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CHAPTER 9

An Equality Paradox? The Northern 
European Case

Per Olaf Aamodt

Introduction

From an outsider perspective, the Nordic countries are probably regarded 
as similar to one another and unique compared to other regions. In par-
ticular, Nordic welfare states’ policies, which have aimed to reduce differ-
ences in living conditions in general and establish conditions for ‘education 
for all’, have seen the Nordic countries establish themselves as a world-
leading region in progress on equality and educational access. However, 
despite relatively low levels of inequality, comprehensive school systems, 
tuition-free education and generous economic student support, there is 
still a considerable degree of inequality in access to higher education. This 
apparent paradox is the topic of the present paper: how can we explain the 
limited success in achieving educational equality, even in what appear to be 
particularly promising conditions?
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The main purpose of the present paper is to focus on inequality in 
higher education in the Nordic countries. To do so, it is necessary to place 
these countries in a broader comparative context and to take a broad 
sweep of literature and prior research. The research results are based on 
different data and methodologies, and it is not possible to treat them in a 
strictly comparative way. In addition, most of the recent research is based 
on advanced statistical methods producing indicators which may be diffi-
cult to explain. Therefore, the paper mainly presents a narrative review of 
the results. Most research data come from single countries, but some com-
parative data exist. Only research covering Denmark, Finland, Norway 
and Sweden is included in the paper. Iceland is excluded since almost half 
of its students’ study abroad.

In this chapter, I will try to answer three main questions based on a 
review of international research:

	1.	 To what degree are the Nordic welfare states exceptional examples 
of equality in higher education?

	2.	 Is there a Nordic model with strong equality similarities between 
the countries?

	3.	 To what degree are the developments in the Nordic countries in line 
with the MMI and EMI theories?

In addressing the concept of ‘equality in education’ it is important to 
consider that this may be understood in several ways, as discussed by 
Amaral (this volume), and as is clear historically, with meanings shifting 
from: formal equality when education is no longer offered according to 
social status; resource equality, that is, entry into education should be inde-
pendent of family economy; and equality of results, implying the introduc-
tion of compensatory measures (Hernes, 1974; Hernes & Knudsen, 
1976). Today, formal equality exists more or less on a global level; mea-
sures for resource equality exist in most countries to a varying degree and 
in different forms, while equality of results is less developed. The term 
‘equality of opportunity’ is often used, but James Coleman, a leading soci-
ologist, finds the term misleading, ‘… because it suggests that equal edu-
cational opportunity, defined in something other than a purely formal 
(input) way, is achievable, while it is not. A proper formulation would use 
the term ‘reduction in inequality’ rather than ‘equality’ (Coleman, 1990).
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Why Study Inequality in Education?
Several supranational organisations have put equality in education on their 
agenda (Amaral, this volume), and educational inequality (especially by 
social class) has for many decades been a dominant topic of research. One 
obvious reason for this interest is that education is a positional good 
(Marginson, 1998) and important differences in living conditions 
(employment status, job satisfaction, income, political and organisational 
participation and health) are related to level of education. In their writings 
on social inequality in education in Sweden, Robert Erikson and Jan 
O. Jonsson list some other arguments against social inequality in educa-
tional enrolment (Erikson & Jonsson, 1993, 1996).

Their first argument is that social inequality in educational enrolment is 
socially ineffective, resulting in a waste of talent, hindering processes 
where the ‘right person ends up in the right place’. The rationale behind 
many of the school reforms in the Nordic countries since 1900 has gener-
ally been to increase the chances for the poor to be educated. The Human 
Capital theory, which was formulated around 1960 (Becker, 1964; Mincer, 
1962; Schultz, 1961), gave new momentum to the policy, as a way to bet-
ter utilize the talent reserves in the population; the same rationale under-
pinned many of the arguments for the expansion of higher education.

Unfairness, the second dominating argument against socially biased 
enrolment, is based on the premise that not everyone has the chance for 
an education according to her or his abilities. Class differences in educa-
tional attainment imply that children from different social classes do not 
have equal life-chances. Liberals and social democrats attacked the schools 
of the early twentieth century from this perspective, as drivers of the repro-
duction and maintenance of class divides, and several educational reforms 
have been motivated by this argument.

Social discord may result if children from different classes go to differ-
ent schools, leading to reinforced class differences. Additionally, some 
have argued that children who would be expected to cooperate in their 
later working lives should not start by being separated into different 
schools. This may also lead to a lack of social cohesion.

Lack of representativeness. Others argue that it might be problematic 
if all people with higher education, holding leading positions in society, 
are recruited from a narrow social elite. Important decisions should be 
made by people who are representative of the population. Such arguments 
are mainly raised today about the representation of women, as well as 
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various minority groups. These arguments have been important in the 
Nordic context, but are also relevant in a broader context.

The Nordic Context

The five Nordic countries are rather small, with populations of ca. 10 mil-
lion (Sweden), 5.8 million (Denmark), 5.5 million (Finland and Norway), 
and Iceland with less than 350,000. Together, the region has about 
27 million inhabitants.

The Nordic countries are usually characterised in terms of their high 
living conditions and high scores on international surveys of life satisfac-
tion (Ramstedt, 2009). From a comparative perspective, income differ-
ences measured by Gini-coefficients are still small (OECD, 2016). There 
are several similarities and commonalities between the Nordic countries, 
but also substantial differences. With the exception of Iceland, the Nordic 
countries are situated close to each other, but their geography and history 
is still highly diversified, differences which also are important for the econ-
omy and industry.

Denmark is a flat fertile country with highly developed agriculture, 
Finland is dominated by forests, Norway is dominated by its long coastline 
and fjords and mountains and Iceland is dominated by arid volcanic fields 
as well as a long coastline. Sweden has the strongest industrial history 
based on iron, but industrial development has also been strong in 
Denmark, Finland and Norway. Fishery, and more recently fish-farming, is 
important in Iceland and Norway, and both these countries have strong 
energy resources from thermal and hydropower respectively. During the 
last 50 years, Norway in particular has had considerable income from oil 
and gas production (Fig. 9.1).

There is a range of similarities between these countries in terms of his-
tory, culture and political systems, and they have developed a close coop-
eration since 1945. But there are also significant differences. These 
variations in histories have complex influences on one of the central ‘mis-
sions’ of nation-states: the development and reform of a national educa-
tion system. Denmark, Norway, Sweden and Iceland have been connected 
historically and culturally, and they belong to the same language family. 
People in Denmark, Norway and Sweden can easily communicate. Finland, 
on the other hand, has a very different language, but also has a Swedish-
speaking minority. There are also significant historical differences.
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Denmark and Sweden have been independent monarchies since the 
middle ages, while Norway became independent from Denmark in 1814 
and from Sweden in 1905. Iceland got its independence from Denmark in 
just 1944. Finland has had a turbulent history, alternatively occupied by 
Sweden and Russia, before being granted independence from Russia in 
1917. Denmark, Finland and Norway were strongly affected by World 
War II, and had to start rebuilding their economy post-1945. In recent 
years, the five countries have chosen different paths in European coopera-
tion: Finland, Denmark and Sweden are EU-members; Iceland and 
Norway are not.

During the nineteenth and twentieth century the Nordic countries 
developed their democracy and, in the post-war period, they have had a 
strong economic development. Denmark, Sweden and Norway were long 
dominated by social democratic governments, and all five countries 

Fig. 9.1  Map of the Nordic countries
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developed welfare state systems. The welfare state model in the Nordic 
countries is important for understanding the development of their educa-
tional systems. Among others, Esping-Andersen (1990) distinguishes 
between three different welfare state systems: the liberal model (e.g., 
USA, Canada, Australia), characterised by targeted contributions to low-
income groups, and provision of typical welfare services via private actors; 
the conservative model (e.g., Austria, Germany, France and Italy), with 
typically less emphasis on market mechanisms than the liberal model, and 
marginal elements of distribution mechanisms based around traditional 
family patterns; and the social democratic model (the Nordic countries), 
characterised by redistribution policies and universalistic contribution 
mechanisms. The retention and ongoing development of relatively robust, 
universalistic welfare state policies has been widely argued to mark the 
Nordic region as something of an outlier from other European countries 
or Western democracies globally.

As in most other countries, higher education has expanded significantly 
in the Nordic countries, and student numbers are 20–25 times higher 
today than in 1950. There have been two large phases of expansion, the 
first in the 1960s, and the second in the 1990s and early 2000s. The first 
wave of expansion took place in a period of extended, stable economic 
growth and increasing demand for more skilled manpower, as well as of 
demographic growth due to the post-war baby-boom. The second expan-
sion occurred in a time of economic stagnation (Börjesson et al., 2014) 
and started earlier in Sweden than in the other countries. Due to its small 
population, Iceland has not been able to offer higher education for all, 
despite rising demand, so almost half of its students study abroad.

Educational Policies in the Nordic Countries

From the mid-nineteenth century, the school systems were reformed in 
the Nordic countries (Norway—Tønnesen, 2011), (Denmark—Gjerløff 
& Faye Jacobsen, 2014) (Sweden—Erikson & Jonsson, 1996); these 
waves of reforms continued for almost 100 years. The reforms had their 
origin in the modernisation and democratisation of society (Tønnesen, 
2011) and were also based on the idea that it was unfair that a person’s life 
chances should be dependent on the status of the family he/she was born 
into (Erikson & Jonsson, 1996). During these reforms, parallel school 
systems, with different schools for rich and poor, were gradually replaced 
by a comprehensive school. The last major reforms in compulsory 
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schooling took place in the 1950s–1960s when lower secondary educa-
tion was included in the nine years of compulsory schooling, and hence 
abolished the selection between primary and lower schooling. Continuous 
reforms of the Nordic school system, over more than 150 years, gradually 
widened the entry into higher education, but did not lead to any immedi-
ate expansion in higher education enrolment. The school reforms were 
nevertheless an important prerequisite for the expansion of higher educa-
tion that would start after World War II.

Educational policy in the Nordic countries is closely connected to the 
social democratic welfare state policy. Most schools and tertiary education 
institutions are public and, as in Germany, there are no or very low tuition 
fees in higher education. Unlike most other countries, the introduction of 
tuition fees in tertiary education is not even part of the political agenda at 
the moment. Equality arguments in the Nordic countries are still robust 
and widely accepted: fees are seen as unfair, leading to social differences in 
higher education attendance. In many other countries, such arguments 
have been inverted: it is socially unfair that families with ordinary incomes 
should contribute to pay for higher education, when the majority of its 
students come from well-off families, and the same students can look for-
ward to high incomes after graduation. This debate in itself reveals a great 
deal about how complex and contested the notions of ‘fairness’, ‘justice’ 
and ‘equality’ become when they are used to support reforms and inter-
ventions in higher education systems.

In addition to tuition-free higher education, prior to 1950 the Nordic 
countries established state-run student support systems. Student support 
in the Nordic countries is offered through a combination of loans and 
grants and is intended to make students independent of family income. 
Student support varies among the Nordic countries both in the balance 
between loans and grants and in other regulations, but all of them support 
students economically during their studies, and also provide incentives or 
impose restrictions that encourage students to complete their studies 
without significant delay. Danish student support has the highest propor-
tion given as grants and is therefore considered to be the most favourable 
for students, but all the systems can be characterised as generous from a 
global perspective.

It is easy to see how the Nordic model of education is closely linked to 
the social democratic welfare state model in being universal (not needs-
based). Students are regarded as independent individuals, and financial 
support is given directly to the student. The student’s family is not 
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expected to contribute, as is the case in countries with a conservative wel-
fare model. A comparative study covering the Czech Republic, England, 
Germany, the Netherlands, Norway, and Spain shows that while England, 
Spain and Norway allocate all financial support directly to students, 
Germany and the Czech Republic allocate a substantial part to their par-
ents (Schwarzenberger & Opheim, 2009), which is in line with the con-
servative welfare state model. In Germany, for example, only some students 
receive direct financial support, which is dependent on their parents’ 
income. A high proportion of Norwegian students live away from home, 
and they fund a larger proportion of their cost of living from paid work 
during their studies. The total public share of support to Norwegian stu-
dents is therefore not especially high. The universalistic principle of the 
Norwegian model is also illustrated by the absence of means-testing: sup-
port does not vary according to social background. This is a major con-
trast to England, where most of the economic support is allocated to 
students from low and medium income backgrounds.

This is not to say the higher education systems in the Nordic countries 
are essentially the same. They differ from one another and have changed 
over time, in particular in how the HE sector is structured and the pres-
ence of binary divides or other ways of distinguishing academic and voca-
tionally oriented higher education. In Denmark, higher education is 
carried out in business academies (offering short-cycle programmes), uni-
versity colleges (offering medium-cycle programmes) and universities 
(offering long-cycle programmes). In Finland, there are 13 universities 
and 23 universities of applied sciences in the Ministry of Education and 
Culture sector. Higher education institutions are mainly multi-field insti-
tutions. In Norway, higher education was organised in a relatively clear 
binary model (universities and university colleges) until the mid-1990s. 
After several reforms, upgrades and mergers, there are now 10 universities 
(enrolling two thirds of all students) and six specialised universities (enroll-
ing the rest). The university sector has changed from four ‘traditional’ 
universities to more hybrid institutions. There are only five university col-
leges remaining, of which two can be expected to be awarded university 
status within a few years. In Sweden, the majority of higher education and 
research is carried out at the 14 state universities and 17 state university 
colleges. First and second cycle (undergraduate) education is given at an 
equivalent level at university colleges and universities.
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Analytic Approach

For a long time, it was expected that the expansion of higher education 
would level out social inequalities in access and outcomes. However, the 
research presented in this paper shows that this substantial expansion has 
only led to marginal equalisation. This confounding pattern must be con-
sidered if we continue to aim for, and reform in the name of, greater 
equality. Boudon (1974) expected that once higher education attendance 
reached a certain high level among the upper classes and the attendance of 
lower classes continued to increase, inequality would be reduced. As pre-
sented in Amaral (this volume), Raftery and Hout (1993) introduced the 
theory of ‘maximally maintained inequality’ (MMI), which hypothesises 
that the gap between the participation rates of the upper and lower classes 
will only diminish when the participation rate in the upper classes 
approaches saturation. Lucas (2001) elaborated this further into ‘effec-
tively maintained inequality’ (EMI), distinguishing between institutions 
and study programmes, stating that privileged groups will seek out specific 
prestigious study options once the advantages of reaching a certain level 
no longer apply.

The MMI and the EMI models are good illustrations of the patterns of 
inequality, but do not really explain how these patterns are shaped by indi-
vidual preferences and acts, as well as contextual factors. Inequalities in 
higher education have their origins in earlier stages in the educational sys-
tem as well as the entrance points to higher education (Baptista, Sin and 
Tavares [this volume]). Efforts to unpack and map the multiple factors for 
inequality have proliferated. Mare (1980, 1981) launched a model of tran-
sition points in the educational career. Boudon (1974) introduced the 
concepts of ‘primary effects’ and ‘secondary effects’. Primary effects (also 
termed ability-effects) describe the linear relation between parental social 
status and children’s measured ability, as well as school grades, whether 
based on genetic or socio-cultural factors. In most social research, the 
genetic factor is not denied, but few attempts are made to distinguish 
between what are inherited personal abilities, and what are the results of 
the influence of the family or school.

Secondary effects (or choice-effects) are active when students from dif-
ferent social classes make different educational choices, even when their 
school achievement is at the same level (Aamodt, 1982; Erikson & 
Jonsson, 1996; Hernes & Knudsen, 1976; Jackson et al., 2007). At each 
transition point in the educational system, when students have to make a 
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choice, whether to continue or not, or to enter academic or vocational 
tracks, these secondary effects tend to lead children from different social 
origins to make different choices. The transitions between levels in educa-
tional systems are also affected by intake regulations, usually based on 
grades as well as the strength of competition among applicants. Both the 
choices made and the selection mechanisms in place lead to increasingly 
social-biased enrolment patterns at each step. Jackson et al. (2007), based 
on a study of transitions into A-level courses in England and Wales, con-
clude that it is a serious error to ignore Boudon’s distinction between 
primary and secondary effects.

These primary and secondary effects are well-illustrated by recent 
Norwegian data (Hansen, 2019): Among pupils with the best grades, 
almost all continue to academic upper secondary education, regardless of 
family background. Among those who get the lowest grades, a consider-
able proportion of students from the upper classes continue, but almost 
none from the lower classes. And among students with average grades, 90 
per cent of students from the higher classes continue to academic upper 
secondary education, but only 50 per cent from the lower classes. Students 
from lower classes tend to choose vocational upper secondary schooling. 
Furthermore, students from upper classes have a higher chance of com-
pleting and getting better grades in upper secondary education, and also 
in the transition from upper secondary to tertiary education. The totality 
of these many decisions and selection patterns combine to result in the 
remarkable persistence of tendencies for family background (class) to 
shape how far, and where, individuals in any given educational system 
eventually end up.

It should be added that selection in the education system is not unin-
tended or an anomaly. One of the roles of the school system is to contrib-
ute to the allocation of the young generations into different occupations 
based on merit rather than on inheritance. This role, where schools are 
understood as creating and potentially recreating social structures in vari-
ous ways, again underpins the centrality of debates about what educational 
equality is and how far it can or should be achieved. A range of theories 
has been developed to clarify this role of schools and explain why there are 
socially based inequalities in education. Boudon (1974) divided these the-
ories into three categories: value theory, culture theory and social position 
theory. The presentation of these theories is partly based on Helland (2004).

The value theory was developed in the 1950s and is based on the assump-
tion that social differences in education arise because youth from different 
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classes value education differently and that youth form lower classes act 
against their individual interests. Boudon (1974) rejects the value theory 
since value-based actions are traditional and not purpose-rationale. 
However, Grøgaard (1997) finds evidence for class-specific values that 
guide educational choices.

The culture theory is mainly focused on differences in school achieve-
ment which are thought to be related to cultural differences. Bernstein 
(1969) stated that children from upper classes acquire a more advanced 
language which is favourable within the school. The cultural theory of 
Pierre Bourdieu (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990) describes the mechanisms 
behind social reproduction using the concepts habitus and cultural capi-
tal. The upper classes have acquired both a certain habitus and cultural 
capital which is favourable for succeeding in the educational system.

The social position theory (Boudon, 1974) is often seen as an opposition 
to Bourdieu’s theories. It suggests that choices made in education are 
based on relativistic comparisons between costs and benefits of education 
and education aspiration and ambitions which are assessed from the per-
spective of one’s social position; this explains, among other things, the 
tendency for young people to aim for at least as much education as their 
parents. According to Boudon (1974), the culture theory may contribute 
to the understanding of the primary mechanisms that lead school achieve-
ment to differ between social classes, while the social position theory may 
explain the secondary effects. The social position theory was later devel-
oped towards a pure theory of rational choices, leaving out cultural ele-
ments for example, by Goldthorpe and Breen (2000). One of the important 
concepts within this theory is risk aversion: the concern about downward 
social mobility is stronger among youth from higher classes than is the 
wish for upward mobility among lower classes.

All of these theories may contribute to the understanding of inequality, 
but it is difficult to accept that transitions in education are not based on 
some sort of rationality, even if this is limited due to a lack of information 
about future consequences (Elster, 1989). The title of Diego Gambetta’s 
book (1987) Were They Pushed or Did They Jump? is illustrative of the 
dilemma around rational choice interpretations of school selection and 
transitions.

Erikson and Jonsson (1996, p.  55) sum up explanations of social 
inequality in education as follows:
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	1.	 Academic performance is better among children from higher social 
classes (genetic or culture)

	2.	 Actual educational costs are higher for lower classes, primarily affect-
ing transitions to higher education

	3.	 Actual probabilities of success (at a given achievement level) are 
higher, the higher the parents’ education, help and support 
during school

	4.	 Perceived benefits of education are greater for children from higher 
classes, because the negative value they place on downward mobility 
outweighs the positive value of the corresponding social ascent for 
children from lower classes

	5.	 Perceived probabilities of success are lower for children from lower 
classes at the earliest educational choice

Of these points, Erikson and Jonsson regard the first to be the most 
important.

The possible explanations for inequality in higher education presented 
above have their focus on individual ability and actions, but these do not 
operate in a vacuum, but depend on educational systems, national policies 
on education and, in general, on economy and class structure. The differ-
ent welfare state models presented above can be related to funding models 
of higher education and student support models. The higher education 
model in the Nordic countries differs considerably from most other 
European countries and the US, being free of tuition and offering gener-
ous public student support. In addition, there is less of a difference in 
prestige between higher education institutions in the Nordic countries.

Higher Education in the Nordic Countries 
from a Comparative Perspective

Comparing enrolment trends and patterns between countries is compli-
cated, partly due to the lack of genuinely comparative data, but also as the 
topic may be approached and understood in several ways. It also raises new 
questions: Which countries should be compared, and which educational 
levels should be included? Are we looking at enrolment patterns in a spe-
cific period or trends over time? How can we make sense of changes in 
educational access and attainment when social structures and stratification 
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are changing, too? How do we account for changes in higher education 
systems when we look at these trends?

We will first present a small (but important) sample of comparative 
research. In these comparisons, Sweden is the only Nordic country repre-
sented. As one of the first comparative projects in this field, the book by 
Shavit and Blossfeld (1993) has long been a point of reference. The book 
is based on comparative data from 13 countries: USA, the Federal Republic 
of Germany, the Netherlands, Sweden, England/Wales, Italy, Switzerland, 
Taiwan, Japan, Poland, Hungary, Czechoslovakia and Israel. In all coun-
tries, except Taiwan, Japan, and England/Wales the data included both 
women and men. In all countries, cohorts over a long time span were 
studied, comprising those born from around 1900 until the 1960s. The 
book does not focus specifically on higher education, as transitions 
between all major levels were studied.

Some of the main conclusions in the book are:

•	 In all thirteen countries there was a marked educational expansion 
during the observed period.

•	 In Sweden and the Netherlands there was a clear overall decline in 
the effect of social background, while the expansion did not lead to 
equalisation in the other countries.

•	 The effect of social origin was strong at the beginning of the educa-
tional career and declined for later transitions.

•	 In the countries where data were available for both men and women, 
there was a marked reduction in gender differences.

•	 The impact of educational reforms on educational stratification 
seemed to be negligible.

Following the book from Shavit and Blossfeld (1993), a large number 
of articles and books were published which responded to these claims. 
Some of these contributions contested the conclusions of Shavit and 
Blossfeld, based on more recent data and more sophisticated statistical 
methods (Breen et al., 2009; Breen & Jonsson, 2005). Arum et al. (2007) 
also conducted a comparative study, mainly directed at higher education, 
covering many more countries than Shavit and Blossfeld (1993). They 
found that in four countries (Japan, Korea, Taiwan and Sweden) inequal-
ity in the eligibility for higher education had declined, and in Italy and 
Israel the inequalities in the transition from secondary to tertiary 

9  AN EQUALITY PARADOX? THE NORTHERN EUROPEAN CASE 



208

education had declined. In the rest of the countries, inequality was more 
or less stable or even increasing.

Breen et  al. (2009) found that, in general, inequality had declined 
between 1950 and 1975 and, at the same time, the disadvantaged classes 
tended to shrink. Furthermore, they found that the transition from pri-
mary to secondary education had been equalised and, since the inequali-
ties in transition from secondary to tertiary education remained unchanged, 
enrolment to tertiary education had become more equal.

Inequality in the Nordic Countries

Studies in educational inequality have a long history in the Nordic coun-
tries, especially in Sweden, where Gunnar Boalt (1947) was a pioneer, 
using survey data. After 1970, all Nordic countries developed population 
register statistics which increased research possibilities significantly, since 
transitions over educational careers could be followed for entire cohorts.

Erikson and Jonsson (1996), in their conclusions, stated that changes 
in educational inequalities were difficult to analyse and that results for 
Sweden may be interpreted in different directions. But they concluded 
that equalisation in Sweden, after all, had been quite substantial. 
Inequalities decreased between 1930 and 1970, while the pattern was 
stable before and after this period. In a more recent study, Jonsson and 
Erikson (2007) concluded that there was little evidence to support tertiary 
education expansion as an effective means for educational equalisation. In 
certain conditions, if expansion is combined with lowering very high 
admission requirements, some degree of equalisation may occur. 
Additionally, expanding tertiary education by establishing new institutions 
with lower academic status may lead to equalisation, but also to increasing 
stratification within the tertiary sector.

Finnish data covering higher education enrolment from 1970 to 2000 
(Kivinen et al., 2007) indicates a development towards decreasing inequal-
ities in Finland. The odds ratio for differences in participation in university 
education between those from academic and non-academic families shrank 
from 19 to 8, and this reduction is stronger for men than women. During 
these three decades, Finnish higher education was transformed from an 
elite system into a mass system. At the start of this period, the system 
favoured males with background in academic families, whereas today 
women are in the majority and the effect of family background has 
weakened.
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Based on register data from Statistics Norway for the cohorts born 
from 1951 to 1960, Aamodt (1982) analysed transitions after compulsory 
schooling and enrolment in higher education in 1974 and 1978. 
Comparisons were also made with previous Norwegian research (Vangsnes, 
1967) covering the period from 1951 to 1963. The analyses showed that 
there had been a strong expansion in the numbers of students eligible for 
entry into higher education by completing the academic track in upper 
secondary education (matriculation examination). Comparisons between 
socioeconomic groups based on the father’s occupation showed that in 
the social group ‘superior employees, professionals and teachers’, the per-
centage completing academic upper secondary education increased from 
47.9 to 62.1 during the analysed period between 1951 and 1978, while in 
the social group ‘workers and foremen’ the percentage increased from 3.5 
to 20.8. In other words, differences were considerably reduced.

Transition to university from the academic upper secondary education 
five years after graduation could only be observed for the 1951 to the 
1974 cohort. The differences between social groups in this transition were 
considerably smaller than in the matriculation examination completion 
mentioned above. In the 1974 school leaving cohort the percentages were 
54.0 and 34.3 for the two social groups, ‘superior employees, profession-
als and teachers’ and ‘workers and foremen’ respectively. This shows that 
most of the social inequality in university enrolment was established 
already before students left upper secondary education. But while recruit-
ment to academic upper secondary education became less socially biased 
during the observed period, the differences increased in the transition to 
university. In the social group ‘workers and foremen’ the percentage 
increased from 30.9  in the 1951-cohort to 34.3  in the 1974-cohort, 
whereas the increase was from 43.9 to 54.0 in the social group ‘superior 
employees, professionals and teachers’. In other words, there are indica-
tions that during the massification of education, selection moves up 
one level.

Enrolment in the non-university sector is less socially biased than enrol-
ment in universities. Measuring family effect by father’s education, 32.2 
per cent of the relevant age group having fathers with a university degree 
were enrolled in a university in 1975, against 2.5 per cent if the father had 
only compulsory education. In the non-university sector, the figures were 
9.6 and 3.0, respectively.

In the early 1990s, Norway experienced a strong increase in applicants 
and stronger competition for entry into higher education due to high 
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youth unemployment, and it was a concern that this would lead to increas-
ing social inequality. A study based on register data for 1980 and 1990 
showed that this was not the case; on the contrary, inequality had decreased 
in higher education as a whole, especially in the non-university sector, 
while the enrolment pattern in universities had been stable (Knudsen 
et al., 1993).

Like Knudsen et al. (1993), Hansen (1999) showed an increasing social 
segmentation between different tracks in Norwegian higher education. In 
her study, based on register data for the age cohorts born between 1962 
and 1973, she made a distinction between university colleges offering 
mainly short vocational education (e.g., nursing, teaching, undergraduate 
engineering), open university programmes, and selective elite university 
programmes (law, medicine, dentistry, veterinary medicine, graduate engi-
neering, business administration and architecture). While the two first 
options had expanded considerably in the studied period, the third had a 
more stable enrolment. As expected, enrolment differences by social class 
had been reduced in the university college sector, but the expansion of the 
open university programmes had not led to any trends towards equalisa-
tion. And finally, the strong social differences in enrolment of the elite 
programmes had continued. Family income had an additional effect on 
enrolment probabilities and was strongest for the choice of elite education.

More recent results are presented in Fig. 9.2 which shows the percent-
age of 19–24 year olds enrolled in higher education, by parents’ educa-
tional level. While the participation rate among those who have parents 
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with more than four years of higher education is more or less stable from 
1992 to 2018, the participation rate among those whose parents have only 
compulsory education more than doubled, from 7 to 19 per cent. The 
ratios between the two groups have decreased from 8:1 to 3:1, indicating 
a clear trend towards decreasing inequality, but still the difference is large. 
From 1992 to 2018, the percentage of the parents’ generation 
(40–49 years) with higher education in total increased from 23 to 44 per 
cent, while those with only compulsory schooling went down from 25 to 
16 per cent.

Recently, Thomsen (2015) conducted a study based on register data 
from Denmark on educational status for the entire population aged 25 for 
each year from 1984 to 2010. He used information about parents’ highest 
education level and income to measure cultural and economic capital 
respectively. He furthermore classified Danish higher education pro-
grammes into four types: selective liberal arts university programmes, 
selective applied university programmes, non-selective liberal arts univer-
sity programmes and non-selective applied university programmes. During 
the period from 1984 to 2010, higher education expanded significantly, 
and attendance rates increased for almost all groups and study pro-
grammes. In 1984 sons of higher educated parents were about four times 
more likely to attend higher education than sons of lower educated par-
ents were, and in 2010, this ratio had fallen to 3:1. The corresponding 
ratio for daughters was lower in the whole period and only 2:1 in 2010. 
While participation rates have become more equal between sons and 
daughters of parents with high or low education, there is a slight tendency 
towards the opposite development when comparing family income. 
Thomsen concludes that when looking at access to higher education in 
general, culturally privileged groups (children with higher-educated par-
ents) have not maintained their relative advantage. Inequality has, how-
ever, been maintained by the economically privileged groups, but the level 
of inequality is much lower. Furthermore, Thomsen (2015) found clear 
disparities in participation ratios in different types of programmes; inequal-
ity was strongest in access to selective liberal arts programmes, where stu-
dents with higher-educated parents had 8–9 times higher attendance rates 
than students with lower-educated parents. And while the non-selective 
programmes moved towards less inequality from 1984 to 2010, inequality 
in the access to the selective liberal arts programmes was still high, and 
even slightly increasing. These findings support those of Hansen (1999) 
arguing that expansion has led to reduced inequality in higher education 

9  AN EQUALITY PARADOX? THE NORTHERN EUROPEAN CASE 



212

as a whole, due to the channelling of students from lower-educated fami-
lies towards less prestigious programmes.

In the comparative research contributions presented in the previous 
section, Sweden is alone in representing the Nordic countries. A Nordic 
model has often been taken for granted, with similar enrolment patterns 
as well as levels of educational inequalities. To represent the ‘Nordic 
model’, Sweden has almost exclusively been used as a proxy for the Nordic 
countries. Furthermore, it has proven to be difficult to make comparisons 
between the Nordic countries based on previous national studies because 
of differences in time periods, operationalization and methods. Thomsen 
et al. (2017) therefore tried to address these research gaps in comparing 
higher education attendance by social origin, by setting up a truly com-
parative database covering Denmark, Finland, Norway and Sweden. They 
drew data from national administrative registers, classified all variables in 
the same way, used the same time periods and applied the same methods 
and models. Their article is therefore the first full-scale comparison of 
changes in the four Nordic countries across several decades.

Their starting point was that the Nordic higher education systems are 
embedded in the social democratic welfare state model, as presented 
above, characterised by universalist policies aimed at reducing inequalities 
and increasing opportunities. An overview of the higher education sys-
tems in the four countries, however, shows a number of differences in 
both the institutional landscape and the degree structure, even if the sys-
tems have converged after the Bologna process.

Thomsen et al. (2017) conducted their study by implementing three 
models: First, they focused on the overall higher education participation, 
second, they turned their attention to the upper tertiary level (which is not 
identical with university), and third, they looked at differences by study 
programmes. Contrary to the general impression of strong similarities 
between the Nordic countries, they found substantial differences in the 
enrolment pattern of sons and daughters from families with high and low 
education between the four countries. There were, so to speak, no signs of 
a ‘Nordic model of higher education’, as social inequalities in participation 
patterns differed, with Finland and Sweden at the extremes. This means 
that using Sweden as a proxy for the Nordic countries is problematic. 
Looking at changes in higher education generally, inequality in Finland 
and Norway was reduced from 1985 to 2010 in tandem with expansion, 
while Denmark had a more modest development. In Sweden, at the other 
end, there is no sign that expansion closed the gap in higher education 
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between students from families with high and low education (this is in line 
with Jonsson & Erikson, 2007). The stable level of inequality in Sweden 
may be related to the fact that the Swedish level of inequality was initially 
at a lower level than in the other Nordic countries in 1985.

There are great variations in inequality between educational fields, but 
enrolments in most fields in the Nordic countries equalised from 1985 to 
2010. However, the most prestigious professional university programmes, 
such as law and medicine, still favour socially privileged students, even if 
the social gap has been narrowed in Finland and Norway. Hence, all 
Nordic research contributions presented above support the EMI model 
(Lucas, 2001).

Discussion

It is one of the most consistent findings in social science that those stu-
dents who come from families of high social status, whether economic or 
cultural, are more strongly represented in higher education than other 
students. This class bias has long historical roots and still persists in spite 
of the massive increase in higher education enrolment worldwide since the 
1950s. The picture is, however, less consistent when it comes to the ques-
tion of changes over time and differences between countries. This should 
not be a surprise: it is far more complicated to conduct comparative social 
research between countries and over time—and hence even more difficult 
to analyse differences in trends between countries. Furthermore, research-
ers use different types of data, methodology, time periods and theoretical 
approaches.

It was long taken more or less for granted, based on the book of Shavit 
and Blossfeld from 1993, that in most countries there were no signs of 
equalisation, but that the Netherlands and especially Sweden deviated 
from this general picture with a significant tendency towards equalisation. 
Later research contested these conclusions, and most recent research has 
concluded that there have been significant movements towards decreasing 
inequality in many countries. But still, the signs of equalisation are less 
visible than the remaining differences.

Our first research question was: To what degree are the Nordic welfare 
states exceptional examples of equality in higher education?

In the examples from broad comparative research presented in this 
chapter, only Sweden is included, and the findings of both Shavit and 
Blossfeld (1993) and Arum et al. (2007) show that Sweden is among the 
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countries with the lowest inequality. Within the Nordic region, however, 
Sweden is the country that has reduced inequality the least, suggesting 
that the other Nordic countries have made even greater progress than 
Sweden towards equality in higher education participation. Although 
enrolment in higher education both in Sweden and in the other Nordic 
countries is still far from being equal between social groups, one may ten-
tatively argue that the Nordic countries stand out globally in the progress 
they have made. Even if the general welfare state policy and the higher 
education systems in the Nordic countries may be regarded as favourable 
for reducing inequality, other countries with different systems and policies 
have moved in the same direction.

Our second research question was: Is there a Nordic model with strong 
equality similarities between the countries?

Recent comparative research on the Nordic countries (Thomsen et al., 
2017), covering the period from 1985 to 2010, showed considerable dif-
ferences between the four Nordic countries both in levels of inequality and 
in changes over time. While Finland and Norway have developed towards 
reduced inequality, the changes in Denmark are more modest, while the 
situation in Sweden is stable. These differences may be due to differences 
in policies and higher education systems, and that the starting situation in 
Sweden was more equitable.

Our third research question was: To what degree is the development in the 
Nordic countries in line with the MMI and EMI theories?

Enrolment patterns in the Nordic countries clearly support the theory 
of maximally maintained inequality (Raftery & Hout, 1993) and the the-
ory of effectively maintained inequality (Lucas, 2001). As higher educa-
tion has moved from a privilege for the few to comprising close to half of 
the age groups, and also the institutional structure has changed with the 
establishment of less prestigious higher education institutions beside uni-
versities, many researchers have shown that these new sectors have a more 
‘democratic’ enrolment than the universities. This has, on the one hand, 
led to a certain equalisation of higher education as a whole. However, at 
the same time, the upper classes have kept their position at universities and 
to an even higher degree in the most prestigious and selective programmes 
like law and medicine. This has resulted in a stronger segmentation in 
enrolment between types of institutions and study programmes: entry into 
tertiary education in general has been equalised, but inequality is now 
present in the selection into prestigious institutions and study programmes.
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Some of the equality differences between the Nordic countries may be 
related to differences and changes in the higher education institutional 
structure. All Nordic countries have developed binary systems, establish-
ing university colleges as alternatives to universities. However, this devel-
opment happened in different stages: in Norway university colleges were 
established in 1970, in Finland in the early 1990s, and in Denmark in 
2007 (Börjesson et al., 2014). There have been several national reforms 
and today, for example, in Norway, almost all former university colleges 
have been awarded university status or merged with a university. It is, 
however, not possible to prove a strict relationship between higher educa-
tion systems and reforms. Compared to, for example, the USA, UK and 
France, there are less prestige differences between universities in the 
Nordic countries, but a relatively clear distinction between universities and 
university colleges exists.

As highlighted above, inequality in access to higher education is to a 
large degree a result of achievements and choices made in earlier stages of 
schooling. The PISA survey from 2015 shows that in Finland, Denmark 
and Norway, together with Japan, Estonia, Canada and Australia, the rela-
tionship between social class and PISA scores in natural sciences is weaker 
than in other countries. In Norway, 8 per cent of the variance in achieve-
ment may be related to socioeconomic background against 20 per cent in 
France (Kjærnsli & Jensen, 2016). This may suggest that access to higher 
education in the Nordic countries is relatively equal between different 
social classes, even if this is difficult to prove empirically.

This chapter focuses on inequality by social class and parents’ educa-
tion, not on gender, geography and ethnicity. It is, however, remarkable 
that while social class differences persist, the participation pattern by gen-
der has changed considerably in most countries. From being strongly 
male-dominated in the 1960s, today women are the majority in most 
countries. The development in Norway is probably relatively representa-
tive. As late as 1971, only 30 per cent of the student population was 
female; today it is 60 per cent. Changes in enrolment in the elite profes-
sional university programmes is especially visible. In 1964 women made 
up 8 per cent of law enrolments and 17 per cent of medicine. Today 
female students are the majority in both law and medicine with 65 and 
69  percent, respectively. Today, only technical programmes are male- 
dominated.

When comparing country differences and changes in social class differ-
ences in higher education participation over time, one should take into 
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consideration that class structure and the educational level of parents dif-
fer between countries and over time. The most visible change is the strong 
increase in the educational level of the parental generation. The percent-
age of parents with higher education has increased strongly during educa-
tional expansion, and the percentage of those with only compulsory 
schooling has gone down; in the same period, both the farming popula-
tions and the number of industrial workers have been reduced. This must 
obviously have changed the effect on participation by social origin, but we 
will leave the answer open on how this has happened.

According to Marginson (1998, 2004), the value and attractiveness of 
education is related to the benefits of education later in life, especially for 
employment and social status. This relationship varies, not only between 
type of institutions and study programme, but also between countries. 
Since there are relatively small income differences in the Nordic countries 
as measured by Gini-coefficients, the relative value of higher education in 
terms of economic outcomes is lower than in many other countries. In 
spite of this, higher education is still attractive among the youth in the 
Nordic countries. Relatively low income advantages from higher educa-
tion may also affect the relative economic benefits of a prestigious higher 
degree versus an undergraduate professional degree in for example, nurs-
ing and social work. How this affects inequality in enrolment is a poten-
tially interesting research topic.

Policies for Equalisation

National educational systems vary between countries, since they reflect 
different cultures, history and political profiles, and there is probably no 
universal agreement about the most efficient policy to reduce inequalities. 
However, based on recommendations from the OECD report on equity 
(Field et al., 2007, p. 9) and Erikson and Jonsson (1993), the following 
suggestions may be formulated:

•	 Due to the strong impact of school achievement in primary educa-
tion, early childhood education should be given priority. It is impor-
tant to support learning so that as many students as possible reach a 
satisfactory performance level. Special support should be given to 
students who fall behind and their families. Year repetitions should 
be reduced.
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•	 Children who perform well in compulsory school should be encour-
aged to continue into the academic tracks in secondary schools. This 
may be a dilemma since the best possible vocational options should 
also be available.

•	 One should limit early tracking and postpone selection.
•	 Choice of schools should be managed in a way to avoid socially seg-

regated schools.
•	 In upper secondary education, one should remove dead ends and 

prevent dropout. Second chances should be offered.
•	 Entry regulations in the transition between levels of education, as 

much as possible, should be based on objective criteria.
•	 Access to higher education should be open for students from all 

upper secondary programmes, possibly facilitated through spe-
cific courses.

•	 Higher education should give access to all who have obtained the 
formal entry qualifications.

•	 A generous student support system should exist, based on a combi-
nation of loans and grants. Indirect support for cost of living may 
supplement direct economic support to students.

Due to country differences in economy, class structure, general policy 
as well as in educational systems and educational policies, the suggestions 
for equitable education presented above are probably not equally relevant 
in all national contexts. We see a number of differences and similarities in 
enrolment patterns across national systems; for instance, there is a rela-
tively diverse pattern between the four Nordic countries. Nevertheless, 
these suggestions reflect some guiding principles which should be consid-
ered in policy development.
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