.
Keywords: higher education, aspirations, ability, inequality, selectivity 
Sociologický časopis/Czech Sociological Review, 2007, Vol. 43, No. 6:1121-1148

Introduction

Adolescents' aspirations and expectations influence not only what they choose 
to study in school but also how they prepare for life as adults and ultimately the 
kinds of careers they embark on. Since aspirations serve as an important link be­
tween an adolescent's social origin and the educational and occupational careers
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they may pursue, one of the liveliest areas of research in social stratification has 
naturally been the study of aspirations. Most such studies have produced signifi­
cant evidence about the role of social origin, ability, and school context in shaping 
aspirations. Growing attention has also been given to the role of the institutional 
context. However, much of the research on the impact of education systems on as­
pirations and expectations has been based on a small sample of countries, which 
limits the generalisability of their findings and prevents sociologists from being 
able to better weigh the importance of different factors in shaping educational 
aspirations around the world.

Our study contributes to this body of knowledge by analysing the role of 
specific features of education systems in shaping college expectations using data 
from the PISA 2003 project.1 The analysis involved a number of steps. First, by 
drawing on concepts proposed in previous research on the relationships between 
aspirations and the structural characteristics of education systems, we created 
composite variables (dimensions) representing the degree of stratification and 
vocational specificity of the secondary education system on the one hand, and the 
permeability, openness, and financing of tertiary education on the other. Next, 
we used PISA 2003 data to conduct individual-level logistic regressions of college 
expectations on parental socio-economic status (SES), child's measured ability, 
and gender to assess the degree to which they determine college expectations. 
The results of the logistic regressions are then entered into the analysis of the 
relationships between the degree of stratification, openness, and selectivity in the 
education system on the one hand, and the degree to which they determine col­
lege expectations on the other.

Prior research on the role of social-psychological and structural factors 
in the formation of educational aspirations and expectations

From the very outset social stratification research has produced overwhelming 
evidence that the educational aspirations of adolescents are one of the strongest 
predictors of educational and occupational careers [Hyman 1953; Reissman 1953; 
Kahl 1953; Herriott 1963]. Since the early 1950s, the development of pupils' aspi­
rations has been one of the most frequent topics in research on social stratification 
and the inter-generational transmission of social status. Thus, by the early 1970s, 
Williams [1972] was able to identify more than four hundred studies relating to 
educational aspirations alone. By 2004 as many as 1100 articles on this topic had 
been published in professional journals alone.2

1 PISA (Programme for International Student Assessment ) is the largest cross-national 
comparison of adolescents to date. A total of forty-one countries participated in the survey 
in 2003, of which thirty were OECD member states.
2 According to the EBSCOhost research database.
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Many of the pioneering studies on educational aspirations that signifi­
cantly influenced further research on social stratification, inequality, and mobil­
ity emerged from the work of William H. Sewell and his colleagues, who laid 
the foundations of the so-called social-psychological school in social stratifica­
tion research (Archibald O. Haller, Vimal P. Shah, Alejandro Portes, Otis D. Dun­
can, Robert M. Hauser, to name some of its most important figures). To explain 
the variance in the educational aspirations of adolescents, early studies by these 
scholars [Sewell, Haller and Straus 1957; Sewell 1961, 1963; Sewell and Hauser 
1972; Sewell and Shah 1967; Sewell and Shah 1968a, 1968b] pointed to such factors 
as parental SES, measured ability, academic performance, parents' expectations 
and encouragement, and peers' aspirations, to list just a few.

The late 1960s saw the introduction of a new impetus into research on as­
pirations, particularly owing to the seminal contribution of Peter Blau and Otis 
D. Duncan [1967; Duncan 1968], whose model of the social stratification process 
offered a new theoretical and methodological context for research. Partly in re­
sponse to the simplicity of the original Blau-Duncan model, aspirations - previ­
ously studied primarily as a dependent variable - were placed at the very centre 
of the so-called Wisconsin social-psychological model [Sewell, Haller and Portes 
1969; Sewell, Haller and Ohlendorf 1970; Hauser 1972; Sewell and Hauser 1972, 
1975; Hauser, Tsai and Sewell 1983]. Based on the extensive Wisconsin Longitu­
dinal Study, Sewell, Hauser and their colleagues demonstrated that educational 
aspirations - shaped primarily by measured ability, academic performance, pa­
rental SES, teachers and peers - play the key role in explaining later educational 
and occupational attainment. In this sense, educational aspirations have become 
'the strategic centre of the model' [Haller and Portes 1973: 68].

Over time, other approaches to the study of educational aspirations eventu­
ally challenged some of the core assumptions in the social-psychological model. 
Alan C. Kerckhoff, in his first critical analysis of the 'socialisation model' [Kerck- 
hoff 1976], emphasised that even though scholars who subscribed to the socialisa­
tion perspective achieved impressive results in their explanations of the processes 
of educational and occupational attainment, they did not pay adequate attention 
to the structural constraints that individuals take into account (more or less con­
sciously) when making important decisions about their future educational and 
occupational careers. As a result, Kerckhoff argued, the social-psychological mod­
el left a good deal of the variance in aspirations unexplained [Kerckhoff 1976].

Therefore, without questioning the true achievements of the research car­
ried out under the socialisation perspective, the advocates of the 'allocation' 
perspective [Kerckhoff 1976; Kerckhoff and Campbell 1977a, 1977b; Wilson and 
Portes 1975; Simmons and Rosenberg 1971; Alexander and Eckland 1975; Karabel 
and Astin 1975; Jencks 1972; Han 1968,1969] suggested that the research on aspi­
rations and their role in the attainment process underestimated how contextual 
and institutional conditions influence the way pupils' unconstrained 'wishes' 
transform into 'realistic' plans. The allocation model was not intended to replace
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the socialisation model, but was rather meant to draw into consideration other 
factors that could help explain the attainment process and, in particular, the for­
mation of educational aspirations. 'The socialization model interprets the strong 
association between ambition and attainment as indicating that the goals direct 
and motivate the child's efforts during the formative years and thus determine 
the level of attainment he reaches later. (..) this interpretation implies an open 
system within which the major determinants of attainment are motivation and 
ability. (...) It seems reasonable to argue that expectations of the future are af­
fected by observed structural constraints, and thus they reflect more than pure 
motivation.' [Kerckhoff 1976: 371]

The real impact of education systems on the formation of educational aspira­
tions can only be properly assessed in a cross-national comparative analysis. One 
of the first comparative analyses of the formation of aspirations was Kerckhoff's 
study [1977] of thirteen-year-old boys in the United States and England, which 
built on the distinction between 'contest' and 'sponsored' mobility proposed 
earlier by Turner [I960]. Following Turner's argumentation, Kerckhoff pointed 
out that the English education system forced adolescents to make irreversible 
decisions about their educational careers.3 Both authors noted that the American 
system was much more open to the 'contest' type of mobility, 'providing more 
opportunity for adolescents to change course throughout secondary school and 
encourages the belief that such a change is possible' [Kerckhoff 1977: 564]. Thus, 
as Turner concludes, 'the earlier that selection of elite recruits is made, the sooner 
others can be taught to accept their inferiority and to make 'realistic' rather than 
fantasy plans' [Turner 1960: 859],

Kerckhoff's comparative analysis confirmed that social origin and ability 
played a greater role in explaining educational aspirations among English boys 
than among their American counterparts. In interpreting these results, in line 
with Turner's argument, Kerckhoff attributed the more structurally constrained 
aspirations in England, compared to the US, to the greater 'realism' of English pu­
pils and the English system's emphasis on ability for determining which type of 
secondary school a pupil would attend. While the English system leads pupils to 
develop realistic educational and occupational plans earlier in life, the American 
system does not provide the same structural constraints, and thus pupils main­
tain lofty aspirations until late in the educational process, that is, as high school 
graduation nears and realistic assessments of career options need to be made.

Educational aspirations are therefore shaped not just by factors at the in­
dividual or social-psychological level (e.g. parental SES, measured ability) and 
at the contextual level (e.g. the quality and type of schools attended) but also at 
the structural level of the education system. Research on the role of education

3 At the age of eleven or twelve, English boys had to choose between the 'elite' grammar 
school, which had a more demanding and academically oriented curriculum preparing 
students for post-secondary education, and the more popular, and academically less de­
manding, 'secondary modern school'.
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systems on educational aspirations has been largely based on the typology of sys­
tems introduced by Müller and Shavit [1998] and further elaborated by Kerckhoff 
[2001]. The typology is based on three dimensions according to which education 
systems can be classified: the degree of stratification in the education system, the 
system's orientation towards vocational training (vocational specificity), and its 
standardisation.

'Stratification', most often used to classify secondary schools, 'refers to the 
degree to which systems have clearly differentiated kinds of school whose cur­
ricula are defined as "higher" and "lower". (...) In stratified systems, the program 
offerings in the types of secondary schools are associated with different degrees 
of access to opportunities for additional, more advanced schooling. So, the term 
stratification refers to both the kind of programs offered and their links to future 
opportunities' [Kerckhoff 2001:4]. 'Vocational specificity', another relevant dimen­
sion used often in analyses of education systems, is the degree to which curricula 
are designed to prepare students for particular vocations. In terms of statistical in­
dicators, it can be represented by the proportion of students leaving the education 
system with specific skills [e.g. Buchmann and Dalton 2002]. A high degree of vo­
cational specificity very often indicates also a high degree of system stratification, 
because schools providing training for specific occupations usually co-exist with 
schools preparing for further, more academic types of education at a higher level. 
In other words, high vocational specificity goes hand in hand with high stratifica­
tion, usually within the so-called dual system of secondary education, such as that 
in Germany. 'Standardisation' refers to the degree to which governments create 
the conditions (e.g. teachers' education, education financing, etc.) and the control 
mechanisms (nationwide testing, school-leaving examinations, etc.) to achieve cer­
tain standards of quality in the education provided by different schools.

The above-mentioned classification of education systems, together with the 
highly standardised statistical data on education systems published every year 
by the OECD in its Education at a Glance, and data from large-scale compara­
tive surveys of adolescents assessing various aspects of their ability and skills, 
socio-economic background, values, and aspirations (such as TIMSS, PISA, and 
PIRLS), all provide exceptionally strong empirical evidence that enables the use 
of multilevel analytical strategies to explain educational aspirations in different 
institu tional settings and societal contexts. In other words, these very rich sources 
of data can be used to explain the formation of educational aspirations and edu­
cational attainment by factors on different analytical levels: individual (parental 
SES, measured ability), contextual (school level differentiation), and structural 
(institutional characteristics of education systems).

Research on the interplay between the individual, contextual and structural 
levels in the formation of educational aspirations has already brought valuable 
results. Buchmann and Dalton [2002] used data from one of the large-scale stu­
dent assessment projects [TIMSS 1995] to identify differences between selected 
countries in the effect of parents' and peers' attitudes towards education on the
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educational aspirations of thirteen-year-olds. First, the study has confirmed that, 
after controlling for the effect of ability (math achievement), the effect of parents' 
education on the educational aspirations of adolescents is significantly higher in 
countries with highly stratified education systems than in countries with rela­
tively undifferentiated systems of secondary education. Conversely, the attitudes 
of parents and peers towards education more significantly affect the educational 
aspirations of adolescents in countries with less stratified systems. The authors, 
though they acknowledge that their evidence is not strong, come to the conclu­
sion that in more differentiated systems aspirations are largely determined by 
the type of school students attend, so there is little room for interpersonal effects 
[Buchmann and Dalton 2002: 99].

Special attention has to be paid to differences in educational aspirations and 
expectations between schools, whether resulting from the formal stratification of 
schools (i.e. due to the existence of different types of schools at a secondary level), 
from tracking within schools of the same type, or just from differences in the 
quality of schools not associated with any formal school classification. While dif­
ferences in student achievement according to type of school were recently stud­
ied in a cross-national comparative perspective, thanks to the PISA assessments 
[see, e.g., OECD 2005c], cross-national differences in between-school variance 
still await a thorough analysis. Like school performance, differences in educa­
tional aspirations between schools are also often attributed to differences in the 
socio-economic background of students, especially in highly stratified systems.

But even in quite comprehensive systems there are mechanisms through 
which schools develop specific educational settings, and these affect the further 
aspirations of students. In many countries, for example, the choice of school may 
effectively homogenise the socio-economic composition of the student body; the 
socio-economic composition may also be determined by the school's geographic 
location, with wealthy neighbourhoods being served by schools that tend to have 
higher levels of student performance, but also higher educational aspirations. 
Therefore, even in more universal school systems, parents with higher socio-eco­
nomic status may find the means to send their child to better schools. Techni­
cally, multi-level analysis can reveal this effect, by separating the so-called intra­
class correlation, which indicates the degree to which aspirations vary between 
schools. We may assume that in highly stratified or tracked education systems 
the intra-class correlation for college aspirations will be much larger than in less 
stratified systems, but even there, owing to processes mentioned above, it can be 
quite large.

The aim of this paper is to go a step further in the empirical elaboration of 
the relationships between educational expectations and the institutional charac­
teristics of education systems. More specifically, in the first step, statistical data 
portraying systems of secondary and tertiary education in OECD countries are 
used to assess the relevant structural characteristics of education systems (degree 
of stratification, vocational specificity, selectivity, openness, etc.). In the second
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step, survey data from the OECD international student assessment [OECD 2005a, 
2005b] are analysed to assess the degree to which the college expectations of fif­
teen-year-olds are determined by measured ability, gender, and socio-economic 
background. Finally, in the third step, the results from the previous two steps are 
entered into a set of regression analyses carried out again at the country level, 
designed to test hypotheses about the role of relevant education system charac­
teristics - such as secondary school system openness, enrolment rates in tertiary 
education, the principal characteristics of the system's financing - in how college 
expectations are determined by ability and socio-economic background.

Hypotheses, data, analytical strategy, and methodology

Assumptions and hypotheses

The existing evidence from comparative research on education systems [Müller 
and Shavit 1998; Kerckhoff 2001; Buchmann and Dalton 2002; OECD 2006] allows 
us to build on two assumptions regarding the relationships between the struc­
tural characteristics of secondary and tertiary education:

Al: The degree of stratification and vocational specificity are two closely 
related characteristics of secondary education systems;

A2: The openness and permeability of secondary education is strongly as­
sociated with the openness of tertiary education.

These two assumptions will be verified on recent OECD data, and the re­
sults of the verification process (principal component analysis) will be used to 
define composite variables for use in further analysis of the determination of col­
lege expectations.

Drawing on previous comparative research on the institutional embedded­
ness of college expectations, four main hypotheses can be formulated for analy­
sis:

Hl: The more open the secondary system, the less college expectations are 
determined by social origin, ability and gender. The same applies to the 
overall openness of the education system.

H2: The effects of ability and socio-economic background on college expec­
tations are shaped more by the openness of the secondary system than 
by the openness of the tertiary system.

H2a: Between-school variance is the most important characteristic of the sec­
ondary education system affecting the degree to which college expecta­
tions are determined by ability and socio-economic background. Such
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variance can stem from either formal system stratification (the existence 
of different types of schools, tracking, etc.) or other, less apparent, proc­
esses (school choice, within school tracking, etc.). By controlling for 
between-school variance (represented by the intra-class correlation), 
the effects of other characteristics of the secondary school system can 
largely be eliminated.

H2b: After controlling for the effect of the openness of the secondary educa­
tion system the effects of tertiary education enrolment, of the share of 
tuition fees in financing tertiary education, and of financial aid to stu­
dents on how much college expectations are determined by ability and 
by socio-economic background should not be significant.

Data

Statistical data used to describe education systems and to define relevant dimen­
sions of their stratification come from the OECD yearbook Education at a Glance 
[OECD 2003, 2004, 2005d, 2006],4 This rich source of data provides information 
about the basic characteristics of education systems, access to education, partici­
pation and progress, financial and human resources invested in education, the 
learning environment, and the organisation of schools, etc. Most of the indicators 
published in the 2005 edition of the yearbook describe the situation in 2003, when 
the PISA 2003 survey data was collected in participating countries.

Two sets of statistical indicators were used to describe the education sys­
tems in individual countries in terms of their stratification, openness, and perme­
ability. The following four indicators were used for secondary education:5

a) GENSEC: Upper secondary education enrolment in general education 
programmes (2003)

b) NUMPRG: Number of school types or distinct educational programmes 
available to fifteen-year-olds (2003)

c) VOCAT: Proportion of fifteen-year-olds enrolled in programmes that give 
access to vocational studies at the next level of education or direct access to 
the labour market (2003)

d) EXPSEC: Expenditure on educational institutions of primary, lower sec­
ondary, and primary education as a percentage of GDP from public and 
private sources (2002)

4 Some indicators that were not available in the most recent edition of Education at a Glance 
(2006) were obtained from earlier editions (2003, 2004, and 2005).
5 The acronyms for the statistical indicators (i.e. the names of the variables used in the 
analyses) and the values of indicators in individual countries are displayed in Table Al in 
the Appendix.
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Four variables were also used to indicate the openness of the tertiary educa­
tion system:

a) ENROL: Net entry rates into tertiary education (2003)
b) PRVRSC: Relative proportion of private sources of funding on institutions 

of tertiary education (percentage of total expenditure - 2002)
c) FINAID: Financial aid to students: public subsidies for households and 

other private entities as a percentage of total public expenditure on tertiary 
education (percentage of total expenditure on tertiary education - 2002)

d) EXPTER: Expenditure on tertiary educational institutions as a percentage 
of GDP from public and private sources.

The international data file from the PISA 2003 was used to test our hypothe­
ses about the determination of college expectations by ability, parental socio-eco­
nomic status, gender, and type of school. Although the PISA 2003 focused mainly 
on mathematical literacy, it also tested three other dimensions, namely reading 
literacy (covered mainly in the PISA 2000), science literacy (covered mainly by the 
PISA 2006), and problem solving. The target population of the PISA surveys is 
fifteen-year-olds enrolled in school, regardless of the grade or type of institution 
in which they are enrolled.

The PISA surveys use a two-stage stratified sampling design. At the first 
stage, schools are sampled systematically from a comprehensive national list of 
all eligible schools with probabilities that are proportional to a measure of size.6 
Within sampled schools, students are selected with equal probability from a list 
of fifteen-year-old students in each selected school.7 From the forty-one OECD 
and non-OECD countries participating in the 2003 PISA data collection, for our 
comparative analysis we selected only thirty OECD countries for which we can 
also obtain statistical data regularly published in the OECD statistical yearbook 
Education at a Glance [OECD 2006].

The following variables were used in analyses based on data from PISA 
2003:

a) COLLEXP - expectations to attain tertiary (i.e. college or university) edu­
cation (0=no, l=yes);8

b) SEX (Infernale, 2=male);

6 The measure of size was a function of the estimated number of eligible fifteen-year-old 
students enrolled. Individual schools in which students in this age can be enrolled were 
selected systematically with probabilities proportional to size, the size being a function of 
the estimated number of eligible (fifteen-year-old) students enrolled.
7 See Chapter 4 of Education at a Glance [OECD 2005c] for a detailed description of the PISA 
sampling procedures and target population coverage.
8 This means category 5 or 6 in the ISCED coding.
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c) HISEI - the highest parental occupational status;9
d) ABIL - index of measured ability (derived from five plausible values for 

each literacy domain).10

Analytical strategy and methodology

To define composite variables representing the stratification, vocational specif­
icity, permeability, and openness of the education system, we applied a factor 
analysis of the OECD statistical indicators to the data for the subset of OECD 
countries participating in the PISA 2003. To assess the degree of determination of 
college expectations at the country level for each OECD country in the PISA 2003 
data set (thirty countries out of forty-one participating in the PISA 2003), we con­
ducted a logistic regression of college expectations (COLLEXP) on parental socio­
economic status (HISEI), child's measured ability (ABIL), and gender (SEX). The 
individual regression coefficients and the standardised (centred) coefficients of 
determination (Nagelkerke's R2) for these countries were then entered into the 
analysis of the relationships between the stratification, openness, and selectivity 
of education systems on the one hand, and the degree of determination of college 
expectations on the other. Finally, we regressed the above variables that deter­
mine college expectations (ABIL, HISEI, Nagelkerke's R2) on the most important 
characteristics of secondary and tertiary education systems.

For reasons discussed above, we computed the intra-class correlation (ICC), 
which in this case indicates the degree to which college expectations vary be­
tween schools. Statistically, the intra-class correlation takes between-school vari­
ance in expectations as a proportion of their total variance. The general formula 
for ICC0 is:

9 Occupational data for both the student's father and the student's mother were obtained 
by asking open-ended questions. The responses were coded into four-digit ISCO codes 
and then recoded to the international socio-economic index of occupational status (ISEI) 
[Ganzeboom et al. 1992]. HISEI corresponds to the higher ISEI score of either parent or to 
the only available parent's ISEI score. Higher ISEI scores indicate higher levels of occupa­
tional status.
10 Students' achievements in mathematics, reading, science, and problem solving are re­
ported on standardised composite scales (the average score is 500, standard deviation is 
100 across all students in OECD countries in the PISA). Since the creation of scales was 
based on Item Response Theory, the data set contains five plausible values for each student 
instead of one fixed value. When achievement scores are used in analyses as dependent 
variables, all five plausible values should be used simultaneously to obtain the estimates 
of population parameters [OECD 2005b]. We use achievement scores only as independ­
ent or control variables, so the scale of 'ability' could have been created by averaging five 
plausible values for each literacy domain (obtaining four variables: MATH for mathemat­
ics, READ for reading, SCIE for science, and PROB problem solving) and computing an 
additive scale (MATH + READ + SCIE + PROB/4). The analysis of reliability confirmed 
that these variables clearly form one scale (Cronbach's a = 0.9672).
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where ICC0 is the intra-class correlation for the null model, o2u is the variance 
at the second (school) level, and o2e is the variance at the first (individual) level. 
Since the college expectations variable is binary, we applied a slightly different 
formula (see, e.g., Snijders and Bosker [1999]):

G2
ICC.” =--------2----- , 

n2/3 + o2u

where n2/3 is the variance at the first level, and o2uis the variance at the second 
level.

The first step of the analysis involved thirty logistic regressions on data 
from the PISA 2003 (i.e. separately for each country),12 aimed at assessing the net 
effects of measured ability, parental socio-economic status, and gender on college 
expectations, as well as the overall degree of determination of college expecta­
tions by these three variables (Nagelkerke's R2). The second step of the analysis 
was designed to explain the differences between countries in the coefficients of 
determination (Nagelkerke's R2) and in the regression coefficients associated with 
the variables ABIE and HISEI using indicators describing the education systems 
of individual nations.

To achieve this goal, two sets of regression analyses were performed with 
three equations in each. The first set included an equation for the overall de­
termination of college expectations by ability, socio-economic background, and 
gender (dependent variable ZDETEXP), while the other two equations estimated 
the effect of ability and socio-economic background on expectations (dependent 
variables RCABIL and RCISEI):13 ‘

ZDETEXP = a + b/SCND + b/TERT 
RCABIL = a + b/SCND + b/TERT 
RCH1SEI = a + b/SCND + b^TERT

[1]
[2]
[3]

The second set of equations tested both the gross and the net effects of spe­
cific characteristics of the tertiary education system on the determination of col­
lege expectations:

11 Snijders and Bosker use the symbol p instead of our ICC [Snijders and Bosker 1999: 
224].
12 See the Appendix for the SPSS syntax for the logistic regressions.
13 These variables are the values of the standardised regression coefficient from the logis­
tic regression of aspirations on ability, socio-economic background, and gender.
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ZDETEXP = a + b1*SCND + b/ICC + b/ENROL + b/PRVRSC + bs*FINAID [4] 
RCABIL = a + b/SCND + b/ICC + b/ENROL + b/PRVRSC + b5*FINAID [5] 
RCHISEI = a + b/SCND + b/ICC + b3*ENROL + b/PRVRSC + b/FINAID [6]

where ICC is the intra-class correlation for college expectations, SCND and TERT 
are the factor scores for openness of secondary education and tertiary educa­
tion respectively, ENROL is the net entry rate into tertiary education, PRVRSC 
is the relative proportion of private sources of funding in institutions of tertiary 
education (representing the actual role of tuition fees in financing tertiary educa­
tion), and FINAID is the financial aid to students defined as public subsidies to 
households and other private entities as a percentage of total public expenditure 
on tertiary education.

Results

Factor analysis (PCA) was applied to the full set of eight statistical indicators 
and separately to the two subsets depicting secondary and tertiary education. 
The rotated results of PCA analysis (Table 1) confirm that the stratification of the 
secondary education system (indicated by the number of school types or distinct 
educational programmes) is strongly correlated with its vocational specificity (in­
dicated by the proportion of fifteen-year-olds enrolled in programmes that give 
access to vocational studies, or direct access to the labour market and upper sec­
ondary education enrolment in general education programmes). Another well- 
defined dimension of a country's education system comprises enrolment rates, 
expenditure on tertiary education, financial aid to students, and the system's 
openness to private resources (indicating a demand driven system). Although 
the correlation of the two dimensions (SCND, TERT) is very high and significant 
(r = 0.627, p < 0.001), and the analysis of the full set suggests that there is clearly 
one strong dimension that consistently describes a country's education system 
as a whole (component DIM1 in Table 1), for descriptive and analytical purposes 
we decided to keep the two dimensions separate (SCND, TERT). For the sake 
of simplicity we refer to them as the 'openness of secondary education' and the 
'openness of tertiary education'.

Since the OECD statistical data used to describe the openness and permea­
bility of education systems contains missing values, and since dropping the coun­
tries with the missing data from the analyses would have reduced the number of 
units for multilevel analysis below a critical level, we used the regression method 
of imputation for the missing data.14 Since the correlation between TERT and

14 SPSS Missing Value Analysis was applied (a regression method augmenting estimates 
with random components). For details see: http://www.siue.edu/IUR/SPSS/SPSS%20M 
issing%20Value%20Analysis%207.5.pdf.

1132

http://www.siue.edu/IUR/SPSS/SPSS%2520M


P. Matiju, M. L. Smith, P. Soukup, J. Basl: Determination of College Expectations in OECD Countries

Table 1. Factor analysis (PCA) of the openness of secondary and tertiary education

Variable

Before rotation After rotation
DIM1 DIM2 SCDN TERT

GENSEC 0.638 0.455 0.650 -
NUMPRG -0.922 0.177 -0.853 -
VOCAT -0.520 0.486 -0.702 -

EXPSEC 0.668 -0.310 0.705 -
ENROL 0.721 -0.031 - 0.720
PRVRSC 0.339 0.882 - 0.615
FINAID 0.681 -0.238 - 0.618
EXPTER 0.741 0.294 - 0.793
% of VAR 45.3 18.6 53.5 47.7

Figure 1. Openness of the secondary and tertiary education systems 
in OECD countries (dimensions SCND and TERT)

TERT

1133



Sociologickÿ iasopis/Czech Sociological Review, 2007, Vol. 43, No. 6

Figure 2. College expectations by measured ability (quintiles) and parental
SES (quintiles)

□ SES=1 B SES=2 B SES=3 ■ SES-4 ■ SES-5 □ SES=1 B SES-2 B SES-3 ■ SES=4 ■ SES=5

ABIL (measured ability - quintiles) ABIL (measured ability - quintiles)

SCND was not affected by the imputation, we decided to use imputed data for 
further analysis.

The values of the two dimensions (principal components) in OECD/PISA 
countries15 are displayed in Figure 1. At first glance, a large number of European 
countries (e.g. the Czech Republic, the Netherlands, Austria, Slovakia, Germa­
ny, Italy, Ireland, France, Belgium, etc.) show low levels of openness in both the 
secondary and tertiary systems of education. The United States, Canada, New 
Zealand, and Australia, on the one hand, and Sweden, Norway Denmark, and 
Finland, on the other, show consistently greater openness in both segments of the 
education system.

The results of a simple descriptive analysis of the effects of ability and pa­
rental socio-economic status in three selected countries exhibiting different lev­
els of education system stratification (the Czech Republic, Germany, the United 
States and Sweden), displayed in Figure 2, reveal the different effects of socio­
economic background in these three countries. In the Czech Republic, a country 
with one of the most stratified systems of secondary education and one of the 
least accessible systems of tertiary education in the OECD, only 18% of the most 
competent fifteen-year-olds from the lowest SES group (SES = 1) expect to achieve

15 Hereinafter, 'OECD/PISA countries' refers to the OECD countries that participated in 
the PISA 2003 project.

1134



P. Mtitejil, M. L. Smith, P. Soukup, J. Basl: Determination of College Expectations in OECD Countries

Figure 3. Logistic regression coefficients (B) of aspiration on ability (ABIL) 
and socio-economic status of parents (HISEI), controlling for gender. 
Variables ABIL and HISEI have been standardised

an education at the tertiary level, while in the highest SES group the figure is 95% 
(ratio 0.18). In the United States and Sweden - the countries with the least strati­
fied secondary education and the most open tertiary education - highly capable 
adolescents from lower strata are much more likely to expect to continue on to 
college than their Czech counterparts (18% in the Czech Republic, compared to 
64% in the US and 47% in Sweden). Thus, the contrast between the lowest and 
highest SES quintiles is much smaller in those countries (US: 64/96, ratio 0.66, 
Sweden 47/91, ratio 0.51).

The logistic regression of college expectations on ability (ABIL), parental 
socio-economic status (HISEI), and gender (SEX),16 which was applied to assess 
the net effect of ability and parental socio-economic status on college expecta­
tions and the degree to which college expectations are determined by ability, 
gender, and parental socio-economic status, revealed significant differences be­
tween countries, especially in the net effect of socio-economic background. Fig­
ure 3 displays the standardised logistic regression coefficients (B) of expectations 
on ability (ABIL) and the socio-economic status of parents (HISEI), controlling 
for gender. Consistent with the results of the descriptive analysis and with hypo-

16 The SPSS binomial logistic regression procedure was applied. See the SPSS command 
file in the Appendix.
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Figure 4. Standardised values (Z-scores) of the model coefficient of determination 
(Nagelkerke's R2) from the logistic regression of college expectations 
on ability, gender, and parental socio-economic status

theses Hl, the net effect of socio-economic status is much stronger in the Czech 
Republic, Germany, Hungary, Poland, and other Central European countries than 
in the US, Canada, Australia, France, and other countries with less stratified and 
more open education systems.

The overall degree to which college expectations are determined by abil­
ity, gender, and parental socio-economic status was assessed by the model coef­
ficient of determination (Nagelkerke's R2).17 The values of the coefficient range 
from more than 0.40 (Hungary, the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Portugal, Belgium, 
the Netherlands, Poland, and Spain) to less than 0.25 (Denmark, New Zealand, 
France, the United States, Korea, Canada, Australia, and Finland).

To simplify the graphic presentation, we transformed the Nagelkerke's R2 
values to their z-scores (see Figure 4 for the results) and also conducted second- 
level principal component analysis, which identified a single dimension repre­
senting the openness and permeability of the education system on the whole

17 Nagelkerke's R-Square is a modification of the Cox and Snell coefficient of determina­
tion. It divides Cox and Snell's R2 by its maximum in order to attain a measure that ranges 
from 0 to 1. Therefore, Nagelkerke's R2 will normally be higher than the Cox and Snell 
measure but will tend to run lower than the corresponding OLS R2. Nagelkerke's R2 is the 
most-reported of the R-squared estimates [see Nagelkerke 1991].
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Figure 5. The relationship between the determination of college expectations 
(ZDETEXP) and the composite variable indicating openness and 
permeability of the education system (OPENNESS)

(variable OPENNESS).18 As the first hypothesis (Hl) predicted, we found a strong 
relationship between the determination of college expectations at the individual 
level (ZDETEXP) on the one hand, and the openness and permeability of the 
education system (OPENNESS) on the other.19

Figure 5 displays individual OECD/PISA countries in a two-dimensional 
space defined by the determination of college expectations (ZDETEXP) and the 
overall openness and permeability of the education system (OPENNESS). The 
figure confirms the strong relationship between the openness and permeability 
of the education system, assessed at the country level, and the degree of overall 
determination of college expectations, assessed at the individual level.

In order to test the specific effects of the relevant characteristics of education 
systems on the determination of college expectations,20 we ran a series of regres-

18 One identified component, OPENNESS, accounted for 81% of the variance with load­
ings 0.902 for both SCND and TERT.
19 The regression coefficients of DETASP on SCDN, TERT and OPENNESS (b/se/sig) are: 
SCND (-.452/0.188/0.023), TERT (-.375/0.172/0.038), OPENNESS (-.441/0.170/0.015)
20 There were three dependent variables: the overall determination of college aspira­
tions by ability, socio-economic background and gender (ZDETEXP), the effect of abil­
ity on aspirations (RCABIL), and the effect of socio-economic background on aspirations 
(RCHISEI).
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* The dependent variable ZDETEXP has been defined as the z-score of the coefficient of 
determination of college expectations (Nagelkerke's R2) from the model with three inde­
pendent variables: ability, gender, and parental socio-economic status.

Table 2. Regression analysis of the overall determination of college aspirations 
(ZDETEXP)*, the effect of ability on college expectations (RCABIL), 
and the effect of socio-economic background at the country level

Model Unstandardised 
coefficients

Standardised 
coefficients t Sig. R2

B Std. Error Beta

Dependent variable= ZDETEXP
1 (Constant) 

SCND

.009

-.452

.169

.188 -.415

.055

-2.411

.957

.023
.172

2 (Constant)

TERT

-.024

-.375

.172

.172 -.380

-.141

-2.176

.889

.038
.145

3 (Constant) -.006 .171 -.036 .971

SCND -.316 .242 -.290 -1.310 .201 .196

TERT -.196 .219 -.198 -.896 .378

Dependent variable= RCABIL
1 (Constant)

SCND

1.097

-.226

.058

.064 -.556

18.997

-3.537

.000

.001
.309

2 (Constant)

TERT

1.085

-.114

.066

.066 -.311

16.404

-1.729

.000

.095
.096

3 (Constant) 1.099 .059 18.622 .000

SCND -.242 .084 -.595 -2.901 .007 .311

TERT .023 .076 .062 .304 .764

Dependent variable= RCHISEI
1 (Constant)

SCND

.338

-.052

.026

.029 -.316

12.774

-1.760

.000

.089
.100

2 (Constant)

TERT

.336

-.016

.028

.028 -.106

12.093

-.566

.000

.576
.011

3 (Constant) .339 .027 12.642 .000

SCND -.067 .038 -.410 -1.763 .089 .113

TERT .022 .034 .151 .648 .522

1138



P. MatljA, M. L. Smith, P. Soukup, ]. Basl: Determination of College Expectations in OECD Countries

sion analyses at the country level. The results from this exercise are displayed in 
Tables 2 to 5. We started with a simple model containing only two independent 
variables: SCND and TERT (Table 2). As for the degree of overall determination 
of expectations, both of these independent variables show a strong and signifi­
cant effect (-.415, -380).21 Therefore, the assumption was confirmed that greater 
openness of secondary and tertiary education is associated with a weaker overall 
determination of expectations. The degree to which expectations are determined 
by ability (RCABIL) also strongly depends on the openness of secondary and 
tertiary education (-.556, -.311). The degree of determination of expectations by 
socio-economic background shows a much higher sensitivity to the openness of 
the secondary education system than the tertiary system.

Table 3 shows the results of regressions for the overall determination of ex­
pectations in which the composite variable 'openness of tertiary education' was 
broken down into the three most relevant original indicators (ENROL, PRVRSC, 
and FINAID); also, the between-school variance (ICC) was added to the set of 
independent variables. The story becomes more interesting, particularly because 
the between-school variance in expectations turned out to be by far the strongest 
predictor of their overall determination. It should be noted that this is the only 
variable in the whole model that remains strong and significant when it comes 
to net effects (before ICC was added to the model, it was the composite variable 
SCND, i.e. the 'openness of secondary education'). The results show that the larg­
er the differences in college expectations at the school level (ICC), the stronger the 
effects of both students' socio-economic background and ability.

Importantly, when either the openness of the secondary education or be­
tween-school variance in expectations enter the model, the effects of enrolment 
in tertiary education and indicators of its financing (traditionally thought to be 
important in shaping college expectations) become negligible. The same story 
emerges from Table 4, which displays the results for the degree of determination 
of expectations (RCABIL) by ability. Again, the openness of secondary education 
and the between-school variance in expectations override the effects of all rel­
evant characteristics of tertiary education, including the enrolment rate (ENROL) 
and its model of financing (PRVSRC, FINAID).

As for the regression analysis of the effect of family socio-economic sta­
tus on college expectations (RCHISEI), the results presented in Table 5 are quite 
similar to those presented so far, with the only difference consisting in the fact

21 Since the analysis was performed on all the PISA 2003 countries, i.e. we in fact worked 
with a full set of cases, and thus it does not make much sense to use statistical significance 
stricto sensu, we refer to it just to avoid over-interpreting the coefficients themselves, as 
they were produced on a very small sample of just thirty countries. On the other hand, 
we may assume that the thirty countries in the analysis are a sample of the larger 'popula­
tion' of developed and developing countries (which may include about sixty countries), 
to which the results can be generalised. In this case we would use the significance level of 
0.1 instead of 0.05.
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Table 3. Regression analysis of the overall determination of college expectations 
(ZDETEXP)' at the country level

Model Unstandardised 
coefficients

Standardised 
coefficients

Beta

t Sig. R2

B Std. Error
1 (Constant) .009 .169 .055 .957

.172
SCND -.452 .188 -.415 -2.411 .023

2 (Constant) -1.025 .301 -3.400 .002
.354

ICC 4.534 1.159 .595 3.914 .001
3 (Constant) .646 .909 .711 .484

.023
ENROL -.011 .014 -.152 -.755 .458

4 (Constant) .085 .283 .299 .767
.010

PRVRSC -.005 .010 -.099 -.519 .608
5 (Constant) .290 .343 .847 .405

.042
FINAID -.018 .017 -.206 -1.094 .284

6 (Constant) -.560 1.078 -.520 .609

SCND -.526 .268 -.500 -1.964 .063
ENROL .007 .017 .106 .436 .668 .188

PRVRSC .001 .010 .013 .065 .949

FINAID .003 .020 .037 .161 .873
7 (Constant) -1.372 .968 -1.417 .172

SCND .129 .323 .122 .399 .694

ICC 5.568 1.922 .737 2.897 .009
.428

ENROL .007 .014 .095 .456 .653

PRVRSC -.005 .009 -.094 -.523 .606

FINAID -.010 .018 -.118 -.578 .569

* The dependent variable ZDETEXP has been defined as the z-score of the coefficient of 
determination of college expectations (Nagelkerke's R2) from the model with three inde­
pendent variables: ability, gender, and parental socio-economic status.
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Table 4. Regression analysis of the effect of ability on college expectations (RCABIL) ’ 
at the country level

Model Unstandardised 
coefficients

Standardised 
coefficients

Beta

t Sig. R2

B Std. Error

1 (Constant) 1.097 .058 18.997 .000
.309

SCND -.226 .064 -.556 -3.537 .001
2 (Constant) .700 .111 6.299 .000

.371
ICC 1.735 .427 .609 4.061 .000

3 (Constant) 1.573 .338 4.649 .000
.085

ENROL -.008 .005 -.291 -1.490 .149
4 (Constant) 1.071 .107 10.033 .000

.001
PRVRSC .001 .004 .035 .182 .857

5 (Constant) 1.245 .126 9.870 .000
.078

FINAID -.009 .006 -.280 -1.515 .141
6 (Constant) 1.009 .368 2.743 .012

SCND -.246 .092 -.608 -2.689 .014

ENROL -.001 .006 -.027 -.126 .901 .359

PRVRSC .004 .003 .202 1.113 .278

FINAID .002 .007 .051 .251 .804
7 (Constant) .824 .367 2.245 .036

SCND -.097 .122 -.239 -.791 .438

ICC 1.268 .729 .436 1.740 .097
.444

ENROL -.001 .005 -.034 -.163 .872

PRVRSC .003 .003 .138 .782 .443
FINAID -.001 .007 -.041 -.202 .842

* The dependent variable RCABIL has been defined as the standardised regression coef­
ficient for ability (ABIL) in the model with three independent variables: ability, gender, 
and parental socio-economic status.
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Table 5. Regression analysis of the effect of family socio-economic status on college 
expectations (RCHISEI) * at the country level

Model Unstandardised Standardised y g. ^2
coefficients coefficients

B Std. Error Beta
1 (Constant) .338 .026 12.774 .000

.172
SCND -.052 .029 -.316 -1.760 .089

2 (Constant) .208 .049 4.269 .000
.354

ICC .568 .187 .497 3.031 .005
3 (Constant) .355 .145 2.448 .022

.023
ENROL .000 .002 -.035 -.172 .865

4 (Constant) .301 .042 7.145 .000
.010

PRVRSC .002 .001 .208 1.104 .279
5 (Constant) .401 .051 7.905 .000

.042
FINAID -.004 .002 -.286 -1.550 .133

6 (Constant) .220 .167 1.317 .202
SCND -.059 .041 -.357 -1.430 .168
ENROL .002 .003 .144 .606 .551 .188
PRVRSC .002 .002 .287 1.436 .166
FINAID -.002 .003 -.156 -.698 .493

7 (Constant) .126 .163 .771 .450
SCND .017 .054 .100 .305 .764
ICC .644 .324 .540 1.991 .060

.428
ENROL .001 .002 .136 .612 .547
PRVRSC .002 .001 .208 1.091 .288
FINAID -.004 .003 -.270 -1.242 .229

* The dependent variable RCHISEI has been defined as the standardised regression 
coefficient for family socio-economic status (HISEI) in the model with three independent 
variables: ability, gender, and parental socio-economic status.
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that the between-school variance is the only independent variable in the model 
showing a strong and significant effect. As for the role of tuition fees (PRVSRC) 
and financial aid to students, it is interesting to see that in the final model (Table 
5, model 7) their effects go in the direction one would expect: the presence of 
tuition fees (PRVRSC) increases the role of socio-economic background in the 
formation of expectations (.208), while the presence of financial aid to students 
tends to eliminate it (-.270). However, these effects are not statistically significant, 
and also, as already noted, largely overridden by the effects of secondary school 
system stratification. Given these results, we find strong support for hypothesis 
H2 (as well as its specifications: H2a and H2b).

Conclusion

The analysis of the OECD data confirmed the hypothesis that the degree of strati­
fication in the secondary education system, together with its vocational specifi­
city, constitutes one dimension indicative of the permeability of the secondary 
education system (assumption Al). We also found that there is a strong asso­
ciation between the permeability of secondary education and the openness of 
tertiary education (assumption A2). These two intertwined characteristics of an 
education system strongly predict the degree to which college expectations are 
determined by socio-economic background, ability, and gender (Hl).

The series of regression analyses carried out on the country level produced 
strong evidence supporting the hypothesis that the most important characteristics 
of an education system that generate a strong degree of determination of college 
expectations by ability and socio-economic background pertain primarily to sec­
ondary, not tertiary, education. In this regard, the decisive aspects of secondary 
education are the degree of secondary school system stratification and vocational 
specificity on the one hand, and between-school variance in college expectations 
(measured by the intra-class correlation) on the other. At the country level, these 
characteristics of the secondary school system largely override the effects of the 
characteristics of tertiary education, such as the role of tuition fees and financial 
aid to students. It should be emphasised that the results of our analysis and our 
main conclusions are not at odds with research that has shown that, at the indi­
vidual level, the actual and perceived levels of tuition fees, student financial aid, 
and the factual and perceived 'openness' or 'closedness' of the tertiary education 
system, actually may matter a great deal. These questions will be on the agenda 
of our longitudinal research we launched in 2003 (PISA-L, fifteen-year-olds) and 
2004 (first-year university students).

As for the main message of our analysis for educational policy, we believe 
that we have gone a step further in assessing the role of the institutional struc­
tures of education systems and the degree of their openness and permeability in 
the formation of college expectations of pupils. Our analysis strongly supports
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the idea that in order to increase equity in access to higher education, policymak­
ers should focus primarily on the secondary school system, particularly on the 
existing structural conditions for the reproduction of inequality in access to high­
er education through secondary school system stratification and other sources of 
differences between schools.
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Appendix

Table Al. Statistical indicators used in the analysis of education systems

Acronym Description Source

GENSEC Upper secondary education enrolment in general education 
programs (2003) EaG, C2.1

NUMPRG Number of school types or distinct educational programmes 
available to fifteen-year-olds (2003) EaG, D6.1

VOCAT
Proportion of fifteen-year-olds enrolled in programmes that 
give access to vocational studies at the next program level or 
direct access to the labour market (2003)

EaG, D6.1

EXPSEC
Expenditure on educational institutions of primary, lower 
secondary, and primary education as a percentage of GDP 
from public and private sources (2002)

EaG, B2.1

ENROL Net entry rates into tertiary education (2003) EaG, C2.2

PRVRSC Relative proportion of private sources of funding on institutions 
of tertiary education (percentage of total expenditure, 2002) EaG, B.3.2

FINAID
Financial aid to students: public subsidies for households and 
other private entities as a percentage of total public expenditure 
on tertiary education (percentage of total expenditure on terti­
ary education, 2002)

EaG, B.5.2

EXPTER Expenditure on tertiary educational institutions as a percentage 
of GDP from public and private sources (2002) EaG, B2.1

Table A2. Correlations between indicators used in the analysis of education systems

GENSEC NUMPRG VOCAT EXPSEC ENROL PRVRSC FINAID EXPTER
GENSEC 1.000

NUMPRG -0.477 1.000

VOCAT -0.295 0.496 1.000

EXPSEC 0.261 -0.612 -0.343 1.000

ENROL 0.275 -0.672 -0.221 0.431 1.000

PRVRSC 0.531 -0.162 0.191 -0.054 0.240 1.000

FINAID 0.268 -0.699 -0.314 0.302 0.460 0.050 1.000

EXPTER 0.464 -0.580 -0.242 0.466 0.399 0.445 0.345 1.000
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SPSS Commands

SPSS commands use to run logistic regression of educational aspirations on abil­
ity, parental socio-economic status and gender.

a) commands used to assess the coefficient of determination (Nagelkerke's R2): 
LOGISTIC REGRESSION VAR=COLLEXP

/METHOD=ENTER abil hisei sex
/CONTRAST (sex)=lndicator
/CRITERIA PIN(.O5) POUT(.W) ITERATE(20) CUT(.5).

b) commands used to assess the net effects of parental socio-economic status and 
ability for descriptive analyses (ABIL and HISEI transformed into quintiles): 
split file by cnt2.
LOGISTIC REGRESSION VAR=COLLEXP

/METHOD=ENTER abil5 Isel5 sex
/CONTRAST (isei5)=lndicator
/CONTRAST (abil5)=lndicator
/CONTRAST (sex)=lndicator
/CRITERIA PIN(.O5) POUT(.W) ITERATE(20) CUT(.5) .

split file off.
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Abstract: This article looks at the status attainment process of young Hungar­
ian graduates, devoting special attention to the impact of social origin, defined 
as the education and occupation of parents. The authors' estimates show that 
graduates from high status families enjoy notable advantages in the labour 
market, even when type of education, field of study, and a range of labour 
market experience factors are held constant. The greatest wage-premium 
for coming from a 'good' family is measured for men, occurring four-to-five 
years after graduation. Patterns of status inheritance are found to be gender­
dependent, with women being more influenced by their social background at 
earlier phases of their careers. The authors argue that the substantial growth 
in the number of graduates and the increasing variety of jobs they occupy con­
tribute to a social-selection process, moving further up from the educational 
ladder to the labour market. The authors describe possible mechanisms driv­
ing the direct inheritance of social advantages, but further research is needed 
to explore them in detail.
Keywords: higher education, social mobility, graduates, graduate labour mar­
ket, post-socialist country
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Introduction and theoretical background: direct and indirect parental effects

The intergenerational transmission of social and economic advantages has long 
been a focal subject of different disciplines in the social sciences. Particularly
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scholars in sociology and in economics have widely studied the persistence of 
social and economic inequalities and how advantages are inherited from genera­
tion to generation. Although departing from different theoretical and methodo­
logical standpoints, the overlap in the focus of the two disciplines is noteworthy 
[Morgan 2006]. Growing inequalities in the labour market and the non-increas­
ing trend of social mobility in industrialised societies have made the issue of 
social inheritance particularly timely. Scholars in both fields are actively calling 
for more attention and new insight into the problem [see, e.g., Bowles and Gintis 
2002; Goldthorpe and Jackson 2006].

To investigate the mechanisms behind the pure correlation of social origin 
and social destination, attempts were made to decompose the relationship into 
its components. The idea of differentiating between the indirect and direct effects 
of origin appears in sociology and economics [Treiman 1970; Blau and Duncan 
1967; Bowles and Gintis 2002], First, parental social standing has a major impact 
on educational attainment and influences the later opportunities of offspring in 
life through the educational channel. Children from families of a higher social 
standing receive more and better education, and it is for this reason that they 
obtain better jobs, bigger salaries, and higher social prestige. This is the 'indirect 
effect' on social background. At the same time, the impact of social origin may 
operate independently of schooling and result in significant differences in the 
social destination of individuals with a similar educational attainment but a dif­
ferent social background. This is the 'direct effect' of social origin. Figure 1 shows 
a simple illustration of this distinction. The notions of 'social origin' and 'social 
destination' can be replaced with 'parental income' and 'income' - or, indeed, by 
any other appropriate indicators.

In sociology, where both functionalist and conflict theory argue that educa­
tion is becoming the main determinant of social success, and empirical evidence 
seems to support this hypothesis, the idea of the direct transmission of social sta­
tus has received relatively little attention. Noteworthy exceptions are studies by 
Breen and Goldthorpe, which systematically challenge the propositions of func­
tionalist theory and even the basic ideas of meritocracy [e.g. Goldthorpe 1985; 
Breen and Goldthorpe 1999, 2001; Goldthorpe and Jackson 2006], They present 
their own empirical results suggesting that the importance of direct parental ef­
fects is not declining at all - at least not in contemporary Britain.

Looking at the status attainment process of the 1958 cohort in the National 
Child Development Study (NCDS), Breen and Goldthorpe [1999] found that pa­
rental social class continued to have a significant effect on the social class of the 
respondents even when education, abilities, and even effort - all the possible com­
ponents of 'merit' - are controlled for. In another study [Breen and Goldthorpe 
2001], they compare the 1958 cohort from the NCDS and the 1970 cohort from the 
British Cohort Study. The association between class origin and class destination 
here was found to be largely the same in the two cohorts, with education having 
a remarkably smaller influence on individuals' relative mobility chances in the
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Figure 1. The process of status attainment

Social origin
| Social destination

Schooling

younger cohort. This means that by the 1990s there was more room for the effect 
of_direct channels of social inheritance than there had been a decade before. In 
an earlier study, Breen [1998] looked at second-level school-leavers from the Re­
public of Ireland. Decomposing the total impact of social origin into its direct and 
indirect components, he found that the influence of social origin on the odds of 
avoiding unemployment is only partially mediated through education.

A recent paper by Evans and his colleagues [Evans et al. 2005] suggests that 
the direct effects of social origin also exist outside Anglo-Saxon societies. In a 
comparison of the process of status attainment in thirty-one countries all over the 
world they found that in twenty of these countries parental background plays a 
role in shaping occupational status even when respondents' education is control­
led for. Parental background in this case is measured by the parents' education, 
the father's occupation, and the number of books in the parental home. Interest­
ingly, Evans and his colleagues find that the direct effect of a scholarly culture 
(as measured by the number of books) tends to be stronger in post-communist 
countries (including Hungary) than elsewhere.

In economics, the role of parental background is discussed in the returns 
to education literature for two primary reasons. First, estimates derived from the 
classic Mincerian wage estimation [Mincer 1974] show that education and labour 
market experience do a relatively poor job of explaining wage variation - they ac­
count for only about 25-35% of the total variance [Card 1998]. A large proportion 
of wage variation between individuals with similar education and other measur­
able factors (typically age, gender, on the job training) remains unexplained [Rosen 
1977], Such observations have called attention to the possible role of parental back­
ground in contributing to wage differences between the similarly educated.

Second, it has been shown that when important determinants of wages 
are excluded from wage equations, the parameters for schooling are likely to be 
biased. Depending on the nature of the interrelationship between unobserved 
variables and schooling, omitted variables may lead to either an under- or over­
estimation of these measures (see Card [1998] for a comprehensive discussion, 
and Galasi [2003] for the Hungarian application). Among the (often) unobserved 
variables, school quality and ability are considered to be of major importance 
- both are heavily interrelated with parental background. Consequently, family 
background measures are often applied and interpreted as proxies for school 
quality [e.g. Grubb 1993] or ability [e.g. Leibowitz 1974],
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In wage regressions, when a proxy for parental environment is included, 
parental background is systematically found to be positively correlated with in­
come when education - but not ability - is controlled for [e.g. Grubb 1993; Ashen- 
felter and Zimmerman 19971]. However, when ability or even measures of school 
quality are added to the models, the findings are less conclusive. Several studies 
found that the existence of a statistically significant, positive direct parental effect 
varies by gender and/or cohorts studied [Altonji and Thomas 19952; Leibowitz 
1974]. In other studies, however, the inclusion of ability-indexes and/or school­
quality measures seems to entirely wipe out the parental effect [e.g. Taber 2001].

The case of graduates

In the discussion so far we have not distinguished between different groups or 
strata in society. Now we will argue that the case of graduates requires special 
attention when the problems of status-attainment are in focus. We will begin by 
providing a brief overview of the graduate labour market today and then explain 
why the characteristics of this market are likely to promote direct social inherit­
ance. Possible mechanisms driving the direct effect of social origin will also be 
discussed.

It is common knowledge that the number and share of graduates in the 
populations of most European (and other) countries increased dramatically in 
recent decades [e.g. Shavit and Blossfeld 1993]. In some countries, the increase in 
the number of graduates has led to an excess supply, with a rising level of unem­
ployment among graduates and a decrease in the additional benefit from holding 
a degree. But even where this has not happened, what has is that the number 
of occupations that traditionally require a higher education degree has not cor­
respondingly increased with the number of potential applicants [Teichler 2000]. 
Instead, in a number of cases, there has been an upgrading of occupations previ­
ously filled by non-graduates [Mason 1996], whereas in other cases graduates are 
taking jobs for which, strictly speaking, higher education would not usually be 
necessary. This leads to a radical increase in the heterogeneity of labour market 
positions filled by graduates, so that graduates are just as likely to hold a lower- 
level job or be unemployed as they are to pursue a classic or 'high-flying' career. 
With the growing variety of positions taken by graduates, the heterogeneity of 
available earnings is also increasing.

In Hungary, the expansion of higher education was held back by the social­
ist regime and only started after 1989-19903. Having been far below the standard 
European level for decades, the share of graduates more than doubled between

1 Cited in Card [1998],
2 Cited in Card [1998].
3 In the past the Hungarian system of higher education did not differentiate between BA 
and MA degrees. This is a recent development. A 'higher education degree' refers to a

1152



Zsuzsa Blaskó and Péter Robert: Graduates in the Labour Market

1990 and 20004. However, in the 1990s the rapid increase in the labour supply was 
accompanied by an increasing demand for educated employees, and returns to 
education in graduate jobs continued to grow until 1998, with graduate unem­
ployment rates remaining far below the national average [Galasi 2004a]. Statistics 
for more recent years indicate that the privileges associated with a higher educa­
tion degree have decreased somewhat.5 Between 1998 and 2002, the wage pre­
mium for a higher education degree decreased from 73% to 62%. By 2004 it had 
become significantly more likely than before [Galasi 2004b] that young graduates 
had started their careers in what were previously non-graduate occupations (ad­
ministrative and clerical jobs, intermediate sales and personal services, agricul­
ture and forestry occupations).

Given the supply of graduates in the labour market and the increasing va­
riety of graduate careers, the question arises of how and based on what crite­
ria graduates will be located - or locate themselves - among the various labour 
market outcomes. Can educational attainment remain an effective signal for the 
employer, or will other criteria gain room in the selection process? There is evi­
dence that when there is a substantial supply of applicants with a similar type 
of education employers are more likely to apply selection criteria other than the 
level of education itself. A range of personality factors start to play a role in the 
selection process and personal contacts are also more intensively mobilised. Be­
low we argue that these trends are likely to privilege graduates who come from 
well-educated and high-prestige families.

There is a variety of research evidence suggesting that today cultural re­
sources - cognitive as well as non-cognitive skills - play a significant role in the 
graduate labour market. In a series of interviews conducted with employers of 
graduates in Great Britain, Brown and Scase [1994], for example, found that in job 
interviews questions relating to the applicant's hobbies, greatest achievement in 
life, sports activities, or travel experiences are becoming more and more impor­
tant. The ultimate function of such questions is to select people with outstand­
ing generic skills - among which communication and interpersonal skills are of 
major importance - for well-paid and high-status positions. It is therefore not a 
set of particular skills or technical knowledge but the person as a whole, a 'per­
sonality package', that companies want to buy. Other studies also suggest that, 
besides formal education, a range of 'soft' factors, such as effort, cognitive abili­
ties, social skills, and personal characteristics, play an important role in personnel 
recruitment, especially for managerial jobs, but even for jobs in sales and person-

degree earned from an institute of tertiary education, typically after four or five years 
of study. The typical age at graduation used to be twenty-three, although it is currently 
increasing.
4 Growing from 25 822 to 57 056 between 1990 and 2000 [Fazekas and Varga 2005],
5 For example, among graduates aged 20-29 years old, 3% of those with a college degree 
were unemployed in 2000, but 4% in 2002, while the related ratios are 3% and 7% for uni­
versity graduates [Robert 2004],
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al services. Jackson and her colleagues [Jackson, Goldthorpe and Mills 2005], for 
example, looked at job advertisements in British local and national newspapers 
and found that references to the preferred personality factors often appear next to 
the very general requirement of holding a higher education degree.

An international graduate survey conducted in 1999 suggests that such 
findings can be generalised to other countries. In five out of eleven countries, 
'personality' was selected by graduates as the most important factor in getting 
their first job after graduation, and it was rated highly in other countries, too. The 
proportion of those who considered personality a very important or an impor­
tant factor ranged between 57% and 84% [Blasko 2002a],

Like the authors mentioned above, we suggest that the desired personality 
factors for high prestige labour market positions are not independent of social 
background. Instead, they reflect middle-class values and attitudes and correlate 
with cultural capital, so that they are inherited in families in the higher social 
strata.

In addition to cultural factors, social (or network) capital is again likely to 
improve the labour market prospects of graduates with a good social background. 
Since employers claim that one of the most effective ways of filling well-paid posi­
tions is through employer referral [e.g. Kugler 1997], it is not surprising that social 
networks are widely used in the graduate labour market. Furthermore, in a situ­
ation of intense supply in the labour market, it is becoming increasingly efficient 
for employers to reduce searching costs by drawing on personal contacts or em­
ployee referrals [Rosenbaum et al. 1990], thus making social (or network) capital 
even more valuable. Empirical evidence does support the idea that personal con­
tacts play an important role in finding a (good) job in the graduate labour market. 
In the 1999 European graduate survey cited above, 15% to 54% of the graduates in 
the participating countries claimed that they had found their first job via personal 
network [Brennan et al. 2001]. In a recent employer survey in Hungary, informal 
routes - such as utilising personal or costumer contacts - were mentioned as some 
of the most important search methods by graduate employers in all investigated 
sectors ^Diploma 2006], In such an environment, potential employees from higher 
status families can benefit either directly from the social network of their parents 
or from networking skills acquired at home [e.g. Lam and Schoeni 1993].

Financial resources are likely to contribute to the success of graduates in the 
labour market as much as they promote the success of other groups of employees. 
They also strengthen the link between social origin and destination in similar 
ways they do this for others. Hauser and Daymont [1977] argue that a better fi­
nancial standing may lead to better options because it affords a person with time 
to search or wait for a good job. They suggest that higher income in the childhood 
family leads to higher income expectations, and finally they also refer to the clas­
sic manner of wealth inheritance. Hungarian examples come from some sporadic 
interviews we carried out with graduates, where we found that parental support 
allowed time for extra-curricular activities (such as a long journey abroad), which 
in turn helped the graduate to further improve the skills and knowledge that are
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highly valued by employers. In some professions (e.g. law, medicine), graduates 
spend several years in poorly paid or even fee-paying training programmes after 
finishing university. Finally, starting up one's own business with the financial 
help of the parents is also a choice.

Empirical findings from research focusing on the status attainment of grad­
uates are not fully conclusive in determining the relationship between origin and 
destination. An early study in the field [Hout 1988] showed that in a highly se­
lect group of American university graduates all the interaction between social 
origin and destination had disappeared. Conversely, several more recent stud­
ies in Great Britain found at least some additional premia for having a diploma 
among graduates from better-off families [see, e.g., Smith, McKnight and Naylor 
2000; Naylor, Smith and McKnight 2002; Blaskd 2002b], In Hungary, no focused 
research of this kind has yet been carried out. However, general social mobility 
studies have shown an increasing level of social reproduction in the higher strata 
of society - especially among the younger generations [see Bukodi 2002; Robert 
and Bukodi 2004]. No information, however, is available on the share of direct 
and indirect factors determining these trends.

Data, design, and variables

In the following sections we will first introduce the data set used in our analysis 
and then describe the indicators that were applied. We will look at the social and 
economic success of young Hungarian graduates at two early stages in their ca­
reer and relate their position to their social origin - keeping a set of educational 
and labour market characteristics constant. This way, we hope to tell whether 
status reproduction in Hungary is only taking place in the education system, or 
whether other mechanisms also influence this process. The measures of 'success' 
we selected are based on the economic as well as the sociological tradition, and 
parallel models are also introduced, one of which contains a social prestige scale 
as the dependent variable and the other monthly net earnings. To these models 
we add a third set of (logistic) models estimating the odds of being unemployed 
for any short period of time in the first four years after graduation. In the end of 
this section, the issue of selectivity in these data will also be considered.

Data6

For the purposes of this analysis, we used a panel data set on the educational 
and labour market experiences of Hungarian graduates. The first wave of the 
survey was conducted on a cohort that graduated from full-time tertiary educa­
tion in 1999 and it was administered one year after their graduation, in Septem-

6 Data collection was commissioned by the National Institute for Lifelong Learning 
(Nemzeti Felnottkepzesi Intezet)
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ber 2000. The second wave was completed in February 2004. In the first wave, 
questionnaires were sent out by post to every member of the target population. 
In the second one, respondents who provided a phone number were contacted 
over the phone. In 2000, 22% of the questionnaires were returned, resulting in a 
total sample of 5808. Out of this population, 2242 respondents were successfully 
interviewed in the second wave, and non-response to key questions in the sur­
vey reduced the sample somewhat further. The sample clearly suffered from the 
problem of non-response, to which we will return later.

Because information on parental education and occupation is only avail­
able for those who participated in the second survey, we used this smaller sub­
sample throughout our analyses. For the purpose of our final models, we selected 
only those who had said their main activity was work at the time of the survey. 
In 2000 there were 1680 graduates working, and in 2004 there were 1791. Owing 
to non-responses to questions relating to wage and occupation, and the limited 
availability of information on institutional quality, the case number was further 
reduced in the various models.

Economic and social destinations

Economic and social destination will first be measured by the (natural logarithm 
of) net monthly wage and by the (natural logarithm of) occupational prestige 
scores (SIOPS) of the respondent, respectively. In this way we aim to differentiate 
between two somewhat different rewards in the labour market: financial credits 
on the one hand and social credentials on the other. The wage level is the classic 
measure of labour market potential in the related economic literature, but it is 
rarely included in social mobility analyses. Having concerns about the reliability 
of our data on working time, we decided to include net monthly wages in Sep­
tember 2000 and February 2004 in our estimations.

The Standard Occupational Prestige Score (SIOPS) was originally designed 
by D. Treiman [1977] and is a commonly used indicator of social position in social 
mobility studies. In our models, the updated 1996 version of the scale was used 
[Ganzeboom and Treiman 1996]. The SIOPS is based on a highly standardised, 
internationally used ranking of occupations taken from ISCO (International 
Standard Classification of Occupations) according to their subjectively perceived 
prestige. Theory suggests that the social prestige of occupations reflects differen­
tials in control over scarce but desirable resources, including knowledge, skills, 
property, and also power and privileges. This way, social prestige is expected to 
reflect a wide range of differentials linked to occupations and is widely used as 
a complex indicator of social status. International comparisons suggest a surpris­
ingly high level of correlation between SIOPS in different countries [e.g. Treiman 
1977]. To make interpretation easier and the parameters comparable, we use the 
natural logarithm of SIOPS as the outcome variable.
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A third possible measure of labour market success is the occurrence [a 0-1 
distinction indicating whether someone has been unemployed for a while (1) or 
not (0)] of unemployment. Despite the generally low level of graduate unem­
ployment in Hungary, we found that nearly 18% of this new and young cohort 
of graduates experienced unemployment between September 1999 and January 
2004, with the median number of months spent out of work being six. Experience 
of unemployment was measured using a binary variable indicating whether the 
respondent had any experience of unemployment after graduation.

Independent variables

The family background of respondents was proxied by four variables: the highest 
level of education of the mother (1) and the father (2) and the occupational pres­
tige (SIOPS) of the mother (3) and the father (4). All the information relates to the 
time when the respondent was fourteen years old.

We reduced the parents' education indicators to two dummies which dif­
ferentiate between mothers with or without a higher education degree, and fa­
thers with or without a degree. About 27% of our graduates reported having a 
mother and 34% a father with a higher education degree. Although it is not the 
aim of this study to uncover the mechanisms that underlie the transmission of 
family background, the relevant literature gives guidance about the possibilities. 
Generally, the education of the parents is assumed to affect human (or cultural) 
resources by influencing the quality and quantity of time spent with the children 
[Bourdieu 1973; Leibowitz 1974], The stock of a person's cultural assets (e.g. how 
many books they have, what musical instruments they own, etc.), reading habits, 
and the frequency of cultural activities such as visits to museums, theatres, etc., 
in the parental family have also been shown to relate to the parents' education 
and to influence the educational and occupational outcomes of the offspring [e.g. 
Robert 1991; Blasko 2003; Evans et al. 2005]. The parents' education is therefore 
used in this analysis as the primary proxy for cultural resources other than the 
education provided to the child.

The parents' and especially the father's occupations are more closely linked 
to the financial circumstances of the family. Still, the SIOPS of the parents in 
our study does not merely serve as a proxy for income and wealth but also as a 
proxy of labour market potentials in a more general sense. By representing social 
prestige as well as the availability of various social resources, we expect the par­
ents' occupation to be linked to network resources as well. As indicators for the 
parents' occupational prestige, two dummies constructed from the SIOPS were 
applied. These dummies differentiate between mothers (and fathers) inside and 
outside the upper quartile of the range of the mothers' (and the fathers') SIOPS in 
our sample. Control variables added to the models are displayed in Table 1.

This way, we will build a total of 2x2x2 = 8 linear models and 2 logistic re-
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Table 1. Control variables in the models estimated

Name of variable Description Coding Comment
Application ratio Proxy for institutional quality. Meas- Continuous 

tired as the ratio of the total number of 
applicants to the number of success­
ful applicants in the higher education 
institution for the particular field of 
study they covered. The higher this 
ratio, the higher the quality of the 
institution is considered to be.

Type of 
institution
Field of study

Type of higher education institution. 1 =University
0=College

Field of study: agriculture, foreign Reference cat­
language, teacher training, sports, egory: arts and
IT, engineering, medicine, law, humanities
economics+business, social sciences, 
natural sciences

Financing Studies not fully financed by the state l=not fully 
for any reason financed by the

state; 0=state-fi- 
nanced

Work 
experience

In-school labour-market experience l=worked
regularly while in 
tertiary educa­
tion; 0= did not 
work

Unemployment 
ratio
Place of work

Micro-regional unemployment rates in Continuous 
2000 and 2002
Working in Budapest l=working in Bu­

dapest; 0=work- 
ing elsewhere

Further study Type of formal education completed l=studied; Not included
after graduation: separate dummies n=did not shidv in ^e 2000
for: university, college, PhD, other models,
higher education institution, any other 
type of further study

Unemployment 
experience

(Lack of) labour market experience: 1 =was unem- Not included
whether the respondent had spent any ployed; in the 2000
time unemployed between graduation Q=was not unem. models and
in 1999 and January 2004 nloved ^e unem"

ployment 
estimations

Time spent not 
working

Whether the respondent spent any l=spent time not Not included
time not working for any reason, other working; 0=did in the 2000
than studying or being unemployed not spend time models

not working
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gression models. First, a set of linear models will be estimated: one with a meas­
ure of social prestige as the dependent variable and another one with monthly 
net earnings as the dependent variable. Both sets will be produced for both waves 
of the survey, and for men and women separately. Then two logistic regression 
models will be added to the binary outcome, whether the respondent spent any 
time unemployed between September 1999 and January 2004. Here again, sepa­
rate models for men and women will be estimated.

In the following section, the problems of selectivity and endogeneity will be 
considered and - where possible - dealt with.

Selectivity and endogeneity in the data

Potentially the most serious source of bias is the low rate of return in the first 
wave of this survey and the high attrition rate in the second one. It is estimated 
that in 1999 around 27 000 graduates left the higher education system in Hun­
gary. The return rate was 22% in the first wave, resulting in a sample size of 5808. 
This number was then further reduced in the second wave, when only 2242 re­
spondents, the ones who willingly provided a phone number in the first survey 
(and still valid four years later), could be contacted. Although definitely low, such 
levels of response rate are not unusual for social surveys of this kind. In any case, 
we found that the size of the resulting sample was sufficient for performing the 
type of analyses presented here. However, since the distribution by the type of 
higher education institutions in the sample was different from that in the overall 
population, we applied analytical weights in the study. The aim of weighting was 
to reproduce in the sample the proportion of students that graduated from the 
various higher education institutions in 1999. In this way, distribution by type of 
institution, by region of higher education, and by field of study was adequately 
adjusted to the relevant distribution in the entire population.

Although we could not control for selectivity in the first wave, we examined 
the possibility that the more successful individuals - i.e. those with a more stable 
labour market position, better career prospects, and higher wages - were more 
willing to provide their phone numbers for a second survey. If this is true, we are 
missing out on input from those who are less successful, and we can therefore ex­
pect the key parameters of the social background variables to be underestimated 
in our models. Unfortunately, a fully satisfactory control of the selection process 
is not possible based on the data at hand, because the key measures of the indi­
viduals' social background were only included in the second survey, where the 
number of respondents had already been reduced. The possibilities open to us 
are therefore limited. Below we will compare the 'responding' and the 'non-re­
sponding' sub-groups in our sample along the key schooling and labour market 
indicators. Then we will attempt to draw some conclusions regarding the pos­
sible biases that necessarily remain in our estimates.
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The similarity of the 'first-wave-only' and the 'both-waves' sub-samples 
could only be tested on the attributes included in the first survey. The distribu­
tions and the means of the two sub-samples by gender, labour market position at 
the time of the first survey, field of study, type of higher education, occurrence of 
work while at higher education, and satisfaction with work in 20007 suggest that 
selectivity is gender dependent. First, men were somewhat more likely to respond 
to the second survey than women - with 48% of men and 45% of the women in 
the original sample participating in the 2004 sample.8 The characteristics of the 
women who responded to the second survey do not significantly differ from those 
who participated in the second wave only (including labour market status in Sep­
tember 2000, field of study, type of higher education institution, work experience, 
and wages and social prestige in 2000). Among men, however, those included in 
both samples show some distinct features. They were more likely to be in the la­
bour force in September 2000 (either working or as unemployed) and less likely to 
be studying than the others. Besides, those who were studying did so at a college 
rather than a university. Agriculture students and those who did not work dur­
ing their higher education studies were overrepresented in the second set. Even 
though the men who responded to both surveys appeared to be earning less in 
2000 than the others, further investigation revealed that this difference is largely 
attributable to college graduates being overrepresented in the second group.

To assess the joint effect of the key variables on response in the second wave, 
we estimated simple binary models with the variables mentioned above on the 
right-hand side. Results from probit estimation show that in the case of men the 
type of institution has a significant effect on the participation in the second wave. 
University graduates are less likely to participate than college graduates. Interest­
ingly, those who were already working at the time of their tertiary studies were 
less likely to participate than others. Among women, social science graduates are 
more willing to participate than others - an understandable finding that likely 
reflects their interest in, and empathy for, social science research. Finally, agricul­
ture graduates seem to be slightly overrepresented in the 'both waves' group.

In general, our estimations suggest no marked selectivity along the indica­
tors applied in this study. Pseudo R2 is only slightly above 1% in the model for 
men and is even lower in the estimation for women. This suggests that selectivity 
on observable characteristics in the second survey is not especially a problem in 
these data.

Another driver of selectivity is the unobservable 'labour market success'. 
This is the case of classical self-selection into employment, and thus the usual 
argument applies: we can expect our estimated coefficients to be biased because 
of the systematic differences in wage offers and observed wages between those 
who work and those who choose not to. However, to correct such an effect we

7 For statistics in this section see Blasko and Robert [2007],
8 Compared to the entire population of graduates in 1999, women still remain overrepre­
sented in this sample. This is due to their higher response rate in the first survey.
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would need to find a suitable instrument that correlates with participation and 
does not correlate with wage - a criterion that none of our variables in the data 
set seems to meet. We must consequently hope that the biases due to selectivity 
are not too severe here. This hope is supported by the relatively low percentage of 
unemployed and inactive in the sample (6.4% and 5.2% respectively in 2000, and 
2.7% and 13.9% in 2004 - excluding full-time students).

The economic literature on returns to education discusses in detail how the 
unobserved characteristics of individuals (such as family background, school 
quality, and ability) can lead to biases when return to schooling is estimated by 
OLS. The direction of this bias depends on the nature of the relationship between 
the variables omitted on the one hand and the level of schooling on the other [e.g. 
Galasi 2003], In the case at hand it is the parameters of the family background 
measures that may suffer owing to the endogeneity of school quality and ability. 
This problem is partly handled by applying proxies in the analysis. To assess the 
impact of school quality, we estimate the premia for a university (as opposed to 
a college) degree, and for certain fields of studies. Furthermore, the ratio of the 
total number of applicants to successful applicants to an institution and field of 
study combination (i.e. a particular field in a particular institute) is applied as a 
proxy for institutional heterogeneity. It is assumed that in the environment of an 
increasing labour supply, employers use information on institutional heterogene­
ity as an additional screening device.

When modelling choice of schooling, we may believe that family back­
ground, as well as individual ability, is an important determinant of the type of 
higher education. Because of this, there is a correlation between individual abil­
ity and schooling choice, which is conditional on family background. To isolate 
the effect of family background on wages, we have to rid it of individual ability 
effects. This could be achieved by including a good proxy for ability in the re­
gression (such as appropriate test scores), but such scores are unfortunately not 
available in these data9.

Models, analyses, and findings

Table 2 displays the final linear regression models for men and women respec­
tively. In both cases, four models are shown. Two have (log) wages and (log) SI- 
OPS as outcome, two relate to 2000, and another two to 2004. Table 3, in turn, 
presents odds ratios and z values from the logistic regression models on the odds 
of unemployment.

Our estimates indicate that key factors associated with early success in the 
labour market are the type of higher education institution (with university de­
grees providing better opportunities than college degrees) and the field of study

9 Although one could consider data on the application ratio - our proxy for institutional 
heterogeneity - to incorporate some aspects of individual ability as well.
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Table 2. Coefficients from OLS estimations (t-values in parentheses)

Men Women
Log 

earnings, 
2000

Log 
SIOPS, 

2000

Log 
earnings, 

2004

Log 
SIOPS, 

2004

Log 
earnings, 

2000

Log 
SIOPS, 

2000

Log 
earnings, 

2004

Log 
SIOPS, 

2004

High prestige father
0.029 0.000 0.116 -0.013 -0.059 -0.003 -0.058 0.001

(0.41) (0.02) (2.09)** (0.79) (1.46) (0.17) (1.51) (0.05)

High prestige mother
-0.015 0.012 -0.013 0.017 0.016 -0.003 -0.016 0.007

(0.19) (0.48) (0.20) (0.86) (0.39) (0.14) (0.39) (0.38)

Father: higher -0.105 0.027 -0.061 0.039 0.093 0.019 0.057 -0.011
education (1.48) (1-13) (1.07) (2.17)** (2.26)** (1.09) (1.46) (0.61)

Mother: higher -0.044 -0.033 -0.074 -0.027 -0.014 0.036 0.028 -0.005
education (0.59) (1.35) (1.14) (1.37) (0.32) (1.92)* (0.70) (0.24)

Application ratio
0.010 -0.001 0.005 0.001 0.001 0.004 -0.002 0.007

(0.69) (0.22) (0-41) (0.18) (0.15) (1.41) (0.26) (2.58)**

University
0.181 0.033 0.180 0.024 0.162 0.055 0.104 0.054

(3.11)*** (1.66) * (3.58)*** (1.51) (4.79)*** (3.73)*** (3.09)*** (3.39)***

Self-financed studies
0.012 0.034 -0.046 0.027 -0.084 0.005 -0.061 0.012

(0.16) (1.39) (0.73) (1.33) (2.26)** (0.28) (1.60) (0.67)

Working in Budapest
0.105 0.048 0.101 0.013 0.130 -0.007 0.135 -0.011

(1.88)* (2.52)** (2.14)** (0.86) (3.88)*** (0.47) (4.22)*** (0.72)

Agriculture
0.315 -0.073 0.197 -0.087 0.272 -0.138 0.310 -0.083

(2.36)** (1.65)* (1.89)* (2.70)*** (4.38)*** (5.14)*** (5.06)*** (2.96)***

Foreign language
0.205 0.045 0.255 0.025 0.103 -0.065 -0.012 -0.052

(0.98) (0.68) (1.29) (0.39) (1.78)* (2.57)** (0.21) (2.00)**
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-0.069 0.026 0.138 0.036 -0.008 -0.017 0.002 -0.044
Teacher training

(0.78) (0.04) (1.87)*(0.33) (0.37) (0.81) (0.68) (0.15)

Sports
-0.070 0.020 0.006 0.063 -0.304 -0.041 -0.019 -0.105
(0.24) (0.20) (0.02) (0.89) (1.29) (0.40) (0.10) (1.18)

Informatics (IT)
0.570 -0.001 0.262 -0.037 0.613 -0.000 0.347 -0.086

(3.95)*** (0.03) (2.22)** (1.00) (6.15)*** (0.01) (3.54)*** (1.78)*
0.437 0.069 0.289 -0.015 0.318 0.002 0.156 -0.047

Engineering
(3.70)*** (1.79) (2.98)*** (0.51) (5.11)*** (0.06) (2.50)** (1.55)

Medicine
-0.059 0.204 0.324 0.209 0.016 0.075 0.063 0.166

(0.39) (3.99)*** (2.49)** (5.13)*** (0.26) (2.87)*** (1.05) (5.89)***

0.303 0.079 0.255 0.135 0.067 -0.063 0.236 -0.098
Law

(1.90)* (1.49) (1.82) (3.07)*** (0.90) (1.97)** (3.05)*** (2.75)***

Economics / 0.675 -0.037 0.388 -0.034 0.582 -0.067 0.505 -0.071
business studies (5.50)*** (0.91) (3.84)*** (LIO) (11.52)*** (3.09)*** (10.26)*** (3.09)***

Social sciences
-0.120 -0.050 0.112 -0.055 0.135 -0.035 0.083 -0.071

(0.45) (0.56) (0.47) (0.71) (1.64) (0.99) (0.97) (1.76)*

Natural sciences
0.028 0.024 -0.056 0.042 -0.027 0.023 0.146 0.020

(0.19) (0.46) (0.49) (1.16) (0.40) (0.77) (2.43)** (0.71)

0.137 -0.018 0.000 0.021 0.116 -0.008 0.059 0.005
Work experience

Regional unemploy­
ment ratio 2000

Regional unemploy­
ment ratio 2002

(2.50)**
-0.445 
(0.56)

(0.94)
-0.074 
(0.27)

(0.00)

-0.346
(0.52)

(1.38)

0.112
(0.54)

(3.59)***
-1.341
(3.22)***

(0.61) 
0.234 
(1.28)

(1.83)*

0.138 
(0.32)

(0.35)

0.063
(0.32)
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Table 2 (cont'd) Coefficients from OLS estimations (t-values in parentheses)

Men Women
Log Log Log Log Log Log Log Log

earnings, STOPS, earnings, STOPS, earnings, STOPS, earnings, STOPS,
2000 2000 2004 2004 2000 2000 2004 2004

Further study 
- University

-0.049 0.041 0.038 0.015
(0.86) (2.27)** (1.13) (0.99)

Further study 
- College

0.025 0.025 0.055 -0.003
(0.45) (1.41) (1.45) (0.15)

Further study
-PhD

-0.071 0.027 -0.114 0.145
(0.52) (0.62) (1.12) (2.96)”*

Further study - other 
higher education

-0.019 0.046 -0.086 -0.043
(0.17) (1.32) (1.45) (1.57)

Further study 
- outside the higher 
education

-0.046 -0.036 -0.032 -0.007
(0.96) (2.38)” (0.94) (0.47)

Unemp loymerit 
experience

-0.103 0.004 -0.126 -0.062
(1.79)* (0.19) (3.33)*** (3.47)***

Not employed 
for a while

0.087 -0.000 -0.055 -0.026
(1.15) (0.01) (1.51) (1.51)

10.587 3.975 11.372 3.950 10.580 3.973 11.261 4.004
Constant

(70.80)*** (79.70)*** (90.97)*** (102.88)*” (178.78)*** (156.68)*** (188.23)*** (143.94)*”
Observations 410 410 436 474 702 712 621 656
R-squared 0.23 0.17 0.18 0.24 0.40 0.14 0.32 0.24

Absolute value of t statistics in parentheses
* significant at 10%; ” significant at 5%; *” significant at 1%
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Table 3. Logistic regression on risk of unemployment between graduation and January 
2004. Odds ratios (Robust z statistics in parentheses)

Men Women
High prestige father 0.599 (1.50) 0.721 (1.24)
High prestige mother 0.743 (0.75) 0.598 (1.66)*
Father: higher education 0.803 (0.63) 1.082 (0.30)
Mother: higher education 1.234 (0.51) 1.450 (1.17)
Application ratio 0.898 (1.17) 0.99 (0.13)
University 0.779 (0.81) 0.742 (1.18)
Self-financed studies 1.818 (1.80)* 0.949 (0.18)
Agriculture 0.948 (0.10) 1.498 (1.18)
Foreign language 0.252 (1.15) 0.479 (1.84)*
Teacher training 1.677 (0.72) 0.655 (1.29)
Sports 0.477 (0.65) 1.494 (0.34)
Informatics (IT) 0.143 (2.73)*** 0.906 (0.12)
Engineering 0.361 (1.98)** 0.345 (2.19)**
Medicine 0.101 (2.12)** 0.044 (3.03)***
Law 0.231 (2.40)** 0.428 (1.57)
Economics / business studies 0.590 (0.59) 0.563 (1.67)*
Natural Sciences 1.018 (0.03) 0.397 (2.03)**
Work experience 0.356 (2.87)*** 0.640 (1.71)*
Regional unemployment ratio 2002 6.934 (0.50) 3.379 (0.46)
Further study - university 0.668 (1.23) 0.960 (0.16)
Further study - college 0.442 (2.29)** 1.310 (1.05)
Further study - PhD 0.234 (1.42) 0.616 (0.51)
Further study - other higher education 0.606 (0.62) 1.040 (0.08)
Further study - not in higher education 0.919 (0.30) 1.832 (2.77)***
Not employed for a while 0.557 (0.83) 0.701 (1.59)
Observations 519 892

Robust z statistics in parentheses
* significant at 10%; ** significant at 5%; *** significant at 1%
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(with some outstanding areas such as information technology, engineering, med­
icine, business, and economics). Further advantages can be achieved through 
work experience. In addition, those who find jobs in Budapest also seem to be 
better off than others. We found that institutional heterogeneity - as measured 
by the application ratio - only affects the social prestige of women five years after 
graduation. Consequently, institutional differences do not appear to serve as a 
significant screening device in the graduate labour market.

To these main determinants of a graduate's employment outcome must be 
added family background, although it operates at varying degrees, in different 
ways, and in various circumstances. Among men in a very early stage of their 
graduate career, neither the social prestige of their job nor their wage is influ­
enced directly by parental background. Three and a half years later, however, the 
social standing of the parents begins to have a statistically significant effect on 
both of them (at the 0.05 level). By that time, those whose fathers rank in the top 
quartile of the occupational prestige scale earn 12% more than their counterparts, 
while men whose fathers also completed higher education enjoy 4% more social 
prestige than others. The likelihood of socially advantaged men becoming unem­
ployed during these early years is not significantly lower than the average.

The parameters in the case of women show a different pattern than in the 
case of men, confirming our decision to estimate separate models for each gen­
ders. Remarkably, social background variables behave differently here, although 
they indicate important similarities, too. Most notably, the timing of parental im­
pact shows an opposite picture here, with the wage and social prestige of gradu­
ates being influenced by social origin in 2000 but not later. In 2000, advantages 
associated with a good social background included a 9% wage premium (asso­
ciated with a graduate father) and 4% higher social prestige (associated with a 
graduate mother). By 2004 however, all direct parental impact are diminishing. 
Instead, we found that graduate women with a high prestige mother are 40% less 
likely to be unemployed during the first years of their careers than those from less 
advantageous social backgrounds. (Table 3)

Discussion

In this analysis, we focused on the early stages of a graduate's career. Graduates' 
jobs 15-16 months after graduation (September 2000) tend to be their first jobs 
after completing their degrees (76% of the cases in this sample). Even the 2004 
data provide us with still a rather early view of their life course. It is difficult to 
tell whether the parental impact detected at this time would be smaller or greater 
than what we would measure at a later time. A related question is how the differ­
ent findings from the 2000 and 2004 models can be interpreted.

Social mobility studies usually assume that a graduate's earlier jobs are 
more strongly influenced by parental background than later jobs. This is not nec-
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essarily true for the very first jobs though. It is expected that in the early phases 
of a graduate's career, there are more arbitrary determinants behind what jobs 
they take, and the job-person match usually improves during the process of in­
tragenera tional mobility [Mayer and Carroll 1987]. These tendencies are likely to 
strengthen owing to recent changes in the school-to-work transition process, as 
nowadays school leaving is followed by a longer searching phase, during which 
a graduate typically holds a series of unstable jobs with fixed-term contracts 
[Muller and Gangl 2003]. In this sense, early snapshots of a graduate's career pro­
vide a somewhat arbitrary picture, which is not yet 'mature' enough in the sense 
of its providing a reliable reflection of the graduate's preferences, capabilities, 
and long-term career prospects. Consequently, we should expect that the effect 
of social background would change and increase over time as a graduate ages 
and see a status-correction, whereby the individuals social position is adjusted to 
match their social background [e.g. Breen and Goldthorpe 2001 ].

However, the ageing effect cannot be identified separately from cohort ef­
fects here. As mentioned above, the graduate labour market has changed radi­
cally over the past fifteen years in Hungary. A dramatic increase in the supply 
of graduates was met by an equal demand until around 2000-2002, but less so 
after that. With the number of applicants growing, one would expect employers 
to make more extensive use of alternative selection criteria, some of which could 
reflect social background, which would then lead to an increase in direct parental 
effects. By the time of the second data collection in 2004, these tendencies started 
showing up in the labour market, and - according to our hypothesis - they could 
result in an increase in the direct impact of social background.

It is impossible using the available data to disentangle the potential effects. 
To do so we would need different cohorts observed over time. The difference 
between our two observations is not only that the individuals are older, but also 
that they are operating in a potentially very different economic environment. 
Given that the two processes (i.e. the aging effect and the passage of historical 
time) are inseparable, we can never be quite sure what causes the changes we see. 
All in all, the increasing tendency for parental background to have an impact on 
wages, as well as on social prestige, in the case of men seems to be in line with 
both the aging effect and the cohort effect described. Further research is needed 
to find out whether the strength of this effect will increase as graduate men move 
on in their career or stabilise on the 2004 level.

However, what we found in the case of women - significant parental impact 
in 2000 only - does not justify these expectations. A possible explanation is that 
it is the gender-specific nature of the early working career that overrides the gen­
eral ageing and cohort effects. After finishing higher education, women are more 
likely to feel the pressure to make a quick and efficient career-start before leaving 
work, for a shorter or longer period, to become mothers. On the basis of recent 
demographic trends in Hungary, around 10% of women with a higher education 
degree may be expected to give birth before turning twenty-five and with a fur-
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ther 40% doing so before their thirtieth birthday.10 By 2004, 5% of the women in 
our sample working at the time of the second survey had already had some break 
in their career. The length of this break was more than two years on average. 
Furthermore, over 20% of the women working in 2000 were on maternity leave in 
2004, and therefore they were missing from our second set of models. Expecting 
an early break in their career, women are possibly less affected by the tendency 
for career starts to be flexible and make more of an effort to find the right position 
as soon as they can. These substantial deviations from the classic career route 
of steady adjustments and upward movements, along with the large number of 
women missing from the second sample of working graduates, may explain why 
there was no sign of the expected ageing effect in the case of women.

Turning now to the issue of the source of parental impact, there are other 
important gender characteristics in the social reproduction process that can be 
explored. In support of earlier research findings that the mother's characteristics 
are more important in shaping their daughters' careers and the fathers have more 
of an impact on their sons' status attainment [e.g. Aschaffenburg 1995], we also 
found that mothers play a greater role in the case of women. In particular, our 
models show that it is the highest level of education of the women's mothers that 
influences women's social prestige, while their risk of unemployment is a factor 
of their mothers' social prestige. Out of the three success measures investigated, it 
is only women's earnings that seem to be influenced more by their fathers' char­
acteristics. On the other hand, in the case of men, both wage and social prestige 
score are factors of the fathers' characteristics - a finding that is very likely to 
reflect the gendered nature of socialisation in the family and the gendered nature 
of the occupational structure.

Out of the indicators for social background applied in this study, parents' 
education is more closely linked to the cultural atmosphere of the family. There­
fore, we could risk the conclusion that the significant parameters associated with 
either parent's higher education degree suggest cultural ways of transmitting in­
equalities are present. As explained earlier, parents' occupational status is gener­
ally assumed to be linked to the financial situation of the family, but also to its 
general social standing, social network, and power.

From this it follows that, with both earnings and the occupational prestige 
score of women being factors of either parent's education, it is mostly through so­
cially inherited abilities, skills, attitudes, and behaviour that family background 
affects the quality of jobs taken by graduate women. In other words, it is the cul­
tural inheritance that a woman can mobilise to get a good position in the labour 
market. The odds of finding a job at all, on the other hand, seem to depend more 
on the financial and network resources of the family. This can be seen from the 
model estimating the risk of women's unemployment. In this model, only the 
mother's occupation showed a significant positive effect.

10 Authors' estimations based on Spéder [2006].
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In the case of men, out of the two significant impacts found, one was gener­
ated by (the father's) education and the other by (the father's) occupational pres­
tige. Since the (notably) stronger effect was associated with the father's occupa­
tion (12% higher wage in 2004) we suggest that, for men, the social and financial 
resources of the family are more significant than cultural factors. These are only 
vague hypotheses at this stage. To understand the underlying mechanisms in de­
tail, more focused research with specific proxies for the cultural, social, and even 
material resources of the family would be needed.

Finally, we turn to the comparison of our two proxies of employment suc­
cess: the wage and social prestige of the occupation. The substantial difference 
in the amount of parental impact on these two proxies supports our approach of 
investigating more than just one aspect of social and labour market status. With 
SIOPS as a proxy for the quality of positions achieved, the impact of social back­
ground appears to be much more moderate, the premia for coming from a 'good' 
family not exceeding 4%. This is opposed to an increase of 9-12% when wages 
are applied. These results imply that researchers of social mobility concentrating 
on occupational prestige measures and not paying attention to wages can easily 
underestimate the importance of some potentially serious sources of social ine­
qualities. In fact, our findings appear to be in line with the picture emerging from 
a non-systematic overview of the related sociological and economic literature. To 
us, it seems to suggest that economists (and sometimes sociologists) looking at 
earnings rather than other measures of occupation/social position seem are more 
likely to explore the direct background effect in their studies than sociologists are. 
Of course, a systematic meta-analysis on the relevant literature would be needed 
to find out whether earnings are indeed more directly influenced by social origin 
than social prestige.

All these comments and results depend, of course, on the population stud­
ied and the measures applied here, although our statistical models to some extent 
meet the requirements of robustness. We experimented with different combina­
tions of measures for social background and various ways of dichotomising, for 
example, the father's SIOPS, and our key findings did not seem to be dependent 
on these exercises.

Conclusion

This article has shown that social background continues to affect labour market 
opportunities after completing higher education in contemporary Hungary. Be­
sides studying at a university (rather than at a college) and picking the 'right' 
subject, coming from a 'good' family can provide further advantages when it 
comes to finding a good job, or (in the case of women) even to finding a job at all. 
Our analysis has revealed various gender-specific elements of this phenomenon. 
We have shown that, for women, the influence of social background appears soon
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after graduation but diminishes a few years later. For men, the tendency is just 
the opposite: direct social impact on their labour market success only shows up 
some years after completing their studies. We attributed this difference to family 
engagements, which can significantly divert women's careers when they are in 
their twenties. However, based on these data, we cannot tell whether the rela­
tively strong job-person match - as measured by the match between social origin 
and the position achieved - soon after graduation in the case of women is again 
achieved as women start stabilising their position in the labour market after giv­
ing birth.

Further contributions of this study are the parallel and fully comparable 
estimates of wages on the one hand and occupational prestige scores on the other. 
Between the two, a systematic difference in the amount of parental impact was 
found, with wages having a notably stronger association with the occupation or 
education of the parents. On the basis of this finding, we have suggested that the 
common use of social prestige scores in the social mobility literature could pos­
sibly contribute to sociologists somewhat neglecting the issue of direct impact of 
social origin.

This study is based on a survey that was not originally designed for an in­
depth exploration of the social process of status-transmission. Consequently, not 
all of our research questions could satisfactorily be answered here. It would be a 
major improvement to this analysis if we had a reliable estimate of ability to al­
low us to control for potential ability bias. Also, a better targeted survey would 
ideally include a carefully selected range of questions to assess cultural, social, 
and financial resources available in the parental house. Methods of job search 
and direct parental assistance at the stage of labour market entry should also be 
explored to provide better insight into the actual process of social inheritance.

An in-depth understanding of the underlying factors is necessary, not only 
for the sake of academic understanding, but also for developing efficient policy 
measures. At this stage already, one important message does stand out for eve­
ryone interested in social equality. By showing that social reproduction is taking 
place not only inside but also outside the education system, we can conclude 
that working towards equal opportunities within the education system, and even 
achieving a generally high rate of higher education attainment, may not in itself 
be sufficient to secure equal opportunities in the labour market.
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Believer Perspectives on Death and Funeral Practices 
in a Non-believing Country*
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Abstract: The article describes attitudes towards death and funeral rites in 
contemporary Czech society. It begins by revealing the attitudes to death 
held by the majority of the Czech population - non-believers. The customary 
secular funeral ceremony, held in a crematorium, is not entirely well suited 
to meeting the needs of the bereaved, and this is borne out by the fact that 
about one-third of all cremations are held without a funeral ceremony. The 
author argues that the current situation is not solely the result of the economic 
situation of individuals but also stems from the deeply rooted attitudes and 
values and the approach to religion of the Czech population. The second part 
of the article is devoted to the attitudes towards death and the funeral rite 
preferences of believers, based on a survey conducted with members of three 
religious groups: Roman Catholics, Protestants (Church of the Czech Breth­
ren), and Jehovah's Witnesses. Finally, the author compares the attitudes of 
the secular majority and believers, and also outlines the connections between 
conditions today and under the former communist regime regarding the gen­
eral approach to death and funeral rites.
Keywords: Czech Republic, death, last rites, funeral, believers
Sociologický časopis/Czech Sociological Review, 2007, Vol. 43, No. 6:1175-1193

Introduction

Funeral practices are always closely related to attitudes towards death and con­
ceptions of the afterlife. Among the majority of the population in the Czech Re­
public, a country with a forty-year communist legacy, there are still deeply rooted 
taboos concerning death and issues relating to death. Many people try to avoid 
talking about death and dying, and consequently many people who have to cope 
with the death of a relative or a friend minimise the funeral ritual. In the com-
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munist era, the subject of death was regarded as taboo in the public domain, an 
approach similar to that of Western society on the whole for the better part of the 
20th century. However, unlike in the West, where improper conditions for termi­
nal patients in hospitals1 led in the 1960s to a more open discussion on the subject 
of death and dying both in the academic and non-academic spheres, death re­
mained taboo in Czech society right up to the end of the 20th century. Fortunate­
ly, the situation is now changing, people are very slowly becoming more open 
about how they deal with death and dying, and death is once again becoming 
an accepted part of life [Kalvach et al. 2004]. The modern hospice movement, led 
by Cicely Saunders in the 1960s in England, only began establishing itself in the 
Czech Republic in the mid-1990s.2 There are currently (in 2007) fourteen hospices 
(two of them home hospices) in the country.

The majority of the Czech population claims to be atheist or to have no re­
ligious belief. The term 'atheist' has a special and broader meaning in the Czech 
context. It is often regarded as a term that expresses general opposition to mem­
bers of an organised church, rather than a person who does not believe in the ex­
istence of God. The reasons for this lie primarily in the legacy of the various, often 
turbulent, historical events that led to the formation of the present-day Czech 
Republic (including secularisation and the communist regime) and to a strong 
aversion on the part of a large number of Czechs to organised religion [Nešpor 
2004], According to the 2001 census, only about 32% of Czechs claimed to belong 
to a church (84% of whom were Catholics), 59% declared themselves non-believ- 
ers/atheists, and 9% did not answer the question on religious beliefs. Interest­
ingly, many of those claiming to be non-believers/atheists do in fact hold some 
kind of personal beliefs, most often comprising a mixture of the occult, magical 
healing practices, eastern religious ideas, talismans, and various divination prac­
tices such as horoscopes, palm reading, etc. In a study based on data contained 
in the 1998 International Social Survey Programme, D. Hamplová concluded that 
Czech religiousness can be divided into two different groups: 'On the one hand, 
it is a belief in God embedded in the Christian doctrine; on the other it is an oc­
cult-based religious fatalism coupled with a spiritual orientation which might 
well be termed a belief in man.' [Hamplová 2000: 57-58]

1 The hospital conditions for dying patients were no better in the Czech Republic, but it 
was unacceptable to focus too much attention on this issue since a good universal health 
service was seen as one of the great achievements of socialism; pointing out any inadequa­
cies was felt to be politically and personally unwise.
2 Marie Svatosova is credited with introducing the modern hospice movement to the 
Czech Republic.
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Dealing with death in a secular majority

The existence of the communist regime in the former Czechoslovakia, with its 
overriding antireligious stance, was undoubtedly one of the reasons that the sub­
ject of death came to be so deeply hidden [see Nešporová 2007], It was not advis­
able to talk about death, for which communist ideology offered no satisfactory 
explanation. Communist dogma, striving ceaselessly to eradicate religious ideas 
in any form, had little to offer the people for overcoming death, reducing their 
fear of death, or coping with bereavement. As Berger and Luckmann [1967] have 
pointed out, one of the most important tasks in any society is legitimating death. 
According to those authors, death obtains legitimacy through the existence of 
symbolic universes, which serve to explain and justify social reality. There is a 
strong need in every society to cope with death and to legitimise its place in so­
ciety, since the awareness of death, a knowledge specific to humankind, and the 
fact of death, can underpin the meaning of society as a whole [Malinowski 1948], 
Therefore, in most societies, death is a highly ritualised event, accompanied by 
certain rites that take place while a person is dying, and often more elaborate 
ones taking place after death. Last rites rank among the so-called rites of passage 
(together with birth, initiation and marriage [Gennep I960]), which give structure 
to human life, and during which the new social stage that the key actors are in 
acquires social acceptance, secured from the collective character of the rites or 
their parts.

Communist doctrine was singularly unsuccessful in its attempts at legiti­
mating death, claiming that it meant the end of human existence, and condemn­
ing the ideas of an afterlife and resurrection as fables. The system attempted 
to comfort people (the dying as well as the bereaved) by referring to lifetime 
achievements, particularly in terms of work. It was even felt that reconciliation 
with death would be achieved from an awareness that the results of a person's 
lifetime work would live on [Steindl 1987]; there was no promise of an afterlife 
as there is in most religious concepts. Perhaps not surprisingly, given that most 
people found the idea of reconciliation with death through work unappealing,3 
they tended to avoid thinking and talking about death completely. It has been 
suggested that such an attitude could have been reinforced by personal experi­
ences of the Second World War [Jupp and Water 1999], and to some extent also by 
an attempt, in the public domain, not to draw attention to information concerning 
the mass murders committed by the communist regime in Russia. In short, death 
and dying was taboo. Notions of an afterlife were derided as the inventions of 
false religious doctrines.

However, the need for the ritualisation of liminal stages of life [Gennep 1960; 
Turner 1974] was reflected, and the communist regime introduced the concept of

3 This was particularly relevant in a society where many people were not free to choose 
their work and for whom promoting the socialist ideal was in conflict with their personal 
convictions.
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the secular funeral ceremony, based on the Russian antireligious model [see Mer- 
ridale 2000: 336-7,354-6], to replace the traditional religious ceremony. Although 
the secular funeral had never been particularly popular in Russia, where the Rus­
sian Orthodox Church was opposed to the practice of cremation and where more 
than 60% of the population demanded some kind of religious ritual [Merridale 
2000: 336], it was widely accepted in Czech society during the forty years of com­
munist rule. Archive data about the numbers of funerals conducted by the Roman 
Catholic Church in the mid-1950s and from 1967 to 1988 clearly show that citizens 
of the Czech Socialist Republic were gradually abandoning Catholic funeral cer­
emonies4. While Catholic funerals were held for about 75% of all deceased in 1955, 
over the next thirty-two years the figure decreased by nearly half, and Roman 
Catholic funerals were held only for 39% of the deceased in 1988 [Babička 2005: 
478-480], Consequently, most funeral ceremonies have been civil since 19805 and 
only in exceptional cases could the funeral be entirely omitted under the com­
munist regime. In rural areas, especially in Moravia, the replacement of the re­
ligious funeral ceremony with a state civil ceremony was less successful than in 
towns [Navrátilová 1989: 154]. The situation in the Slovak Socialist Republic, the 
other half of the federation at that time, was very different owing to the much 
more widespread and stronger affiliation of Slovaks to Christian churches (mainly 
the Roman Catholic Church); therefore, funerals retained their Christian forms 
[Kandert 2005],

The civil ceremony was a drab event held in the hall of a crematorium or 
in a civic funeral hall, and included an impersonal speech briefly describing the 
deceased's life, their work and social contributions, and, when relevant, possibly 
also their Communist Party activities. The speech was accompanied by either live 
or recorded music. The widespread acceptance of this kind of funeral ceremony 
could be explained by the already existing atheistic social climate and the fact 
that Czechs were quite open to the idea of cremation. Unlike Orthodox Russians, 
many Czechs favoured cremation even before the communists came to power. 
The Czech Cremation Association was founded in 1909 and the first cremation 
took place in Liberec ten years later. Although Catholics did not recognise cre­
mation as an alternative to burial until the 1960s, Protestant churches had no 
objection to this method of disposal. The Czechoslovak Church (since 1971, the 
Czechoslovak Hussite Church) even started to build columbaria in their chapels 
or cemeteries to hold the cremated remains. Nevertheless, the majority of people 
who favoured cremation were atheists.

4 Catholic ceremonies were the norm until the middle of the 20th century. Funerals were 
quite elaborate, with wakes and funeral processions, in which many people took part, 
and mourning was also customised according to the relationship of the bereaved to the 
deceased; see Navrátilová [2004].
5 No data are available on religious funeral ceremonies conducted by other churches, but 
it is clear from the small proportion of believers other than Roman Catholics in Czech 
society that the figures must be very low and represent only an insignificant proportion of 
all funeral ceremonies.
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Today, the death rituals practised by the majority of Czechs could be seen 
as a reaction to the model introduced by the communist regime. It is not the 
cremation itself that is seen as inappropriate, but the civil ceremony held in the 
crematorium hall and especially the standard speech on the various contribu­
tions of the deceased. There is often an absence of any deeper meaning to it. 
According to information provided by the Czech Cremation Association, 78% of 
people who died in the Czech Republic in 2005 were cremated.6 Standard secular 
funerals today are held in an atmosphere similar to that in the 1970s and 1980s. 
The speech is formal and usually given by a professional speaker provided by the 
crematorium, who has no personal relationship with either the deceased or the 
bereaved, to whom the speaker is introduced no more than a quarter of an hour 
before the funeral ceremony commences. The speaker talks about the deceased 
based on information provided by the bereaved, which is fitted into a 'template' 
or universal speech that usually lasts only about five minutes. The brevity of the 
funeral address is perhaps not surprising since a speech celebrating the working 
life and social contributions of the deceased may seem insincere when read by 
someone who had never met them, and since there is little point in talking of the 
future when there is no conception of an afterlife.

The author is convinced that this kind of ceremony does not correspond 
to the needs of the bereaved, and sees the inadequate ceremony, coupled with 
an aversion to organised religion and therefore also to its traditional rituals, as 
the main explanation for the significant decrease in the number of funeral cer­
emonies held. The contemporary secular funeral ceremony is not meaningful for 
some people [c/. Walter 1994], which is the reason why some relatives decide 
against holding a funeral ceremony. Funeral directors do not work with the emo­
tions of the bereaved, and they do not provide their clients with much emotional 
support (the opposite is true in New Zealand, where secular funerals are also 
quite common; cf. Schäfer [2007]). There is no satisfactory solution for helping be­
reaved people to cope with the loss of a loved one or someone close to them; the 
old social and religious ways do not work any more and new ones have not yet 
established themselves. Bereavement organisations do not exist (with the excep­
tion of a few new organisations, often hospices, with very limited target groups). 
In difficult cases the bereaved can seek the help of a psychologist or psychiatrist, 
but this is not common [Kubíčková 2001].

Czechs themselves most often cite how expensive the ceremony is as an 
explanation for omitting it [Haškovcová 2000: 94], but that alone is an insufficient 
reason, as the prices (in proportion to wages)7 are not significantly higher com-

6 According to data from the Cremation Society of Great Britain, available at: 
http://www.srgw.demon.co.uk/CremSoc5/Stats/Interntl/2005/StatsIF.html. (Retrieved 
September 2007).
7 The cost of a funeral with a ceremony (either cremation or burial) can range between 
440 Euro (12 000 Czk) and 910 Euro (25 000 Czk), but it can cost much more when special 
quality and extra services are included. Cremation without a ceremony costs around 290
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pared to other countries; rather the opposite is true. They also frequently argue 
that it is the emotional stress they are trying to avoid by omitting the funeral 
ceremony. They do not want to reawaken thoughts of the deceased, which inevi­
tably happens during a funeral ceremony. This is not a very strong argument on 
its own, because it is hard to believe that they could forget the deceased just by 
avoiding a funeral ceremony, and in fact that is not what they want. But Czech 
society (like in Britain; see Walter [1999]) favours more reserved expressions of 
grief, and this choice enables them to avoid an emotionally stressful situation in 
the presence of others. It is a short step from holding a private ceremony for just 
a narrow circle of relatives (which Czechs often do nowadays) and omitting it 
altogether. When a ceremony is not seen as being somehow useful for the future 
existence of the deceased, for honouring the dead, or useful for the bereaved, 
then some bereaved decide to omit the funeral ceremony. Another reason that 
may warrant mention here is the anonymous nature of city life and the decline in 
mutual dependency which characterises traditional communities.

In approximately one-third of all Czech cremations no ceremony is organ­
ised through an undertaker, which, in most cases, means that no funeral ceremo­
ny is held.8 A typical ceremony in a crematorium consists of listening to recorded 
music recommended by the management of the crematorium. The songs are 
chosen by the bereaved from a list provided by the funeral director, usually with 
some connection to the deceased. The bereaved can also bring their own CDs to 
be played during the ceremony if the music offered does not suit their taste. In the 
small crematorium hall at the Prague-StraSnice crematorium, the standard cer­
emony lasts a maximum of twenty-five minutes, only five minutes of which are 
usually devoted to the speech9; 28% of the funerals held there in 2004 consisted 
only of music without a speech [Maiello 2005], In most cases the ashes are buried 
in a grave or deposited in a columbarium. Only a small number of cremations are 
followed by the scattering of the ashes.

Research amongst Czech believers

Qualitative research aimed at observing the attitudes of believers towards death 
and other related topics was conducted in Prague in 2003 and 2004. Three dif­
ferent religious groups belonging to three different churches were contacted in

Euro (8000 Czk). In 2006 average monthly earnings were 740 Euro (20 211 Czk). Moreover, 
a universal social benefit at a fixed amount of 180 Euro (5000 Czk) is provided by the state 
to the person who arranges the funeral (this is valid till the end of 2007).
8 There are exceptions, especially amongst religious believers who prefer to organise the 
ceremony independently of an undertaker, sometimes without the presence of the body; 
for example, in the form of the Eucharist in the Catholic Church or a commemorative cel­
ebration in the Kingdom Hall of the Jehovah's Witnesses (see below).
9 When a longer speech is planned, the family is asked to reserve double time.
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the field research.10 The sample contained one parish from each of the two main 
churches in the Czech Republic, the Roman Catholic Church and the Protestant 
Church of the Czech Brethren, and one smaller religious society that boasts a 
growing number of members and is currently the fourth largest religious group 
in the country, the Religious Society of Jehovah's Witnesses. The field research 
consisted mainly of semi-structured non-standardised interviews with believers, 
supplemented by participant and non-participant observation of each of the three 
religious groups, usually during religious services. In-depth interviews were 
conducted with the aim of discovering the attitudes of respondents in three main 
areas: first, ideas about death, dying, and the afterlife; second, attitudes towards 
suicide; and third, thoughts about funeral rites, their significance, and personal 
preferences. Below the author will focus on two of the above topics, namely, ideas 
about death and the afterlife, and funeral rites.

The interviewer asked as many general and open questions as possible, 
thereby leaving it to respondents to decide (either consciously or unconsciously) 
whether or not belonging to a specific religious group affected their opinions. 
Since the questions were related to death, which constitutes an important element 
in the doctrines of all the religious groups surveyed, membership of a religious 
group turned out to be of considerable importance in the respondents' answers. 
Respondents in each group usually shared similar ideas, especially in connection 
with the afterlife and the type of funeral preferred.

The research sample was created using purpose sampling, the basic criteria 
for the inclusion of an informant in the sample being active membership in one 
of the three selected religious groups, gender, and being between the ages of 
thirty and fifty. The mean age of the respondents was thirty-seven. The inclusion 
of any other criteria was accidental and depended primarily on the willingness 
of individual informants to give an interview on the subject of death. Informants 
were first contacted at their places of worship, usually after a service, and asked 
to take part in the research. The actual interview was then conducted at a time 
and place chosen by the respondent, most often at the place of worship or in a res­
taurant. Seven interviews were conducted for each of the three religious groups, 
one of which was with the leader of the respective congregation, i.e. a priest or 
elder, and three with male and three with female members of the group. A total 
of twenty-one interviews were conducted, recorded, transcribed, and analysed.

Roman Catholics

The research revealed that members of the Roman Catholic Church view death as 
a transition; as the end to earthly existence and at the same time as an inevitable

10 In fact, a small non-Christian religious group was also researched, mostly for methodo­
logical reasons, but I do not refer to it in this paper. For more information see Nešporová 
[2004].
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part of life. For Roman Catholics death is not the end but rather a turning point, 
after which, they are convinced, there is an afterlife. It was also found that most 
of those questioned believed that life is somehow pre-ordained and every human 
being has a pre-determined life span. Two respondents compared this process to 
a burning candle. In the words of Mr. L.:

I believe that when you are born, a candle is lit. You receive a piece of paper contain­
ing a description of your main features, character, and the things you can influence; 
a certain degree of flexibility is possible, but your life is pre-ordained. The candle 
burns to its end; some will enjoy long lives, some short.

The above quote reveals an obvious belief in destiny and a pre-ordained life 
span and in the unchangeable nature of man. However, this belief in individual 
destiny is not strictly fatalistic in all areas of human existence. One informant 
suggested that there are domains that are not pre-determined as such, and where 
a person is the architect of his or her own fortune. However, a person's life span 
itself is not one of these areas, and the fact that man has no idea of the duration 
of his life is viewed as important.

Catholic views of the afterlife were found to be very positive; respondents 
most often referred to notions of the afterlife as a blessed existence and, more­
over, one substantially better than a person's earthly tenure. For instance, Mr. L. 
continued:'... then [after death] I will be fine. Nothing will hurt or worry me any 
more, therefore I will be fine'. Similar ideas were expressed by Mrs. M.:

... The Lord Jesus will take us to His heavenly kingdom, where there will be neither 
space nor time. There will be infinite happiness, infinite love, there will be no suf­
fering, and this will mark the end to our earthly life. Thus flesh and bones will go to 
the grave or will be burnt and the soul will pass to another place.

The soul alone survives. The Catholics interviewed believed that the after­
life is positive and pleasant, without suffering or pain, in fact a paradise, accord­
ing to two of the respondents. Other distinctive traits of the Catholic afterlife were 
its infinity and the presence of God.

The majority of the Catholic respondents shared a preference for traditional 
burial in a grave, and their reasons for this were closely related to following either 
church or family tradition. At the same time, singing and music were very often 
mentioned as important parts of the funeral rite. Mr. M. expressed the wish to 
have a big funeral:

The most important thing for me [at my funeral] is the music, music. It is essential 
that as many people as possible attend, friends and relatives, because I know that it 
will be important for them.
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This wish was expressed on several occasions and was closely linked to the 
conviction that the funeral rite helps the bereaved to mourn and to overcome the 
death of a loved one. However, not all Catholic respondents favoured a grand 
funeral ceremony attended by a large number of mourners. Mrs. M., for example, 
had an entirely different wish:

1 would like to have a simple funeral, just the coffin and a Catholic priest, possibly 
with my husband and those to whom I was closest in life. No theatrics, but, above 
all, prayer. In my case it shall be in accordance with Christian law and in accordance 
with God's commandments.

In this case the respondent expressed a preference for simplicity, with few 
or no mourners present at the funeral, objecting to what she saw as the 'pomp' of 
the funeral ceremony.

Catholics were generally convinced that it is possible to influence the after­
life of the deceased, but their specific ideas about the relationship between the 
living and the dead varied. About half of the respondents believed in a two-sided 
relationship, with the living helping to improve the afterlife existence of the de­
ceased through their prayers and thoughts, or by saying a requiem mass, and the 
deceased assisting the living as a kind of 'guardian angel'. Others believed in a 
relationship in which only one side, either the dead or the living, is able to affect 
the other. At the same time, Catholic respondents believed that neither the form 
of the funeral ceremony nor the method of dealing with the body could influence 
the afterlife of the deceased; only prayers and thoughts were considered as pos­
sibly having such an effect.

Protestants of the Church of the Czech Brethren

Protestant ideas of death and the afterlife were in many respects similar to those 
of the Catholics, but it was clear that certain concepts, especially concerning the 
afterlife, were less clear-cut. Members of the Protestant Church of the Czech 
Brethren perceived death as the beginning of a journey, a dividing line or a turn­
ing point in life, and at the same time they believed that physical death does not 
mean an end to life, since the soul is immortal. Unlike Catholics, the Protestants 
questioned (with the exception of one respondent) did not believe that the human 
life span is pre-determined. A number of respondents suggested that sudden or 
unexpected death is caused by the random coincidence of events; others sug­
gested that such deaths simply cannot be explained.

Most of the Protestants questioned had no precise idea of the afterlife. A 
number of them claimed that their lack of any such vision was intentional; they 
are unwilling to formulate ideas about the afterlife because they are convinced 
their ideas will be wrong. Such an attitude is by no means intended to deny the
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reality of an afterlife. Instead, these respondents were reluctant to attempt to im­
agine things that are beyond normal human experience. They were comforted by 
the notion that their lives would continue after death, presumably in a form other 
than that assumed on earth. One respondent, Mr. B., expressed his ideas of the 
afterlife as follows:

Everyone has a different notion [of the afterlife] and they've probably got it wrong. 
When a person dies, having declared their belief in Jesus Christ, they then have the 
chance of eternal life. A person leaves this life and probably goes to God. Perhaps 
they assume a spiritual form; at any rate they are not material. I suppose the afterlife 
is, to a certain extent, concealed or hidden [to man]. Clearly a person should not con­
cern themselves too much about these things and should be concerned about living 
their life somehow in the right way; people should leave this [eternal life] to God.

God's presence and the continued existence of the deceased in an immate­
rial form were the only two characteristics of the afterlife that Mr. B regarded 
as likely, and he declined to speculate further on the issue. A certain degree of 
resignation and trust in God was obvious from his comments, as was the implicit 
conviction that if he behaves well during his earthly existence, he may be sure 
that God will take care of his afterlife and that of his fellow believers.

Protestant respondents did not for the most part express a preference con­
cerning the disposal of the body. Two respondents suggested that cremation might 
be a better choice, but neither insisted on this method of disposal. A number of 
the respondents went on to outline their specific ideas about the form a funeral 
should take, but most had no clear opinions on this topic. It is important to note 
that none of the respondents were actually opposed to the funeral ceremony. 
A Protestant pastor interviewed suggested that, according to the doctrine of his 
church, biding farewell to the deceased, delivering them up to God and giving 
thanks for their life were essential components of the funeral service. During the 
funeral speech he would:

.. .prefer not to talk too much about the deceased.... Mention of the deceased should 
certainly not exceed in length the most important part of the speech, that is, the part 
concerning God and his promises, and faith in Jesus Christ.

In the pastor's opinion the key part of the funeral ceremony should con­
sist of remembering Evangelical teachings, and the personality of the deceased 
should in no way be allowed to overshadow this message. Two male respondents 
suggested that the most important part of the ceremony is when the priest re­
minds the congregation of the existence of an afterlife. Two female respondents 
mentioned the singing of hymns, and both of them expressed the wish to have 
their favourite hymns sung at their own funeral services. Two of those questioned 
intended to leave the decision about the precise form of the funeral ceremony to 
the bereaved, since they felt it was very important that their loved ones be pleased
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with the funeral. One went on to say that he would prefer no sad or heartbreaking 
speeches during his funeral. One male respondent even went as far as to express 
his wish to have a happy funeral with an atmosphere like that of a wedding or a 
'send off' party for someone going to live abroad for a year or two.

According to Protestant respondents it is not possible to influence the after­
life of the deceased in any way. The main reason for the funeral ceremony is to 
help the bereaved cope with the death of a loved one. This reason resembles that 
of the special commemorative funeral ceremony of the Jehovah's Witnesses.

Jehovah's Witnesses

The research revealed that Jehovah's Witnesses hold complex but remarkably 
uniform attitudes towards death. Three respondents stated that they saw death 
as a punishment for the sins of Adam and Eve and in fact, according to their con­
victions, as something unnatural, since God's original intention was to bless man 
with eternal life. In addition, Jehovah's Witnesses understood death in opposi­
tion to life, i.e. as non-existence. Accordingly, no part of man exists after death; 
the dead cease to exist. Such confidence in non-existence seems to correspond 
with the alternative perception of the soul shared by Jehovah's Witnesses com­
pared to both Catholic and Protestant respondents, who see the soul as the part of 
man that continues to exist after death. The Jehovah's Witness concept of the soul 
rejects Greek tradition. By the soul they mean the whole being, human or animal, 
which with death ceases to exist. However, it is important to note that non-exist­
ence is seen as a temporary state.

The Jehovah's Witnesses interviewed did not believe in a pre-ordained des­
tiny governing the time and cause of death. All the respondents believed that 
sudden death was caused by chance and the effect of unpredictable events. How­
ever, those questioned (with one exception) felt that one could to some extent af­
fect events through individual behaviour and the way of life. It was felt a person 
could prolong their life by avoiding smoking and the use of addictive drugs, by 
not telling lies, refraining from adultery, and living in harmony with Biblical law. 
It was agreed, however, that such observances are only factors that contribute to 
longevity, and that there is no guarantee that accidental and unpredictable events 
cannot strike at any time and without warning.

As mentioned above, in the view of Jehovah's Witnesses the afterlife does 
not commence immediately after death but after varying periods of non-exist­
ence. During that period the deceased's form and identity are somehow 'filed' 
in God's memory so that a person may eventually be returned to life on earth. 
However, resurrection will only come after Armageddon:

...thus, after God's intervention, when He removes all evil and the people who de­
stroy the earth and commit evil, those who are not prepared to acknowledge God's 
way, that is, to accept the laws that are good for the people, will, according to the
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Bible, be destroyed over a thousand-year period as part of the thousand-year resur­
rection of the righteous and the unrighteous...

Mrs. J. explained that over a thousand-year period the dead will rise and 
those who are unwilling to accept God's order will be destroyed forever. The ma­
jority of people will be returned to the earth, where, according to respondents, 
they will live forever under the rule of Jesus Christ and his 144 000 anointed (the 
best of the Jehovah's Witnesses, and people with outstanding qualities, such as 
Moses). This limited number of faithful (144 000) will rule as immortal kings and 
priests with Christ in heaven and will have a non-material, spiritual form, while 
the rest will receive new bodies after the resurrection, material in form and es­
sentially the same as the bodies they had in life. The main difference between 
the afterlife and current life lies in the non-existence of evil, suffering, pain, and 
death on the so-called New Earth (of the afterlife). Earth will then be an idyllic 
place that enjoys eternal peace, serenity, satisfaction, and prosperity. This King­
dom of God is seen as part of God's original plan, and Jehovah's Witnesses are 
convinced that the time of change is rapidly approaching and see the apparent 
increase in global disasters as a sign of this. Preaching about the imminence of 
God's Kingdom is one of the most essential elements of the missionary message 
of this international religious society.

The international society of Jehovah's Witnesses does not prescribe any spe­
cific funeral ceremony or method for disposal of the body, and in fact the funeral 
ceremonies of its members conform to the cultural background and traditions of 
the areas where the members live. Their doctrine merely requires that the body 
be treated with dignity and respect. But the funeral preferences of the Jehovah's 
Witnesses interviewed are significant in the context of contemporary Czech so­
ciety. Preferences regarding how the body is handled after death strongly reflect 
the belief of Jehovah's Witnesses in the non-existence of a 'conventional' afterlife. 
Almost all the respondents11 expressed a preference for cremation without a cer­
emony, followed by the scattering of the ashes. Cremation is preferred by the ma­
jority of Czechs, but the scattering of the ashes is not a preferred practice. When 
respondents were asked why they preferred not to have a funeral ceremony, the 
majority stated that they wished to avoid the unnecessary emotional displays and 
scenes of mourning and sadness often witnessed during the funeral ceremony, 
despite the fact that Czech funerals, in general, are not considered to be over­
emotional. Although those Jehovah's Witnesses questioned overwhelmingly 
expressed a preference for cremation without a ceremony at the crematorium, 
they did not agree on the total absence of any kind of funeral ceremony. Three 
respondents described having a preference for a gathering of family and friends, 
separate from the disposal of the body, in a memorial ceremony at the Kingdom

11 The only exception was a female respondent who felt that what happens to her body 
after death was irrelevant.
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Hall.12 Perhaps one reason why other respondents did not mention this ceremony 
is that they do not consider it a funeral (which is what they were asked about), 
because the body of the deceased is not present, and traditional symbolic funeral 
decorations, such as wreaths and the wearing of black, are intentionally avoided. 
The form of this meeting differs in content from the traditional funeral in that it 
takes the form of a regular religious service. Mr. G. described the ceremony as 
follows:

On the one hand it [the memorial ceremony at the Kingdom Hall] is an opportunity 
to remember and say farewell to the deceased and on the other a reminder of the 
expectation of the resurrection. Thus, the purpose of such a ceremony differs from a 
conventional funeral, which, however, in some cases may follow.13

What Mr. G. meant by saying the ceremony differs from a conventional fu­
neral is that the aim of the ceremony is not primarily the physical disposal of the 
body but rather a spiritual celebration to both remember the deceased and to 
reiterate the biblical hope of resurrection. This ceremony is in no way intended to 
influence the afterlife of the deceased, as no such concept exists.

Members of the congregation do not usually become involved in the matter 
of the disposal of the body, which is seen as the family's responsibility. The me­
morial ceremony is organised independently of disposal. Czech Jehovah's Wit­
nesses do not have any special traditions with regard to dealing with the body, 
generally leaving such matters to specialists (pathologists, funeral directors, and 
crematorium staff). They believe that the body after death has no further meaning 
or function, and therefore, it must simply be disposed of in a culturally accept­
able way. Cremation followed by the scattering of the ashes is very well suited 
to this purpose, since both can be performed quickly and moreover there is no 
remaining physical evidence of the person, for example, in the form of a grave 
that can later be visited.

The form and meaning of funeral rites

A mutual relationship exists not only between notions of the afterlife and cor­
responding funeral preferences, but also between the traditions and practices of 
a given society, which influences contemporary rituals. Secularised rituals bor­
row certain symbols and meanings from traditional religious sources [c/. Her- 
vieu-Leger 2004], just as religious rituals are affected by non-religious practice,

12 The usual ceremony takes place either in a crematorium or other (secular) hall suitable 
to the purpose.
13 The funeral generally corresponds to the wishes of the close relatives of the deceased, 
who need not necessarily be of the same religious faith and may therefore prefer to ar­
range a conventional funeral ceremony for the deceased.
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especially in a highly secularised society [c/. Vandendorpe 2000; Garces-Foley 
and Holcomb 2006]. Official funeral rite practices generally originate in specific 
religious organisations (e.g. The Roman Catholic Order of Christian Funerals), 
but official rites are also determined by popular religiosity and secular practices, 
both of which play a particularly important role in secular or multi-faith societies 
[Larson-Miller 2006].

For religious believers, the conventions of the religious group to which they 
belong tend to put a check on their individual funeral preferences; although re­
spondents may not in every case necessarily be aware of this fact. Even though 
more than one-third of Czech funerals take place without any form of ceremony 
organised by a funeral director, the respondents from religious groups expressed 
their preference for some kind of funeral service. Although this was taken as a 
given by Catholics and Protestants, Jehovah's Witnesses took a negative view of 
such ceremonies and strongly opposed traditional (Christian) funerals, prefer­
ring that the body be treated with the maximum of simplicity and the minimum 
of ceremony (cremation without a ceremony followed by the scattering of the 
ashes). The customs of Jehovah's Witnesses contrast sharply with those of other 
Christians, the vast majority of whom, irrespective of preferences for burial or 
cremation, opt to deposit the bodily remains in a grave or cemetery columbari­
um. The scattering of the ashes, preferred by Jehovah's Witnesses, is unusual in 
Czech society, but there is growing trend towards this form of disposal.

Conceptions about the afterlife and the alleged relationship between the 
dead and the living play an influential role in funeral rituals. Apart from deter­
mining the method of body disposal (burial or cremation; scattering the ashes 
or not), such conceptions also affect the mourning process. Praying for the de­
ceased is most common among Catholics, who believe they are thereby able to 
affect the fate of the deceased. This practice was found to be less common among 
the Protestants of the Church of the Czech Brethren, whose funeral rituals focus 
less on the deceased and more on support for the bereaved. Jehovah's Witnesses, 
convinced that after death the deceased is temporarily non-existent, try to avoid 
mourning rituals altogether. The secular majority in society exhibit a similar at­
titude towards funeral rituals, but their reasons for doing so differ from those of 
Jehovah's Witnesses.

Personalised funerals, which in the past few decades have become increas­
ingly popular in Euro-American culture [Howarth 1996; Vandendorpe 2000; 
Schafer 2007; Walter 1990], are not common in either secular or religious com­
munities in the Czech Republic. This is not owing to a lack of demand for them, 
but is rather because the needs of the bereaved are often unspecified and very few 
funeral directors are able to provide such services. The funeral industry does not 
work with privatised spirituality; it can accommodate either a Christian (or other 
established religious) ceremony or a secular one. There is no other model be­
tween the two. Most Czech funeral directors have been working in the field since 
the communist period and continue to offer services that are similar to those pro-
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vided then. Moreover, the bereaved traditionally prefer to take a passive role in 
organising funeral rituals, leaving as many details as possible to specialists. Tra­
ditionally, however, the family does organise the funeral meal [Ludvíková 1971; 
Navrátilová 2004: 239-241], which is usually held after the funeral ceremony, for 
close relatives and friends, in the home of the closest relative of the deceased (or 
in a restaurant). This tradition is more common in smaller towns and villages 
than large cities. During the funeral meal, people often remember the deceased 
in informal talk and recall stories from their life. A personal aspect is thus intro­
duced through this practice, which often serves to supplement the impersonal 
nature of the funeral ceremony. However, funeral meals usually take place after a 
funeral, so if there is no ceremony it often does not take place at all.

Religious rituals tend to limit the extent to which a funeral can be person­
alised, because priests generally follow prescribed practice, which stresses theo­
logical concepts rather than the personality of the deceased. Furthermore, as far 
as cremation is concerned, the priest may be able to influence only a small part of 
the ceremony (the speech), which is most often held, in accordance with secular 
practice, in a secular crematorium. Naturally, if the ceremony is held at a place of 
worship, complete with religious symbols and rituals, the priest is able to play a 
more influential role. In both cases the extent to which the funeral can be person­
alised is limited by religious considerations.

Drawing on Walter's [1996] scheme of ideal types (in Weber's sense), ac­
cording to which there are three types of death - the religious traditional death, 
the medical modern death, and the personal post-modern death -1 would argue 
that the most common in the Czech context appears to be the medical modern 
death. Even though elements of all three types can be observed, most Czech peo­
ple die in a hospital [Kalvach et al. 2004: 20-22], the body is subsequently han­
dled by specialists such as coroners and undertakers; the family and the clergy 
play a relatively minor role. As far as believers are concerned, faith may influence 
which method of disposal of the body and type of funeral ceremony are chosen, 
but even in such cases the undertaker tends to exert a strong influence on the fu­
neral rites, just as they do in organising the way in which the body is disposed of. 
Reliance on specialists, whether it is a funeral director or a priest, tends to limit 
personal choice. Owing to the legacy of state involvement during the communist 
regime Czech funerals continue to be institutionally commercial and choice is 
severely restricted.

In relation to funerals it is possible to draw on another concept of Walter, 
which categorises the prevailing way in which funerals are organised and the 
process of their organisation in the context of society, its religion, and its institu­
tions [Walter 2005]. In the Czech Republic, control of the funeral industry has 
been granted to private businesses in the form of funeral directors who pursue 
activities that were formerly (till 1990) regulated by the state. In comparison with 
the United States, which also follows the commercial model of funeral services, 
the situation in the Czech Republic is quite different owing to the short history of
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this commercial field and owing to cultural differences. The very different view 
of religion in the culturally religious United States and the culturally secular 
Czech Republic is also a source of differences in this business. With regard to 
religiousness, it would be interesting to compare Czech secular funeral rites with 
those in other highly secularised countries, such as the Netherlands, Sweden, or 
New Zealand; unfortunately it is beyond the scope of this paper to do so here.14 
New rites are on the rise in multicultural Western societies, and this diversity is 
fuelled by immigrant populations, which bring with them different funeral cus­
toms and make the commercial model of funerals even more flexible [Howarth 
2007: 247-249]. Again, however, this is not the case of the Czech Republic, which 
is still a very ethnically homogenous country with a very small proportion of 
immigrants.

Conclusion

The simplification of the funeral rite by the Czech secular majority is mirrored in 
the practices of religious believers, the majority of whom tend to choose funeral 
rituals primarily on the basis of the traditions of the group to which they belong. 
Personal preferences are most often adjusted to accommodate accepted religious 
customs. At the same time, religious funerals are to a certain degree influenced by 
the way in which funerals are conducted in the secular majority, especially when 
the funeral takes place in a crematorium.

During the course of the research, an important relationship was identified 
between membership of specific religious groups and preferences concerning 
funeral rites and, to a lesser extent, between denominations and the meaning as­
signed to funeral rites. The funeral was seen by most of the Catholics interviewed 
as a separation as it was by a number of Protestants and Jehovah's Witnesses. The 
funeral preferences of the Jehovah's Witnesses were most clear and group-uni­
form, i.e. cremation followed by the scattering of the ashes. Conversely, Catholics 
showed a clear preference for the traditional burial in a grave; Protestants were 
most ambiguous about the choice of funeral, showing a slight preference for cre­
mation. None of the respondents felt that the form the funeral takes has any sig­
nificant influence on the afterlife. The funeral was seen primarily as being more 
important for the bereaved than the deceased.

The majority of the Catholics interviewed saw the funeral as a dignified 
farewell with prayers being said to assist the deceased in the afterlife. Protestants, 
more than the other two groups, saw the funeral in terms of support for the be­
reaved and in terms of its role in the mourning process (singing and reminders 
of the afterlife were seen as important components of the ceremony). Jehovah's

14 On the situation in the Netherlands, see http://www.ru.nl/rdr/; on New Zealand, see 
Schafer [2007]; on Sweden, see Dahlgren and Hermanson [2005] and Reimers [1999],
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Witnesses viewed the whole funeral concept in negative terms and were critical 
of the display of emotions during the ceremony, which, they felt, was harmful to 
the bereaved. In contrast to the other two Christian groups, they prefer a simple 
memorial service without the body, leaving no physical location (a grave or co­
lumbarium) for the bereaved to visit.

In Czech society, omitting the funeral altogether has been on the increase 
amongst unbelievers since the fall of the communist regime. Two main reasons 
are cited for this trend: first, that they wish to avoid the emotional stress brought 
on by the ceremony, and second, the cost of the funeral. The author argues that 
other reasons exist, namely, the low level of social cohesion (especially in larger 
towns), the anti-religious approach of the majority of the population for whom a 
religious ceremony is meaningless, and the lack of an emotionally fulfilling secu­
lar funeral ceremony. Even though the current trend is to minimise the funeral, 
keeping the remains together is still preferred (even if no funeral ceremony has 
been held) and despite the fact that the majority of the dead are cremated, the 
most common practice is to deposit the cremated remains in a grave or, less of­
ten, in a cemetery columbarium. The individualisation of the funeral, with fewer 
people taking part in the last rites (only the closest relatives and, possibly, friends 
of the deceased, as well as a number of specialists), is on the increase. It is ex­
pected that funeral practices will become increasingly personalised, catered for 
by a new generation of undertakers who will try harder to meet the needs of the 
bereaved than their communist era predecessors for simple commercial reasons. 
Consequently, funeral trends are probably set to change and the relatively high 
number of deceased or bereaved deciding to omit the funeral altogether might 
well decrease. As rituals are dynamically transforming according to the changes 
of society, last rites in the Czech Republic should become more diverse and com­
plex and new forms should emerge in near future.

Olga Nešporová is a researcher at the Research Institute for Labour and Social Affairs 
and a PhD student in social anthropology at the Faculty of Humanities of Charles Uni­
versity in Prague. Her main research interests are changes in the family, attitudes towards 
death, last rites, values, and the religiosity of contemporary society.
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Illegal Waste Transport and the Czech Republic: 
An Environmental Sociological Perspective

BENJAMIN J. VAIL*
Masaryk University, Brno

Abstract: In late 2005 Czech authorities first began to discover substantial 
amounts of municipal waste illegally transported from Germany to the Czech 
Republic. The dumping of more than 30 000 tonnes of German waste in 'black 
dumps' throughout the Bohemian countryside raised social, economic, and po­
litical questions about how to mitigate the negative human health and environ­
mental impacts and prevent dumping in the future. In addition to prompting 
practical policy questions, the situation challenges sociologists to theorise the 
causes, effects, and possible responses to the problem. This article draws on the 
environmental sociological Treadmill of Production (ToP) theory to examine 
the role of the state in managing the crisis. The author presents the history of 
the Bohemian illegal waste problem and then describes and analyses relevant 
waste management policies in the Czech Republic, Germany, and the European 
Union in the light of the ToP theory, which hypothesises that environmental 
degradation is caused primarily by institutional political-economic forces, and 
that the protection of environmental quality can be achieved only through 
structural reform. The dilemma of illegal waste shipment highlights the dif­
ficult role of the government, which must balance its responsibilities to protect 
environmental quality and human health and promote commerce and econom­
ic growth in an international context. Data from interviews and documentary 
analysis are used to describe the case study and test the ToP theory. Tire author 
concludes that while the ToP theory is useful for analysing the illegal waste is­
sue by highlighting the structural character of the problem, some refinement of 
the theory may be necessary to better understand this case study.
Keywords: Czech Republic, environmental policy, environmental sociology, 
Treadmill of Production theory, waste management
Sociologický časopis/Czech Sociological Review, 2007, Vol. 43, No. 6; 1195-1211

Introduction

The story of recent illegal transport of German waste into the Czech Republic be­
gins in 2005. But rather than being a new phenomenon limited in scope to two na­
tions, the situation fits an historical pattern of illegal international German waste
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shipments and raises questions about the broader policy context for regulating 
waste transport in Europe.

This article seeks to place the phenomenon of illegal transport and dis­
posal of municipal waste from Germany into the Czech Republic in sociological 
perspective. First, the environmental sociological Treadmill of Production (ToP) 
theory is introduced to provide a framework for analysis. Then, methods used 
for the research are explained. The article then presents empirical evidence de­
scribing the recent incidence of illegal waste shipment and disposal, including an 
overview of relevant policies. The article concludes with a critical analysis of the 
applicability of the ToP perspective to this case study.

Theory

The sociology of waste management

The topics of international waste shipment and waste management in general 
have not been the focus of much social science research. Waste management is 
most often seen as a technical issue to be handled by engineers, as an administra­
tive issue to be handled by regulators, or as a political-legal topic to be handled 
by policy-makers and law enforcement. But a key focus of social science research 
is the nature of modern industrial society, which includes an examination of pat­
terns of production and consumption. What often goes unnoticed is the fact that 
all social and economic activities entail the production of waste that must some­
how be disposed. Factories produce not only goods, but pollutants and scrap 
materials. Virtually everything we consume - from food to clothes to autos to 
mobile phones - will end up in a landfill or otherwise be thrown away. But where 
is 'away'? Where does the stuff go after we put it in the rubbish bin?

The fact is that waste never goes away. It may be reused, recycled, burned, 
or buried - but all these processes have their social and environmental costs and 
benefits. In his novel Love and Garbage, Ivan Klima [1990] observed, 'No matter 
ever vanishes. It can, at most, change its form. Rubbish is immortal, it pervades 
the air, swells up in water, dissolves, rots, disintegrates, changes into gas, into 
smoke, into soot, it travels across the world and gradually engulfs if.

The continual production of waste raises serious public policy issues. Euro­
pean researchers have noted the environmental and sociological significance of 
waste management: 'The production of waste is closely tied to other issues, in­
cluding consumption patterns, lifestyle, jobs and income levels, as well as a host 
of other socio-economic and cultural factors. Therefore, it is important to view 
waste management within the larger arena of socio-economic development and 
resource management. ...Waste management is recognized as a key area in envi­
ronmental protection, as it is where the outputs of production, distribution, and 
consumption interface with the natural environment - soil, air, water, climate' 
[Hansen, Christopher and Verbuecheln 2002: 3].
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Over time - paralleling other social changes such as rising income, urbani­
sation, and an increasing division of labour in the Western world - a rational 
municipal garbage collection system came into existence in most European settle­
ments. As with the provision of other services, garbage collection today - wheth­
er fulfilled by the public or the private sector - has in many societies proven to 
be susceptible to corruption [Cowan and Century 2003; Massari 2003]. The illegal 
trade in waste has been shown to exist all over the world, and is driven mainly by 
the lure of big profits. People want to be rid of their garbage, and many compa­
nies are happy to provide the service - legally or illegally.

The question of how to manage waste generated by economic activity has 
been the subject of environmental sociology theory for some time. Treadmill of 
Production theorists take a critical view of the economic values and practices 
that have led to environmental degradation in the modern world, including the 
production of wastes - a situation which they theorise emerges from the fact that 
industrialised society is based on an ideology of constant economic growth.

ToP and waste

The ToP theory is a critical political economic approach to understanding soci­
ety-environment relations, especially the causes, effects, and possible solutions 
of environmental problems. The treadmill perspective suggests that illegal waste 
transport is a systemic problem. The logic of constant economic growth produces 
ever-increasing amounts of waste, and in a globalised economy waste export is 
predictable, especially within a borderless Europe. European Union policies and 
principles intended to promote sustainable development may be overwhelmed by 
competing economic interests, and individual states may not only be constrained 
in their ability to control environmentally destructive behaviour, but have diffi­
culty balancing economic and ecological obligations. The key claim of the ToP is 
'that capital-intensive economic expansion is intrinsic to capitalist-market socie­
ties, due to the structure of the economy and the role of the state, and involves an 
intrinsic tendency toward environmental degradation' [Buttel 2004: 330-332],

The 'treadmill' model, as initially laid out in Allan Schnaiberg's The Envi­
ronment [1980], is a metaphor for the functioning of the modern industrial capital­
ist political economy. ToP theorists observe that the economy is characterised by 
constant expansion and driven by the maximisation of profit by private interests. 
Such a system has social and ecological consequences, which include growing 
social inequality and conflict, and ever-increasing pollution and raw material ex­
traction.

Equally important is the exercise of power and manipulation of the politi­
cal system towards growth for the benefit of economic and political elites. 'Big 
government' and 'big business' interests are often aligned to promote economic 
expansion at almost any cost [Gould, Fellow and Schnaiberg 2004: 297]. Research
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to test the ToP theory empirically has demonstrated, for example, that corpo­
rate involvement in waste management and recycling systems can contribute 
to social and ecological problems by undermining local government author­
ity and creating hazardous work conditions [Weinberg, Fellow and Schnaiberg 
2000].

The ToP theory focuses on the production side of the economy because this 
is the physical location of the first interaction between society and nature. Con­
sumption follows production, and while consumption has obvious environmen­
tal impacts it is a less direct relationship than that between production and the 
environment. In the United States, for example, household garbage amounts to 
only about two percent of all waste nationwide. This includes common items 
such as kitchen scraps, textiles and furnishings, yard trimmings, packaging, and 
electronics. Most waste is produced in resource extraction and industrial and 
manufacturing processes [Royte 2005: 282-283]. Similarly, of the total annual vol­
ume of waste generated in the Czech Republic in 2005 (more than 29.8 million 
tonnes), only about 4.4 million tonnes, or about 15%, was municipal waste. The 
majority was instead industrial, mining, and agricultural waste [Czech Ministry 
of the Environment 2007, Table A3.1].

ToP theorists observe an unequal power dynamic between producers and 
consumers. Not only do individuals have little choice but to buy what is pro­
duced, but producers use advertising and influence the mass media to shape 
consumer preferences and increase demand. This helps perpetuate the treadmill 
cycle of ever-increasing economic activity and ever-increasing waste production 
[Schnaiberg and Gould 1994; Gould, Fellow and Schnaiberg 2004], The state plays 
an important role in maintaining and supporting this pattern of production and 
consumption. In fact, the state faces contradictory imperatives: it is responsible 
for protecting human health and the environment, but it also exists to promote 
economic welfare. Thus the state as environmental regulator - the so-called en­
vironmental state - is pulled in different directions. When these roles come into 
conflict, politicians and bureaucrats, owing to ideological belief and/or material 
concerns, generally err on the side of economic growth rather than environmen­
tal protection. Both labour and capital tend to prioritise economic growth, and 
such interests exert political pressure through lobbying and campaign donations 
[Schnaiberg, Fellow and Weinberg 2002],

To protect the environment, the response to producer power must be po­
litical, says Schnaiberg, who theorises that an effective counterbalance can only 
be achieved when individual consumer-citizens organise themselves into social 
movements and non-governmental organisations to pressure the public and pri­
vate sectors. Collective action, he says, is more effective for environmental protec­
tion than individuals making private lifestyle choices. Positive change will only 
occur through conflict with the political and economic decision-making elite. 
'Radical restructuring of the political economy' is necessary [Gould, Fellow and 
Schnaiberg 2004].
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Such views have clear implications for waste management policy. Europe­
ans should not rely simply on market mechanisms or environmental education to 
change individual and collective practices that impact the environment. Further­
more, environmental problems occur within the context of a globalised economy. 
For example, the globalisation process may have allowed some wealthy nations 
to adopt strict environmental policies at the expense of developing nations. Many 
polluting industries have been moved to third world locations, allowing the glo­
bal north to export environmental risk to the south. ToP theorists observe that the 
treadmill has become 'transnationalised' because investment capital flows freely 
to areas where production costs are lowest [Gould, Fellow and Schnaiberg 2004].

Developing nations are attractive to international capital for several obvious 
reasons. Cheap labour, weak environmental laws, and corrupt business and gov­
ernment can lower the cost of production. In essence, multinational corporations 
achieve bigger profits by externalising more of the costs of production. In addi­
tion to facilitating ecological destruction, this phenomenon often has the effect of 
weakening the ability of locals to organise to counter-treadmill interests.

As a nation peripheral to the economic powerhouse of Western Europe, in 
many ways the Czech Republic has benefited from globalisation. With a relatively 
low-priced and well-educated work force, the nation has attracted foreign invest­
ment. New industries have provided well-paid skilled jobs and often use tech­
niques that are less polluting than those of communist-era firms. But the Czech 
Republic is also experiencing some downsides of globalisation, and illegal waste 
shipment is one example. In line with the ToP theory, as new strict regulations 
come into force and waste treatment costs rise in Germany, it is natural for Ger­
mans to seek cheaper disposal alternatives. There was strong evidence already in 
the early 1990s that the shipment of waste to Central and Eastern Europe could 
have negative social and ecological effects [Dopp 1997; Andersson 1999]. The 
problem of illegal or 'black' dumps in Bohemia has highlighted the strengths and 
weaknesses of the current waste policies intended to regulate this trade.

Methods

This research about the causes and effects of illegal waste shipments into the 
Czech Republic began in the winter of 2006 with the cataloguing and analysis of 
news media reports about the discoveries of black dumps. The sources of infor­
mation were expanded to include a variety of documents, including government 
reports and statements, academic papers, articles, and books. These documents 
were selected to provide information about the context of existing and proposed 
waste management and environmental protection regimes in the Czech Repub­
lic, Germany, and the EU. Later, semi-structured interviews with key informants 
and correspondence with Czech government officials were conducted to elicit 
information about the public policy-making process and the investigations into
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illegal activity. The author attempted to contact German officials and experts to 
learn more about German perspectives on the issues, but such inquiries received 
no replies. Information and analysis about German waste management, environ­
mental protection, law enforcement, and transport issues are instead based on 
government documents, media reports, and other sources.

Findings

Illegal waste transport and the Czech Republic

In the autumn of 2005 and the winter of 2006, Czech authorities discovered that 
significant amounts of municipal waste were being illegally transported into Bo­
hemia from Germany. Illegal transports continued to be intercepted by police and 
customs officials throughout 2007.’ The waste was detected primarily through the 
interception and inspection of trucks headed to black dump sites. By the spring 
of 2006, the Czech Environmental Inspectorate (CEI) determined that much of the 
waste came from German federal states, including Baden-Württemberg, Bavaria, 
Brandenburg, Lower Saxony, North Rhine-Westphalia, Rhineland-Palatinate, 
Saxony, Saxony-Anhalt, and Thuringia.2

Black dumps were found in a variety of locations within the Czech Repub­
lic, mostly in North Bohemia near the German border. A total of twenty-six illegal 
dumps were documented in the media as containing waste that appeared to have 
originated in Germany. The sites where waste was dumped illegally included 
open fields and lots, farm buildings, a vacated military airfield, warehouses, and 
even legal landfills. In sum, the CEI identified about 30 000 tonnes of alleged ille­
gal German waste dumped in Bohemia. Of this amount, about 15 000 tonnes was 
ultimately landfilled within the Czech Republic by the summer of 2006, and only 
about 7000 tonnes was satisfactorily proven to be of German origin.3

In January 2006, Czech authorities discovered what was to become perhaps 
the most notorious dump, near the village of Libčeves in North Bohemia. There 
inspectors found around 4000 tonnes of municipal waste from Germany - the 
equivalent of about 200 tractor-trailer truckloads - stored out in the open and 
in a barn. Some of the waste was hazardous, and the improper storage attracted 
pests and threatened to contaminate the soil and water. To make matters worse, 
the dump was set ablaze on three different occasions during the spring, releasing 
smoke into the air over the town [ČTK 2006a]. It is believed the waste was de-

1 Personal interview with Lubomir Doskocil of the Czech Customs Administration in 
Prague, Czech Republic, 25 June 2007.
2 Personal interview with Jitka Jensovska of the Czech Environmental Inspectorate in 
Prague, Czech Republic, 2 August 2006.
3 Personal interview with Jitka Jcnsovska of the Czech Environmental Inspectorate in 
Prague, Czech Republic, 19 May 2006.
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liberately lit to destroy evidence of the crime. While there was evidence that the 
materials in Libceves originated in Saxony-Anhalt, it was difficult to prove who 
should be responsible for cleaning them up. When it was finally agreed that the 
government of Saxony-Anhalt should repossess the waste, only about 750 tonnes 
were taken back to Germany, and the remainder was landfilled in the Czech Re­
public [CTK 2006e]. A Czech waste hauler was fined ten million Czech crowns for 
creating the dump, but avoided payment by declaring bankruptcy.

Czech authorities responded in several ways to the dumps found through­
out Bohemia, including through regulatory reforms and both cooperation and 
confrontation with their German counterparts. At first, the Czech government 
considered banning all waste imports [CTK 2006b], A rule broadening the list 
of wastes requiring permits to enter the country took effect in March 2006 but 
was almost immediately abandoned as impracticable. Additionally, the rule was 
deemed at variance with EU waste shipment regulations and interfered with the 
legitimate cross-border waste trade critical to the Czech recycling industry.

More border checks were combined with higher potential fines for viola­
tors. Parliament raised the maximum fine for improper waste import from ten 
million to fifty million Czech crowns [CTK 2006h], Fines were imposed on several 
companies, and numerous suspects were arrested. By late April 2006, five Czechs 
and one German had been arrested for involvement in the illegal transports [¿TK 
2006d]. In total, four Czech companies were fined between a quarter of a million 
and ten million crowns for their participation in the smuggling. By June 2006, the 
CEI announced plans to seek prosecution of up to twenty German companies 
[CTK 2006g].

During the crisis a special German-Czech environmental commission 
was created and a 'Roadmap for the take back/disposal or recovery of illegally 
shipped German waste to the Czech Republic' was signed by the environment 
ministries of both nations in early May 2006. Despite this agreement on paper, 
however, the Czechs felt that the German authorities were not particularly forth­
coming with assistance in solving the crime and determining responsibility for 
clean-up.4 At the international level, the Czech Republic advocated stricter regu­
lation of the waste trade, both in Brussels and in solidarity with its neighbours in 
the Visegrad group, which comprises the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, and 
Slovakia [CTK 2006f],

A review of relevant policies

There are several important policies and principles that guide EU and national 
waste management practices that are key to understanding the illegal transport 
problem.

4 Personal interview with Jitka Jensovska of the Czech Environmental Inspectorate in 
Prague, Czech Republic, 18 July 2006.
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European Union policy

The three big directives intended to define EU waste policy and encourage eco­
friendly waste management practices are the Framework Directive (75/442/EEC, 
amended by 91/689/EEC), the Packaging Waste Directive (94/62/EC), and the 
Landfill Directive (99/31/EC). The Waste Shipment Regulation (259/93/EC) 
governs the international waste movement. A myriad of other directives regulat­
ing specific waste issues, such as electronics waste and motor vehicle disposal, 
also took effect in recent years. Together these directives have shaped the context 
in which German and Czech waste management practices have developed since 
1990. There is an interesting and perhaps ironic history to this policy-making proc­
ess, since over a period of many years Germany has pressured the EU to adopt 
stricter waste policies. For example, the Packaging Waste Directive (94/62/EC) is 
based heavily on German policies for the collection and recycling of packaging. 
At the same time, recent Czech environmental policy reform has been motivated 
almost entirely by the need to conform to requirements involved with becoming 
an EU member state in May 2004 [Vail 2005], Thus, Czech restrictions on the im­
port and disposal of foreign waste have been driven at least indirectly by German 
initiatives.

Over the decades, numerous principles expressed in EU law have been in­
tended to guide environmental policy in general. Several have clear relevance 
for the areas of waste management and transportation, such as the polluter pays 
principle (PPP) and the proximity principle. The PPP says that those who produce 
pollution are legally and financially responsible for the clean-up of the pollution. 
The aim is to internalise environmental costs as an incentive to better practices 
[McCormick 2001: 75], The proximity principle states that environmental prob­
lems should be dealt with as close to the source of the problem as possible. In 
the context of waste management, the principle calls for waste to be treated and 
disposed of as near to its place of origin as possible, with the goal of regional and 
national self-sufficiency in waste generation, treatment, and disposal.

The waste hierarchy is another concept that guides EU waste management 
policy. It establishes an order of priority for the treatment of waste, which in­
cludes, in order of most preferred to least preferred options: waste prevention 
and reduction, reuse, recycling, recovery, and disposal [Betts, Novak and Young 
2002: 13; Hansen et al. 2002:4],

The overarching policy context for handling the Czech-German waste trans­
port dispute was set by Waste Shipment Regulation (WSR). Titled 'Council regu­
lation 259/93 on the supervision and control of shipments of waste within, into 
and out of the European Union', it transposed the Basel Convention on hazard­
ous waste shipments and OECD regulations on waste transport. The regulation 
classifies wastes by risk, requires prior authorisation for the shipment of waste, 
and stipulates that unauthorised waste must be returned to its source of origin or 
otherwise properly disposed of. Wastes on the 'green list' - materials to be recy-
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cled or reused, such as plastic bottles or paper - can be transported freely, but re­
strictions apply to more hazardous amber and red list materials [European Com­
mission 2005], The WSR specifies the process for resolving illegal transboundary 
waste transport. If waste is determined to have been transported illegally, the 
'notifier' - the source of the waste - must take responsibility for its return and 
proper disposal. The 'competent authorities' of the states involved - usually the 
national Environment Ministry - are required to cooperate in determining where 
the waste originated and to take the appropriate steps for remediation.

A new WSR (1013/2006), which is described as 'simpler but a bit stricter' 
than 259/93, came into force on 12 July 2007 [Zegnâl 2006], In late 2005 the Euro­
pean Parliament approved the new regulation, intended to harmonise EU policy 
with new international standards and streamline the waste transport authorisa­
tion process.

Czech policy

The Waste Act of 2001 and the national Waste Management Plan (WMP) of 2003 
set the context for Czech waste policy. Basically, these policies harmonise Czech 
law with EU requirements. The Waste Act prohibits the import of waste for dis­
posal or energy production but allows wastes to be imported for recycling or fur­
ther processing. Regarding waste imports, in accordance with EU law, the Czech 
government requires financial guarantees, or a deposit, to be paid in advance by 
the hauling companies. The deposit (or evidence of proper insurance) is held by 
the government and released back to the importer when proper proof of delivery 
and treatment is shown. However, black market haulers rarely conform to this 
requirement. The WMP calls for the gradual elimination of barriers to the free 
movement of non-hazardous wastes intended for recovery, the minimisation of 
transboundary movements of waste for disposal, and cooperation with neigh­
bouring countries to control the import and export of wastes [Czech Ministry of 
the Environment 2003: Chapter 3.5 a-f],

German policy

Germany has an international reputation for strict and innovative waste man­
agement practices. For example, the 'Green Dot' recycling programme started 
in the 1990s under the Duales System Deutschland was a pathbreaking policy de­
signed to increase recycling rates and reduce waste production. The Green Dot 
has become a model for recycling programmes throughout Europe, including 
the Czech Republic, where it operates under the Eko-kom company. The Closed 
Substance Cycle and Waste Management Act (CSCWMA), which took effect in 
October 1996, codified the polluter pays principle and introduced incentives for 
material- and energy-efficient production processes and re-use of materials. In
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2001, a new waste storage ordinance went into force in Germany. Under this or­
dinance, municipal waste may no longer be landfilled directly. Instead, rules re­
quiring waste to be incinerated or subjected to mechanical-biological treatment 
before final disposal came into effect on 1 June 2005. These processes reduce the 
volume of waste to be interred. Poorly lined landfills are to be gradually closed 
down by 2009.

The question arises whether German legislators and regulators considered 
the immediate practical implications of the new rules. The landfill ordinance 
granted no exceptions for untreated waste to be landfilled. While Hempen [2005] 
said there was 'little data available' to predict the country's waste storage capac­
ity after 1 June 2005, she cited data suggesting a national 'capacity shortfall of at 
least 2 million tons' could be expected. Among the options suggested by the Ger­
man government to handle the overflow was 'export of waste'. Before the 2005 
rules took effect, export of waste was among the possible solutions considered by 
the German government to handle the overflow [Hempen 2005].

When the rules were applied, 200 of 333 official landfill sites were closed, 
driving up waste treatment costs [Schaschek 2006]. The German newspaper Freie 
Presse reported that 'the price for legal storage of one tonne of domestic waste is 
about 32 euros in the Czech Republic, while an incinerator in Saxony, for instance, 
requires 170 euros per ton. The storage of one ton of domestic electronic waste 
costs 180 euros in the Czech Republic and 350 euros in Germany. The prices at 
illegal dumps are even lower' [quoted in CTK 2006c].

Policy assessment: strengths and weaknesses

The Germans already knew that it was difficult to enforce laws restricting cross­
boundary waste movement. In 1997, there were 40 000 cases of reported environ­
mental crimes in Germany, of which nearly 29 600 were cases of unsafe waste 
management, including 58 cases of illegal transfrontier waste shipment. The po­
lice's success rate at solving environmental crimes in that year was 60% [Gallas 
and Werner 1998: 377].

Environmental offences in Germany, especially illegal waste transport vio­
lations, have rarely been prosecuted and punished because crimes most often go 
unreported and it is hard to find incriminating evidence. 'If a case comes before 
a public prosecutor despite these obstacles, the public prosecutor or the judge 
usually will stop investigations. In case a wrongdoer is actually sentenced, im­
prisonment is rarely imposed; in addition in most cases of imprisonment up to 
two years probation is granted. Usually a criminal ban on a professional activity 
is imposed in serious cases only, i.e. if there is a danger of recidivism. In 1996 
there were two cases' [Gallas and Werner 1998: 378]. Federal environmental offi­
cials have identified a number of problems with current arrangements of German 
environmental crime enforcement. In general, they say it is difficult to prove guilt
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in environmental crimes. Within Germany, many officials lack training and qual­
ifications for dealing with eco-crime, and cooperation between environmental 
authorities and the police is slow. In international cases, there is a lack of coopera­
tion between competent authorities, in part because, rather than having a single 
national competent authority (CA) under the WSR, each German federal state has 
its own CA. There is also a language barrier. 'The legal situation becomes much 
more complicated and less known as the number of authorities and (within Eu­
rope) languages involved multiplies' [Gallas and Werner 1998].

Germany has long had a reputation as the biggest waste exporter in Europe 
and has sent waste both legally and illegally to many European nations. Waste 
from the Federal Republic of Germany was sent for disposal to the German Dem­
ocratic Republic for many years before the end of communism. German waste 
exports to Eastern Europe have been widespread at least since the revolutions of 
1989. Much of this transport has taken the form of 'dump and run' disposal, with 
Greenpeace Austria claiming that most of the trade in waste is illegal [Ram n.d.]. 
In the 1990s the European Commission determined that the German recycling 
system led to 're-dumping' in other European nations [Dopp 1997], There were 
warnings early on that EU expansion could put Eastern European nations at risk 
of illegal waste transport. The German government itself warned of an inevitable 
'suction effect' drawing waste from Western Europe, especially Germany, to the 
new member states [Czarnomski, Holmes and Webb 2006: 90], Other European 
nations that have had problems with illegal or improper German waste imports 
since the early 1990s include France, Albania, Poland, Hungary, and Slovakia.

An examination of the many known cases of illegal German waste export 
over the last twenty years reveals patterns. Intense pressure within Germany 
caused by increasing waste generation and decreasing capacity create econom­
ic incentives to find quick and easy solutions. As a result, when Germans have 
sought to export waste, companies or individuals in the receiving nations have 
conspired to dispose of the waste cheaply, often in questionable ways. The recent 
appearance of black dumps in Bohemia follows this pattern.

Discussion and conclusions

While a great deal of media attention was devoted to the German waste issue in 
the first half of 2006, the question remains whether the transports will continue in 
the future. According to the Czech Customs Administration, illegal waste trans­
ports continued to be intercepted in 2007, though in fewer numbers than in 2006.5 
Study of black dumping in Bohemia suggests that the waste transport policies 
and practices within individual nations and throughout the EU have contributed

5 Personal interview with Lubomir Doskocil of the Czech Customs Administration in 
Prague, Czech Republic, 25 June 2007.
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to the phenomenon of illegal waste shipment, and until loopholes allowing free 
trade in waste labelled for recycling, coupled with weak enforcement, are rem­
edied, there will continue to be a high probability of successful illegal transport. 
While it can be said that the illegal waste trade that led to the Bohemian black 
dumps is a product of economic incentives, those incentives are shaped by poli­
cies at the national and EU level. For the sake of discussion this section analyses 
the consequences, both intended and unintended, of existing policies in the con­
text of the ToP theory.

ToP insights into the Czech case

Several conclusions can be drawn about the effects of current waste transport 
policies. While ToP provides a useful basis for understanding this case study, the 
theory may benefit from refinements to its interpretation of the environmental 
state.

1. Illegal export was a predictable consequence of the 2005 German landfill rules

It has already been noted that waste exports in the past occurred at times of lim­
ited German capacity. The possibility of illegal export to the Czech Republic was 
a predictable result of the recent landfill regulations - both theoretically from 
a ToP perspective, and empirically based on the long history of German waste 
exports. In 2002, as the June 2005 landfill reform deadline approached, 61 waste 
incinerators were operating in Germany. At that time, the incineration capacity 
could handle only 40% of the expected requirements for 2005 [Scottish Parliament 
Information Centre 2002: 22], The OECD [2004] in 2004 pointed out that this low 
disposal capacity risked causing 'higher prices for waste disposal and exports of 
waste to neighbouring countries' [Ibid: 32], This resulted in clear economic incen­
tives to evade the new German law. The OECD explains that when materials are 
banned or redirected from landfills, which was the aim of the German legislation, 
'the hope, of course, is that these products will, as a result, be recycled. But the 
incentive offered by the tax or ban is not an incentive to recycle, but rather an in­
centive to not landfill. Illegal dumping, exporting, and incineration are also stimu­
lated' [Ibid.: 142]. Moreover, Hempen's [2005] analysis demonstrated that before 
2005 authorities were able to calculate a waste processing shortfall of nearly two 
million tonnes caused by the new waste storage ordinance. The German associa­
tion of incinerator operators (ITAD) warned before amendments to the EU's WSR 
took effect in 2007, 'If mixed green waste will not undergo a specific control, then 
it is expected, particularly for the Federal States at the eastern border, that an in­
creasing amount of waste will be exported' [ITAD 2004].

From a ToP point of view, this raises questions about the sincerity of the 
German government's desire to enforce waste export law - in what may amount
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to a tacit collaboration between national authorities, municipalities, and/or busi­
nesses to reduce operational costs. Such an interpretation is consistent with the 
ToP hypothesis that governments and business often collaborate as a 'growth 
coalition' to promote economic activity at the expense of environmental qual­
ity [Schnaiberg 1980; Schnaiberg, Fellow and Weinberg 2002], However, further 
research on this particular case of German waste import is required to test this 
hypothesis more definitively. At any rate, the lack of responsiveness and coopera­
tion on the part of German authorities with their Czech counterparts shows that 
the Czech state faces constraints on its ability to protect public and environmental 
health from waste transports from abroad.6 Even when illegal transport could be 
foreseen, both national governments had difficulty stemming the flow.

2. The export of waste shifts environmental risk from Germany to other nations
and undermines sustainability principles

ToP stresses that environmental issues involve issues of social equity, and the 
theory's critique of economic globalisation is relevant to understanding illegal 
waste transport. The proximity principle was articulated in large part due to 
the recognition that localities have a responsibility to manage their own waste 
and should not ship it elsewhere - whether legally or illegally. The polluter pays 
principle further reinforces the notion that waste producers should bear the bur­
den of proper disposal and cleanup. Restrictions on export provide incentives 
for waste reduction or recycling. Unrestricted export means that producers may 
push waste processing risks on others, undermining EU and German principles 
of sustainable development. In this case, Germans have benefited at home from 
strict landfilling laws and Czechs have been made to bear the costs of disposal. 
In a globalised world, this makes the Czech Republic look like Germany's back­
yard refuse pile - in contradiction of the German CSCWMA, which touted the 
economic and ecological benefits of a closed product life-cycle. This law aimed to 
'close the loop' between production and consumption, but the option of export­
ing waste defeats such goals by making the product life-cycle an open system. 
German waste export to Bohemia shifts the risk abroad and externalises the costs 
of production and consumption.

Not only is this an instance of waste flowing 'downhill' in a globalised world, 
but it highlights the ToP assertion that structural change is necessary for move­
ment towards sustainability. 'Most "reasonable" scholars have taken revolution­
ary or even macrostructural change to the political economy off the agenda, as 
either unrealistic or impossible. They may be correct. In that context, the treadmill 
implies that the dream of solving environmental crises and achieving "sustainable 
development" is unlikely or impossible.' [Gould, Fellow and Schnaiberg 2004]

6 Personal interview with Jitka Jensovska of the Czech Environmental Inspectorate in 
Prague, Czech Republic, 18 July 2006.
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3. Policy loopholes - intentional or not - make illegal transport easy and lucrative.

Despite the social and ecological inequities that characterise the crime, it is sim­
plistic to depict Germany as the villain and Bohemia as a purely innocent victim. 
Indeed, the Czech Environment Minister at the time, Libor Ambrozek, initially 
blamed the situation on Czechs who helped Germans bring the waste into the 
country. 'German businessmen often do not know that they are sending waste 
to the Czech Republic at variance with law', he said [CTK 2006b]. The extent to 
which corruption on either side of the border may have contributed to the prob­
lem remains unclear.

As indicated earlier, illegal waste shipment in the EU is widespread and 
hard to deter and detect. This appears to be partly due to a business climate that 
promotes free trade, partly because waste is a difficult commodity to monitor 
and control, and partly because states prioritise other areas for law enforcement. 
One study by the network for the Implementation and Enforcement of Environ­
mental Law (IMPEL) revealed that in October 2005 about 50% of inspected waste 
shipping out of the EU was illegal [Netherlands Ministry of Housing, Spatial 
Planning and the Environment 2005]. Another enforcement action found that of 
88 000 tonnes of waste bound for export 72% may have been illegal. Also, 93% 
of the documents authorising transport were irregular in some way, and there 
was only a 6% probability of an illegal waste shipment being detected by law 
enforcement authorities [Roelofs 2006]. As they schemed to enter Bohemia, waste 
smugglers were able to forge documents or mislabel municipal waste as recycla­
ble material. With the Czech accession to the EU these smugglers could expect 
limited or non-existent border checks.

The existence of loopholes and institutional obstacles to the effective en­
forcement of waste transport rules shows that the ToP theory may inadequately 
theorise how the state functions in its role as protector of environmental quality 
and human health. Not only may the state lack the will to protect the environ­
ment, but there may be practical constraints to enforcing the law even when the 
will is present. Moreover, the Czech case demonstrates that there is a scale issue 
involved, because different levels of government may have different interests in 
environmental policy and enforcement. In this respect, there has been conflict 
between local and central authorities within the Czech Republic, and between 
nation states and the EU. Locals living in the affected areas of Bohemia had an 
understandably negative experience of illegal waste import. But some municipal 
and regional governments have expressed support for changes in the law which 
would allow more waste to be imported legally for incineration. The city councils 
of Liberec and Brno have lobbied to allow German waste to be burned in their 
municipal incinerators. But the central government has consistently opposed il­
legal or legal waste import.

At the international level, while the WSR calls for cooperation between 
national competent authorities, the Czech and German states have clashed over
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how to resolve the black dump question. Meanwhile, at the EU-level some states 
and the incineration industry are now lobbying to allow unfettered trade in waste 
for use as an energy source. This shows that the 'environmental state' may not be 
a monolithic institution, and interests compete to influence environmental policy 
at different levels of governance. Therefore, the ToP theory should be further de­
veloped to account for variability in environmental protection within the state.

Future directions for research

Further research is needed to better understand the issue of waste imports in 
the Czech Republic, which is an ongoing phenomenon, and to test how the ToP 
theory applies to the situation. It would be educational to do fieldwork in the 
affected region, including interviewing locals about their experiences. It is also 
an open question to what degree public and private corruption within the Czech 
Republic, and between Czechs, Germans and possibly others, plays a role in the 
illegal transport business. The situation must be analysed within the context of a 
changing EU policy milieu, as the European Court of Justice interprets existing 
rules and a new framework directive on waste and a separate thematic strategy 
on the prevention and recycling of waste are being debated in Brussels.

Benjamin Vail, a native of the United States, is a lecturer in the Sociology Department 
and a PhD student in the Environmental Studies Department at Masaryk University. 
He received his Masters degree in sociology from the University of Wisconsin-Madison 
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On Pieter Vanhuysse

In Divide and Pacify: Strategic Social Policies 
and Political Protests in Post-Communist De­
mocracies, Pieter Vanhuysse employs an in­
novative and thought-provoking approach 
to explain the unexpectedly low level of 
disruptive political protests in early post­
communist transition. He develops a cre­
ative interaction between the literature on 
'the politics and sociology of contention' 
and the comparative political economy of 
welfare states (p. 2). The main puzzle that 
he addresses is the relative political quies­
cence that was present in early transition 
in the Czech Republic, Hungary, and Po­
land, especially when compared with simi­
lar transformations that took place in Latin 
America in the 1980s. Vanhuysse suggests 
that the theories in the literature cannot ad­
equately explain the 'post-communist pro­
test variation' (p. 29) and argues that great­
er emphasis should be given to the strate­
gy of the state in transition, more specifi­
cally 'the strategic role of social policies in 
preempting the political danger posed by 
threatened workers' (p. 44). He attempts 
to explain this variation through the use of 
'strategic social policies' that divided con­
stituents into distinct work-welfare groups 
limiting their capacity for organised dis­
ruption in the reform process. Through a 
comparison of the three countries, he de­
scribes two distinct causal paths. In the 
Czech Republic, the strategy was to pre­
vent major employment loss, while in Po­
land and Hungary strategic social policies 
were implemented to prevent the political 
consequences of major employment losses. 
Vanhuysse argues that strategic decisions 
made by the states in the early phases of 
transition caused there to be only limited 
political protests in these countries. Al­

though his 'divide and pacify' theory offers 
an alternative or supplementary explana­
tion for the relative political quiescence in 
some post-communist countries, the great­
est contribution of this book is a systemat­
ic analysis of the significant political conse­
quences of decisions made by states in ear­
ly transition and the path dependence that 
emerged as a result of these decisions.

'The unexpected peacefulness 
of transitions'

Vanhuysse presents evidence that the con­
ditions for mass political protest were 
present in early transition and there was 
reason to expect protests. He emphasis­
es that existing theories (economic theory, 
theories based on neo-corporatism or po­
litical opportunity structures, and Gresk- 
ovits' [1998] 'informal exit' theory) cannot 
adequately explain the surprisingly low 
level of protests in post-communist coun­
tries because they lack emphasis on the role 
of state strategies or do not explain the var­
iance between post-communist countries. 
The economic theory cannot explain the 
absence of disruptive protests because the 
economic preconditions for protest were 
present, including high unemployment, 
significant reductions in real wages and 
overall economic well-being, and the con­
tinuation of costly reforms. In Poland and 
Hungary in particular, there were massive 
increases in official unemployment, which 
was previously unheard of in these econ­
omies and could have inspired threatened 
workers to protest (p. 39). General political 
dissatisfaction was expressed by consist­
ently voting the incumbent out of office, 
which generally occurs when there are un­
satisfactory economic conditions, but it did 
not lead to more disruptive forms of politi­
cal expression.

Vanhuysse also argues that the neces­
sary political opportunity structures were 
present (or could have been adapted to ful­
fil what was necessary), as there was rela-
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tively high union density. But despite this 
purportedly high density, how effective 
these unions were after the transition be­
gan is questionable, given the challenges 
of significant necessary 're-branding' and 
the limited level of trust in unions. Final­
ly, Vanhuysse recognises the significance 
of 'informal exit' for explaining the rela­
tive peacefulness in post-communist coun­
tries, as presented by Greskovits [1998]. But 
he argues that this factor cannot explain 
the variation in post-communist countries. 
Despite the presence of the conditions that 
would predict high levels of political un­
rest, strike rates and other measures of dis­
ruptive political protest were substantially 
lower in post-communist countries than in 
Latin America in the 1980s and even lower 
than in Western Europe in the 1990s (p. 19).

'Divide and pacify as political strategy'

Given that post-communist countries faced 
the 'challenge of simultaneously consoli­
dating democracy and implementing cost­
ly market reforms', Vanhuysse argues that 
policy-makers were very conscious of the 
need to limit protest that could disrupt the 
needed reforms (p. 11). With the assump­
tion that 'in the initial stages of the transi­
tion, governments attached a high priori­
ty to low levels of disruption in the polity, 
whatever else they wanted otherwise', Van­
huysse investigates the policy approaches 
that the states used to achieve relative po­
litical quiescence (p. 49). In Czech Repub­
lic the gradual restructuring of firms, the 
persistence of relatively 'soft budget con­
straints,' and active labour market spend­
ing, referred to as 'job loss avoidance pol­
icies', facilitated a limited increase in un­
employment, which consequently limited 
political unrest (p. 124). In Hungary and 
Poland, social policy encouraged certain 
workers to exit the labour market through 
early retirement and disability benefit 
schemes, a group of people Vanhuysse re­
fers to as 'abnormal' pensioners. This ap­

proach 'divided and pacified' groups that 
could otherwise have organised political 
protests. These divisions combined with 
general conflicts of interest managed to di­
vide the population along lines that made 
disruptive protests unlikely.

There is generally a conflict of inter­
ests between workers and net welfare re­
cipients, especially in the case where, for 
example, workers can be said to relative­
ly directly finance the pensions or unem­
ployment benefits. The emergence of sig­
nificant numbers of abnormal pensioners 
created more dimensions in this distribu­
tional conflict. Workers were divided into 
groups characterised by three substantial 
work-welfare statuses: unemployed work­
ers, employed workers, and abnormally 
retired people. The sum of these groups 
would have been expected to form the core 
of political protests, but they were divid­
ed in such a way that their interests con­
flicted (p. 54-55). The workers continued to 
have conflicting interests with the welfare 
recipients (unemployed workers and pen­
sioners, both old-age and abnormal). But 
additionally the unemployed workers and 
the pensioners were in a 'distributional 
struggle for state resources' and therefore 
had conflicting interests (p. 91). Based on 
these divisions, large scale protests would 
have been much more difficult to organise, 
if they were to include people from more 
than one work-welfare status. Workers 
lost the critical mass and within the other 
work-welfare statuses, there were multiple 
reasons for not organising. Unemployed 
workers and pensioners lost many of the 
social networks that would be important 
for organising political protests and there 
is a high opportunity cost of protesting 
based on the need for activity in the infor­
mal economy to supplement the benefits 
received from the state. Furthermore, their 
relationship with the state 'became indi­
vidualised and strongly dependent', and 
that decreased the incentives to protest (p. 
64). In sum, divide and pacify as a polit-
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ical strategy 'split up well-networked and 
formally organized groups of threatened 
workers with similar economic interests, 
by sending many of them onto unemploy­
ment benefits and many others onto early 
and disability pensions' (p. 67).

Policy decisions and path dependence

The idea to prevent disruptive political pro­
test was politically rational and arguably 
socially beneficial. Vanhuysse assumes that 
policy-makers were aware of and could im­
plement policies with the express aim of 
diffusing political protest that would dis­
turb reforms. He writes, 'Pandora's boxes 
they may have been, but post-communist 
transitions also left considerable scope for 
rational government strategy' (p. 67). So 
policy-makers are assumed to have had ra­
tional strategies that they were able to pur­
sue to meet economic and political objec­
tives. As Vanhuysse compellingly argued, 
the way that threatened workers were di­
vided by these policies does offer a reasona­
ble explanation for the political quiescence. 
However, the extent to which this can be 
considered a conscious decision with such 
a planned outcome is questionable. There 
are multiple reasonable motivations that 
could have been behind policy-makers' de­
cisions to use the 'abnormal' pension poli­
cies, such as to increase economic produc­
tivity by removing the most redundant 
workers from the labour force or to offer a 
social safety net to those that seemed to be 
most threatened by the transition. There­
fore, while it is feasible that some form of 
rational state strategy did exist in the ear­
ly phases of transition, this does not logi­
cally imply that policy-makers would pur­
sue this strategy for the explicit purpose of 
limiting political protest. Perhaps political 
quiescence was an unintended outcome of 
a policy that was strategically decided on 
the basis of other predicted outcomes. This 
makes the argument of the intentionality 
of policy-makers difficult to justify, but the

outlined effects of the 'abnormal' pension 
booms in the case for Hungary and Poland 
were quite convincing.

Apart from their intentionality, Van­
huysse argues that social policy decisions 
made in the early phases of the transition 
'fundamentally reshaped the subsequent 
operational space of post-communist poli­
tics in the process' (p. 124). He presents the 
significant and long-lasting consequenc­
es of this policy choice in early transition. 
Therefore, the central claim of the book 
is that the decision to encourage 'abnor­
mal' pensioners in Hungary and Poland, 
as well as the decision for gradual restruc­
turing accompanied by active labour mar­
ket spending in the Czech Republic, ex­
plain the limited disruptive political pro­
tests in these countries, but these decisions 
also launched the countries along specific 
trajectories (or 'pathways') that determine 
the political and economic challenges that 
these countries are currently facing.

The complexity of causality

Divide and Pacify offers a unique approach 
to understanding the complex actions that 
took place in post-communist transition 
which led to the absence of significant po­
litical protest. Although it would be unreal­
istic to expect a single factor to be necessary 
and sufficient for explaining the surpris­
ing political quiescence in post-communist 
countries, it is important to understand the 
interaction of the most significant factors. 
Vanhuysse makes a significant contribu­
tion towards this end by introducing the 
factor of 'strategic social policies,' which 
has not previously been analysed. He 
presents the 'supply-side policies', which 
includes the Czech approach to restructur­
ing and active labour market policies and 
the abnormal pension approach in Hunga­
ry and Poland, as the factors for explaining 
the peaceful transition (p. 124). However, 
it seems that this explanatory factor actu­
ally has two separate causal paths: one for

1215



Sociologický časopis/Czech Sociological Review, 2007, Vol. 43, No. 6

Hungary and Poland and another one for 
the Czech Republic. These could be viewed 
as two separate causal chains leading to the 
same outcome. 'Strategic social policies' 
are not necessary for preventing disruptive 
political protests, a point demonstrated by 
the Czech Republic, which followed a dif­
ferent method.

Given that there were many post-com­
munist countries that exhibited this same 
outcome of political quiescence, based on 
the argument of the book, it is not clear 
what should be expected in post-commu­
nist countries that were not included in 
this analysis. By including more countries, 
more possible causal paths would most 
likely arise, which begs the question: what 
determines the causal path that a country 
ends up on? While Vanhuysse made con­
vincing arguments for path dependence 
with the consistent outcome of relative 
political quiescence, there are very differ­
ent medium- and long-term effects associ­
ated with each path (such as the high fis­
cal burden of paying for the abnormal pen­
sioners). Therefore, not all paths are equal 
along other dimensions, and it is unclear 
if all possible paths would be open to all 
post-communist countries.

Another stated aim of the book was to 
explain the variation between post-com­
munist countries. However, this variation 
was not clearly explained by the theory 
proposed. While the point was effectively 
made that overall political protest was sig­
nificantly less in post-communist countries 
compared with other parts of the world, it 
was not clear that the variance between the 
post-communist countries was significant. 
Moreover, Vanhuysse's theory seems much 
more effective at explaining the overall low 
level of disruptive political protest based 
on 'strategic social policy' than it is at ex­
plaining why it was slightly higher in Po­
land than in Hungary.

Despite the challenges that are present 
when explaining outcomes that have com­
plex causal paths, Vanhuysse made signifi-

cant contributions to literature and policy­
making by demonstrating the diverse and 
significant political, economic, and social 
effects of a policy decision made in early 
transition. His argument demonstrates the 
far-reaching effects of a seemingly limited 
social policy. He developed the concept of 
'abnormal' pensions and described its im­
portant effects in the past and future. This 
reveals new perspectives on how decision­
making in social policy may have effects 
in all areas of life — political, economic, 
and social — and presents the importance 
of thorough planning when making social 
policy decisions, as it has the potential to 
determine much of a country's future tra­
jectory.

Kristin Nickel
Central European University, Budapest*

Notes
1 Ideas developed in this review benefited great­
ly from active discussion of this text in Dorothee 
Bohle's 'Politics of Labor in Europe' course in the 
Political Science Department at the Central Euro­
pean University in Budapest.
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Charles Tilly: Regimes and Repertoires 
Chicago 2006: The University of Chicago 
Press, 240 pp.

The means by which people make claims 
on their governments (i.e. their 'repertoires 
of contention') have long been an important 
tool for expressing the interests of a collec­
tivity and advancing their claims. During 
the past several decades, there has been a 
rapid increase in the amount of scholarly 
research on repertoires of contention. Nu­
merous works have been written on the
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subject, and the term is now used in var­
ious theories and at all levels of analysis. 
However, upon observation it is evident 
that contentious repertoires vary dramat­
ically from one type of regime to another 
(p. 210), and this raises the question of how 
regimes and repertoires of contention re­
late to each other. In Regimes and Repertoires, 
Charles Tilly masterfully takes up the chal­
lenge of examining this issue by carefully 
analysing the interplay between political 
regimes and contentious politics.

Regimes shape the timing of conten­
tious repertoires and their character; for 
example, whether they will be moderate 
or violent, disruptive or non-disruptive, 
legal or illegal. Regimes not only influ­
ence the decision to become politically ac­
tive but also determine the degree of po­
litical activism. The regime of a given soci­
ety at a given time may be open to conten­
tious repertoires or may be an obstacle to 
them, that is, hostile towards and discour­
aging of political participation. A regime 
may also limit an individual's ability to be 
active through conventional channels, thus 
making them choose a more radical or un­
conventional form of activity in order to 
achieve their goals.

Studies have typically focused on each 
aspect separately. Yet, as Tilly modestly 
notes, regimes and repertoires ,deserve' 
their own vehicle (p. vii). Accordingly, the 
central theme of this book is the interac­
tion between regimes and repertories. The 
book looks at three key questions: How do 
certain political regimes vary and change? 
How do the people living in various types 
of regimes make claims on each other and 
on their governments? What connections 
exist between regime change and the char­
acter of contentious politics? (p. 4)

In order to answer these questions, 
Tilly puts forth an interesting theoretical 
framework that offers a riveting review 
of different types of regimes and the var­
ious modes of repertoires which they en­
courage. According to Tilly, 'tracing caus-

al connections between regimes and rep­
ertoires requires a serious historical and 
comparative effort' (p. 59). He consequent­
ly presents the story of how changes in re­
gimes interact with and relate to reper­
toires, drawing on examples from vari­
ous areas around the world (for example, 
Peru, India, Rwanda, South Africa, Ugan­
da, Morrocco, Jamaica, Angola, Chechnya, 
and Kosovo). The wide variety of interest­
ing cases, examples, and diagrams helps 
the reader to understand the phenomenon 
under examination and its multifaceted 
nature by addressing it from an explicitly 
comparative perspective. More important­
ly, Tilly relates each of the historical events 
to the study of conceptual and theoretical 
issues. Tilly's talent for shifting between 
times and places makes this book coherent 
and readable. Moreover, the author invites 
the reader to be part of the journey, even 
though some cases took place many years 
ago or in remote places.

The book begins with an excellent de­
scription and classification approach to the 
terms ,regime' (Chapter 1), ,how regimes 
work', (Chapter 2), and ,repertoires of 
contention' (Chapter 3). In this first stage, 
Tilly's approach is relatively static, creat­
ing 'two rough conceptual maps - one of 
regimes, the other of contentious politics' 
(p. 16). Only after Tilly has mapped each 
component in this two-sided equation sep­
arately does he proceed to combine both 
aspects (Chapter 4 - ,repertoires, meet re­
gimes'). Tilly searches for the causes that 
connect regimes and repertoires - 'ways 
that regimes shape repertoires, ways that 
repertoires shape regimes' (p. 16). It is im­
portant to note, however, that the book 
puts greater emphasis on how change and 
variation in regimes shape contentious pol­
itics than vice versa.

Tilly's analytical tool for examin­
ing the connection between these two as­
pects (i.e. regimes and contentious poli­
tics) appears in the form of a two-dimen­
sional space: 'government capacity', the
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extent to which governmental agents con­
trol resources, activities, and people with­
in government jurisdiction; and 'democ­
racy', the extent to which individuals have 
equal rights and protection from arbitrary 
governmental action (p. 21). The horizon­
tal dimension of this matrix represents de­
mocracy or non-democracy, while the ver­
tical dimension represents governmental 
capacity (either high or low). Tilly's basic 
and very simple argument is that the lo­
cation of a regime within the capacity-de­
mocracy space strongly affects its govern­
ment's approach to contentious politics (p. 
211). In other words, change and variation 
in governmental capacity or in democracy 
cause change and variation in the character 
of contentious repertoires.

The next chapter moves on to examine 
'trajectories of change' (Chapter 5), explain­
ing how changes in regimes interact with 
changes in the forms of contentious poli­
tics and, more importantly, what explains 
these changes. Interestingly, in this chap­
ter Tilly discusses the apartheid regime 
in South Africa and illustrates how differ­
ent actors make claims on each other and 
on their governments, and how they try to 
force change. This case study dramatically 
brings to light the influence of previously 
existing political institutions on the forms 
and outcomes of contention (p. 110).

The book then examines the model's 
implications for three contentious process­
es: 'collective violence' (Chapter 6), 'revolu­
tions' (Chapter 7), and 'social movements' 
(Chapter 8). Tilly unsurprisingly reveals 
that 'the public politics of high-capacity, 
democratic regimes brings together wide­
spread collective claim-making.... and im­
pressively restrained domestic use of the 
governments enormous coercive power... 
Less democratic and lower-capacity re­
gimes experience more authoritarian and / 
or more violent forms of contentious poli­
tics' (p. 150). Yet, violent repertoires differ 
sharply not only from one type of regime 
to another (i.e. democracy versus non-de-

mocracy), but rather between high-capac­
ity and low-capacity non-democratic gov­
ernments. For instance, while civil wars 
concentrate in low-capacity, non-demo­
cratic regimes, successful revolutions con­
centrate in (relatively) high-capacity, non­
democratic regimes (p. 210). The 'conclud­
ing chapter' (Chapter 9) is organised in a 
manner that allows the author to clarify 
all the theoretical issues raised throughout 
the book.

The strength of the book lies in the 
simple and yet very effective theoretical 
framework it applies to the questions of re­
gimes and repertoires. Tilly has once again 
proven to be an author of impressive skill, 
using a theoretical framework and various 
historical cases to stimulate every reader 
to think and comprehend beyond a factual 
level. Although part of this book is an ad­
aptation of materials from Tilly's previous 
works, the texts have been significantly up­
dated.

In our complex world, regimes and 
repertoires interact. Readers who wish to 
learn about the trajectories and characteris­
tics of this interconnected process will find 
this book highly useful. This is undoubt­
edly an important, well-written book, rich 
in detail, which raises an important theo­
retical and practical issue. Its readabili­
ty makes it useful for both undergraduate 
and graduate students. It is an essential 
addition to the private libraries of schol­
ars interested in contentious politics (and 
collective action). Nevertheless, those who 
are taking their first steps into this field of 
interest and wish to broaden their knowl­
edge will miss the in-depth character and 
intricacies of a focused one-dimensional 
analysis. Anyone interested in understand­
ing contentious politics can therefore use 
this wide-ranging work together with a 
deeper, more penetrating analysis in order 
to obtain a complete picture of this issue.

Sivan Hirsch-Hoefler 
University of Antwerp, Belgium
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Thomas Janoski, Robert R. Alford, 
Alexander Hicks, Mildred A. Schwartz 
(eds.): The Handbook of Political 
Sociology: States, Civil Societies, 
and Globalization
Cambridge 2005: Cambridge University 
Press, xxi+815 pp.

The Handbook of Political Sociology repre­
sents the first truly comprehensive survey 
of the history and current state of a little- 
unified but often very vibrant discipline. 
Clocking in at just over eight hundred pag­
es, this masterful collection is packed with 
thirty-two unfailingly competent and of­
ten singularly authoritative chapters, writ­
ten by the likes of Charles Tilly, Gosta Esp­
ing-Andersen, Peter Evans, John Stephens, 
Frances Fox Piven, and many others. Each 
chapter provides a detailed analysis of the 
role of the state - its formation, transitions 
and regime structure - in its particular ap­
proach or sub-discipline. Dedicated to 
the memory of the late Robert Alford, the 
Handbook opens with a brief introduction 
by the three other editors sketching the ma­
jor contours and challenges (culture -post­
modernity- and rational choice). This is fol­
lowed by three main parts.

Part 1, 'Theories of Political Sociology', 
consists of nine chapters on such topics as 
rule-making, rule-breaking, and power (by 
Frances Fox Piven and Richard A. Craw­
ford), neo-pluralism and neo-functionalism 
(by Hicks and Frank Lechner), conflict the­
ories (by Axel van den Berg and Janoski), 
institutionalist and state-centric theories 
(by Edwin Amenta), culture, knowledge, 
and politics (by James Jasper), feminism 
(by Barbara Hobson), linguistic approach­
es (by Jacob Torfing), rational choice theo­
ries (by Edgar Kiser and Shawn Bauldry), 
and theories of race and the state (by David 
R. James and Kent Redding). The chapter 
by Piven and Cloward rightly sets the tone 
here. The starting assumption is that rule­
breaking is a strategy to contest, challenge 
or break domination, just as rule-making is

a strategy of domination and that the rea­
sons for rule-breaking - and the choice of 
rules broken - can usefully illuminate the 
notion of power in social life. Piven and 
Cloward review a rich array of definitions 
of power, from Hobbes and Aristotle, to 
Weber and Russell, up to Dahl, Giddens, 
Wrong, Lukes, and Tilly. They argue that a 
distributional focus on 'powerful resourc­
es lists' (money, status, skills, and the like) 
cannot always sufficiently explain political 
challenges from below. Nevertheless, peo­
ple poor in those resources, or with a low 
status in the social hierarchy, frequently at­
tempt (and intermittently succeed) to exer­
cise power, and most often they do so by 
breaking existing rules. According to Piven 
and Cloward, the source of this 'poor peo­
ple's power' lies in the inherent interde­
pendence, or interwovenness, of everyday 
social life: ,Because cooperative and inter­
dependent social relations are by definition 
reciprocal, so is the potential for the exer­
cise of power' (p. 39). Piven and Cloward 
insightfully discuss the prerequisites for 
the translation of this potential into actual 
power, and they review a range of histori­
cal examples of both rule-making and rule­
breaking. In so doing, they amply illustrate 
the potential for this particular view of 
power in political sociology, and set a high 
standard for the rest of the Handbook.

Part 2 discusses civil society, view­
ing it as 'The Roots and Processes of Po­
litical Action': It includes contributions on 
money, social cleavages, and electoral pol­
itics (by Jeffrey Manza, Clem Brooks and 
Michael Sauder), public opinion, political 
attitudes, and ideology (by David Weak- 
liem), comparative perspectives on nation­
alism (by Liah Greenfield), the social bas­
es, organisation, and environment of polit­
ical parties (by Mildred Schwartz and Kay 
Lawson), organised interest groups and 
policy networks (by Francisco Granados 
and David Knoke), corporate control, in­
ter-firm relations, and corporate power (by 
Mark Mizruchi and Deborah Bey), social
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movement organisations and strategies (by 
J. Craig Jenkins and William Form), and 
the news media.

Part 3 of the Handbook is titled 'The 
State and Its Manifestations'. It discusses 
state formation and state-building in Eu­
rope (Thomas Ertman), transitions to de­
mocracy (John Markoff), the incidence 
and consequences of social revolutions 
(Jeff Goodwin), regimes and contention 
(Charles Tilly), theories and practices of 
new-corporatism (Wolfgang Streeck and 
Lane Kentworthy), undemocratic politics 
(Viviane Brachet-Marquez), and civil bu­
reaucracies in politics and implementing 
policies (Oskar Ozlak). Markoff's chapter 
merits singling out for its lucid structure 
and concise overview of all the major is­
sues of the topic, captured under headings 
such as 'starting points', 'end points' and 
'paths', 'conceptual, theoretical and meth­
odological issues', and so on. Inexplicably, 
however, post-communist transitions are 
conspicuous in their near total absence.

Part 4, 'State Policy and Innovations', 
with just four chapters, is shorter. It dis­
cusses comparative and historical studies 
of social policy and the welfare state (Alex­
ander Hicks and Gosta Esping-Andersen), 
women, gender, and state policies (Joya 
Misra and Leslie King), racial policy (Kent 
Redding, David James, and Joshua Klug­
man), and war, militarism, and states (Gre­
gory Hooks and James Rice).

Finally, Part 5 on 'Globalization' pro­
vides an overview of political sociology on 
globalisation in general (Philip McMichael) 
and of related issues in economic and social 
policy in global capitalism (Evelyne Hu­
ber and John Stephens), immigration and 
national integration (Janoski and Fengjan 
Wang), and counter-hegemonic globalisa­
tion via transnational social movements in 
the contemporary global political economy 
(Peter Evans). The two chapters on social 
policy, co-authored by two of the undis­
puted leaders of the field, provide particu­
larly competent overviews of the often con-

tested (or at least ambiguous) roles of glo­
balisation, liberalisation, and retrenchment 
regarding this crucial area of state involve­
ment, along with the major regime typolo­
gies and causal theories. But even though 
both Esping-Andersen and Stephens have 
recently started tackling these issues them­
selves in particularly innovative ways, their 
chapters here pay too little attention to 
what could be deemed 'preventive social 
policies'. This includes topics that are key 
to understanding the political sociology of 
today's and tomorrow's knowledge econo­
my, such as new approaches to human cap­
ital investment and early childhood educa­
tion, social policies aimed at boosting fam­
ily formation, family stability and (indi­
rectly) cognitive skills, behavioural traits in 
children and labour market entrants, and 
what is arguably the most influential new 
welfare state theory of the last few years — 
the theory of asset-specific skills protection 
put forth by Torben Iversen and David Sos- 
kice (for a short review of these approach­
es, see Vanhuysse [2008]).

Perhaps inevitably, given the daunting 
range of topics that could be usefully tack­
led from a political-sociology perspective, 
some important political-sociology topics 
and developments are missing from this 
Handbook or are underdeveloped in its pag­
es. For instance, substantively, the political­
sociology aspects of education across dif­
ferent institutional settings seem worthy of 
a separate chapter - for example, on edu­
cation financing, or on the use of educa­
tion by states from the perspective of cur­
riculum development, immigrant absorp­
tion, and nation building (e.g. Torres and 
Antikkainen 2003), and human capital and 
labour force enhancement (e.g. Vanhuysse 
2008). Similarly, the part on 'State Policy 
and Innovations' would have been even 
stronger had there been a more systematic 
discussion of the issues that are becoming 
increasingly crucial in contemporary social 
life, such as religious fundamentalism, the 
role of the state in the knowledge economy,
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and the manifold influences of the internet 
and other forms of technological progress 
on social and political life. Geographical­
ly, developing regions such as Latin Amer­
ica receive considerable attention, but the 
many comparative chapters, including 
those on democratic transitions and wel­
fare states, ought to have paid much more 
attention to the empirical and theoretical 
place of East Central Europe within polit­
ical sociology. This may partly be due to 
the fact that not one of the contributors in 
this overwhelmingly American-dominated 
Handbook originates from East Central Eu­
rope or is based there.

Related to this, this Handbook on Politi­
cal Sociology does not always explore to the 
fullest the quite considerable overlaps with 
sister disciplines tackling very similar top­
ics to those covered here, most notably eco­
nomic sociology and political economy. To 
give but three examples, the chapters by 
Kiser and Bau 1 dry on rational choice, by 
Streeck and Kenworthy on neo-corporat- 
ism, and by Hicks and Esping-Andersen 
and Huber and Stephens on state policy 
could equally well have fit into authorita­
tive sister volumes, such as Barry Wein­
gast and Donald Wittman's [2006] Oxford 
Handbook of Political Economy or, still more 
so, Neil Smelser and Richard Swedberg's 
[2005] second edition of their Handbook of 
Economic Sociology. Indeed, Esping-An­
dersen's contribution to the first [1994] edi­
tion of the latter Handbook and Streeck's, 
Kiser's, and Huber and Stephens's con­
tributions to its second [2005] edition ex­

hibit remarkably close overlaps with these 
authors' respective contributions to the 
present volume. This raises the question 
of whether we are currently witnessing an 
increasing convergence of, at least, these 
three social science disciplines (political 
economy, political sociology, and economic 
sociology) in terms of topics studied, meth­
ods employed, behavioural assumptions, 
and substantive theoretical propositions. 
That said, I hasten to emphasise that this 
Handbook of Political Sociology is a definitive 
must-read for virtually any political soci­
ologist, political economist, and economic 
sociologist. Practitioners of related disci­
plines interested in the role of the state are 
similarly likely to benefit from this truly 
impressive survey of a theoretically excit­
ing and fast-changing discipline.

Pieter Vanhuysse 
University of Haifa
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INFORMATION
The RC28 Spring Meeting in Brno, 
24-27 May 2007

The Spring Meeting of the International So­
ciological Association's Research Commit­
tee 28 (RC 28),1 held May 24-27 at Masaryk 
University in Brno, was arguably the most 
significant sociology conference to take 
place in the Czech Republic this year. Or­
ganised by Petr Matějů, the Spring Meeting 
was jointly hosted by the Institute of So­
ciology of the Academy of Sciences of the 
Czech Republic and by Masaryk University 
in Brno. For RC28, the leading internation­
al research community on social stratifica­
tion and mobility, the Spring Meeting rep­
resented its largest conference in its gloried 
57-year history.2 With 31 of the 151 partic­
ipants coming from North American uni­
versities, 12 from Asia, 16 from the Middle 
East and South America, and with the rep­
resentation of 13 different European coun­
tries, the Spring Meeting also reflected the 
growing interest in, and global scope of, 
stratification and mobility research gener­
ally.

To understand the significance and 
contributions of the Spring Meeting, it is 
useful to dive into the history of RC28 it­
self. What is now called RC28 was origi­
nally founded as a research community in 
1950 by Theodor Geiger, David Glass, and 
other sociologists, with the aim of stand­
ardising data and methods of analysing 
social mobility in order to make reliable 
cross-national comparisons of mobility 
rates. Since then, the research committee's 
collaborative work has greatly expand­
ed, in part due to the success of the CAS- 
MIN project and the University of Wiscon­
sin-based longitudinal studies on status at­
tainment. RC28 members have produced 
some of the most significant findings in the 
field of social stratification (and perhaps 
in sociology overall) during the past half 
century. In their overview of RC28's main 
achievements, Hout and DiPrete (2004) list­
ed twenty major empirical generalisations

by RC28 members that have withstood the 
test of time, ranging from the Treiman con­
stant (the commonality of occupational 
rank orders across societies), education as 
the main motor of the inter-generational re­
production of status, to the universality of 
occupational gender segregation.

The ability of research by RC28 mem­
bers to advance by building on prior scien­
tific findings was significantly aided by the 
frequent meetings and the character of the 
research committee. As Hout and DiPrete 
explain,

The discipline of interacting with one 
another and communicating research re­
sults to a community of scholars that 
shared the larger goal of getting the re­
sults right but who differed in how to ap­
proach that goal added rigor. The intense 
debates and exchanges - face-to-face and 
in print - that marked the late 1980s and 
early 1990s identified the weak points in 
all arguments and advanced the collective 
endeavour. The debates and multiple ses­
sions no doubt tried the patience of some 
RC members... Nonetheless, it was invalu­
able to the participants and to our search 
for reliable knowledge that there be a com­
munity of scholars that would host the de­
bates, participate in testing the hypotheses, 
and agree to live by the results, (p. 10-11)

Thus RC28 has been able to develop 
a large range of empirical generalisations 
through the culture of its biannual meet­
ings and its commitment to assessing sci­
entific claims by subjecting findings to a 
broader array of countries, surveys, and 
statistical tests. As one long-term RC28 
member explained to me, whenever some­
one in the past 'would challenge the find­
ings of a presenter at a RC28 meeting, the 
presenter would run a new analysis right 
in front of the audience to determine who 
was right'. While these narratives about 
RC28's history may be a bit idealistic, they 
do point to the key elements nurtured by 
RC28 that are important for the advance­
ment of sociological knowledge.
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The 116 papers presented at the Spring 
Meeting, spanning 29 panels in 9 main ses­
sions, represented most areas of stratifica­
tion research. Not surprisingly, over a third 
of all the papers focused on educational in­
equality in one way or the other. One of the 
most ambitious contributions was by Jer­
oen Smits (Radboud University), who pre­
sented a multilevel analysis of the determi­
nants of primary school enrolment in 75, 
mostly undeveloped, countries, measur­
ing, for example, how competition between 
siblings or the absence of a parent reduc­
es children's chances of going to school. 
While Smits' paper reflected the goal of 
some RC28 members to make empirical 
generalisations through large-scale cross­
country comparisons, Anna Zimdars' (Ox­
ford) paper represented the opposite ex­
treme. Through a case study of university 
admissions at Oxford, her paper sought to 
contribute to the RC28 literature on educa­
tional inequality in university admissions 
by focusing on the key role of university 
'gatekeepers' - which for obvious reasons 
cannot be easily measured through large- 
scale comparisons - in identifying and ac­
cepting university applicants from more 
privileged backgrounds. The two poles of 
research exemplified by these papers re­
flect the importance of diverse methods 
and approaches to the study of educational 
inequality that were embodied by the oth­
er papers at the Spring Meeting.

The large size of the Spring Meeting 
made it possible for a number of papers to 
be presented that expanded or challenged 
the limits of what may be considered strat­
ification research. The Spring Meeting saw, 
for example, an interesting confrontation 
between David Grusky (Stanford Univer­
sity) and Harry Ganzeboom (Vrije Uni- 
versiteit Amsterdam) over the relevance 
of Tow' versus 'high culture' models of 
lifestyle attainment. Another exciting pa­
per that broadened the scope of stratifica­
tion research was Glenn Firebaugh's (Penn 
State University) presentation of his collab-

orative research on the use of census tracts 
to measure racial segregation in the United 
States. Since the measurement of a minor­
ity's geographic segregation depends on 
the geographic scope of the measurement 
used, Firebaugh questioned the validi­
ty of measuring segregation through cen­
sus tracts, which can vary greatly in size 
and with which it is impossible to measure 
the relationship between people in neigh­
bouring tracts. He instead proposed a new 
measurement of segregation that takes 
each individual as the centre of his or her 
local environment, the latter being the dis­
tance or radius of the individual to a wide 
set of geographic scales; 'segregation' is 
then defined and measured as the average 
degree to which individual local environ­
ments differ from the overall composition 
of a city.

While Firebaugh began and concluded 
his presentation by insisting that research 
can be an important contribution to the 
goals of RC28, in a sense he stated the ob­
vious. Housing conditions and segregation 
are fundamental to the study of individu­
al well-being and the transmission of social 
inequality. Claudia Solari's (UCLA) pres­
entation on the effects of crowded hous­
ing on children's well-being is exemplary 
in this regard, as she used two different 
surveys to demonstrate the large negative 
impact of crowded housing on the cogni­
tive, behavioural, and health conditions of 
children. Based on the quality of her pa­
per, Solari was one of the six participants 
to receive the RC28 Travel Award to help 
cover the costs of coming to the Spring 
Meeting. The other recipients of the Trav­
el Award were Alfred Essuman (University 
of Trondheim), who presented a paper on 
educational inequalities in Ghana; Megan 
Andrew (University of Wisconsin-Madi­
son), who presented two highly acclaimed 
papers on functional form and educational 
transitions; Kasia Karpinska (Utrecht Uni­
versity), who presented her research on 
self-employment in post-communist soci-
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eties; Bongoh Kye (UCLA), whose paper 
focused on the literacy gap among older 
adults in 20 countries; and Eyal Bar-Haim 
(Tel-Aviv University), who was the co-au­
thor of the paper 'The Persistence of Per­
sistent Inequality', presented by Yossi 
Shavit (Tel-Aviv University) in the plenary 
session.

There are perhaps two reasons why the 
Spring Meeting was as large and diverse as 
it was. The first reason is simply the sheer 
number of abstract submissions received 
- nearly 200 in total - making acceptance 
to the Spring Meeting highly competitive, 
even despite its size. Second, the organis­
ers of the Spring Meeting were committed 
to ensuring the presence of doctoral candi­
dates and young scholars at the conference. 
If RC28 is to develop as a research commu­
nity over time, it must engage and bring 
in talented young scholars at its meetings. 
After witnessing the large volume of ab­
stracts received, the organisers sought to 
ensure a degree of inclusiveness by devel­
oping a special poster session for junior 
scholars. As preparations for the meeting 
progressed, it was possible to change the 
poster session into a 'Young Scholars Pan­
el' in which 11 authors and co-authors were 
able to present their full papers. The panel 
turned out to be a great success, measured 
by the size of the audience it attracted. The 
panel was also a showcase for the work of 
Czech sociologists: Tomáš Katrňák (Masa­
ryk University) presented a well-received 
paper on age and educational homogeny 
in the Czech Republic; Natalie Simonová 
and Petr Soukup (Academy of Sciences of 
the Czech Republic) presented their re­
search on the determinants of the repro­
duction of Czech educational inequalities; 
Iva Šmídová and Klára Janoušková (Ma­
saryk University and Ostrava Universi­
ty) presented a paper on the effect of gen­
der-based features of the Czech education­
al system on pupils' aspirations; and Josef 
Basl (Academy of Sciences of the Czech Re­
public) presented a study of the determi-

nants of computer literacy among fifteen­
year old Czech pupils.

One of the exciting aspects of the 
Spring Meeting was the sheer number of 
'big names' in stratification research in at­
tendance, such as Richard Breen (Yale), 
Walter Mueller (University of Mannhe­
im), Donald Treiman (UCLA), Wout Ul- 
tee (Radboud University), Michael Hout 
(UC-Berkeley), and many others. This was 
particularly important given that the re­
search of leading scholars often served as 
the starting point for many of the presen­
tations. For example, research by Robert 
Mare (UCLA), who is the current Presi­
dent of RC28, was the fulcrum of a number 
of discussions, particularly his article on 
how historical differences in the distribu­
tion of education (educational expansion) 
impact inequality in educational attain­
ment (Mare 1981). For example, Maarten 
Buis' (Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam) pa­
per on the effects of educational expan­
sion in the Netherlands between 1906 and 
1990 provided a reinterpretation of Mare's 
analysis of how the effect of social origin 
on the highest level of education attained 
relates to the effect of social origin on spe­
cific educational transitions. The intensive 
discussions among such scholars made the 
Spring Meeting especially lively and will 
hopefully have a material impact on future 
research.

Another highlight of the Spring Meet­
ing was the debate surrounding Stein 
Ringen's (Oxford) paper on 'The Truth 
about Class Inequality' presented in the 
plenary session (published as Ringen 2006), 
which was followed up by a special dis­
cussion panel composed of Michael Hout 
(UC-Berkeley), John Logan (University of 
Wisconsin-Madison), and Samuel Lucas 
(UC-Berkeley). The main goal of Ringen's 
paper was to challenge the 'stability the­
sis' (Goldthorpe et al. 1980) - the idea that 
despite major increases in social mobility, 
class inequalities have remained largely 
constant in the long run - and thus also the
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implications of the stability thesis on how 
we understand the effectiveness of welfare­
state policies. Ringen's critique centred 
on the methodological basis of that the­
sis: changes in inequality are measured in 
terms of changes in the conditional associ­
ations, net of the effects of marginal distri­
butions, of class-by-education relationships 
in social mobility tables. To Ringen, such 
an 'odds-ratio reading' of inequality masks 
'certain changes in inequality because they 
are changes that have a certain cause, in 
this case changes in inequality which result 
directly from changes in the social struc­
ture' as measured by the marginal distribu­
tions (Ringen 2006: 479). Ringen's collabo­
rator, Ottar Hellevik (University of Oslo), 
also presented a paper at the Spring Meet­
ing - now published in this journal - de­
fending the same position. As illustrated in 
Table 1 of his article, Hellevik argued that 
even though loglinear associations between 
class and educational attainment in British 
data show stability in inequality across co­
horts, gini-coefficient measures of inequal­
ity reveal marked declines in class inequal­
ity over time. Both Ringen and Hellevik 
questioned the meaningfulness of loglinear 
associations as measures of class inequali­
ty and the kinds of inferences that can be 
drawn from those associations.

Not surprisingly, Ringen's paper faced 
a significant degree of criticism in the dis­
cussion panel devoted to it at the Spring 
Meeting. The presentation by Michael 
Hout (UC-Berkeley) and Robert Hauser 
(University of Wisconsin-Madison; not in 
attendance) was particularly critical. First, 
Hout charged Ringen for misinterpret­
ing the scholarly acceptance of the stabil­
ity thesis, as numerous studies by stratifi­
cation researchers (e.g. Featherman and 
Hauser 1978; Breen and Jonsson 2005) al­
so found significant cross-national or his­
torical variation in the odds-ratio data. Sec­
ond, while Hout substantively agreed with 
Ringen on dismissing the stability thesis, 
he defended the use of methods based on

odds-ratios for a number of reasons, par­
ticularly the ability of loglinear models to 
separate out structural mobility from that 
due to persistence, as well as the falsifiabil­
ity and parsimony of the models. Further, 
both Hout and Lucas criticised Ringen for 
his reliance on Gini-coefficients as meas­
ures of inequality, as Gini indexes require 
a complete ordering of classes (which may 
not be possible) while loglinear methods 
do not. While it seemed that the debate led 
to few conclusions, the fact of the matter is 
that both Ringen and his critics reached a 
consensus on dismissing the stability the­
sis once and for all.

In conclusion, what can the Spring 
Meeting teach us about current stratifica­
tion research? I was particularly struck by 
three things. First, despite the high level 
of methodological sophistication of many 
of the papers, I was surprised that some 
scholars sought to draw out the policy 
implications of their work. Robert Mare 
stressed in his plenary address that RC28 
researchers have always been inspired, in 
different ways, by real social problems. 
But the presenters could have given more 
attention to those social problems and the 
kinds of policy responses their research 
implies. Given the large number of empiri­
cal generalisations that scholars see RC28 
as having achieved, it seems that the next 
major step for RC28 is to better translate 
technical analyses of stratification, inequal­
ity, and mobility into usable educational 
and social policies.

Second, while there were roughly a 
dozen or so sociologists from Central and 
Eastern Europe who presented papers, 
it was hard not to notice their relative ab­
sence at the Spring Meeting, particularly in 
terms of the discussions after the presenta­
tions. It seemed that many of the presen­
tations by the 'Western' sociologists were 
much more methodological and model- 
driven than what sociologists from this re­
gion prefer or are used to. Given the large 
number of prominent scholars in attend-
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ance, it was also disappointing that more 
students from Masaryk University did 
not hang around and listen in on presen­
tations. While 1 would not make too much 
of East-West differences, the Spring Meet­
ing did give a sense of how difficult it is for 
young scholars from non-Western univer­
sities to break into the RC28 club.

Finally, I was impressed by how much 
the Spring Meeting forged a community of 
learning. It often seems at academic confer­
ences that participants care little about the 
other panels and presentations. The Spring 
Meeting, on the other hand, gave the im­
pression that participants primarily came 
to listen to each other, collaborate, and 
learn. While there were of course partici­
pants who might have skipped a session in 
order to wander around Brno, many of the 
panels, and even the Young Scholars Pan­
el on Sunday afternoon, had full audiences 
and engaging discussions. In terms of the 
overall goal of the RC28 meetings to pro­
vide a forum for advancing stratification 
research, the Spring Meeting can only be 
regarded as a success.

Michael L. Smith
Institute of Sociology, Academy of Sciences 

of the Czech Republic
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Report on the Media and Politics 
Conference - Izmir, Turkey, 
November 2007

On 15-17 November 2007 the Turkish city 
of Izmir hosted an international confer­
ence on Media and Politics, organised by 
Ege University, one of three local state uni­
versities. The objective of this gathering of 
social scientists from three continents was 
to examine the relationship between the 
spheres of the media and politics in twenty 
conference sessions that offered a faithful 
reflection of the prevailing trends in media

studies at the turn of the millennium and, 
more narrowly, those aspects of them that 
relate to the connection between the me­
dia and politics or, if you will, to the way 
one sphere influences the other. The pa­
pers presented at the conference looked at 
its subject matter from various geographic 
(e.g. local media-local politics, global me­
dia-global politics), empirical (e.g. content 
analysis, discourse analysis), and paradig­
matic (e.g. political economy, gender stud­
ies) perspectives.

As representatives of the host city 
it was Turkish political delegates who 
opened the conference. The tone of the 
Opening Session was signalled when the 
national anthem was played to the accom­
paniment of a short film that could best be 
described as propagandist, with shots of 
the Turkish flag against a background of 
black-and-white scenes from the life and 
battles of the Turkish army. Opposition 
politicians, in somewhat emotive speech­
es, drew attention mainly to the threat of 
censorship from the ruling AKP (Party of 
Justice and Development) and criticised 
the work of specific media and journalists. 
In this connection demands were aired on 
the podium that the Turkish media behave 
with greater responsibility and that jour­
nalists be required to members of a unit­
ed professional organisation. The papers 
presented by political representatives ta­
bled the question of whether perhaps the 
conference ought not to be called 'Media 
in Politics' instead of 'Media and Politics'. 
Individual speakers assigned the media 
a role in society that they then evaluated 
positively or negatively in accordance with 
whether they were a member of an opposi­
tion or government party. However, in ei­
ther case the perception of the media was 
regarded in a limited or even short-sighted 
manner as primarily a tool in the political 
contest.

The keynote speakers at the conference 
were Denis McQuail (professor emeritus, 
University of Amsterdam), Ralph Negrine
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(University Of Sheffield, UK), and Alexis 
Heraclides (Panteion University, Greece). 
McQuail [see e.g. McQuail 1992,1994,1997, 
2003, 2005; Graber, Norris and McQuail 
1998; Blumler and McQuail 1968], one of 
the best-known scholars in media studies, 
presented a paper on 'Media and Politics: 
The Role of Research', which confirmed 
him as a representative of the field's nor­
mative stream. He suggested that the de­
veloping field of political communication 
research has made a useful contribution 
to the development of a normative frame­
work for considering the larger role of me­
dia in society. He based this, however, on a 
larger unwritten theory concerning the so­
cial role of the media, and he put forth the 
main content of the hypothetical theory in 
terms of the following propositions: 1) The 
media system as a whole should make 
available a range of channels and plat­
forms open to diverse political and other 
relevant voices in the society in terms of 
access that are fair and equable; 2) The me­
dia, in addition to the above, need to up­
hold certain standards of content quality in 
their own contributions to the democratic 
political process; 3) The media should offer 
their own independent information, com­
ment, and assessments on current political 
events, issues, candidates and campaigns; 
4) The communication strategies and per­
formance of political actors should also ob­
serve certain standards.

In a paper titled 'Politics and Political 
Communication in the Networked Society' 
Ralf Negrine [see, e.g., Negrine 1989,1996, 
1998] spoke about the growing role of the 
internet in political communication and 
referred directly to the 'networked com­
munication of politics' as a sort of politi­
cal communication immersed in ongoing 
historical and political debates. In a speech 
he noted that the potential of the internet 
can alter the way in which we think about 
political communication and can make the 
public aware of the need to consider how 
political groups use the internet to spread

their messages in an unmediated way, by­
passing traditional media but also adding 
to what is out there.

Alexis Heraclides, a speaker from 
Greece, mainly criticised the Greek-Turk­
ish animosity and the way it is reflected in 
the media in both countries, but somewhat 
unfortunately, and without relevant argu­
ments, he assigned greater responsibility 
for this situation and a greater lack of ob­
jectivity to the media and journalists of the 
host country.

Among the most interesting papers 
presented in the English sections on Po­
litical Communication and Political Dis- 
course/Ideology of Media was the paper 
on 'Media and Otherness: An Analysis of 
Press Coverage of Pamuk's Nobel Case', in 
which Emre Gbkalp (University of Eskise­
hir, Turkey) presented the results of a dis­
course analysis of the ten most read Turk­
ish dailies in October 2006. At that time 
Orhan Pamuk, whose books mainly ad­
dress the topic of the relationship and con­
flicts between the European and the Otto­
man worlds, had just won the Nobel Prize 
for Literature, only the second Muslim in 
the history of the Prize to do so. Consid­
ering Turkey's interest in joining the Euro­
pean Union, the topics Orhan deals with 
are among the most current and, in some 
contexts, most controversial issues. The 
writer, who in February 2006 told a jour­
nalist from the Swiss Das Magazin that 
one million Armenians and thirty thou­
sand Kurds had been murdered in Turkey 
and to date still no one speaks of it, was 
charged in Turkey with insulting Turkish- 
ness, the republic, and its institutions ow­
ing to the statements he made in that in­
terview. Although the trial was eventually 
dismissed under pressure from abroad, the 
way in which the largest Turkish newspa­
pers wrote about Orhan Pamuk's having 
won this prestigious award reflected that 
sense of 'insult to Turkishness'. The writ­
er was described in the press mostly in 
the terms of a national traitor, kowtowing
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to the western public, and the Stockholm 
Academy was portrayed as an institution 
in league with Turkey's enemies. Only ex­
ceptionally was Pamuk hailed by Turkish 
journalists as a writer of the highest quali­
ties for which he was recognised by being 
awarded by the Nobel Prize.

Two papers, one titled 'Deserving and 
Undeserving Woman' (Yasmin Jiwani, Re­
isa Klein, Canada) and the other titled 
'From the 1990s Up To Now: Nationalism 
in Film and TV Serials in Turkey' (Günseli 
Pipkin, Turkey), were based on similar par­
adigms. All three speakers focused on the 
gender aspects of media content, though 
each of the two studies the presentations 
were based on differed in geographical fo­
cus and in content. The Canadian studies 
used content analysis to compare various 
aspects of the portrayal of native Ameri­
can women and women refugees from Af­
ghanistan after 2001 in selected media in 
North America; the Turkish paper looked 
mainly at criticism of the adoration of at­
tributes ascribed to 'traditional men' and 
the depiction of violence in modern Turk­
ish-produced audiovisual media.

Czech media studies were represent­
ed at the conference by Tomás Trampota 
(Charles University, Prague) who present­
ed a paper on 'Communicating the US Ra­
dar: Influencing the Public by Shaping Me­
dia Coverage'. Using materials from a con­
tent analysis of selected Czech national 
newspapers he spoke about the Czech gov­
ernment's media campaign for locating the 
American antimissile radar in the Czech 
Republic.

Despite some obvious organisational

difficulties (the lack of information for for­
eign visitors, an inability to adhere to the 
programme schedule for individual ses­
sions), on the whole the conference must be 
assessed positively. As doctoral students in 
media studies, primarily influenced by the 
Anglo-American literature and research 
tradition, these authors particularly val­
ued the opportunity to become acquaint­
ed with research in the field by Turkish, 
Latvian, and Greek colleagues, to name 
a few.

Markéta Škodová, Vlastimil Nečas 
Institute of Sociology, Academy of Sciences 

of the Czech Republic
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