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In modern society, education has contributed to individual development,
democratization of society, and undercutting of the direct effect of social origin
on status attainment. Yet, in this schooled society, obtaining a prestigious social
position requires a strong educational background, and gaining educational
credentials becomes competitive (Baker 2014; Meyer 2016). Fair competition
usually presupposes equal opportunity for education. However, much previous
sociological research focused on persistent inequality in educational attainment
(Shavit and Blossfeld 1993; Shavit et al. 2007; van de Werfhorst et al. 2016).
Because of the financial deficits faced among industrialized countries and the
prevalence of private tutoring (called “shadow education”) in preparing for higher
education admission, private expenditure on education tends to increase.
Although most societies may approve of the role of public education, the degree
of public expenditure on education and public support for less advantaged
students varies among nations (Nakazawa 2016).

People’s attitudes influence social policies and institutions. People’s attitudes
depend on their socioeconomic status. Thus, how they perceive their society
affects their opinions, and social policies may reflect the public’s opinions. On the
other hand, once institutions are established, people’s choices and actions are
influenced by these institutions. In other words, social policies and institutions
also affect and reinforce people’s social attitudes. Such relationships have been
examined in the fields of sociology, political science, and economics (Alesina and
Glaeser 2004; Svallfors 2012; Busemeyer and Iversen 2014).
Although it is difficult to assert the causal relationship between people’s attitudes
and social institutions, the above mentioned differences in public expenditure on
education and supporting systems suggest the various degrees of people’s policy
preferences. When we consider social attitudes, I suggest that we should
distinguish people’s perception (understanding) of their society from their
opinions (policy preferences).

The previous research on social attitudes did not distinguish these two concepts,
and assumed the direct social effects on policy preferences. However, it seems
natural to assume that the way people perceive their society does not always
reflect objective social conditions, and people’s perceptions are a significant
factor in policy preferences. Therefore, in this research, I focus on people’s
perceptions of the degree of educational inequality in their society.

International Social Survey Programme (ISSP) 2009 module (Theme: Inequality)
Dependent variable (y): “In your country, only the rich can afford the costs of
attending university.”
4 = agree, 3 = somewhat agree, 2 = neutral, 1 = somewhat disagree, 0 = disagree.
Individual level (i) independent and control variables(x): gender, age, marital
status, educational background, occupational class, and household income.
Country level (j) independent variables (w): the degree of inequality (Gini
coefficient ×100), and ratio of taxation and social security spending relative to
GDP. I assumed that constant terms and coefficients of respondents’ educational
level change the nation’s inequality and social spending level.
푦 = 푏 + 푏 푥 + ⋯ + 푏 푥 + 푒  (Level 1)
푏 = 푔 + 푔 푤 + 푢 (Level 2)

푏 = 푔 + 푔 푤 + 푢 (Level 2)
(e: level 1 error; u: level 2 error=random effect; n: nth independent variable;
b: level 1 regression coefficient; g: level 2 regression coefficient)

Those with advantageous backgrounds (higher educational levels, occupational
class, and household income) are less likely to perceive the inequality in higher
education in their own country. The difference in attitudes between educational
levels decreases in the countries; 1)where income disparity was large, and 2)
where the ratio of taxation and social spending was small. In sum, those who
received the benefit of higher education tend not to admit the inequality.
However, as income disparity appears and the size of government becomes
smaller, the probability of recognizing inequality regardless of educational
background rises. However, even if the gap in people’s perception decreases, it
does not always reduce the differences in their policy preferences. The
relationship between people’s perceptions and policy preferences, and the
extent of causality between them is unclear.
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Results
Fixed Effects N=28867, 28 N=25885, 25
Intercept 1.854 *** 1.795 ***
 (.095) (.098)
  Gini coefficient (×100) .003 +    

(.001)  
  Ratio of Taxation and Social Security Spending to GDP (%) -.022

(.013)
Gender (base. Female)
  Male .024 .019

(.016) (.016)
Age .003 ** .002 *

(.001) (.001)
Marital Status  (base. Never Married)
  Married .036 .022

(.029) (.029)
  Divorced, Widowed or Separated .074 ** .065 *

(.024) (.025)
Education (base. Primary or Secondary Completed)
  Above Secondary Education Completed -.120 ** -.137 **

(.002) (.035)
  Gini coefficient (×100) .002 *

(.001)
  Ratio of Taxation and Social Security Spending to GDP (%) -.009 *

(.003)
  Univers ity Degree -.295 *** -.299 ***

(.002) (.038)
  Gini coefficient (×100) .002 ***

(.000)
  Ratio of Taxation and Social Security Spending to GDP (%) -.143 *

(.005)
Occupational Status (base. EGP III Nonmanual Routine)
  EGP I+II (Profess ional and Managerial) -.081 *** -.082 ***

(.017) (.018)
  EGP IVa + b (Small Proprietors) .018 .036

(.044) (.043)
  EGP IVc + VIIb (Farmers) -.027 -.058

(.054) (.056)
  EGP V + VI (Manual) .118 *** .126 ***

(.027) (.029)
  EGP VIIa  (Semi-skilled or Nonskilled) .152 *** .169 ***

(.031) (.032)
  No job -.038  -.042

(.035) (.039)
Household income (base. 1st quartile)
  2nd quartile -.017 -.009

(.032) (.033)
  3rd quartile -.094 ** -.104 **

(.036) (.038)
  4th quartile -.214 *** -.195 ***

(.034) (.036)
  Don't  know, No answer -.123 ** -.132 **

(.041) (.040)
Random Effects  (Variance Components)
  Intercept .239 *** .224 ***
  Above secondary education completed .017 *** .022 ***
  Univers ity degree .028 *** .029 ***
  Within-country 1.088 1.156
Model Deviance 87123.300 77505.188
Notes: Sample is  res tricted to respondents  with no miss ing data on the full covariates.
Robust s tandard errors  in parentheses.   + p<.10   * p<.05   ** p<.01.  *** p<.001

Implications and Limitations

Large income disparity, small governments tend to make us perceive inequality in higher 
education, and to decrease the perception of gaps in inequality by educational level.


