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Abstract
The class ceiling studies when people’s class background has a considerable impact on
occupational trajectories, limiting the attainment of higher incomes. Basing on the theories of
Maximally Maintained Inequality (MMI), Effectively Maintained Inequality (EMI), and
cultural fit, this research attempted to fill a gap in the research by investigating the
relationship between top professionals' salaries and their class of origin in order to encourage
the study of the class ceiling in the allegedly meritocratic and egalitarian Dutch society.
Moreover, I focused on how this relationship is shaped and influenced by cultural capital. I
rely on a regression analysis on data from the LISS panel (Longitudinal Internet studies for
the Social Sciences), a representative sample of Dutch individuals. On the basis of this
article, it was not found a class ceiling on earnings. But, the moderating effect of
institutionalized cultural capital was confirmed. It looks like once individuals hold
top-professional jobs, their earnings are determined by work category, not by their family
background. However, the sample also reveals other types of inequalities: important
differences in cultural capital between classes of origin and a scarcity of people from the
less-privileged social classes in top-professions. This could be interpreted as a symptom of a
gate to enter prestigious jobs. Remedial measures are suggested. More studies are
recommended to redress any limitations of this paper and definitively verify the presence of a

class ceiling in the Netherlands.
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1. Introduction

The glass ceiling metaphor has been effectively used to draw attention to the
persistent systemic obstacles that women and people of color encounter in accessing
remunerative positions of power in labor markets, often disproportionately filled by White
men (Collins, 1997; Kanter, 2008; Lacy, 2007; Laurison & Friedman, 2024; Wingfield, 2008;
Woodson, 2015; Yavorsky et al., 2019). According to a large literature, people’s class
background also has a considerable impact on occupational trajectories, limiting the
attainment of higher incomes. Even when attaining elite occupational positions, people from
working-class backgrounds routinely earn less than their more affluent counterparts, a
phenomenon that recent comparative cross-national research has called class ceiling (Falcon
& Bataille 2018; Friedman & Laurison 2019; Hillsten 2013; Hansen 2001; Laurison and
Friedman 2016; Mastekaasa 2011; Toft & Friedman 2020). Even when taking into account
educational credentials, socio-demographic characteristics, occupational sorting, work
location, as well as indicators of human capital such as experience, training, and hours
worked, research shows that large class-based earnings gaps remain (Falcon & Bataille, 2018;
Friedman & Laurison, 2019; Hansen, 2001a, 2001b; Ljunggren, 2016).

In this thesis, I attempt to bring further attention to the topic adding, perhaps for the
first time, the Netherlands among the few countries where this dynamic linking class of
origin and work outcomes was explored. The necessity of studying the Netherlands arises
from the fact that the class ceiling has been observed even in countries that follow more
egalitarian principles such as Norway (Mastekaasa 2011). This may suggest a likelihood that
the class ceiling may also be present in the Dutch context. Furthermore, previous research has
already highlighted structural weaknesses within the Dutch educational system, which tend to

favor individuals who recognize the advantages of education, potentially benefiting families
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that recognizes the importance of cultural capital (De Graaf et al., 2000; Tubadij et al., 2017)
which are often those belonging to the upper social strata (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977).

My input aims to broaden the conversation by emphasizing the multifaceted nature of
social mobility, with the intent to challenge ideas and conceptions about meritocracy and
egalitarianism in the Netherlands (Grendstad, 1999; Hedegaard, 2019; Steijn, 2016; Thijs et
al., 2019).

I also try to provide tools that can assist in the evaluation of current inclusion and
equity policies and ultimately, I aspire to contribute meaningfully to the scientific literature
by examining the cultural mechanisms that drive economic divergence among social classes.
With all the above in mind, my research question is: to what extent does social class origin
influence earnings within elite occupations in the Netherlands? What is the role of cultural
capital in sustaining these class-origin inequalities?

By the examination of earnings by class origin among people in higher professional
and managerial occupations in the Netherlands, as already done in the pioneer studies of class
ceiling in US and Europe, my study also challenges the effectiveness of the equalization
thesis (Hout, 1984) trying to demonstrate the more pronounced influence of factors like
individuals' social class of origin and different facets of cultural capital compared to only
education level in shaping outcomes. I answer my research question with data from the
Longitudinal Internet studies for the Social Sciences (LISS) panel, thus relying on a
probability sample representative of the population residing in the Netherlands.

Academically, this thesis seeks to investigate the meritocratic idea that positions
education as a means of redemption for underprivileged social classes in line with the view of
Sandel (2021). He is a critic of meritocracy, contending that it ignores structural advantages
like social networks, affluence, and access to prestigious schools. Instead of recognizing the

structural obstacles people encounter, people who are unable to secure prominent jobs are
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hence frequently seen as personally accountable for their results. My contribution will extend
the theoretical discussion highlighting the complexities and nuances of social mobility in
relation with a more encompassing definition of cultural capital, ultimately challenging the
prevailing narratives surrounding meritocracy in contemporary (Dutch) society. More
practically, my objective is to provide guidance to policymakers on initiatives that not only
encourage university enrollment but also dismantle barriers through additional measures that
help to counterbalance the advantages enjoyed by the most privileged social classes,
underscoring the inequality of outcomes.

To sum up, this thesis aims to fill a critical gap in the literature by providing empirical
evidence on the relationship between social class origins and work earnings. Finally, I focus
on how cultural capital shapes and influences this connection between social class of origin
and earnings; thereby contributing to the specific understanding of the class ceiling for the
first time in contemporary Dutch society.

2. Background
2.1 Recent History of Social Mobility in Western World

Social mobility influences people’s opportunities for advancement and shaping the
overall economic landscape (Breen, 2004). A variety of characteristics, including education,
wealth, and resource accessibility, can influence a person's or a family's capacity to climb or
descend the social ladder (Breen & Karlson, 2014; Hussein, 2021; Levasseur et al., 2015).
Alongside improvements in equality of opportunity, social mobility has often grown since
World War II. This tendency has frequently been accompanied by increased equality of
outcomes, which has promoted a society that is more flexible and dynamic (Breen, 2010).
But this trend abruptly stopped in the 1980s, when declining opportunities tended to
aggravate already existing inequalities. This in turn reinforced unequal outcomes and

consolidated more immobile class systems (Corak, 2013).
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An important step in social mobility research was made by Hout (1984) when he
found that completing a college degree rewards regardless of class of origin. The finding
gave rise to the equalization thesis, which posits that people who attain higher education are
able to enter top occupations and secure better economic prospects, thereby breaking the
cycle of poverty that often traps individuals in less privileged socioeconomic strata. Along
the same lines of reasoning, the idea of meritocracy was strongly promoted at that time,
especially by Reagan in the US and Thatcher in the UK (Sandel, 2021). According to the
meritocracy principle, everyone may accomplish their goals in a free-market society by
working hard, regardless of their starting circumstances (Sandel, 2021).

Following Hout's studies (1984), research conducted in European countries such as
France, Sweden, Germany, and the Netherlands (Vallet, 2004; Breen and Jonsson, 2007;
Breen and Luijkx, 2007; Ganzeboom & Luijkx, 2004) agreed on the importance of education
in enabling upward social mobility. Nonetheless, these studies started to draw attention to the
important influence of one's birth class on life trajectories. A more complex understanding of
social mobility dynamics was made possible by this change in emphasis, which highlighted
the interaction between schooling and pre-existing socioeconomic conditions.

A few years later, groundbreaking research by Torche's (2011, 2016) underscored the
insufficiency of examining only the occupational entry, as had been the prevailing approach
in social mobility research. She indeed looked both at earnings and career advancement over
time, demonstrating that individuals from different class backgrounds experienced markedly
divergent life paths even after obtaining similar qualifications. Thus, setting a new standard
for social mobility research.

Relying on Torche's insight (2011, 2016), recent studies conducted in Europe and US
have demonstrated that factors originating from class origin frequently influence career

trajectories that extend well beyond occupational entry. According to research conducted in a
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variety of national contexts such as France, UK, USA, and Norway (Falcon and Bataille
2018; Friedman and Laurison 2019; Hillsten 2013; Hansen 2001; Laurison and Friedman
2016; Mastekaasa 2011; Toft and Friedman 2020) even when people from working-class
backgrounds are successful in securing top jobs, they continue to earn substantially less than
their more affluent counterparts.

Although education used to have prominent equalizing effects, its ability to foster
social mobility may be fading. According to Barone, education is no longer the main means
of achieving equality of opportunity (Barone & Ruggera, 2017). This changing role of
education emphasizes how less effective it is at reducing social and economic inequality in
today’s society. Examining the connection between social origins, education, and
occupational destinations is critical (Barone & Schizzerotto, 2011). Even if education is
among the primary factors influencing occupational attainment in many contemporary
countries, family background effects still exist.

In recent years, scholarly interest has often focused on people at the top of the income
distribution (Savage, 2014). The class origins of the affluent segment of the population,
however, have received little attention among the factors that would explain the attaining of
top jobs (Toft & Friedman, 2020) which is a significant research gap. Given that family
wealth frequently offers benefits in building up resources over time, examining these
circumstances may help explain why people with privileged background continue to
economically prosper in many Western nations, including the Netherlands (Hansen &
Wiborg, 2019; Pfeffer & Killewald, 2017; Sherman, 2017; Toft & Friedman, 2020).

2.2 Theoretical Foundations and Hypotheses

This study is mostly based on three interrelated theoretical perspectives along with the

empirical observations of class ceiling studies conducted in other contexts. First, Maximally

Maintained Inequality (MMI) (Raftery & Hout, 1993) and Effectively Maintained Inequality
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(EMI) (Lucas, 2001). This pair of concepts help explain why education often fails to tackle
class inequality. Second, Bourdieu's cultural capital theory (1984) informs us that the benefits
of the top social class are not exclusively economic. Lastly, Riviera's cultural matching
(2012) illustrates how employers consciously prefer or are implicitly biased towards people
who are like them, and therefore often from a similarly privileged background. When
combined, these theories could help explain why class disadvantages in the Dutch labor
market might not be overcome by formal schooling alone.

Raftery and Hout (1993) argued that the educational system expanded to the less
privileged social classes only when already saturated with the more privileged ones, creating
the MMI. People at the top of the social pyramid aim to attend the most selective and
prestigious universities while making use of systemic benefits and capitals so as to maintain a
distance from the working class. In the Dutch context, this may translate with affluent
families and biased school staff driving the kids with privileged backgrounds to attend
scientific schools (Voorbereidend wetenschappelijk onderwijs (VWO)) that would prepare
them for the best higher education, maintaining an over-representation with the rest of the
population (Biichner & Van Der Velden, 2013; Huibers, 2021).

The concept of EMI was further redefined by Lucas (2001) who expanded the
analysis to include the fact that privileged students in addition to access to education can also
rely on advantages within the educational experience such as prestigious internships,
networks and recommendations that actually play a part in a career, thus keeping the less
affluent classes at a distance even as policies expand the inclusion of education. In the Dutch
landscape this may be reflected by the advantaged portion of the population being more
represented in certain fields and studies (law, medicine, finance) than others in comparison

with the less advantaged classes (Van De Wertfhorst, 2002).
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The significance of non-economic assets in influencing social mobility is highlighted
by Bourdieu's idea of cultural capital (1984). This concept can be divided into three.
Institutionalized cultural capital refers to academic credentials awarded by institutions (e.g., a
university degree). The objectified cultural capital refers to the possession of material objects
that may symbolize cultural value (e.g., books, musical instruments). Lastly, embodied
cultural capital includes behavior, speech patterns, accents, and even modes of expression
like laughter. Furthermore, people from affluent backgrounds can seem more at ease and are
frequently seen as more capable or prepared since they are familiar with elite cultural
standards (Jack & Black, 2022). Cultural capital provides access to a variety of benefits,
including participation in elite sports like debating or rowing clubs, which foster relationships
with other wealthy, reputable people improving the employment prospects. In the Dutch
society, cultural capital still has a big impact (De Graaf et al., 2000). An example is the
networking possibilities given by elite student associations which are frequently distinguished
by exclusive invitations or fees that are out of reach for many economically constrained
students from less advantaged classes.

The idea of cultural matching as proposed by Rivera (2012) describes selection biases
that provide preference to people from affluent socioeconomic backgrounds, even when their
qualifications are the same. According to her research, decision-makers frequently confer
cultural affinities and soft skills more weight than qualifications and abilities. Elite
organizations and institutions, which are often composed of people with privileged
backgrounds, tend to give preference to candidates who reflect their cultural characteristics
because they believe they are a better fit compared to people with a more distant cultural fit
but perhaps more or equally qualified. This mechanism maintains the dominance of elite
groups in these settings and reinforces social injustices. In the Dutch labor market, this

selection bias is likely prevalent due to the practice of informal hiring through social
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connections (Henkens et al., 2005), which disproportionately benefits the privileged social
classes.

Based on the above theoretical framework I aim to test two hypotheses. The
educational advantages as conceptualized within the framework of MMI, combined with the
privileges inherent in EMI structures, the enhanced networking opportunities, the perception
of competence rooted in substantial cultural capital, and the increased likelihood of
employment resulting from cultural fit, collectively point to my first hypothesis (H1). H1
aims to explore whether class-based pay disparities exist within the same job bracket,
meaning that people from privileged backgrounds earn more than their less privileged peers
for similar types of work, a pattern known as unequal pay for equal work class. In simpler
words, H1 investigates whether there is a class-based pay disparity among top professionals.

On the base of Rivera's research (2012) and even more recent studies (Reeves & De
Vries, 2018; Rocha & Brymer, 2024), which establish cultural capital as a crucial factor in
determining labor market results, in the second hypothesis (H2) I will try to explain the
relationship between cultural capital and work earnings with social class of origin as
mediator. In particular, I rely on the empirical research of De Graaf et al. (2000) on
educational attainment, which demonstrated that in the Netherlands cultural capital has
negligible effect on education level among those in upper socioeconomic strata because other
types of capital still sustain the higher educational achievements and therefore potentially the
earnings. In contrast, for people from less affluent socioeconomic levels, in the absence of
other forms of capital, culture capital has a significant impact on educational achievement,
ergo work earnings. Building on this premise, I hypothesize that the relationship between
social class of origin and earnings is mediated by cultural capital, such that cultural capital
has a stronger impact on gross earnings for individuals belonging to less privileged social

classes compared to those from privileged social classes.
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2.3 Context

In highly unequal settings like the US and the UK, the discovery of the existence of
the class ceiling may not have been surprising. Yet, the finding has been replicated in Norway
(Hansen, 2001a, 2001b; Toft & Friedman, 2020), a country that is considered to be one of the
most egalitarian nations in the world (Ljunggren, 2015), has brought up significant questions
regarding the continued existence of class-based disparities in other contexts.

According to Van Oorschot (2006), the Dutch welfare state can be seen as a hybrid
model between the social-democratic approach of Norway and the liberal market-driven of
the US. Its system is indeed referred to as a flexicurity model (portmanteau of the words
flexibility and security): a model that combines both job market flexibility and social security
features. For example, with unemployment benefits, housing subsidies, and emphasis on
personal responsibility (Bekker & Mailand, 2018). On the one hand, the Netherlands is
frequently seen as an egalitarian country (Thijs et al., 2019). Education is widely available,
and programs like scholarships and tuition subsidies are in place to lower the barriers for
lower-income students. However, since the 1980s, the Dutch system has moved toward
privatization and more flexibilization of the labor market, thus reducing state involvement in
bestowing benefits and insurances (Van Oorschot, 2006). Compared to Norway, where the
state plays a more active role in minimizing inequality (Ljunggren, 2015), Dutch policies put
more emphasis on the participation of the individual in the labor market, potentially
reinforcing class-based disadvantages. Yet, unlike the market-driven American system, which
relies heavily on individual responsibility and private solutions (Hook & Markus, 2020), the
Dutch model still maintains a safety net (Van Oorschot, 2006), though with increasingly
stringent eligibility requirements conditioned by neoliberal policies. In a few words, since the

class ceiling has persisted in nations with social policies even more egalitarian than the
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Netherlands, it is reasonable to assume that a similar phenomenon will also be present in the
Dutch setting.

Analyzing the Dutch schooling system, a pattern could be found: affluent families
purposefully may use the Dutch educational system to preserve their class advantages,
despite the fact that it is praised for being accessible. Under the early tracking system in the
Netherlands, students are categorized by age 12 into various educational tracks
(Voorbereidend Middelbaar Beroepsonderwijs (VMBO), Hoger Algemeen Voortgezet
Onderwijs (HAVO), and Voorbereidend Wetenschappelijk Onderwijs (VWO)). Unlike
economically constrained class families, affluent families can usually afford to invest in
tutors and extracurricular preparation to better prepare their children to embark on a
successful working career. In addition, this choice to invest is motivated by the recognition of
the importance of education given a larger cultural capital of the family (De Graaf et al.,
2000; Tubadij et al., 2017). This has remarkable effects in reinforcing class inequalities
considering that employers in the Netherlands strongly select on education credentials (Di
Stasio & Van De Werthorst, 2016) but also on cultural alignment with the work environment
(Tubadij et al., 2017). In support of this, Tubadij and colleagues (2017) in a study set in the
Netherlands found that cultural capital still explains income differences also when controlling
for education. Simply said, even with the same degree, graduates from high cultural capital
families make more money than those from lower cultural capital families.

According to Van De Werfhorst (2002), people from different social classes pursue
educational strategies that maintain their class position. Because of reasons related to job
security, students from working class favor vocational education. This results in children
from lower-income households disproportionately placed in VMBO and MBO tracks
(Biichner & Van Der Velden, 2013; Huibers, 2021) and thus less access to the qualifications

needed for the most prestigious jobs. Even when students from working-class backgrounds
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pursue academic education, they tend to select studies with strong labor market prospects
which do not match with the highest paid elite professions. This choice diverges from the
choices made by students from upper-class backgrounds (Van De Werfhorst 2002), hence
failing in ensuring elite jobs and consequently reducing their chances of earning higher
incomes.

While the Dutch educational system is designed to tailor education to students’
abilities, it can reinforce class disparities. Early tracking forces kids to choose careers before
they are aware of the long-term effects (Van De Werthorst 2002). All the above indicates that
equitable chances cannot be guaranteed by educational expansion alone. Memorably, Van De
Werthorst (2002) highlighted that the Dutch vocational education system is effective only in
preventing downward mobility, functioning more as a safety net than a mechanism for
upward mobility. Instead of fostering opportunities for class mobility, education often acts as
a tool for the reproduction of social class, benefiting the upper-class households to maintain
their advantages (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977).

Despite everything, the class ceiling dynamic or the pay gap between service and
working-class people that enter professions that have historically been associated with the
most privileged classes remains still unexplored in the Netherlands. Nevertheless, if a class
ceiling is discovered to be in place, it would indicate that the regulations in act are
insufficient to remove barriers based on class. By examining the class ceiling, this study adds
to a larger discussion on whether the Netherlands' reputation as a highly mobile country is
true or if the privileged class is still favored by covert processes.

Finally, the analysis of employment outcomes in the Netherlands in relation to social
class may provide us with useful data for assessing social policies that aim to reduce class
disparities like for example the attempt in increasing diversity in elite occupations to increase

the representation of underrepresented groups (Schakel, 2019).
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3. Methods

In this paper, I rely on data from the LISS panel (Longitudinal Internet studies
for the Social Sciences) managed by the non-profit research institute Centerdata (Tilburg
University, the Netherlands). The LISS panel is a representative sample of Dutch individuals
who participate in monthly internet surveys. The panel is based on a true probability sample
of households drawn from the population register by Statistics Netherlands. Self-registration
is not possible, and households that would otherwise be unable to participate are provided
with a computer and internet connection. The longitudinal LISS Core Study, consisting of
separate topical surveys, has been conducted in the panel every year since 2007, covering a
large variety of domains including health, work, education, income, housing, leisure and time
use, political views, values, and personality.

More specifically the data came from the 2015 wave, incorporating all relevant
modules that facilitate the operationalization of the variables under investigation. I combined
the following modules: “Work orientation”, “Social integration and leisure”, “Background
variables” and “Economic situation”. The initial raw sample was N = 1230 participants. I
excluded the cases in which information about parents’ professions, monthly gross earnings,
education level, current job, gender, age, migration background, average work hours,
geographical area were missing. This is because the planned analyses required the use of
these variables and as the main parameters for the hypothesis or control study. I also ruled out
full-time student participants. After this initial selection the sample consisted of N = 572
participants.

To be able to study class ceiling that by definition concerns elite professions and not
general class-origin pay penalties, I excluded agricultural, unskilled manual, semi-skilled

manual, skilled manual, and routine non-manual workers according to the
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Erikson-Goldthorpe-Portocarero (EGP) table (Barone et al., 2022). At this point the sample
size only included people from higher/lower grade professionals (job categories I and II) (N =
246 participants).

For every data point of earnings, I computed z-scores in order to exclude outliers.
Since this cutoff point translates to a 0.1% probability in a typical normal distribution, cases
with an absolute z-score higher than 3.29 were disqualified, guaranteeing that only extreme
outliers were eliminated. The purpose of this process was to make the analysis more robust.
The final sample consisted of a total of N = 244 respondents randomly drawn from the LISS
panel.

The dataset was particularly suitable for my investigation because, first, the
information about the occupations of respondents' parents can be recoded to measure people’s
class background. Second, the data included variables such as leisure activities viable for
measuring proxies of cultural capital. Third, several items in the survey measured the
respondent's career development including, for example, their income level, and occupation.
Fourth, the presence of demographic and control variables such as gender, age, migration
background (Dutch vs. foreign), education, geographic location (rural vs. urban), and average
work hours per week. These control variables enhanced the reliability and robustness of the
study enabling a more legitimate and accurate interpretation of the findings.

The independent variable considered for my inquiries is the social class of origin,
operationalized by the main occupation of the respondent's family parents' occupation using
another adaptation of the Erikson-Goldthorpe-Portocarero (EGP) scheme (Barone et al.,
2022) that considers the parent from the most advantaged class as dominant. More
specifically, the categorization was EGP 1. higher-grade professionals, EGP I

professional/managerial, EGP III: intermediate (administrative/commercial/service), EGP I'V:
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skilled manual workers, EGP V: semi-skilled manual workers, EGP VI: unskilled manual
workers, EGP VII: agrarian occupations, X: no valid occupation/do not know/never worked.

To differentiate between privileged and underprivileged origins, the variable for social
class of origin was dichotomized for the purpose of this research and reasons of sample size.
Respondents from the service and intermediate classes (EGP I, II, and III) were categorized
as "privileged" in accordance with the EGP schema. In contrast, the 'less-privileged group
was assigned to responders from manual, agrarian, and non-working backgrounds (EGP 1V,
V, VI, VII, X).

Following the classic methodology for measuring cultural capital, this study regarded
embodied, objectified, and institutionalized cultural capital as separate concepts (Kraaykamp
& Van Eijck, 2010). Participation in cultural activities such as playing an instrument,
photography, acting, painting, drawing, model building, and the number of books read in the
previous month contributed to the construction of a score for embodied cultural capital. The
frequency of attendance at cultural events such theatre events, operas, concerts, movies, art
galleries, and libraries was used to calculate a score for objectified cultural capital. These
variables' metrics were standardized by individually converting all underlying scores onto a
consistent scale ranging from 0 to 10, with 10 denoting the greatest attainable score and 0 the
lowest. As for institutionalized cultural capital the score was attained by looking at
educational attainment of the respondents and then divided into four levels (less than
bachelor’s or equivalent, bachelor’s or equivalent, master’s or equivalent, PhD or equivalent).
This score system provides a thorough and easy-to-interpret framework for assessing
individually all the facets of cultural capital (Kraaykamp & Van Eijck, 2010).

The dependent variable for H1 and H2 was respondent’s work gross monthly
earnings. H2 further investigated the link between social class origin and work gross monthly

earnings studying the mediation role of cultural capital. Specifically, it was predicted that
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cultural capital has a stronger impact on gross monthly work earnings for individuals
belonging to less privileged social classes compared to those from more privileged ones.

Since labor gross earnings, the study's outcome variable, is continuous, linear
regression is the statistical methodology chosen for this paper. In total six models were
constructed. Model 1 included job category (EGP) and social class of origin (EGP). Model 2
added control variables: gender, weekly work hours, age, migration background (foreigner or
Dutch), geographic location (rural or urban). These first two models addressed H1. For the
study of H2 further four models were created. Model 3 added institutionalized cultural capital
at Model 2. Model 4 included in Model 2 objectified cultural capital. Model 5 instead added
embodied cultural capital to the analysis. Finally, the last model (Model 6) included in Model
2 all the three differentiations of cultural capital (i.e.: institutionalized, objectified, and
embodied cultural capital).

The study involves completely anonymous data files. The data will be handled
exclusively by myself using online storage spaces offered by the Erasmus University
Rotterdam and following its ethical guidelines. I hereby certify that the study will be carried
out in compliance with Erasmus University Rotterdam's Department of Public Administration
and Sociology's ethical criteria (see Appendix A for more detailed information).

The analysis of data was conducted with the software IBM SPSS Statistics (Version
29).

4. Results
4.1 Descriptive Statistics

A summary of the descriptive statistics can be found in Table 1. People from less
affluent socioeconomic backgrounds were less represented in elite occupational positions,
which is a noteworthy trend. In contrast, only six respondents were from class EGP VII,

while 73 respondents were from class II. Overall, the more privileged categories (EGP I, 11,
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and IIT) had 176 respondents, while the less privileged categories (classes IV, V, VI, VII, and
X) had 68 respondents overall.

Additionally, the statistics show that those with a Dutch background (n = 212) were
overrepresented in top occupations as compared to people with a migratory background (n =
32). A bachelor's degree was the most common educational achievement among top
professionals (rn = 121). Furthermore, 162 respondents lived in less urbanized areas,
compared to 82 in more urban areas, suggesting that these professionals had a preference for
less urbanized places.

Table 1

Descriptive Statistics

n % M SD

Job Category I 106 43.44

11 138 56.56
Social Class of Origin I 27 11.1

11 73 29.9

I 76 31.1

v 17 7

\% 19 7.8

VI 13 53

VII 6 2.5

X 13 5.3
Education (Institutionalized Less than Bachelor's 61 25
Cultural Capital) Bachelor's or 121 49.59

equivalent

Master's or equivalent 47  19.26

PhD or above 15 6.15
Objectified Cultural Capital 2.3 1.04
Embodied Cultural Capital 3.28 1.88
Gender Female 124 50.82

Male 120 49.18
Avg. Work Hours 32.93 12.08
Age 52.29 15.05
Migration Background Foreign 32 13.11

Dutch 212 86.89
Geographic Location Rural 162 66.39

Urban 82  33.61

Monthly Gross Work Earnings 2899.05 1824.92
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Table 2 presents an overview of the descriptive statistics for the parameters of top
professionals, categorized by social class of origin. A notable disparity was found between
the top two job categories and the social class of origin. Individuals from less privileged
social classes of origin were more likely to work in EGP job category II. For example,
84.62% (n = 11) people from EGP VI worked in job category II compared to 15.38% in job
category I (n = 2). However, this trend reversed for individuals from EGP I, where 59.26% (n
= 16) were employed in job category I compared to 40.74% (n = 11) in job category II.

Privileged socioeconomic classes were positively correlated with educational
attainment and cultural capital scores. For instance, the average scores for objectified cultural
capital, and embodied cultural capital were 2.56, and 3.74, respectively, for socioeconomic
class EGP 1. The socioeconomic class EGP VII, on the other hand, had significantly lower
scores, with averages for objectified, and embodied cultural capital of 1.82, and 1.85,
respectively. Class of origin EGP II had the highest educational attainment, with 23.29% (n =
17) having a master's degree and 6.85% (n = 5) possessing credentials higher than a master's,
whereas other socioeconomic classes of origin often, especially the less privileged ones, had
obtained a higher education in fewer cases (see Table 2).

Additionally, among top professionals with a migration background, an important
proportion originated from privileged social classes. Specifically, 65.63% (n = 21) of top
professionals with a migration background came from EGP II and EGP I, whereas only
34.37% (n = 11) originated from less privileged social classes.

Finally, as visible graphically in Figure 1, descriptive statistics indicated that mean
earnings for individuals from the most privileged social class (EGP I) and skilled manual
workers (EGP 1V) were the highest. On the other hand, earnings from EGP II and VI were
the lowest. The largest difference in monthly earnings was approximately €480 (+17.41%)

between 11 and IV.
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Table 2
Descriptive Statistics by Class of Origin
EGP I EGP II EGP III EGP IV
n % M SD n % M SD n % M SD n % M SD
Job Category I 16 59.26 32 43.84 33 43.42 8 47.06
II 11 40.74 41 56.16 43 56.58 9 5294
Education Less than 2 741 18 24.66 16 21.05 5 2941
(Institutionalized Bachelor's
Cultural Capital) Bachelor's 14 51.85 33 45.21 43 56.58 8 47.06
Master's 7 2593 17 23.29 15 19.74 2 11.76
PhD or 4 14.81 5 6.85 2 2.63 2 11.76
above
Objectified Cultural Capital 2.56 1.05 2.46 1.11 2.19 1.02 2.03 1.08
Embodied Cultural Capital 3.74 1.66 3.33 1.86 3.25 1.95 3.66 1.95
Gender Female 10 37.04 40 54.79 37 48.68 7  41.18
Male 17 62.96 33 45.21 39 51.32 10 58.82
Average Work Hours 37.19  9.29 30.85 13.31 31.58  11.76 38.71 12.00
Age 52.56 1491 51.48 14.61 51.22  16.16 61.18 10.19
Migration Dutch 22 81.48 57 78.08 73 96.05 17 100.00
background
Foreign 5 18.52 16 21.92 3 395 0 0.00
Earnings 3250.02 1803.37 2745.95 2064.73 2956.37 1816.01 3223.77 1500.51
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Table 2, Continued
EGPV EGP VI EGP VII EGP X (No Work)
n % M SD n % M SD n % M SD n % M SD
Job Category I 8 42.11 2 153 3 50.00 4 30.77
8
11 11 57.89 11 84.6 3 50.00 9 69.23
2
Education Less than 8 42.11 2 153 3 50.00 7 53.85
(Institutionalized =~ Bachelor's 8
Cultural Capital)  Bachelor's 8 42.11 9 69.2 2 33.33 4 30.77
3
Master's 3 15.79 2 153 1 16.67 0 0.00
8
PhD or above 0 0.00 0 0.00 0 0.00 2 15.38
Objectified Cultural Capital 2.35 0.88 2.49 0.94 1.82 0.72 1.72 0.90
Embodied Cultural Capital 3.27 1.87 3.59 1.82 1.85 0.57 2.14 1.95
Gender Female 12 63.16 9 69.2 2 33.33 7 53.85
3
Male 7 36.84 4 30.7 4 66.67 6 46.15
7
Avg. Work 31.84 12.60 3408 11.12 36.50 14.77 35.00 7.62
Hours
Age 53.26 13.37 54.00 13.29 54.17 15.69 46.92 18.54
Migration Dutch 18 94.74 12 92.3 6 100.00 7 53.85
background 1
Foreign 1 5.26 1 7.69 0 0.00 6 46.15

Earnings

2816.63 1939.79

2791.35 1354.51

2974.23 1183.04

2463.49 1522.01
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Figure 1

Mean Gross Monthly Earnings (€) of Top Professionals by Social Class of Origin (EGP)
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4.2 Inferential Statistics

A linear regression was conducted to predict work gross monthly earnings (N = 244)
based on the EGP job category schema (Barone et al., 2022) and social class of origin (Barone et
al., 2022) (Model 1). Model 2 added control variables such as gender, weekly work hours,
migration background, and geographic location. Model 3 incorporated institutionalized cultural
capital, Model 4 instead included objectified cultural capital, and Model 5, on the other hand,
covered embodied cultural capital. Finally, Model 6 incorporated all three different cultural
capitals in a single framework. Regression coefficients, p-values and standard errors for all the
models can be found in Table 3.

First, we can note that for top professionals working in the job category EGP I instead of
IT on average led to increased gross monthly earnings across all the models. Regression
coefficients spaced between a maximum of 1665.24 (SE = 211.88) in Model 1 to a minimum of

892.72 (SE = 213.29) in Model 3 with p-values always below conventional levels (p <.001).
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Turning to H1, I sought to investigate whether class-based pay disparities, also referred to
as unequal compensation for equal work class, occur within the same employment bracket,
wherein individuals from privileged origins receive greater compensation for equivalent labor than
their peers from less privileged backgrounds. To put it another way, H1 examined if there is a
difference in work gross monthly earnings based on social class of origin within top professionals.
The coefficients for social class of origin ranged between —100.00 (SE = 234.24) of Model 1 and
32.32 (SE = 213.47) of Model 5. In all the models the relationship did not meet the thresholds for
rejecting the null hypothesis at conventional levels of p.

Regarding H2, De Graaf et al. (2000) suggested that in the Netherlands, cultural capital has
little impact on the educational attainment of individuals from more privileged socioeconomic
backgrounds. This is because other forms of capital continue to support their access to higher
education and, in turn, higher earnings. In contrast, for individuals from less privileged
socioeconomic backgrounds, cultural capital plays a significant role in educational attainment and
subsequent work earnings, as they lack other forms of capital to provide similar advantages.
Considering this, H2 argued that cultural capital mediates the link between social class of origin
and earnings, meaning that for people in less privileged socioeconomic classes (EGP X, VII, VI, V,
IV) cultural capital has a greater effect on gross income than for people in more privileged
socioeconomic classes of origin (EGP III, II, I). The coefficients for all variables representing
cultural capital were always positive, both individually and in combination with the other facets of
the construct. Notably, in Model 3 and Model 6, institutionalized cultural capital has respectively a
coefficient of 369.72 (SD = 119.88) and 359.90 (SD = 121.78), which is statistically significant at
the conventional level (p < .01). Coefficients for objectified and embodied cultural capital levels
instead were not significant at the standard levels of p. I can therefore partially confirm H2 with

respect to institutionalized cultural capital.
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Table 3
Regression Models of Gross Monthly Earnings in Social Class of Origin EGP Il and 1
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6
R. Coefficient R. Coefficient R. Coefficient R. Coefficient R. Coefficient R. Coefficient
(p-value) (p-value) (p-value) (p-value) (p-value) (p-value)
[SE] [SE] [SE] [SE] [SE] [SE]
Constant 2247.75 (p <.001) —954.93 (p =.09) —1771.49 (p <.01) —1116.56 (p = .05) —1084.72 (p = .06) —1878.63 (p <.001)
[213.00] [555.82] [606.41] [576.20] [568.06] [620.15]
Job Category (II 1665.24 (p <.001) 1079.53 (p <.001) 892.72 (p <.001) 1069.13 (p <.001) 1078.25 (p <.001) 894.91 (p <.001)
vs. I) [211.88] [208.25] [213.29] [208.43] [208.17] [213.80]
Social Class of —100.00 (p=.67) 32.32 (p = .88) —38.66 (p = .85) 4.16 (p = .98) 11.40 (p = .96) =57.91 (p=.79)
Origin* [234.24] [213.47] [210.94] [215.06] [214.23] [212.82]
Gender (ref: female) 1024.82 (p <.001) 992.34 (p <.001) 1055.10 (p <.001) 1057.56 (p <.001) 1023.92 (p <.001)
[214.75] [211.21] [216.59] [216.73] [214.78]
Average Work Hours 36.39 (p <.001) 38.27 (p <.001) 37.28 (p <.001) 37.27 (p <.001) 39.06 (p <.001)
8.86 [8.73] [8.90] [8.89] [8.79]
Age 6.58 (p =.32) 8.96 (p=.17) 4.87 (p = .470) 4.73 (p=.49) 7.17 (p =.29)
[6.57] [6.50] [6.76] [6.78] [6.83]
Migration Background (ref: foreign) 325.82 (p=.25) 393.75 (p=.15) 304.96 (p = .28) 305.61 (p=.28) 372.61 (p=.18)
[279.90] [275.82] [280.51] [280.38] [277.69]
Geographic Location (ref: rural) 22.15(p=.91) —14.43 (p=.94) -20.28 (p =.92) —.02 (p = 1.00) —37.98 (p = .85)
[202.10] [198.88] [205.97] [203.03] [202.96]
Institutionalized Cultural Capital 369.72 (p < .01) 359.90 (p < .01)
[119.48] [121.78]
Objectified Cultural Capital 101.79 (p = .29) 17.28 (p = .87)
[95.99] [104.94]
Embodied Cultural Capital 57.59 (p=.27) 44.99 (p =.43)
[52.54] [56.60]

*EGP X, VII, VL, V, TV vs. IIL, 11, I
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5. Discussion
5.1 Main Findings and Interpretation

Starting with the descriptive data, an important observation that significantly
conditioned the analysis was the composition of the sample. Since the study focused solely
on top professionals, fewer than one-third of the participants came from less privileged
socioeconomic backgrounds, while more than two-thirds came from more privileged social
classes. This may imply that people from more affluent households are far more likely to
become top professionals. This first finding may represent a real-world disparity where top
occupations are disproportionately accessible to those with pre-existing advantages.

Analyzing job destination, the descriptive data indicated a disproportionate
representation of individuals from less privileged social classes (e.g., EGP VI) in job category
II, while those from more privileged social classes (e.g., EGP I) were more likely to be
present in job category I. This pattern highlights the persistence of social stratification in the
job market, where the class of origin of an individual appears to strongly predict their
occupational destination. This could signify that structural barriers or advantages linked to
family background considerably shape career trajectories leading to an overrepresentation of
less privileged individuals in intermediate roles and more privileged individuals in elite
positions.

Descriptives about cultural capital showed that people born into higher socioeconomic
classes inherit not just economic wealth, but also cultural assets. The disparities in both
objectified and embodied cultural capital scores between EGP I and EGP VII suggest an
ingrained social hierarchy of knowledge. This is further reinforced by the educational
attainment levels, which show that the path to higher education is far more accessible for
those from privileged backgrounds.

Interestingly, contrary to what one might think, examining top professionals with a
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migration background about 65% came from EGP I and II and only 35% from the other less
privileged social classes of origin (EGP III, 1V, V, VI, VII, X). This could mean that the
pathway to becoming a top professional for those with a migration background might be
more accessible in the case they come from a privileged social background, likely because
such an origin provides additional resources, networks, or cultural capital that can mitigate
the challenges associated with being from a migration background (Van Hear, 2014).

About earnings, figure 1 showed that skilled manual workers (EGP IV) have similar
earnings with the top professional and managerial class (EGP 1), and significantly outperform
lower-level professionals and managers (EGP II). This may suggest that the relationship
between socioeconomic class of origin and monetary earnings is not that straightforward. The
largest discrepancy noted a €5,760 yearly difference where skilled manual workers (EGP 1V)
earned over 17% more than lower-level professionals and managers (EGP II). Possible
explanations for this unannounced result may be found in the high demand and scarcity of
skilled trades and strong unionization and collective bargaining in the Netherlands (Been &
Keune, 2019).

Turning to the core of the study, in order to contribute to the first understanding of the
class ceiling in contemporary Dutch society, I presented empirical data on the connection
between social class of origin and work earnings among top professionals, attempting to close
a significant gap in the literature. I then concentrated on how cultural capital shapes and
influences this relationship between incomes and social class of origin.

H1 examined whether there is a class-based pay disparity within top professionals.
Based on the results of the regression analysis, it can be stated confidently that people that
work in job category EGP I earn approximately €7,030 more yearly compared to the ones in
job category II. As for social class of origin, the effect on earnings is negligible and

indistinguishable from being zero. This at first glance may seem like a contradiction, yet it
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highlights a bias at the entry gate. Social class of origin is a powerful force in determining
who gets access to the top jobs in the first place. However, once individuals are in those top
jobs, they appear to be compensated based on their specific role (job category EGP I vs. II),
and not their family background.

The results of the H2 test show that of the three categories of cultural capital only the
institutionalized form, measured in the study by educational credentials, has a distinguishable
pay-off. According to the data, neither embodied cultural capital (e.g. tastes, habits) nor
objectified capital (e.g. books, artworks) move the income needle in any meaningful way.
This indicates that cultural capital does, in fact, moderate the relationship between incomes
and class of origin, but nearly only through formal qualifications. Practically speaking, a
person from a less privileged background who achieves a higher credential will experience a
salary bonus even when they did not experience violin lessons or lived among collections of
rare books.

The research question interrogated the influence of social class of origin in earnings
within elite occupations in the Netherlands and tested the role of cultural capital as mediator.
In summary, on the basis of this study it could be said that social class of origin virtually does
not have a direct effect on earnings. Once individuals hold top professions, their year-to-year
earnings are determined mostly by job category (EGP I vs. II), not by their family
background. The regression showed no meaningful earning penalty or bonus tied solely to
social origin among elite jobs. While among cultural capitals education credentials, rather
than cultural tastes, habits or books, sustains and can even soften class-based economic

disparities at the elite level.
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5.2 Theoretical Implications

By highlighting the complexity social mobility, I this thesis I aimed to expand the
discussion and challenge preconceived notions about meritocracy and egalitarianism in the
Netherlands (Grendstad, 1999; Hedegaard, 2019; Steijn, 2016; Thijs et al., 2019).

Not having found evidence in the disparity of earnings due to social class of origin, it
is clear that this study is not on the same frequency as those that made the class ceiling a
worthwhile object of research (Falcon and Bataille 2018; Friedman and Laurison 2019;
Hallsten 2013; Hansen 2001; Laurison and Friedman 2016; Mastekaasa 2011; Toft and
Friedman 2020). The outcomes of this research also differ from the study set in the
Netherlands of Tubadij and colleagues (2017). In a study set in the Netherlands they found
that cultural capital still explains income differences also when controlling for education.
Even with the same degree, graduates from high cultural capital families made more money
than those from lower cultural capital families.

Then, is the Netherlands more egalitarian than Norway? Assuming my findings are
robust, it would be necessary to develop an explanatory framework that elucidates and
systematically deconstructs the theoretical components underpinning the class-ceiling
observed in the countries in which it was found, yet absent in the Netherlands. A closer look
at the Dutch setting shows that a very high percentage of students enrolled in vocational
institutions also offer very marketable and respectable qualifications (Wierik et al., 2014).
Diplomas from different institutions also have similar or same formal standing, among the
explanations for this is that in the Netherlands the high proportion of public educational
establishments makes it difficult to distinguish between elite and non-elite education (De
Boer et al., 2007).

Furthermore, although the top academic credentials are supposedly only available at

particular preparatory schools, there are many exceptions and alternate routes that exhibit
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both horizontal and vertical permeability, such foundation courses and entrance exams
(colloguium doctum) (Suryani et al., 2023). This allows a considerable percentage of students
to effectively move up between tracks which reduces barriers.

Parents from affluent socioeconomic backgrounds adopt concerted cultivation
(Lareau, 2017), but less-advantaged parents also increasingly make use of resources (e.g.,
online information, community networks) to support children’s education (Boerkamp et al.,
2025). These support networks reduce gaps in navigating among information, lowering
barriers. It might be argued that all socioeconomic classes place a high value on prestigious
occupations and fields. Many teenagers may be inspired by this to seek professions in fields
like law or medicine. In order to close knowledge gaps, parental engagement programs also
seek to educate less privileged parents about the educational options available. These efforts
might help to mitigate the direct influence of different cultural capital transmission in the
creation of a rigid class ceiling. This might suggest that Maximally Maintained Inequality
(MMI) is less prevalent in the country.

It is also necessary to mention the efforts in inclusive pedagogy and anti-bias
interventions. Research indicates that teacher recommendations may reflect inherent biases,
thereby reinforcing class ceilings. As a reaction, in the Netherlands, pilot measures, such as
blind assessments and rubric-based advisory systems, are being implemented to mitigate
subjective biases during track selection, thereby alleviating discriminatory constraints
(OECD, 2021).

The results support the claim made by De Graaf et al. (2000) that, in the Dutch
context, credentials rather than general cultural knowledge are what matters. However, they
also challenge Bourdieu's (1984) understanding of cultural capital. According to my sample,
formal credentials are the only predictor of earnings in high-level occupations. As a

theoretical implication, this finding corroborates the equalization thesis (Hout, 1984). While
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disparities in early life have a big impact on people's paths, they are gradually lessened by
accessible and standardized education.

Prior to making generalizations on the effectiveness of a meritocratic system in a
perfectly egalitarian Netherlands, it is imperative to address a crucial issue: the occupational
entry dilemma and the reasons why it is in place. The analysis, based on a disproportionate
random sample of high-achieving professionals, indicates that the main problem is not a
ceiling that directly penalizes the earnings of top professionals from underprivileged origins.
But it seems clear that people from lower socioeconomic backgrounds face an important
entry barrier that prevents them from climbing the social ladder. This claim, theoretically
speaking, emphasizes the significant impact of a persistent Effectively Maintained Inequality
(EMI) and cultural matching in Dutch culture.

What happens in Dutch society according to EMI, is that the less affluent classes are
kept at a distance even as policies increase educational inclusion because privileged students
can rely on benefits within the educational experience, such as prestigious internships,
networks, and recommendations that really contribute to a career, and of course access to
education. As a result, in contrast to the less advantaged classes, the privileged part of the
population is more represented in some professions and fields (such as law, medicine, and
finance) (Van De Werfhorst, 2002). Furthermore, according to Rivera’s cultural matching
theory (2012), inequalities in institutional fit and cultural capital (habitus, familiarity with
elite norms) might discourage or exclude underprivileged students before they can pursue
high-level careers. All of the above lower the success of less advantaged kids in competitive
selection or their frequency in applicant pools in higher education, creating and maintaining

indeed this occupational entry gap.
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5.3 Practical implications

Practical implications to the findings are surely to expand access to recognized
educational institutions as the primary goal to level the playing field. Also because without
recognized accreditation, efforts to develop cultural sophistication alone are unlikely to result
in increased earnings. The following suggestions are formulated to lower EMI in light of the
data showing an occupational entrance gap and with the intention of resolving this
discrepancy. By promoting a more equitable educational system, these interventions may
work to mitigate the entrance biases that prevent people from pursuing high-level education
and consequently top professions.

A number of affirmative measures intended to reduce MMI can also be used to reduce
EMI, thus these should be strengthened further to guarantee an effective plan for lowering
entrance biases. Vertical and horizontal mobility mechanisms should be enhanced in order to
allow “late bloomers" to reach universities and top professions. This may be even not
enough, indeed the Education and Training Monitor (European Commission, 2020)
recommended abolishing or postponing the end-of-primary test to make secondary education
more accessible and equitable.

In order to increase diffusion of information, schools should provide planned
information sessions in schools serving students from less affluent backgrounds about
requirements and pathways to top professions. Clear, early guidance may reduce information
asymmetries that lead to self-selection in the professional fields.

Schools have the opportunity to facilitate the connection of students from underrepresented
groups with mentors, peers, alumni, or professionals in target fields so that their application
processes become smoother and they yield more information about the professions. The
stories of successful people as well as the step-by-step directions are the two factors that

persuade the students to believe that they can be in charge of their destiny and that they have
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the possibility to get employed in well-respected jobs. As a result, connecting potential
students with alumni from comparable circumstances who achieved access into elite fields
may be a crucial strategy for encouraging upward mobility.

The country should continue and bolster its anti-bias campaigns with the training of
primary and secondary teachers on implicit biases in track advice and assessment. Studies
show that unconscious biases can skew recommendations. Structured training can reduce
such effects (Van Der Velden et al., 2023).

Finally, admissions procedures for advanced educational institutions could adopt more
equitable approaches, such as threshold-based inclusive selection. This methodology ensures
a baseline level of ability by requiring candidates to first meet a predefined minimum
performance or qualification score. Other factors created especially to increase representation
from underrepresented groups are then incorporated into the selection process after this basic
criterion has been satisfied. By achieving a balance between diversity goals and
performance-based criteria, this approach makes sure that candidates with the highest scores
are not the only ones chosen, while also recognizing the crucial role of inclusivity. Having
fulfilled this condition, an additional criterion is introduced with the objective of increasing
the number of candidates from underrepresented groups. This approach not only promotes the
idea of inclusivity but also makes sure that the top-performing candidates are not the only
ones chosen, hence, it manages to achieve both diversity targets and quality results. Once this
requirement is met, other criteria designed specifically to boost representation from
underrepresented groups are added to the selection process. This strategy recognizes the
importance of inclusivity while at the same time ensures that candidates with the best scores
are not the only ones selected, achieving a balance between diversity goals and

performance-based criteria.
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5.4 Strengths and Limitations

This thesis contributes significantly to the study of labor market stratification and
social inequality in the Dutch setting. The existence of a class ceiling in the Netherlands has
not yet been fully investigated in any published studies. My input establishes a new and
significant topic of study by focusing on top professionals' earnings and relating them to their
origins' social classes. By providing insightful comparisons, I attempted to expand the
geographic research of class ceiling beyond the contexts of the US, UK, France, and Norway.

Moving forward with the strenghts, the study focuses on people who are already in
elite occupational groups rather than looking at disparities at the general population level.
This approach adds complexity to discussions about meritocracy and social mobility by
testing whether class-origin pay disadvantages still exist even among individuals who have
supposedly "made it". The thesis also offers a strong framework for examining structural
inequality in the labor market incorporating three important theories: Rivera's concept of
cultural matching, Bourdieu's theory of cultural capital, and Maximum and Effectively
Maintained Inequality. In addition, unlike many studies that limit cultural capital to a single
dimension, this thesis differed between: embodied, objectified, and institutionalized cultural
capital, allowing a more refined understanding of how different forms of cultural capital
influence labor market outcomes.

On the methodological level, this study is based on a nationally representative and
methodologically rigorous dataset (the Longitudinal Internet Studies for the Social Sciences
panel). Using such thorough data enhances reliability, generalizability, and empirical validity
of the findings.

Turning to my study's limitations, previous research identifying a class ceiling often
involved much larger sample sizes, sometimes thousands of participants even after filtering.

Given my study's smaller sample, and the uneven distribution between privileged and
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less-privileged participants, any findings should be interpreted cautiously. This imbalance can
signify that the study might not have fully captured the true differences between these groups.
The low variance of the social class of membership could mean that there was a range
restriction in play, which consequently reduced the statistical power of the analyses and thus
the generalizability of the conclusions. A test on a subgroup with only a few cases is likely to
fail to show real effects simply for lack of sufficient data. To study the class ceiling it takes
people from less privileged social classes working in managerial jobs. If there are few or no
such individuals in the sample then it is unfeasible to study the phenomenon. Having said
that, the absence of evidence for class ceiling in this study does not mean that there are no
barriers to occupational entry instead. On the contrary, this scarcity of cases from the less
advantaged social classes could be interpreted precisely as a symptom of a gate to enter the
professional world.

Additionally, by having samples with thousands of participants, authors such as
Laurison and Friedman (2016) were also able to study the phenomenon by disaggregating
participants into their specific professions rather than using only “top profession” as a single
group as I did all. In this way, Laursion and Friedman (2016) found a considerable class
ceiling in some professions such as lawyers, financial brokers and accountants while they
could not say the same thing about researchers and more technical jobs. Certain professions,
in fact, have their salaries regulated by governments or unions. Omitting this distinction may
have been fatal to the robustness of my study.

Also, due to sample quantity reasons, another limitation of my study was that I had to
categorize the social classes of origin into two major groups (privileged vs. less-privileged)
and thus could not compare EGP classes of origin more precisely. By dividing the sample
into EGP I; II; 111, and EGP IV; V; VI; VII; X, I lost the possibility of identifying mismatches

between single classes. For example, comparing these two macro groups did not allow for a
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comparison of EGP I vs. EGP 1V instead. This binary categorization resulted in a flattening
of data, measurement limitations, and loss of nuance between groups.

Finally, another limitation consists that the scores for embodied and objectified
cultural capital, due to a questionnaires not being too suitable for the operationalization of
these variables, were calculated without the use of standard methodologies and thus the
scores were aggregated through sums and arbitrarily placed on a scale from 0 to 10. Without
a robust empirical or theoretical rationale for the chosen scale the indicators used may not
accurately reflect the underlying dimensions of cultural capital as theorized in the literature
thereby weakening the internal validity of the claims related to embodied and objectified
cultural capital.

5.5 Recommendations for Future Research

Considering all the strengths and limitations just listed, I call for more studies to be
conducted on class ceiling in the Netherlands, not only from graduate students, but from
actual researchers that have the means for more in-depth studies to make up for the problems
with statistical power, hence to establish accurately whether there is a class ceiling in the
Netherlands. Future research should use larger and more diverse samples in order to
overcome the constraints of range restriction and the underrepresentation of people from less
privileged backgrounds in top occupations. For example, researchers could draw from large
records from Dutch official registers.

Building on Laurison and Friedman (2016), future research should avoid treating all
high-level occupations as a single, homogeneous category. The class ceiling can vary
substantially across sectors, as shown by Laurison and Friedman (2016) the annual gap is as
high as $16,700 for finance professionals compared to an average of “only” about $11,000
overall. It is therefore called for future studies to disaggregate the top professions in smaller

categories.
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The choice to use only two macro categories (privileged vs. less-privileged) should
also be revised in view of a larger sample availability. This would allow researchers to
identify not only the presence of a class ceiling, but also which social classes of origin are
most disadvantaged and in what ways.

The scores and scales in which cultural capital were calculated should also be
reviewed. The use of standardized and tested questionnaires to assess cultural capital should
be integrated in future studies. This would ensure greater comparability with the current
literature and improve construct validity.

Considering the results of this study, future research could also investigate the barrier
to entry more than the class ceiling per se. This includes studying selection mechanisms at
prestigious universities, internships, or first jobs. In this case, longitudinal data could help to
identify at what stage of the educational or career trajectory inequalities related to social class
of origin emerge or become larger, testing more accurately the theories of EMI, MMI and
cultural matching.

Future research should also examine how class origin intersects with gender, ethnicity,
and migration background in order to assess the impact of class ceiling on people from
groups historically underrepresented in managerial occupations. Lastly, it would also be
interesting to study the presence of the class ceiling in the public vs. private sector, when
wages are regulated by governments or with the presence or absence of unions.

5.6 Conclusions

For the first time in the Netherlands, I examined cultural capital as a mediating factor
and looked at how salaries in elite occupations in the Netherlands are influenced by social
class of origin. The results demonstrate that, once people are in high-level professional
positions, the job category, rather than family background, drives an important part of their

yearly income. However, over two-thirds of participants in top professions came from more
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privileged families, while less than one-third came from lower socioeconomic backgrounds.
This suggests that while a class ceiling in earnings was not found, elite positions are still
disproportionately held by people with pre-existing advantages. Regarding cultural capitals,
those who are born into higher socioeconomic groups inherit both financial and cultural
resources. The most significant factor that maintains and even softens and effectively
moderates class-based economic gaps at the top level is educational credentials, not cultural
preferences, customs, or literature.

This thesis’ results differ from those by the pioneers of the class ceiling, probably
influenced, however, by various methodological limitations. Nevertheless, clear social
inequalities (i.e., top professions entry gate, cultural capital differences) are exposed and
concrete actions are proposed for mitigation. Ultimately, it can be concluded that the country

remains far from achieving genuine egalitarianism.
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