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Importance of education in explaining health 
inequalities

WHAT is health?
'a state of complete physical, mental and social well-
being and not merely the absence of disease or 
infirmity’ (WHO definition)



SOCIAL CLASESS

I. Professional (for example accountant, doctor, 
lawyer) (5 per cent)*

II. Intermediate (for example manager, nurse, 
schoolteacher) (18 per cent)

IIIN. Skilled non-manual (for example clerical worker, 
secretary, shop assistant) (12 per cent)

IIIM. Skilled manual (for example bus driver, butcher, 
carpenter, coal face worker) (38 per cent)

IV. Partly skilled (for example agricultural worker, bus 
conductor, postman) (18 per cent)

V. Unskilled (for example cleaner, dock worker, 
labourer) (9 per cent).

Class inequalities in health: Black Report (UK, 1980) and the new paradigm  

This graph form Black Report highlights the significant 
health inequalities that existed across social classes in 
Britain during the 1970s, with lower social classes 
experiencing disproportionately higher rates of infant 
mortality compared to higher social classes.

https://sochealth.co.uk/national-health-service/public-health-and-wellbeing/poverty-and-inequality/the-black-report-1980/


Education in the rainbow model of health 
causation 

• Education is causally linked to work 
environment and unemployment. 
Higher educational attainment 
often leads to better employment 
opportunities, more stable jobs, and 
healthier work environments. 
Conversely, lower education levels 
may result in unemployment or 
poor working conditions, which can 
negatively impact health.

• Education can influence the 
formation and quality of social and 
community networks. Higher 
education may provide access to 
more supportive and health-
promoting social connections.



Determinants of health in the 
metaphor of the beginning of a 
river (towards the spring -
upstream), i.e. from the causes of 
the causes of health problems 
(upstream) to the problems of 
those already ill with access to 
health care (downstream)

Julia Lynch, Regimes of Inequality: The Political Economy of Health and Wealth, 2020

Health outcomes mean physical, psychological 
and social well-being and its distribution in 
society i.e. average level, distribution by e.g. 
education level, SES (inequality in health) 

EDUCATION INQUALITY

Education inequality in 
upstream and downstream 
social determinants of health

http://rszarf.ips.uw.edu.pl/ppwpl/lynch2020.pdf


Educational attainment (in terms of 
knowledge, skills and attitudes as measured 
by number of years of school and degree 
attainment) can influence health through a 
number of different pathways:
• health knowledge and coping efficacy, 
• working conditions, employment rights 

and income from work,
• sense of control over one's own life, 

social position and social ties

Exploring the social determinants of health: Education and health, 2011

If health is one of the key 
conditions for a long life of good 
quality, then education is 
important because of its 
multidimensional impact on health

Conclusion: what influences education, 
by increasing the quantity and quality 
of it, also improves health, and thus 
the length and quality of life

https://www.rwjf.org/content/dam/farm/reports/issue_briefs/2011/rwjf70447


Life course socioeconomic position and general and oral health in later life: Assessing the role of social 
causation and health selection pathways, 2023

Education as mediator in relationship between health and 
socio-economic position (SEP) in the life course 

„The association between socioeconomic position (SEP) 
and health may occur in two competing directions: 

• SEP may influence health, known as the social 
causation theory, 

• health may influence SEP, known as the health 
selection theory. 

THE SOCIAL CAUSATION THEORY 
states that people from higher SEP groups are exposed 
to more favorable social determinants of health, leading 
to better adult health; conversely people from lower SEP 
groups are exposed to more disadvantaged conditions 
increasing the disease risk in adulthood. 

THE HEALTH SELECTION THEORY 
states that health determines whether people move up 
or down through the socioeconomic hierarchy. The 
theory purports that healthier individuals move upwards 
while those less healthy move downwards”

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2352827322000052
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2352827322000052
https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/social-sciences/influencer
https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/social-sciences/social-determinant


Education of parents

Discrimination in education

Education attainment

• „how social groups can maintain their advantageous economic position over others. This can be through the attainment of credentials (often education 
certificates), discrimination (e.g. colour, gender bars for some jobs) or cultural indicators (i.e. habitus and distinction) to limit entry into different economic 
positions.”

• „processes of social closure in this model pertain particularly to the processes of credentialing and education which determine how people come to 
occupy different occupational positions and receive different income streams from employment”

Social class and its application 
to the study of health 
inequalities with links to 
education 

Social closure and opportunity hoarding: 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2352827318302258
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Direct Pathways that Originate in Early Conditions
„There is abundant empirical evidence showing that 
adverse environments during the fetal period, infancy, and 
early childhood increase the adult risk of chronic illnesses 
such as cancers, and metabolic and cardiovascular diseases 
(see pathway 1)”

Indirect Pathways that Originate in Early Conditions
„Early conditions may influence the acquisition of early skills and capabilities (paths 2, 3). Maternal behaviors right 
before and during pregnancy, fetal environments, conditions in infancy and early childhood, can affect processes 
of cell growth and specialization and, through them, have an impact on connectivity of brain tissue, on which the 
development of cognitive and non-cognitive capabilities depends. As a result, these early experiences may have a 
long reach. First… educational attainment strongly affects the allocation of individuals in social classes. It 
happens to be the case that early cognitive (and some non-cognitive) skills will partially determine adolescent 
cognitive skills (path 14), adult education and, through it, an individual’s social class (path 16)…..”A. Palloni et al. Early childhood origins of modern social class health 

disparities, in: Handbook of Health Inequalities Across the Life Course



An individual's physical and psychological makeup, such as genetics and life course, affect the determinants of health. Determinants of health are split into broad features of society (such as culture), environmental factors (such as the natural environment), socioeconomic characteristics (such as education), knowledge, attitudes and beliefs (such as health literacy), health behaviours (such as tobacco use), psychological factors (such as stress), safety factors (such as risk taking), and biomedical factors (such as birth weight). All of these factors interact to influence health.

EDUCATION 

Full model of social determinants of health and health inequalities

https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/australias-health/what-is-health


Education and economic inequality: general 
models and mechanisms



Education in the explanation of economic inequality 

Background Characteristics:
parents, siblings, local 
community, country

Individual Characteristics:
gender, ability, health

Investment in years and 
quality of schooling

Specific and general 
training in firms

Inequality in wages 
and incomes 

Employer Decisions

Employee Decisions

Education and skill formation process in schooling system and in the job training

Schooling system: 
from 0 years to 24

Training system: life-
long learning (LLL)

EDUCATION AND LLL POLICY

Parents decisions

Youth decisions

Skill-biased 
technical change

Labour market

Globalization 

Labour market instututions

Welfare state 
programs 

Other factors



„H indicates a heredity pathway. NF indicates a nonfinancial pathway. F indicates a financial pathway. λ is the estimated link 
between parental education and offspring’s educational attainment. γ is the estimated link between offspring’s educational 
attainment and the returns to education. ρλ and ργ refer to the correlation between these factors and income inequality”

„The link between parental 
education and offspring’s
earnings can be separated into 
two components: 
• the part working through 

offspring’s educational 
attainment (dashed arrows) 

• the part that is not (solid
gray arrows)”

One may view this as an 
extension of the Origin –
Education – Destination (OED) 
triangle that has a long 
tradition in social stratification 
research”

John Jerrim Lindsey Macmillan, Income Inequality, Intergenerational Mobility, and 
the Great Gatsby Curve: Is Education the Key?, Social Forces, 2015

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/279275658_Income_Inequality_Intergenerational_Mobility_and_the_Great_Gatsby_Curve_Is_Education_the_Key
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/279275658_Income_Inequality_Intergenerational_Mobility_and_the_Great_Gatsby_Curve_Is_Education_the_Key
https://europepmc.org/article/pmc/pmc4543307


Causal diagram explaining impact of childhood SES on 
educational outcomes and career success 

HIGH SOCIO-ECONOMC STATUS (SES) impact

• Children from high SES backgrounds may have better access to resources such as quality education, tutoring, and extra-curricular activities 
that can enhance their development. This could increase their chances of attending college and successfully meeting educational demands.

• These children may be more likely to develop conscientiousness earlier due to a supportive environment that values such traits e.g. early 
conscientiousness positively influences college admittance and success.

• Having high SES could provide a safety net, enabling children to take risks and pursue opportunities that could ultimately lead to career 
success. For instance, they might afford unpaid internships in competitive fields, something less accessible for those from lower SES 
backgrounds.

• High SES might buffer against certain stressors that could otherwise negatively impact educational attainment and career success.

Source for the chart

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/25152459221095823


https://read.oecd-ilibrary.org/education/improving-early-equity_6eff314c-en#page9


This article discusses the growing class differences in participation in 
extracurricular activities among American youth. Research shows that 
extracurricular activities help cultivate skills, connections, and 
knowledge that prepare children for lifelong success. However, while 
upper-middle-class students have become more active in school clubs 
and sports teams since the 1970s, working-class students have 
become increasingly disengaged, with participation rates plummeting 
in the 1990s and remaining low. This is largely due to rising costs, 
budget cuts, and the shift towards "pay-to-play" policies which put the 
burden of participation fees on families. The authors argue that cutting 
extracurricular activities or making them too costly robs 
disadvantaged children of opportunities for mentorship, developing 
important life skills, and avoiding risky behaviors, further exacerbating 
inequalities.

https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1056739.pdf


Education policy, schooling systems and its 
impact on education and economic inequality



OXFAM high hopes from 2019 report

https://oxfamilibrary.openrepository.com/bitstream/handle/10546/620863/bp-education-inequality-170919-en.pdf


Henry Levin cited in: RoutledgeFalmer reader of sociology of 

education, 2004, p. 170

Education policy phases model 
with external factors and 
context and pessimistic view 
about potential of schools

OXFAM high hopes vs expert 
pesimistic view:
„it is hardly a surprise to find 
that the schools have not 
represented a dominant force 
for reducing inequality in 
society, since the degree of 
inequality in a society is a 
direct consequence of the 
functioning of its economic 
and political institutions 
rather than its schools” Henry 
Levin, 1980

https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000076235


EQUAL OPPORTUNITY STRATEGIES aim to ensure more equal access to education by addressing obstacles on the 
"demand side" that are exogenous to the education system itself. These strategies are typically multidimensional and 
multidisciplinary, given the various causes of unequal opportunities, such as material, cultural, or social factors. Key 
examples include extending compulsory education to ensure a minimum level of participation, providing financial 
assistance to low-income families to overcome economic barriers, and offering integrated services (psychological, 
social, medical, etc.) to support disadvantaged pupils.

EQUAL TREATMENT STRATEGIES, on the other hand, focus on eliminating discriminatory behavior within the 
education system itself, on the "supply side." These strategies concentrate on what happens within the school or 
classroom, emphasizing the role of communication in addressing prejudices and discrimination. Examples include 
curricular reforms to make education more comprehensive and less selective, teacher training to help recognize and 
respond to exclusion, and improving communication between schools and parents/communities.

EQUAL OUTCOMES STRATEGIES go beyond equal treatment to proactively favor disadvantaged groups to 
compensate for inequality. They combine elements of the first two approaches but focus on outcomes rather than 
just access or treatment. These strategies are more targeted and remedial, aiming to equalize results. Key examples 
include educational priority policies that provide extra funds for schools with a high concentration of at-risk students 
and alternative curricula or second chance schools to help disadvantaged students gain qualifications.

Three types of strategies to reduce educational inequality

Ides Nicaise, Strategies to reduce educational inequality: a general framework, in: The Right to Learn: Educational 
strategies for socially excluded youth in Europe, 2000

http://rszarf.ips.uw.edu.pl/welfare-state/nicaise.pdf
http://rszarf.ips.uw.edu.pl/welfare-state/nicaise.pdf


More equal opportunities: examples from European countries
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More equal opportunities: examples from European countries cont.



More equal treatment: examples from European countries
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More equal treatment: examples from European countries cont.



More equal outcomes: examples from European countries
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How to close the education gap? The role of early childhood education

„Early equity is a lever that can transform 
overall equity within education systems. 
Achieving early equity, however, requires 
deliberate, at-scale action, before children 
arrive at school”

„Action on early equity requires a focus on children’s 
learning trajectories. In some education systems, this will 
mean acting beyond traditional institutional arrangements, 
such as schools. The role of families, for example, is a critical 
but often untapped resource for improving early equity”

„…this contribution highlights the importance of public childcare policies as an equalizer in society, especially in contexts in 
which an intervention is most needed, because expanding childcare fosters mothers’ labour market participation” Stefani Scherer 
et al. Equalizing or not? Public childcare and women’s labour market participation, 2023.

https://read.oecd-ilibrary.org/education/improving-early-equity_6eff314c-en#page7
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/09589287231183169
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/09589287231183169


Public policy impact on good life and its distribution through educational attainment

GOOD LIFE

Health

Happiness

Prosperity

EDUCATIONAL 
ATTAINMENT

1

2

3

Factors influencing 
educational 
attainment:
• Increase/decrease 

its average level 
and quality

• Increase/decrease 
its unequal 
distribution in 
society

• In the diagram, health, happiness and prosperity in life depend on educational attainment. In 
turn, the average level and distribution of these achievements in society depends on various 
factors. Some of these are influenced by public policy

• When the concept of health includes physical, mental and social well-being, then the 
dimensions of a good life from the diagram belong to health in a broad sense

PUBLIC POLICY
• Education policy
• Other public 

policies, e.g. health

Interests: political, 
economic

Ideas and values: 
e.g. freedom, 
equality and 

solidarity

Institutions: 
political and 

other



Tertiary education expansion and 
reproduction of inequality

„Higher education is often considered the ‘Great Equalizer’ in 
that economic origins matter less for adult outcomes among 
the subpopulation that finishes university; however, access to 
higher education is strongly stratified, and especially in 
contexts where the cost of attending university is high” Source

https://osf.io/tb3qz/


Trends in the share of tertiary-educated 25-34 year-olds (2000 and 2021)

In per cent

„Although some 
countries have achieved 
near universal upper 
secondary education 
among 25-34 year-olds,
across the OECD 14% of 
younger adults have 
still left school without 
an upper secondary 
qualification. Across
OECD countries, this 
rate is especially high in 
Costa Rica and Mexico 
(about 45%) but also in 
Colombia (25%),
Italy (23%), Spain (28%) 
and the Republic of 
Türkiye (36%)”

https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/docserver/3197152b-en.pdf?expires=1685378303&id=id&accname=guest&checksum=35E783DA62862323034638C1659C3C12


Share of women among adults with a bachelor's, master's, doctoral or equivalent degree, by
age group (2021)
In per cent



Relative earnings of 25-64 year-old adults, by educational attainment (2020) 
In per cent; full- and part-time workers; below upper secondary = 100



Two theses about how inequality is reproduced with expansion of education

MAXIMALLY MAINTAINED INEQUALITY (MMI)

• When a certain level of education (like high 
school or college graduation) becomes nearly 
universal in society, advantaged groups will 
then start to differentiate themselves by 
moving to the next higher level of 
education. 

• INEQUALITY MAINTENANCE: inequality is 
maintained as advantaged groups move to 
higher levels of education when lower levels 
become universal.

• POLICY IMPLICATION: expansion in 
education does not necessarily lead to 
educational equality among different social 
groups.

EFFECTIVELY MAINTAINED INEQUALITY (EMI)

• Even when educational attainment becomes 
nearly universal at a given level, educational 
inequality can still be maintained effectively 
by qualitative differences. 

• INEQUALITY MAINTENANCE: inequality is 
maintained not just by higher levels of 
attainment but also through differential access 
to quality within the same level of education 
e.g. attending better universities, taking more 
profitable university degrees. 

• POLICY IMPLICATION: addressing educational 
inequality requires not only expanding access 
but also improving the quality of education for 
disadvantaged groups.



The case of Poland and testing two theses in post-communist expansion of higher education

• „According to the analysis 
presented in this paper, the Polish 
case corroborates the EMI thesis.

• There is indeed evidence of a 
diversion of lower social origin 
students into less prestigious and 
lower quality educational 
programs offered mostly by the 
private tertiary education sector, 
which emerged and grew rapidly 
from the early 1990s”

Katarzyna Kopycka, Higher education expansion, system transformation, and social inequality. 
Social origin effects on tertiary education attainment in Poland for birth cohorts 1960 to 1988, 
Higher Education, 2020

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10734-020-00562-x
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10734-020-00562-x


Summary
1. The main goal of all policies is to bring people good life on average and with upward 

convergence (those with less good life catch up) i.e. reduction of inequality in good life

2. If multidimensional health is an essence of good life, it is important to understand
what is critical for average health and inequalities in health. One of the factors is 
educational attainment

3. There are several models of mechanisms leading form education to good life with 
inequality of socio-economic status as one of the key factors i.e. advantaged and 
disadvantaed children with different educational paths and outcomes

4. Education policy and its main product i.e. schooling and training system is a focus of 
public discussions as an inequality and poverty reduction strategy

5. There are three types of strategies to reduce educational inequality: more equal 
opportunities, treatment and outcomes, with many examples 

6. Expansion of tertiary education in the world is a fact, but its reducing impact on 
inequality may be less than expected, which is explained by two theses: Maximally 
Maintained Inequality and Effective Maintained Inequality (e.g. with some confirming 
evidence form Poland)



Appendix about education complexity and 
schooling systems



Education GPS Review education policies

„EDUCATION IS COMPLEX. 
Policies and practices, as 
well as inputs, processes 
and outcomes, stand in a 
dynamic relationship with 
each other. Explore how 
different topics can be 
related through a visual 
network of education 
policy”

https://gpseducation.oecd.org/revieweducationpolicies/#!node=&filter=all


„Equity in education means that 
personal or social circumstances 
such as gender, socio-economic 
status, migrant background, age, 
special needs, or place of 
residence, do not hinder the 
achievement of one's educational 
potential (fairness) and that all 
individuals reach at least a 
minimum level of skills (inclusion). 
Equity, defined in this way, does 
not imply that everyone should 
have the same results, nor does it 
imply teaching the same material 
or providing the same resources to 
all students.”

https://gpseducation.oecd.org/revieweducationpolicies/#!node=41746&filter=All
http://gpseducation.oecd.org/revieweducationpolicies/#!node=41749&filter=all
http://gpseducation.oecd.org/revieweducationpolicies/#!node=41749&filter=all
http://gpseducation.oecd.org/revieweducationpolicies/#!node=41750&filter=all
http://gpseducation.oecd.org/revieweducationpolicies/#!node=41757&filter=all
http://gpseducation.oecd.org/revieweducationpolicies/#!node=41705&filter=all


Schooling systems are complex: components for its comparative description

ISCED 
level Education level

0
Early childhood 
education

1 Primary education

2
Lower secondary 
education

3
Upper secondary 
education

4
Post-secondary non-
tertiary education

Tertiary education

5
Short-cycle tertiary 
education

6
Bachelor's or 
equivalent level

7
Master's or 
equivalent level

8
Doctoral or 
equivalent level

Source

https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/f63a55c9-2c95-11ec-bd8e-01aa75ed71a1/language-en/format-PDF/source-search


Numbers on this figure are form 
ISCED classification with more 
detailed picture for tertiary 
education, e.g. 666 means 
Bachelor’s or equivalent level,
orientation unspecified, Long first 
degree (more than 4 years) see 
source

ISCED 2011 potential educational 
pathways

http://uis.unesco.org/sites/default/files/documents/international-standard-classification-of-education-isced-2011-en.pdf
http://uis.unesco.org/sites/default/files/documents/international-standard-classification-of-education-isced-2011-en.pdf


Schooling systems differ between countries: two examples

Spain

Turkey

Source

https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/f63a55c9-2c95-11ec-bd8e-01aa75ed71a1/language-en/format-PDF/source-search
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