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5 

Equity and Employability as Individualist 
Public Goods 

Our fundamental mistake is to believe that greater social mobility is the 
desired goal and that increased equality of opportunity is the way to achieve 
it. In reality, neither is possible without greater equality of condition … We 
need to fnd ways of making people’s starting points much more similar. In 
a more equal society, not only would it be easier for those from relatively 
disadvantaged family backgrounds to get to university and to experience higher 
education to the full, it would also matter much less for any given individual’s 
future socioeconomic prospects whether they went to university or not. 

~ Vikki Boliver, Misplaced optimism: How Higher Education 
Reproduces Rather Tan Reduces Social Inequality, British 

Journal of Sociology of Education, 38 (3), 2017, p. 432 

Chapter 4 discussed the 1960s origins of the two policy narratives that have 
shaped the massifcation of higher education: equality of opportunity and 
human capital theory. Tey began in a time in the United States that unusually 
favoured social mobility through education. Tose conditions did not last. 
Places at the top of society flled up, income inequality increased, professional 
job creation slowed and the 1980s neoliberal revolution restored the political 
power of accumulated capital (Marginson, 2016a). But neoliberalism absorbed 
the meritocratic ideal, which legitimated market outcomes and governments 
carried forward the 1960s policy narratives. Equality of opportunity and 
human capital theory continued to be functional for ministers of education and 
university leaders, and they universalized a dream of educational merit as the 
pathway to the prizes of life that in reality only a few could achieve. 

As the neoliberal period evolved, educational participation in the Anglosphere 
kept growing and states and capital became more reluctant to carry the costs. 
Responsibilities for both outcomes and costs were increasingly devolved 
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downwards, to the student and the institution. ‘Responsibilisation’ is a fundamental 
tool of neoliberal governance (Rose, 1999). In higher education it was joined to 
revised policy discourses that continued the commitment to meritocracy but 
on the basis of a less ambitious social mission. Public good in higher education 
seemed to shrink. Te collective democratization of society in and through 
education, the dream of social opportunity and well-remunerated productivity 
for all, became narrowed down to solely individualized access and employability. 

* * * * * * * * * * 

Introduction: Individualized public goods 

Neoliberal policy frameworks in the Anglosphere have not abandoned all 
public good in higher education, but in the spirit of Samuelson (1954) the 
surviving public goods have been attenuated. Tey synchronize with the 
market economy and match its needs and forms. Neoliberal policy assumes 
methodological individualism, ‘a doctrine about explanation which asserts 
that all attempts to explain social (or individual) phenomena are to be rejected 
… unless they are couched wholly in terms of facts about individuals’ (Lukes, 
1973, p. 110). In this framework collective relations and collective public or 
common good as such are impossible. As the foundational neoliberal political 
leader, UK Prime Minister Margaret Tatcher (1987), stated in a Women’s 
Own interview: ‘Society? Tere is no such thing. Tere are individual men 
and women and there are families’. Hence in higher education policy, the two 
surviving public goods associated with student programmes – social equity 
as access and participation (the historical inheritor of equality of educational 
opportunity, a term still sometimes used) and the employability of graduates as 
human capital – take the form of individualized properties from which causal 
structural social relations have been largely rinsed out. 

Both of these attenuated public goods serve the market society that is imagined 
by neoliberalism. Social equity (fairness) in access to higher education becomes 
defned as the right of access to individualized pecuniary goods, which when 
universalized creates the optimum talent pool for the economy. Te potential 
for upward economic and social mobility on the basis of individual merit is still 
crucial to this kind of equity, but neoliberal policy imagines free scope for social 
mobility without challenging the underlying educational and social structures 
that actually block equal opportunity. Te language of widening participation 
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is still there, echoing 1940s welfare state universalism and 1960s equality of 
opportunity, but reforms to democratize the tiered education system are not. 

Meanwhile, investment in human capital, which was always a market-friendly 
idea, has been more explicitly individualized. Students fund their own investment 
in human capital rather than the state doing so on their behalf as in the 1960s. 
Te junction between higher education and the labour markets is meant to be 
secured by graduate employability. Tis subordinates the students-as-human-
capital to the external forces of the labour market. It also locks in and holds to 
account institutions as producers of employability by regulating them with 
external reference points including employer requirements, standardized training 
packages, and measures of graduate salary outcomes. Graduate salary data are 
used to measure and compare the employability ‘performance’ of institutions and 
disciplines. Government mobilizes market forces in higher education to discipline 
universities, which become remade as producers of compliant graduates for 
labour markets and for the corporations that dominate those labour markets. 

Unlike neoliberal equity, there is no hint of social justice lef in employability. 
Nor is it a fair measure of institutional performance in higher education. 
Education is not the only factor that determines graduate outcomes. But in 
employability-focused policies the shaping efects of social background on those 
outcomes, and the fuctuations of labour markets, are hidden. 

Tis chapter reviews these two neoliberal public goods. It discusses defnitions, 
extant research and recent policies in England, with some references to the 
United States, Australia and Europe. It also discusses the wider implications. 
Employability, which has gained growing prominence and seems to be at least 
partly displacing equity, has become the carrier of aggressive Anglo-American 
state interventions that are essentially orthogonal to learning and certifcation 
in disciplinary knowledge. Tis threatens to undo the academic core which has 
sustained higher education since its historical beginnings. 

Equity 

Social equity in education means fairness. At best, it is a keystone public good 
that makes other public goods possible – for example, when associated with 
openness in higher education, or the social responsibilities of institutions, 
or the expansion of individual and collective agency freedoms, or measured 
improvement in equal outcomes for people from disadvantaged backgrounds. 
Its meaning depends on the policy agendas in which it is set. 
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Mainstream equity policy in higher education has long been associated with 
two diferent goals seen as consistent with the meritocratic ideal. Te frst goal, 
equity as social inclusion in higher education, which is broadly, though not 
universally, agreed, has accompanied the ongoing expansion of enrolments (see 
Chapter 1). However, in tiered systems in which student places have unequal 
value, this raises the questions ‘access to what?’ and ‘by whom?’ Is an advance 
in the population’s levels of education in absolute terms also an advance in 
social equality in relative terms, within the population? Te second goal is 
equity as equal access of students from all social groups (e.g. by socio-economic 
origin, geographical region, gender, ethnicity/race, ableness) to educational 
opportunities and perhaps also equal access to labour markets afer education. 
In tiered systems, this poses the question of equal access of social groups to 
socially and academically elite institutions. In the UK this means Oxford and 
Cambridge, which have exceptional status, and other Russell Group universities. 
Elite university access ofers a readily comprehensible narrative of upward social 
mobility. It is the sharp end of equity debate in England (Boliver, 2013; 2015). 

In practice, the two goals are in partial tension. As higher education systems 
expand, it becomes more difcult to equalize social access in general and to 
elite institutions (Cantwell et al., 2018). Studies in both unequal United States 
and more equal Sweden show that when participation grows, new places are 
taken up disproportionately by the middle class (Arum et al., 2007; Belley and 
Lochner, 2007). As numbers increase, places in elite institutions do not expand 
in proportion. Entry to those elite institutions becomes more competitive, 
favouring families with superior fnancial, social and cultural resources with 
which to compete. Newly participating families tend to concentrate in lower-
tier institutions (Shavit et al., 2007). 

Higher education and social inequality 

Higher education is part of a larger circuit of social reproduction (Figure 5.1). 
What diference can education make to social outcomes? Does it have 
independent causal power? How much are social outcomes via education shaped 
by prior student family circumstances? 

Te question posed by ‘what can education itself do?’ is a many-sided problem 
that is subject to continuing research. A short answer is that education’s scope 
for causal power is a social fact, but it is ofen exaggerated. It is not universal and 
depends on the context: on the history, on the structural factors in play and on 
the imaginings and practices of agents. 
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Figure 5.1 Social reproduction of equality and inequality. 
Source: Author. 

At each stage in Figure 5.1, individual trajectories move within unequalizing 
processes: difering family income and wealth, geographic and cultural 
location, social networks, family and individual aspirations and agency; diverse 
institutions and opportunities inside educational structures; labour markets with 
tiered opportunities and careers of unequal value; diferentiated remuneration, 
status and social power at work; state policies of taxation and spending which 
can diferentiate between individuals and locations. State intervention can both 
reduce and enhance inequalities in other domains, like the labour markets. All 
of the balls are in the air and have gravitational efects on each other. 

To a varying degree in all societies, structures and processes in education 
replicate inherited inequalities and are colonized by social groups in their own 
interests (Marginson, 2016b; 2018a). ‘Socioeconomically advantaged actors 
secure for themselves and their children some degree of advantage wherever 
advantages are commonly possible’ (Lucas, 2001, p. 1652). School and higher 
educational systems are ofen stratifed between institutions, creating student 
trajectories of unequal value. Structural factors that diferentiate populations 
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include tracking and curricular diferentiation at school, university felds of 
study that have diferentiated value, tuition fee barriers and private tutoring 
outside class, and graduate labour markets with unequalizing entry points 
that are ofen partly closed. All of these structures provide opportunities and 
incentives for families with private resources to secure advantage by investing 
money, energy and time and by working social networks (Bingley et al., 2011; 
Corak, 2013, p. 93; Schindler et  al., 2024, especially p. 47). Te infuence of 
unequal family background, joined to education, persists well into graduate 
careers (Britton et al., 2016 – see Chapter 4. Inequalities in the graduate labour 
market are discussed below). 

Schindler et al. (2024) note that social mobility research fnds education to 
be the most important factor mediating inter-generational income mobility – 
the extent to which the incomes of children difer from their parents – but the 
mode and extent of education’s role vary by country and over time (pp. 45, 57). 
Its efects also vary within national populations. In a study of intergenerational 
social mobility in Denmark, Hjorth-Trolle and Landerso (2024) fnd that for 
children from low-income families, the key factor in mobility outcomes is 
whether parents are working, and for children from the top 5 per cent, the key 
factors are capital income and business contacts, while for children from the 
largest part of the distribution, which is in the middle, education appears to 
be the main factor in explaining mobility outcomes. Yet in the overall social 
shaping of incomes and wealth, workplace remuneration and the government 
tax and spend regime seem to be the primary infuences overall (OECD, 2014b). 
Tey are more important than education. However, higher education may play a 
larger role in the allocation of social status than of income. 

Arguably, higher education can both reduce and enhance the stratifcation and 
inequalities generated in the rest of Figure 5.1, especially family backgrounds. 
It depends on how education and society are confgured. Yet, overall, the role 
of higher education seems to be primarily reproductive. Tentatively, research 
literature suggests that in societies that are relatively ‘fat’ in terms of incomes, 
wealth and status, with a high degree of inter-generational income mobility, 
the education system operates on a relatively equal basis. Denmark, Norway 
and Finland make a determined efort to engineer greater equality by building 
high participation higher education with low stratifcation and universally high 
quality across all institutions in the national system. Even so, in those countries, 
at best education helps to keep social equality constant (Valimaa and Muhonen, 
2018). In unequal societies like the UK and more so the United States (Corak, 
2013; OECD, 2014b), higher education is likewise more steeply stratifed in costs, 
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value and outcomes. Arguably, societies fashion higher education in their own 
image, more than they pattern themselves through their education systems. Tis 
is not to say equal provision does not matter, or that higher education does not 
touch equality, only that higher education institutions acting alone are unable to 
transform social inequality in capitalist societies, as Vikki Boliver (2017) suggests. 

Yet it suits all governments to position higher education as more socially 
powerful than it is. It is easier for them to admonish universities for insufcient 
social mobility than to shif workplace remuneration or to raise taxes. Handing 
the responsibility for people’s trajectories to higher education not only absolves 
the government of that responsibility, it allows it to avoid confronting the 
structure of social inequalities by reducing the position of the economically 
powerful, which is the last thing that any neoliberal government wants to do. 
It is easier to talk up social mobility when someone else has to do it. Until 2021 
England strongly emphasized social mobility as an equity goal in higher education 
(Millward, 2022; Willetts, 2025). Tis reinforced the ideology of meritocracy, 
and responsibilization ensured that when higher education expansion failed 
to generate an uplif in mobility, then by defnition, elite barriers in higher 
education itself were to blame. 

Equity in England 

In most of the Anglosphere, including the United States, Canada, the UK 
and Ireland, ‘the efect of social background on educational achievement is 
comparatively high’, in levels of both credentials achieved and the learning that 
takes place (Boliver and Capsada-Munsech, 2024, p. 17). Social backgrounds are 
also routinely ignored. Educational achievement, a socially constructed quality, 
has been individualized. Returning it to social context can invite ferce resistance. 

In the UK, historically high inequality in access for students from ‘diferent 
class backgrounds’ persisted until the 1990s, declining only when the enrolment 
rate of students from advantaged backgrounds approached saturation (Boliver, 
2011). Over the same period, social inequalities in access to elite universities 
scarcely budged (Boliver, 2013), a pattern that has continued, as in many other 
countries. In a study of three successive birth cohorts in the UK, Bukodi and 
Goldthorpe (2016) fnd that with expansion, socio-economic diferences in 
the absolute level of educational achievement partly closed, but relative social 
diferences were stable. Families from afuent social backgrounds retained 
their comparative advantage in higher-level qualifcations (p. 11). Te long UK 
biases in favour of families with cultural capital, and families using high-fee 
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independent schools with three times the resources per student as state schools 
(Cheung and Egerton, 2007; Dorling, 2014), are well documented. Elite 
universities in the UK steepen inequalities by selecting students prior to fnal 
school results (Boliver et al., 2022); while in the United States, elite universities 
use both academic tests and indicators of extra-curricular achievement that are 
attuned to elite families (Rivera, 2015). In this manner, social and educational 
stratifcation come to map onto each other. Te resulting pattern of reproduction 
‘seriously compromise the in-theory potential of higher education to serve as a 
vehicle for mobility’ in relation to both access to higher education and graduate 
labour market outcomes (Boliver, 2017, p. 424). 

Like social and economic inequality in general, the pattern long predates 
neoliberal policy. What has changed in neoliberal UK, especially since the 
introduction of the full-fee market in 2012, is that neoliberal regulation has 
taken of the potential policy agenda the kind of large-scale social democratic 
structural reforms (e.g. universal student grants so no students have to work 
during study, closure of resource gaps between high and lower tier universities, 
resource strengthening of further education, alternate entry routes to university, 
quotas for equity entry at elite universities) that could modify the social pattern of 
inequality. Tis has moved the policy focus to aspirations, application behaviours, 
characteristics and measures of individuals at entry into higher education. Further, 
structural social inequalities in the graduate labour market are not discussed either. 

Boliver and Powell (2022) urge that ‘the traditional meritocratic equality 
of opportunity paradigm’ should be replaced by ‘the meritocratic equity of 
opportunity model of fairness, involving the assessment of prospective students’ 
qualifcations in the light of their socio-economic circumstances’ (p. 8). In entry 
into elite institutions, this means contextual admissions schemes, with reductions 
in the grades needed by applicants from specifed social groups (Boliver et al., 
2019; Boliver and Powell, 2022), and also foundation years and other support 
to facilitate the academic entry and survival of students from disadvantaged 
backgrounds. Contextual admissions means changing the agency and identity 
of individual students at the point of entry, in the name of making meritocracy 
work. As will now be described, for a moment in England this seemed almost 
possible, even in the neoliberal era. 

‘Social mobility action plan’. In 2004, the then UK Labour government 
established a £3000 tuition fee and balanced this act of marketization by 
emphasizing equity. A Director of Fair Access was created (Millward, 2022, 
pp. 11–2). Monies collected as tuition fees were partly earmarked for equity 
initiatives. Institutions were expected to generate widening participation plans. 
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For a long period, the main focus was on student bursaries (p. 20), but with 
tuition paid by income-contingent student loans, and no monies paid at the 
point of entry, bursaries had modest efects on the student mix. In 2018, the 
new Ofce for Students adopted a tougher ‘social mobility action plan’ (p. 23): 
‘Every individual in England should have the opportunity to build a good life 
for themselves and to reach their potential, regardless of their background’ 
(p. 24). 

High-prestige UK institutions traditionally used a narrow notion of academic 
merit based on past achievement rather than future academic potential, 
fostering ‘a defcit model of students from socio-economically disadvantaged 
backgrounds, misrecognizing them as lacking the ability to succeed at degree 
level’ (Boliver and Powell, 2022, p. 13). Tis created a potential collision between 
on one hand elite academic individualism, on the other hand the meritocratic 
individualism of neoliberal regulators. Perhaps, also, the UK government saw 
potential to gather populist credit in a confrontation with the elite universities. 
Te Director for Fair Access and Participation, Chris Millward (2022) was 
granted additional powers to set requirements of institutions, and priority 
was placed on the introduction of contextual admissions in ‘the highest tarif 
universities’ (p. 26). Boliver and Powell (2023) report that there was widespread 
interest in the use of contextual admissions, though Oxford, Cambridge and 
Imperial College London were unwilling to reduce entry requirements. 

Te UK policy of 2018–2021 was at the outer limit of equity policy in a 
neoliberal order. It reworked structural social factors as individualized indicators 
of disadvantage that articulated student progression up the ladder, akin to the 
use of DEI (diversity, equity and inclusion) indicators when hiring faculty. Te 
logic was that once all individuals had the full opportunity to shine, a rational 
distribution of merit could emerge. It was as far as neoliberal systems could go 
in acknowledging the structures of class and white supremacy, and it generated 
pushback from populist-conservative political forces, as in the United States. 

If contextual admissions, school outreach and academic help had been 
sustained at scale for long enough, the social composition of the elite UK 
sector might have altered. However, afer the 2019 election, the commitment 
to equity at entry faltered. In 2020, the long-standing national target of 
50 per cent participation in higher education was achieved, but in the same 
year, populist-conservatism gained the upper hand in the Conservative 
government. Ministers began to cast doubt on the wisdom of further growth 
and the use of equity indicators, though many more young people still wanted 
to enter (Willetts, 2025, p. 8). Amid talk of ‘low value courses’, in institutions 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 

100 Global Higher Education in Times of Upheaval 

serving poor regions where many graduates earning below average salaries, 
one government directive in 2021 stated that ‘encouraging more and more 
students onto courses which do not provide good graduate outcomes does 
not provide real social mobility and serves only to entrench inequality’ (cited 
in Millward, 2022, p. 31). Te institutions were responsible, not structural 
inequality. Millward’s appointment ended. Te Ofce for Students withdrew 
from the transformation of entry into the elite universities. Te meritocratic 
neoliberal crusade for upward social mobility was over. 

Employability 

Studies of what students want from higher education fnd that many have 
multiple agendas. A 2021 UK survey of 27,000 students, by the Universities 
and College Admissions Service (UCAS) and focused on the reasons for course 
choices, found that 74 per cent had chosen the subject ‘I enjoy the most’, 39 per 
cent chose ‘the subject I am best at’, while 54 per cent thought it would ‘give me 
good career prospects afer graduation’ (Willetts, 2025, p. 42). ‘Current debates 
tend to be framed as if students have a single relationship with their education’ in 
which they are consumers or not, state Ashwin et al. (2023). ‘However, students 
have a number of diferent relationships with their education’ (p. 2). 

Some students in the UK identify with a single mission of higher education; 
others have plural orientations. Some reject the student-as-consumer label. 
A larger group are consumers, and also more than that. Most student are 
concerned about work and career afer graduation though not all expect their 
studies to specifcally prepare them for work. An employability focus is ofen 
combined with immersion in learning or knowledges, and/or social activity and 
personal self-formation (e.g. see the studies by Tomlinson, 2017b; Nuseibeh, 
2022; Ashwin, 2024). Yet in the Anglo-American public policy space, and many 
universities, ‘employability’ is ofen presented as the dominant or sole mission 
of higher education, and employable graduates are seen as people who do what 
employers want, not what the graduates themselves want. 

Social structures and graduate labour markets 

Graduate labour markets are more than a space in which individual trajectories 
play out. Tey are subject to prior social shaping, and not as a level playing feld. 
As noted, social diferences in student backgrounds continue to shape unequal 
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outcomes through working life. ‘Working class graduates even from prestigious 
institutions and courses are less likely to step into a graduate level occupation 
than their socially advantaged peers’ (Boliver, 2017, pp. 424, 431). In elite 
banking, law and consulting in the United States, very few such graduates are 
interviewed (Rivera, 2015). Corak (2013) notes the study by Bingley et al. (2011) 
which identifes the ‘intergenerational transmission’ factor in the labour market, 
especially in high-income families (see also Chapter 4). 

Diferentiated social backgrounds interact with hierarchical educational 
structures and in turn with stratifed labour market structures (see Figure 5.1). 
In an eleven-country comparative study, Triventi (2013) fnds: ‘All else being 
equal, the higher is the stratifcation of higher education, the more important 
is the role of social background in the occupational attainment process’ (pp. 
48–9). Tis is also truer of systems where most graduates hold generic rather 
than vocationally specifc qualifcations (e.g. Borgen, 2015 on the United 
States and Norway; Di Stasio et  al., 2016), as do many UK graduates. Such 
systems enhance the role of signalling factors, including institutional and feld 
of study hierarchies. When education is a positional competition, ‘what is 
important for occupational returns is the relative position of individuals in 
the distribution of educational qualifcations and in a hypothetical job search 
queue’ (Triventi et al., 2016, p. 49). 

In stratifed academic/vocational systems like the Netherlands and Germany, 
much of the vocationally specifc learning takes place in formal education, 
strengthening its capacity to overcome inequalities in social background. 
In the United States and UK, more of the vocational learning takes place in 
labour markets (Schindler et al., 2024, p. 45). Tolen (2015) contrasts student 
experiences and perceptions in the UK and the Netherlands. For many Dutch 
students, with a clear vocational pathway, the transition to work is a personal 
trajectory. British students are conscious of ‘a relatively unregulated labour 
market and a competitive higher education system … they believe that journeys 
into the labour market are decided by external forces’ (pp. 773–4). In positional 
markets, opportunities are difuse, everyone is a competitor, and exclusivity 
and distinction matter. Students are ‘searching for external signals that defne 
what constitutes “an employable student”’, which changes (p. 774), adding to the 
ambiguities and anxieties of the transition from education to work. 

Te marketized pre-labour nature of Anglo-American higher education 
helps to explain why an abstract generic approach to employability has policy 
traction. It appears neutral in relation to university status and can calibrate the 
market of institutions: employability as a public good, congruent to and serving 




