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Abstract  

Owing to drastic economic developments in the 20th century and the accompanying 
educational expansion (Hadjar and Becker 2009), we assume that evaluations of the 
educational system differ across cohorts. The expected differences are assumed to stem 
not only from structurally imposed diverging experiences in and with the educational 
system but also from differing world views along generational lines (Mannheim 1964; 
Ryder 1965). We draw upon the pooled integrated data from the European Social Survey 
(ESS) from all 7 rounds. The results show that generally speaking, the effect of cohort is 
non-linear, with the youngest showing the highest opinions on the educational system of 
their respective country. Highest educational attainment, upward mobility, having a child 
living at home and attitudes toward equality are further predictors of school system 
satisfaction. In general though, there is a difference in the perception of the educational 
system between the sexes, with women being more critical than men. In order to correct 
for unobserved heterogeneity at the country level, we estimate linear random-intercept 
models, which also allow for the differentiation of within- and between-effects (Rabe-
Hesketh and Skrondal 2008). This means that we can account for structural country-level 
effects and individual effects on the perception of the educational system. 

 

Keywords: educational expansion, educational system, generation, random-intercept 

 

1 Introduction 

This paper is concerned with what factors influence a person’s evaluation of the state of the 

respective current educational system. Focusing on the effects of generational belonging, the effects 

of sex, educational level, social mobility, welfare state, having children at home and attitude towards 

equality of opportunity are also of interest. In a first step, the concept of generation is outlined 

briefly, followed by a short discussion on the educational expansion in connection to inequality of 

opportunity. Next, the methods are discussed, followed by a discussion of the results and finally a 

conclusion.  

 

2 Generational belonging and world view 

The mere belonging to a generation can be expected to shape a person’s view on many subjects. 

This expectation is based on the assumption that transformations of the social world have differing 

effects on people of different ages. These effects can be regarded as a manifestation of an age-time 

interaction, which persist over the life course (Ryder 1965, 861), so that significant differences 

between birth cohorts or generations can be found at different time points (periods) and ages of the 

subjects (R. Becker 2002, S. 249). Because of shared experiences in the same social-historical 

environment and similar socialization backgrounds that result from it, cohorts can be regarded as 

cultural carriers of value systems and attitudes (Mannheim 1964). People with the same 
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generational belonging are subjected to the same historical occurrences and life conditions, for 

which reason they develop similar patterns of thinking and action. Cultural resources they 

accumulate are passed on from members of the older generations to the succeeding generations. 

Given that the latter are not the same age as the former and thus do not share the older generations 

experiences, they develop a diverging approach to culture and historical events (Mannheim 1964). 

Since persisting systems and institutions must be evaluated as legitimate by ever changing cohorts 

– with different socialization backgrounds and thus a diverging basis for their mindsets – cohorts, to 

a degree, endanger the stability of societies (Ryder 1965). On the other hand, this incessant 

alteration provides potential for social change.  

 

3 Educational expansion 

The expansion of the educational system was one of the most important societal developments of 

the – especially second half – of the 20th century (Hadjar and Becker 2006, 11). While the 

educational expansion essentially lead to an increase of educational participation on all levels, the 

effects on social inequalities have been a matter of dispute. In their seminal work Persistent 

Inequality: Changing Educational Attainment in Thirteen Countries, Blossfeld and Shavit (1993) argue 

that, even though the general level of educational attainment has risen, the effects of social origin 

have stayed stable over time. Later studies have disputed this finding and shown that the effects of 

social origin have indeed weakened in the lower levels of the educational system, but that the effects 

of social origin are still pretty much stable for higher educational outcomes (Schimpl-Neimanns 

2000; Breen et al. 2009; Becker and Zangger 2013). An explanation for this finding, is that education 

is a means of securing status and as such, leads to a competition for certificates, which are now 

available in bigger numbers than before the educational expansion, but are still not available to 

everyone (Becker 2006, 35). Since the level of educational attainment has typically risen from 

generation to generation, in the past decades, next to motivations for upward mobility, the fear of 

status loss, has also developed into a driving force for further investments in education. These 

investments are of particular importance for children from the upper middle class. Here, Hirsch’s 

(1978) concept of education as a positional good seems useful. Since the worth of one’s certificates 

is negatively correlated to the number of people also in possession of the same certificate, children 

from high-status families need to achieve the highest and rarest certificates, so as to maintain their 

status. It can also be expected, that parents, who have themselves profited from the educational 

expansion and experienced upward mobility, have higher educational aspirations for their children 

– also because they are better acquainted with and thus feel less distance in regard to higher 
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education than was the case for their parents (Becker 2006, 35–36). This is why Müller and Haun 

(1994) argue that the educational level of parents is gaining importance, when it comes to 

educational differentials, while the increasing wealth and sinking educational costs have led to the 

reduction of the effects of socio-economic status on inequality of educational outcomes (Müller and 

Haun 1994, 6–9). Although, even though costs of higher education are not quite as high as they used 

to be, children from higher classes still have advantages, since from a rational choice perspective, 

for them the costs are relatively lower, while the benefits are relatively higher (or even considered 

necessary) (Boudon 1974; Breen and Goldthorpe 1997).  

 

    To sum up these findings, the term of maximally maintained inequality, introduced by Raftery and 

Hout (1993), is very useful. While class differences were reduced by expanding school systems, the 

class selectivity at each transition point did not. This means that, while education on the whole, 

became less selective, the upper and middle classes lost some of their advantages, since the system 

opened up to competition from the lower classes, but factually still have a privileged entry into 

higher educational levels, due to primary and secondary effects of social origin (Raftery and Hout 

1993, 60–61; Boudon 1974). 

 

    Because of the above stated developments, we expect to find differences in the ways people 

belonging to different cohorts evaluate the state of the educational systems in their countries – with 

younger cohorts showing greater levels of satisfaction, since they are the more likely to have profited 

from the educational expansion (hypothesis 1a). We also expect that people will differ in regard to 

their obtained level of education, with higher educated people showing more positive attitudes 

towards the educational system in their respective countries, since they have been able to achieve 

a lot (hypothesis 1b). Likewise, it is to be expected, that those who have directly benefited from the 

educational expansion and obtained higher educational levels than their parents, are more satisfied 

with the system (hypothesis 2).  

 

    Furthermore, since the educational expansion has led to a rise in the educational levels of the 

lower and middle classes in absolute numbers, we expect people who think it is important that 

everyone has equal opportunities, to be happier with the prevailing educational system (hypothesis 

3). Also, people with children living at home, who are thus – from the older age-groups – better 

acquainted with the educational system, and have aspirations for their children, are also expected 

to have more positive attitudes (hypothesis 4a). Although, since from a conflict theory perspective 
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(Collins 1979) it can be expected that well situated parents who have high interests in their 

offsprings’ education and status maintenance, we expect these parents to have more negative views 

towards the seemingly more open contemporary educational systems (hypothesis 4b).  

 

4 Data and methods 

For the analysis, we draw upon the pooled integrated data from the European Social Survey (ESS) 

from all 7 ESS rounds (2002-2014) and include all 36 participating countries. In total we thus have 

336’962 observations. The dependent variable is the state of education in country nowadays, 

which respondents rated from extremely bad (0) to extremely good (10). Generation, as the main 

independent variable is constructed roughly  following Therborn and Wirthensohn’s (2000) account 

of the history of European countries: 

 

1: 1900-1939 –  world wars I & II and recession 

2: 1940/1954 – economic upturn 

3: 1955/1970 – economic crisis 

4: 1971/1980 – de-industrialisation phase 

5: 1981/2000 – take-over of neoliberal politics  

 

The first generation (1900-1939) sums up all those who were children or adolescents during at 

least one of the two world wars. This generation has faced severe hardships compared to the later 

generations and has not yet profited from the educational expansion. Those born a little later, 

from 1940 to 1954 were born in the economic boom after the two world wars and are potential 

protestors of 1968. Those born from 1955 to 1970 are the so-called baby boom generation and 

experience the end of the strongest and longest period of economic growth which is followed by 

de-industrialisation and economic crisis starting in the beginning of the 1970s, which was 

especially a blow to this generation of newcomers to the labour market. Those born in this phase 

(1971-1980) shall be called the de-industrialisation generation. Finally the youngest cohort born 

since 1981 are characterised by the fact that they have witnessed a strengthening of neoliberal 

politics from their childhoods on.  

 

    In order to account for unobserved heterogeneity between countries, multilevel models with 

country as level 2 and people within countries as level 1 are estimated. More specifically, linear 
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random-intercept models with covariates are modelled. Linear random-intercept models essentially 

split the total residual into two error components 

 

𝜉𝑖𝑗 =  Ϛ𝑗 + 𝜖𝑖𝑗 

 

The model is then defined as 

 

 𝑦𝑖𝑗 =   𝛽1 + 𝛽2𝑥2𝑖𝑗+. . . + 𝛽𝑝𝑥𝑝𝑖𝑗 + Ϛ𝑗 + 𝜖𝑖𝑗 

 

        =   (𝛽1 + Ϛ𝑗)+ 𝛽2𝑥2𝑖𝑗+. . . + 𝛽𝑝𝑥𝑝𝑖𝑗 + 𝜖𝑖𝑗 

 

In our case, one of the error terms is the country-specific Ϛ𝑗, while the other is an individual error 

 𝜖𝑖𝑗. These models can be regarded as regression models with country-specific intercepts  𝛽1 + Ϛ𝑗, 

where Ϛ𝑗 is the random intercept. The latter can be regarded as a random parameter, which is not 

estimated as part of the fixed parameters 𝛽1to 𝛽𝑝, but of which the variance 𝜓 is estimated 

simultaneously with the variance 𝜃 of the level 1 residual  𝜖𝑖𝑗  (Rabe-Hesketh and Skrondal 2008, 94). 

Catran and Fairbrother (2016, 34) stress the importance of including random effects for geographical 

clusters such as countries, since potentially unobserved stable differences across these clusters are 

only to be expected.  Since we include all countries, the number of groups in the multilevel models 

is 36, which fits with the current recommendation of at least 25-30 (Bryan and Jenkins 2016). The 

linear random-intercept model with covariates was chosen, because it is the simplest way of 

modelling linear mixed effects models with both fixed and random effects (Rabe-Hesketh and 

Skrondal 2008, 95).  

 

    As a way of accounting for the longitudinal nature of the data at the country level, we control for 

the ESS round. We also control for welfare state type, as a way of controlling for an observable 

source of heterogeneity on the country level. The welfare state type is expected to have an impact 

on the educational system, since it is dependent on politics and government funding. The 

categorization of the welfare types is mainly derived from Esping-Andersens (1990) famous book, 

but also relies on Saxonberg (2013) for Eastern Europe, Ferrera (2005) for Southern Europe, which 

is extended to include Israel and Turkey (Gal 2010): 
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Liberal: Switzerland, Great Britain, Ireland  

Conservative: Germany, France, Belgium, Austria, Luxembourg 

Scandinavian: Norway, Sweden, Finland, Netherlands, Iceland, Denmark, 

South-Eastern Europe: Italy, Portugal, Spain, Cyprus, Greece, Israel, Turkey 

Eastern European: Hungary, Poland, Slovenia, Albania, Bulgaria Czech Republic, Estonia, 

Croatia, Lithuania, Latvia, Romania, Russian Federation, Slovakia, Ukraine, Kosovo 

 

Sex is also included in all models as a control variable. 

 

5 Results  

To get a first picture of the evaluations of the state of the educational system of the different 

generations, figure 1 shows the regression coefficients after a linear regression with generation as 

the only independent variable, including weights (pspwght & pweight). 

 

                           Figure 1: Coefplot 

 

           Note: Red line at mean (5.5). 
 
            

The graph shows that generally speaking, the effect of cohort is non-linear, with the youngest 

showing the highest opinions on the educational system of their respective country. Those going to 

be affected by the economic crisis (1955-1970) and the group most likely to just have missed out on 

the benefits of the educational expansion, seem to be the least satisfied with the current educational 

system. It is also the generation with the widest gap between the perceptions of women and men. 

This gap seem to get smaller for the younger two generations, but a difference between the sexes 

remains nonetheless.  
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    Next, in order to take the country clusters into consideration and to check whether country-level 

or rather individual-level variables are better predictors of satisfaction with the educational system, 

we run a variance-components model (table 1). 

 

Table 1: Variance components model – Evaluation of the state of the educational system 

 

Table 1 demonstrates that the across country mean is 5.37 (from a total of 11), with a between-

country standard deviation of 0.95 and a within-country standard deviation of 2.18 (people in 

country). The intraclass correlation is low with 𝜌 = 0.16.  In sum, the differences between individuals 

within countries are significant and larger than the differences between countries. This does not 

mean that country-level effects are not important, as will be shown by the estimation of random 

intercepts for countries.  

     

    Table 2 shows the random intercepts for the countries. The coefficients represent the mean 

residual for each country for the sampled population (Rabe-Hesketh and Skrondal 2008, 79). While 

countries such as Finland and Denmark have much higher averages, countries like Bulgaria and the 

Ukraine have lower averages. Multilevel models take these differences into account, when 

calculating the effects of the independent variables.  

 

For the further analyses, we take these country random intercepts into consideration, by modelling 

linear random intercept models with covariates. 

 

 

 

 

State of edu. 

system 
Coef. Std. Err. z P>|z| [95% Conf. Interval] 

Konstante 5.374311 .1577267 34.07 0.000          5.065173           5.68345 

√𝜓     .9458368 .115665   .7506067             1.191846 

√𝜃 2.177462 .0027276   
2.172122             2.182814 

𝜌     .1587324        .0315044  .1047782               .2282639 

N: 318’690 (36 clusters) 

H0: all 𝜎𝑢=0: chibar2 (0.1)=6.2e+04, p(≥chibar2)=0.000 
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Table 2: Random intercepts for countries 

Countries random intercepts standard 
errors 

AL -0.513*** (0.063) 
AT 0.345*** (0.024) 
BE 1.167*** (0.020) 
BG -1.515*** (0.026) 
CH 1.141*** (0.020) 
CY 0.409*** (0.034) 
CZ 0.783*** (0.020) 
DE -0.757*** (0.015) 
DK 2.111*** (0.021) 
EE 0.455*** (0.021) 
ES -0.434*** (0.019) 
FI 2.508*** (0.018) 
FR -0.402*** (0.019) 
GB 0.241*** (0.018) 
GR -1.375*** (0.023) 
HR -0.206*** (0.040) 
HU -0.662*** (0.021) 
IE 0.981*** (0.018) 
IL -0.672*** (0.020) 
IS 1.491*** (0.061) 
IT -0.411*** (0.048) 
LT -0.287*** (0.030) 
LU -0.004*** (0.041) 
LV -0.768*** (0.050) 
NL 0.525*** (0.019) 
NO 1.141*** (0.020) 
PL -0.040* (0.020) 
PT -1.227*** (0.019) 
RO -0.882*** (0.048) 
RU -1.114*** (0.022) 
SE 0.146*** (0.020) 
SI -0.026*** (0.023) 
SK -0.078** (0.025) 
TR -0.290*** (0.034) 
UA -1.401*** (0.023) 
XK -0.381*** (0.061) 

Observations 318690  
R2 0.179  
Adjusted R2 0.178  

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 

 

    Table 3 shows 3 such models with the state of the educational system as the dependent variable. 

Model 1 includes generational belonging as the independent variable of interest, controlling for sex, 

welfare state type and ESS round. The results show that generational belonging is a significant 

predictor of the evaluation of the state of the educational system, with all older cohorts holding less 

positive attitudes than the youngest cohort. Although somewhat surprising, that only the youngest 

cohort should hold more positive views, these results speak in favour of hypothesis 1a, predicting 

that younger cohorts shall be more satisfied with the expanding system, since they are the current 

beneficiaries.  
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Table 3: State of the educational system nowadays - linear random-intercept 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

Generationa 1971/1980 -0.154*** 
(0.014) 

-0.092*** 
(0.014) 

-0.118*** 
(0.014) 

 1955/1970 -0.303*** 
(0.012) 

-0.265*** 
(0.013) 

-0.310*** 
(0.013) 

 1940/1954 -0.289*** 
(0.013) 

-0.300*** 
(0.013) 

-0.357*** 
(0.014) 

 1900/1939 -0.079*** 
(0.015) 

-0.163*** 
(0.016) 

-0.224*** 
(0.017) 

sex women -0.039*** 
(0.008) 

-0.046*** 
(0.008) 

-0.046*** 
(0.008) 

welfare state 
typeb 

Conservative -0.700 
(0.464) 

-0.688 
(0.467) 

-0.685 
(0.468) 

 Scandinavian 0.546 
(0.450) 

0.575 
(0.452) 

0.582 
(0.453) 

 South. European -1.391** 
(0.439) 

-1.452*** 
(0.441) 

-1.482*** 
(0.442) 

 East. European -1.238** 
(0.402) 

-1.213** 
(0.404) 

-1.210** 
(0.405) 

ESS round  0.016*** 
(0.002) 

0.021*** 
(0.002) 

0.019*** 
(0.002) 

highest level of 
educationc 

ISCED 2  
 

-0.157*** 
(0.017) 

-0.186*** 
(0.017) 

 ISCED 3  
 

-0.346*** 
(0.016) 

-0.401*** 
(0.017) 

 ISCED 4  
 

-0.500*** 
(0.026) 

-0.587*** 
(0.027) 

 ISCED ≥ 5  
 

-0.438*** 
(0.016) 

-0.543*** 
(0.019) 

upward mobility   
 

 
 

0.041*** 
(0.004) 

constant 6.315*** 
(0.367) 

6.588*** 
(0.370) 

6.669*** 
(0.370) 

sigma_u    
Constant 0.635*** 

(0.075) 
0.639*** 
(0.075) 

0.640*** 
(0.076) 

sigma_e    
Constant 2.154*** 

(0.003) 
2.150*** 
(0.003) 

2.149*** 
(0.003) 

  

observations 268236 268236 268236 
Standard errors in parentheses 
* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 
reference categories: a: 1981/2000, b: liberal, c: ISCED ≤ 1 
 

 

Furthermore, it once again becomes apparent that women have less positive opinions on the 

educational system. Regarding the welfare state type, the South European and Eastern European 

countries are highly significant negative predictors of the evaluation of the state of the educational 

system compared to liberal welfare states. This effect might e.g. be caused by poorer school 

infrastructure or lower salaries for teachers. The control variable ESS round, which was included as 

a way of taking the longitudinal character of the data at country level into consideration, surprisingly 

shows a significant positive effect, which means that people are increasingly happy with the state of 
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their respective educational systems. Why this should be the case in such a short time span, must 

unfortunately remain unanswered here. Since the effects of the mentioned control variables remain 

more or less stable throughout models 1 to 3, they shall not be further discussed. 

 

    Model 2 introduces the variable highest educational level. The results show that all ISCED groups 

have more negative attitudes in regard to the educational system than the lowest two groups with 

ISCED 1 level or less. This finding is at first contra intuitive and contradicts hypothesis 1b. On second 

thought, it is in line with conflict theory, which predicts that the privileged are opposed to sharing 

their privileges, since this would mean losing their privileges. This is why, more possibilities for 

everyone might not seem like a good idea for everyone. Of course, this is just one possible theory of 

many and should be subjected to testing elsewhere. Another might be, that higher educated people 

end up having higher standards and expect more from the educational system. Nonetheless, adding 

upward mobility as a further predictor in model 3 shows, that all else being constant, those who 

have experienced upward mobility are more satisfied with the educational system. This confirms 

hypothesis 2. It also speaks somewhat in favour of the conflict theoretical assumptions, since those 

who started high and thus had no ladder to climb, are apparently feeling less satisfied with the state 

of the educational system.  

 

    In table 4, attitudes toward equality and having a child living at home are added as independent 

variables. Generation, sex, welfare state type, ESS round and highest level of education are added 

as controls and not discussed further, since the effects stay more or less the same as in table 3. 

Adding attitudes toward equality in model 4 shows that, those who consider it important, that 

people have equal chances, have higher perceptions of the educational system, which is in 

confirmation of hypothesis 3. This result is also in line with the argumentation above and suggests 

that people do indeed perceive the current educational system as to be offering more equal 

opportunities. Thus, those who favour the concept of equality (because they benefit from it), tend 

to be more satisfied with the system. Adding the children in household variable in model 5 also shows 

that, again as assumed, those who have children at home, have higher perceptions of the 

educational system, which is in favour of hypothesis 4a. If this is because they are better acquainted 

with it, as is the youngest cohort, which also has the most positive attitudes, or because their 

children are profiting from the system, cannot be conclusively analysed here. In order to test the 

conflict theoretical assumption concerning this variable, an interaction of children at home and 

highest educational level of respondent is included in model 6. 
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Table 4: State of the educational system nowadays - linear random-intercept 

 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 

Generationa -0.058*** 
(0.003) 

-0.057*** 
(0.003) 

-0.064*** 
(0.003) 

sex women -0.042*** 
(0.008) 

-0.043*** 
(0.008) 

-0.048*** 
(0.008) 

welfare state typeb -0.350*** 
(0.104) 

-0.351*** 
(0.104) 

-0.347*** 
(0.105) 

ESS round 0.020*** 
(0.002) 

0.020*** 
(0.002) 

0.021*** 
(0.002) 

highest level of education -0.109*** 
(0.003) 

-0.110*** 
(0.003) 

-0.121*** 
(0.005) 

important that people have equal 
chances 

0.011** 
(0.004) 

 
 

 
 

children in household  
 

0.028** 
(0.009) 

 
 

ISCED 2Xchildren in householdc  
 

 
 

-0.024 
(0.022) 

ISCED 3Xchildren in householdc  
 

 
 

-0.111*** 
(0.015) 

ISCED 4Xchildren in householdc  
 

 
 

-0.177*** 
(0.033) 

ISCED ≥ 5Xchildren in householdc  
 

 
 

0.072*** 
(0.016) 

constant 7.081*** 
(0.413) 

7.129*** 
(0.412) 

7.222*** 
(0.416) 

sigma_u    
Constant 0.839*** 

(0.099) 
0.839*** 
(0.099) 

0.846*** 
(0.100) 

sigma_e    
Constant 2.152*** 

(0.003) 
2.152*** 
(0.003) 

2.151*** 
(0.003) 

observations 268236 268236 268236 

standard errors in parentheses 
* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 
reference categories: a: 1981/2000, b: liberal, c: ISCED ≤ 15Xchildren in household 
 
 

The results are not completely in line with hypothesis 4b, which predicts that parents with higher 

educational degrees have less positive views on the educational system, since their children would 

have had higher chances than those of the least well educated, even in a less expanded educational 

system. While the hypothesis seems to hold for ISCED groups 3 and 4, it is not true for the highest 

educational category (ISCED ≥ 5). Why this is so, must be examined elsewhere.  

 

7 Conclusion 

Generally speaking, it seems that while those who have profited from the educational expansion are 

happy with the state of the educational system, the more privileged to begin with, who now have to 

put in relatively more effort than before in order to maintain their status, seem less happy. While 

the youngest generation, those who have experienced upward mobility and those who have children 
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at home rate the state of the educational system high, those with higher educational backgrounds 

have lower opinions. It seems that the link might be attitudes towards equality of opportunity, since 

those who are potential beneficiaries of higher equality of opportunity have reason to appreciate it, 

while the others, who have no use for it, since it ultimately means that there is more competition, 

are not so satisfied. Parents of privileged backgrounds are actually having a harder time nowadays 

to secure a good education for their offspring, than before the expansion of the educational system, 

when they were the only ones who could afford taking the costs and risks involved with higher 

education. What remains unclear, is why women show consistently more negative views, even 

though nowadays, they have managed to at least catch up with men, when not outrun them, in most 

countries (Buchmann and DiPrete 2006). This should definitely be considered further. 

 

     As implications for policy-makers, the results from this paper could be interpreted to suggest, 

that equality of opportunity might not work as a good argument for educational reforms. Instead, it 

might be better to underline the importance of good educational systems for common welfare. 

Nonetheless, this interpretation needs to be considered further and no rash judgements should be 

made.   
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