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Abstract

Education is widely considered one of the most powerful tools for enhancing economic
mobility and reducing intergenerational inequality. Through the accumulation of human
capital, individuals can access better employment, higher income, and improved social
standing. This paper explores the complex relationship between education and economic
mobility, drawing on empirical studies across countries as well as theoretical frameworks. It
highlights both the potential and the limitations of education as a vehicle for upward
mobility, discusses structural inequalities in educational access, and emphasizes the role of
policy interventions. The analysis concludes that while education significantly contributes to
economic mobility, its impact depends heavily on equality of educational opportunity,
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quality of schooling, and labour market conditions.
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1. Introduction

Education has long been hailed as the cornerstone of
individual upliftment and societal progress. By imparting
knowledge, skills, and credentials, education enables
individuals to participate productively in the economy,
enhances their employability and earning capacity, and
empowers them to navigate social and economic structures
that would otherwise constrain them. Economic mobility-the
ability of individuals or households to improve their economic
status relative to their origins-depends critically on access to
quality education, the credibility of educational credentials,
and the functioning of labour markets.

In many developing as well as developed societies,
educational attainment remains unevenly distributed. Factors
such as socio-economic background, regional disparities,
gender, caste or ethnicity often influence who gets what level
of education. Such inequalities in educational access can
perpetuate and even exacerbate income and social inequalities
across generations. Economic mobility, therefore, is not just a
function of individual effort or merit; it is deeply conditioned
by structural and institutional factors.

This paper seeks to examine the role of education in
facilitating economic mobility. It reviews theoretical
frameworks such as human capital theory, analyses empirical
evidence on intergenerational mobility and income returns to
education, identifies challenges and structural constraints, and

evaluates policy measures that can leverage education for
inclusive growth and mobility. The goal is to assess under
what conditions education acts as a genuine equalizer, and
when it falls short.

2. Theoretical and Conceptual Framework

The relationship between education and economic mobility is
often conceptualized through the lens of human capital
theory. According to this theory, education represents an
investment in skills and abilities that enhance an individual’s
productivity and market value. As a result, educated
individuals tend to secure better-paying jobs, have greater job
stability, and enjoy higher lifetime earnings compared to
those with lower education.

However, the “returns to education” are not uniform across
society. Differences in quality of schooling, access to higher
education, labour market demand, and social networks mean
that educational attainment does not always translate into
upward mobility for everyone equally. Structural inequalities
like household income, social class, regional disparities, and
unequal quality of institutions mediate the impact of
education.

Intergenerational mobility-how economic or social status
moves (or remains persistent) across generations-provides a
useful measure of the effectiveness of education as a vehicle
of mobility. If children from low-income or marginalized
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backgrounds achieve higher income or social status than their
parents, it indicates that education and related opportunities
helped overcome initial disadvantage. But when educational
and economic outcomes remain tightly correlated with
parental background, it suggests structural barriers remain.
Empirical literature also warns about potential unintended
effects: expansion of education may sometimes widen
inequality instead of reducing it. For instance, when higher
education is disproportionately accessed by already
advantaged segments, or when demand for high-skill jobs lags
behind supply, educational expansion may amplify wage
disparities rather than reduce them.
SpringerLink+2ScienceDirect+2
Thus, while education has enormous potential to promote
mobility, realizing this potential depends on equitable access,
quality of education, inclusive labour markets, and supportive
policies.
3. Empirical Evidence: Education and Economic
Mobility
3.1 Returns to Education and Income Gains
A large body of empirical studies demonstrates that higher
educational attainment is associated with higher earnings,
better employment, and improved living standards. According
to recent global analyses, education has been a powerful
driver of inclusive growth over the past decades. For example,
one comprehensive study estimates that education accounted
for 60—70% of real income growth among the poorest 20% of
the global population between 1980 and 2019. IMF+1
Moreover, returns to each additional year of schooling tend to
increase with the level of schooling: a year of secondary
education yields higher wage gains relative to primary, and
tertiary/postsecondary education often provides the largest
returns, both in terms of earnings and stability. IMF+1 This
confirms the human capital perspective that education-
especially higher and quality education-improves an
individual's economic prospects significantly.

3.2 Education and Intergenerational Mobility

Empirical studies on intergenerational mobility provide mixed
but illuminating results. A recent cross-country study using
large panel datasets across 153 countries finds that education
expansion can, to a certain extent, promote intergenerational
mobility, though its effectiveness is moderated by inequalities
in educational distribution and persistent parental
dependency. PMC+1

Specifically, in contexts where public support and equal
educational opportunity are strong, children from less-
advantaged backgrounds are more likely to surpass their
parents in educational attainment and social class standing.
For instance, a study from China using national survey data
shows that higher education significantly increases the
likelihood of upward intergenerational social mobility-both
objectively (measured economic/social class) and subjectively
(self-perceived mobility). Science Direct

Likewise, long-term longitudinal evidence from other
contexts suggests that children whose parents had access to
education are more likely to secure formal-sector jobs, earn
higher incomes, and achieve upward social and economic
mobility-outcomes that reflect the long-run benefits of
educational expansion. OUP Academic+1

However, empirical studies in some contexts find that
educational expansion without addressing structural
inequality can lead to increased income inequality. For
instance, data from multiple OECD countries shows that
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while expanded education leads to structural transformation
(from agriculture to service sectors), it also increases income
inequality in the long run because wage disparities in higher-
earning sectors widen.

In the Indian context, recent research reveals that although
intergenerational educational mobility has increased over time
overall, significant gaps remain along lines of caste, religion,
rural-urban residence, and socioeconomic status. Frontiers+1
Thus, while education is strongly correlated with improved
economic outcomes and mobility, the extent of mobility
depends on broader social and structural factors beyond mere
access to schooling.

4. Limitations and Challenges: When Education Alone
Is Not Enough

4.1 Unequal Access and Educational Inequality

One of the key limitations to the impact of education on
mobility is the uneven access to quality education. In many
developing societies, children from low-income families or
marginalized groups attend poorly resourced schools with
weak infrastructure, untrained teachers, and limited exposure
to advanced subjects. Such deficiencies can severely blunt the
returns to education. In effect, even if years of schooling are
completed, the human capital accumulated may be inadequate
to achieve upward mobility. American Academic Publisher+1
Moreover, as some empirical studies show, simply expanding
school enrollment without equalizing the quality of education
across socio-economic groups may result in increased
educational inequality-and, paradoxically, exacerbate income
inequality rather than reduce it. SpringerLink+1

4.2 Labour Market Structure and Demand for Skills
Education enhances human capital, but its benefits materialize
only when labour markets are able to absorb educated
workers. In economies where demand for skilled labour is
limited, or where there is mismatch between skills taught in
institutions and jobs available (education—occupation
mismatch), the returns to education decline. Recent evidence
from India shows significant heterogeneity among internal
migrants, with many facing job—education mismatch and
lower returns, undermining economic mobility for them.
arXiv
4.3 Intergenerational Persistence and Social
Reproduction
Studies suggest that children of better-educated and wealthier
parents tend to perform Dbetter educationally and
economically, perpetuating intergenerational advantage. This
is partly because educated parents invest more resources-both
in material support and in parenting/educational guidance-in
their children, leading to better educational outcomes and
better employment opportunities for the next generation. IZA
World of Labor+1
As a result, the potential of education as an equalizing force is
constrained by structural inequalities embedded in family
background, wealth, social networks, and access to
information. In many contexts, this leads to a reproduction of
inequality rather than its dissolution.

4.4 Rising Educational Supply and Wage Compression

Paradoxically, expansion of higher education can sometimes
lead to oversupply of educated workers, which, in absence of
commensurate demand, depresses wages and returns,
reducing the relative advantage of education. This
“compression effect’-when supply of educated labour
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outpaces demand-can blunt the capacity of education to
improve economic mobility. UNESCO UIS+1

Thus, while education remains necessary for mobility, it is not
sufficient — structural reforms, quality improvements, and
labour market dynamics must align to realize its full potential.

5. Policy Implications and Measures to Enhance
Education’s Role in Economic Mobility

Given the dual role of education as a potential engine of

mobility and as a mechanism that may reproduce inequality,

comprehensive and context-specific policy measures are
needed to ensure that education delivers equitable economic
outcomes. Some key recommendations include:

e Expand access to quality education across socio-
economic groups: Public investment should target
underserved areas, improve school infrastructure, recruit
and train qualified teachers, and ensure equitable
distribution of educational resources. This would help
reduce disparities in human capital formation across
different backgrounds.

e Focus on quality, not just quantity: Rather than merely
increasing enrollment rates or years of schooling, quality
of education-curriculum relevance, teacher quality,
practical skills, vocational training, critical thinking-
should be emphasised. This improves the real returns to
education and employability.

e Align education with labour market demand:
Education policy should be coordinated with labour
market strategies. Skill-based, vocational, and technical
training, along with soft skills and adaptability, should be
promoted to reduce mismatch and ensure better
employment outcomes.

e Support for disadvantaged or marginalized
households: Scholarships, subsidies, financial aid,
mentorship programs, and awareness campaigns can help
overcome financial and social barriers to education.
Interventions targeted at children from poor families or
marginalized castes can enhance intergenerational
mobility.

e Promote lifelong learning and continuing education:
With rapidly changing job markets, facilitating adult
education, reskilling, and upskilling can help individuals
adapt and maintain upward mobility.

e Monitor and evaluate educational outcomes and
inequality: Governments and researchers should
systematically monitor not only enrollment but also
outcomes-such as employment rates, income levels,
social mobility-and design policies based on empirical
evidence.

Conclusion

Education remains a powerful instrument for economic
mobility, enabling individuals to break through socio-
economic barriers, access better opportunities, and improve
living standards. Empirical evidence across countries shows
that higher educational attainment is associated with higher
income, improved employment prospects, and upward
intergenerational mobility. However, the effectiveness of
education as a lever for mobility critically depends on
structural conditions: equitable access to quality schooling,
matching labour market demand, and mitigating inherited
disadvantages.

While education can reduce poverty and promote inclusive
growth, it is not a magic bullet-educational expansion without
addressing inequalities in access, quality, and labour market
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absorption can sometimes reinforce economic stratification
rather than dismantle it. Therefore, comprehensive, equity-
oriented, and context-aware education and labour policies are
essential to harness the full potential of education for
economic mobility.

In sum, investing in education-both in quantity and quality-
remains necessary but must be complemented by broader
institutional and societal reforms. Only then can education
realize its promise of enabling individuals to climb the
economic ladder, and societies to become more just, dynamic,
and inclusive.
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