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Education, as a social institution and cultural 

phenomenon, along with the transfer of socially significant 

experience to the new generation, is aimed at preserving the 

social structure of society, its specificity, and its 

uniqueness in each specific society. It also reproduces the 

system of channels for the movement of individuals and social 

groups. In addition, education is a factor ensuring a person’s 

social mobility. 

Social mobility is usually defined as a shift in an 

individual’s social status from one station to another. There 

exist several patterns of social mobility. We focus on two 

basic examples. Social mobility typically refers to 

horizontal mobility when the movement occurs from one position 

to another within the same social level – when an individual 

moves from one social group to another located at the same 

social level without a noticeable change between two equal 

social positions or occupations. Vertical mobility is the 

movement of individuals or groups from one socioeconomic level 

to another. This process goes along with a change in the 

social status of the individual. Vertical mobility exists 

both as upward – when an individual increases their status, 

and as downward – when their status decreases. In turn, both 

upward and downward mobility can be individual, when an 

individual moves to another social level, or group, when the 

status of the entire group to which the individual belongs 

changes. In addition, social mobility is of two types – 

mobility as a voluntary movement within the social hierarchy 

and mobility associated with structural changes caused, for 

example, by industrialization or demographic factors. 

Moreover, upward mobility is more associated with voluntary 

movement, while horizontal mobility is most often determined 

by external factors (Lipset & Bendix, 2018).  

Many Western researchers consider the economic factor to 
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be the dominant factor in social mobility in modern societies. 

Wealth and the level of income have become a generally 

accepted criterion for social success, social security, and 

the possibility of advancement to the highest ranks (Gibbon 

et al, 2022). Another main factor of social mobility is the 

profession, since in an industrial society, the development 

of advanced technologies gives impetus to new occupations 

that, on the one hand, require high qualifications and 

training and, on the other hand, are highly paid and 

prestigious. This trend results in the growth of achievement-

oriented mobility based on the need to improve the 

qualification level (Lipset & Bendix, 2018). 

When discussing how to smooth social inequality, we cannot 

help but mention the role of higher education as a factor in 

social mobility in modern society. Today, most experts 

studying the processes of inequality, stratification, and 

mobility agree that stratification systems significantly rely 

on factors such as power, income, and education. Greater 

educational opportunity is seen as both a route to economic 

success and a way of increasing social mobility (Thompson, 

2019). Securing a good education is widely seen as the key to 

improving an individual’s mobility chances, while governments 

pro-mote reforms of education as a means of equalizing 

opportunities for mobility among people from different social 

backgrounds (Breen & Müller, 2020). If we understand social 

stratification as the process of distributing individuals and 

status groups across social sectors, then mobility is the 

mechanism that ensures this distribution.  

The level of social development determines the mobility 

opportunities of higher education and their implementation 

because the totality of knowledge, skills, and various 

socially and personally significant qualities of an 

individual, their education and professional competence are 

of a social nature, and the social functions of education are 

carried out according to the features of each specific 

society. Modern society is interested in the most qualified 

specialists in critical positions. These positions require 

highly skilled training and corresponding individual 

characteristics, ultimately ensuring differentiated income 

and social status. Thus, higher education becomes one of the 

decisive factors of social stratification since: 

– globalization and the transfer of competitive relations 

from the sphere of financial, industrial, and military-

technical resources to the sphere of information technology 
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require a certain level of education and culture; 

– under the conditions of the transformation of society, 

education as an institution of socialization can ensure, 

firstly, the continuity of positive experience and, secondly, 

the formation of new corporate values necessary for the 

emerging social strata. 

By creating favorable conditions for those whose 

activities and general training meet the need to solve 

increasingly complex social and economic problems and, 

conversely, by hindering others, society regulates the 

direction of its development. In this context, education does 

not only perform selection but also integration since it can 

increase or decrease competitive changes of young people, 

thus regulating the level and degree of inequality. 

It is essential to have a fair and honest distribution of 

potential opportunities provided by society in education – 

opportunities to study, gain knowledge, and qualifications. 

Education, specialty, and qualifications are not only 

conceptual values but also instrumental ones – they are a way 

to achieve goals and capital for investing in a life career. 

Educational opportunities significantly contribute to social 

mobility and open up further access to other public goods. 

The education gained, the behavior and lifestyle acquired in 

the learning process, professional status, and the material 

rewards associated with it provide individual grounds for 

claiming a higher social position along with the prestige 

corresponding to this position. 

To enhance the role of higher as a factor of social 

mobility, decision-makers in the educational sphere should 

consider the following: the transition of higher education to 

a personality-oriented paradigm of education based on the 

principles of humanization and fundamentalisation; the 

harmonization of the essential functions of education 

including the reproduction and development of sociality and 

alignment the categories of the past, present and future; the 

impact of education on the formation of educational needs and 

creation of conditions for continuous education; the 

combination of opportunities of formal and informal 

education; the strengthening of the educational value; the 

understanding of education as the most critical condition 

that affects those social functions that correspond to the 

position of an individual in society; the use of the 

educational potential for creating a new elite of society, as 

well as optimizing its social functions. 
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As a part of social life and a factor determining the 

system of social mobility, higher education has significant 

mobility opportunities in ensuring human movements in the 

vertical and horizontal sections of social space. Higher 

education influences the mechanisms of social self-

determination and self-identification, thus initiating human 

social mobility. The mobility opportunities of higher 

education lie in the fact that education affects the formation 

of educational needs and knowledge, skills of self-

educational activity, and practice. Understanding the 

importance of higher education in ensuring social mobility 

makes it possible to assess the potential of education in 

terms of optimizing its impact on human activity in the 

present and future, as well as to determine the nature and 

extent of its effect on the development trends of society. 
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