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When we strip away the inspirational
narratives and heartwarming tales of
exceptional achievement, the reality
of social mobility in modern society
reveals a far more complex and troubling
picture. While the theoretical framework
suggests that talent, determination, and
hard work should enable individuals to
climb the social ladder, decades of data
and research tell a different story — one of
persistent barriers, structural inequalities,
and systemic resistance to change.
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The concept of social mobility, first
formally articulated by Russian-American
sociologist Pitirim Sorokin in the 1920s,
emerged from a recognition that societies
exist on a spectrum of openness.

Sorokin's fundamental observation —that no
society is entirely closed or completely open —
continues to resonate today, though perhaps
not in the way he envisioned. Modern research
suggests that many societies are far more rigid
than their public rhetoric would suggest.
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https://www.britannica.com/topic/social-mobility
https://www.asanet.org/pitirim-aleksandrovich-sorokin/

The Great
Migrations and
Their Lessons
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The Creat Atlantic Migration serves as

a crucial case study in social mobility,
with 37 million Europeans moving to
the United States between 1820 and
1980. The peak period, from 1880 to
1910, saw 17 million arrivals — numbers
that fundamentally reshaped American
society. However, this historical example
requires critical examination: these
predominantly European migrants
entered a system structured to favour
their advancement over that of other
groups, particularly African Americans,
Native Americans, and Asian immigrants.

This pattern of selective mobility
continues today. Western Europe
absorbed 13 million migrants from the
1960s through the 1980s, while the United
States legally admitted over 10 million
during the same period. Yet these raw
numbers mask crucial questions about
who gets to move up and who remains
trapped by circumstances of birth.
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https://www.britannica.com/topic/human-migration




Understanding social mobility requires examining its
various forms, each presenting distinct challenges
and implications:

Horizontal Mobility

This form of mobility, involving occupational changes
without status alteration, reveals the limitations of
what we consider "movement" in social terms. When
a physician transitions from clinical practice to medical
education, or an executive moves between similar
positions at different companies, the apparent change
masks the reality of structural stasis. These lateral
moves, while potentially beneficial for individuals, do
little to address systemic inequalities.

Vertical Mobility

The more significant form of social movement — either
upward or downward — provides clearer insights into
societal openness. Upward mobility, while celebrated,
remains statistically rare, particularly across significant
social distances. Downward mobility, conversely,
occurs with disturbing frequency, especially in times of
economic upheaval. This asymmetry between upward
and downward movement suggests structural barriers
to advancement remain firmly in place.

Inter-generational

Mobility Perhaps the most telling indicator of societal
openness, inter-generational mobility increasingly
shows troubling patterns. The post-World War I
assumption that each generation would surpass
their parents' economic status has proven false in
many developed nations. Recent studies indicate
that millennial wealth accumulation lags significantly
behind previous generations at similar life stages.
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The psychological and social costs of mobility represent a
complex interplay between individual agency and structural
constraints, creating what sociologists term a "mobility paradox."
While economic and social advancement often appears as

pure opportunity, one aspect reveals a more nuanced picture
where mobility itself becomes both a resource for advancement
and a source of profound psychological strain. This is where
foundational components of a more holistic and sustainable
worldview can lean this paradox into a collective advantage,
rather than and double-edged sword of ‘lose/gain’ equation.
Belief systems and corresponding values that are anchored in

a sustainable and epistemologically sound supra-cultural arena
can help and even empower a more positive and proactive social
mobility, regardless of the direction.

However, it is this foundational anthropological factor that
is not considered in this mobility experience by most
social scientists.

This paradox manifests particularly strongly in cases

of forced displacement and voluntary social mobility,
where individuals find themselves navigating what Emile
Durkheim identified as anomie - a state of normlessness
and social disconnection. The phenomenon creates what
contemporary researchers call the "mobility tax" - a set

of psychological and social costs that accompany both
voluntary and forced movement across social spaces. This
‘tax’ operates whether the movement is geographical, as in
refugee displacement, or social, as in class mobility, creating
parallel patterns of disconnection and psychological strain.

These costs may include:
1. Disruption of family and community ties

2. Cultural displacement and identity conflicts

3. Psychological stress from code-switching
between social contexts

4. Survivor's guilt and imposter syndrome

5. Difficulty maintaining connections with origin
communities while building new networks
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https://trafig.eu/output/practice-notes/trafig-practice-note-no-9/D065-TPN-Resolving-the-mobility-paradox-Hatziprokopiou-et-al_v01p_2022-1-11.pdf
https://www.britannica.com/topic/anomie
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1. The Disruption
of Social Anchoring

==

The severing of established social connections
represents one of mobility's most profound
costs, creating what researchers term "social
anchoring deficits." This phenomenon
extends beyond simple geographic separation
to encompass complex patterns of social

and cultural disconnection. In both forced
displacement and voluntary social mobility,
individuals often find themselves cut off from
traditional support systems before establishing
new ones. The resulting state of limbo creates
what displacement researchers identify as
"protracted displacement" - a condition where
individuals remain in precarious situations for
extended periods, unable to fully integrate into
new contexts or maintain connections with
original communities. This displacement often
manifests in multiple spheres simultaneously:
social, economic, and cultural. The pattern
appears consistently whether examining
refugees in temporary settlements or
first-generation professionals in corporate
environments, suggesting underlying
similarities in how human beings

experience significant social transition.



https://www.fmreview.org/externalisation/kraler-etzold-ferreira/
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2. Cultural Displacement
and Identity Formation

The experience of cultural displacement creates what
anthropologists term "liminal identity spaces" - psychological
territories where individuals exist between established social
categories. This liminality manifests differently across contexts
but shares common patterns of psychological strain. For
refugees and forced migrants, this often involves navigating
between legal and illegal forms of mobility, creating what
researchers call the "mobility paradox" - where increased
mobility can lead to decreased security and vice versa. For
those experiencing voluntary social mobility, similar patterns
emerge in navigating between class-based cultural norms.
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In both cases, individuals must significant psychological strain,
mManage what researchers term particularly when individuals feel
"cultural code-switching" - the forced to choose between mobility
exhausting process of adjusting and authenticity. This of course can
behavioural and cultural be more than mitigated if there are, to
presentations based on context. quote Psychologist Rollo May, “values
This constant adjustment creates that are greater than the threat.”
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3. The
Psychological
Burden of
Navigation

The psychological cost of
navigating multiple social worlds
creates what researchers term
"cognitive load cascades" -
cumulative patterns of mental
strain resulting from constant
social calculation. This burden
manifests particularly strongly in
what displacement researchers
identify as "immobilising forces"
- structural constraints that

limit individuals' ability to move
freely between social spaces.
These forces operate both in
physical mobility, as with refugee
movement restrictions, and in
social mobility, as with class-
based barriers to advancement.
The resulting psychological
strain often creates patterns of
"survival mode" thinking, where
individuals must constantly
calculate the risks and benefits
of different forms of movement, Y\
whether social or geographical.
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4. Survivor's Guilt and
Systemic Constraints

The phenomenon of survivor's guilt takes on new dimensions

when examined through the lens of mobility constraints. Research
on forced displacement reveals patterns of "mobility as resource"

- where the ability to move becomes a crucial tool for survival and
advancement. This creates complex psychological dynamics where
individuals must balance the opportunity for movement against the
guilt of leaving others behind. Similar patterns emerge in voluntary
social mobility, where individuals' advancement often highlights the
systemic constraints facing their commmunities of origin. This creates
what researchers term "success-induced displacement" - where
achievement paradoxically increases feelings of alienation and guilt.

Again, this phenomenon can be an impediment or a
motivator of a greater collective mobility, all depending
on the informing worldview and the resources it supplies.
Of course, if the only lens offered by the paradigm is
victimhood or casualty, then the narrative can reinforce
the systemic constraints and amply survivor guilt.
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Reconstruction
and Social Capital

The challenge of building new
social networks while maintaining
existing ones creates what
researchers identify as "translocal
figurations" - complex patterns of
connection across different social
and geographic spaces. This process
involves navigating what mobility
researchers term "marginalising
forces" - structural barriers that limit
individuals' ability to fully integrate
into new social contexts.
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The resulting network structures often
lack the organic interconnections that
characterise inherited social networks,
creating what sociologists term
"capital acquisition inefficiencies."
These inefficiencies manifest both in
professional contexts, where network
gaps can limit advancement, and in
personal spheres, where individuals
struggle to maintain authentic
connections across social boundaries.



The Latin
American
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Latin America's post-independence period provides a

compelling case study in the resilience of social hierarchies

and the limitations of formal equality. While the independence
movements of the early 19th century promised dramatic social
transformation, the reality proved far more complex and often
tragically disappointing for those seeking genuine social mobility.

The Creole elites who led the independence movements
demonstrated remarkable adaptability in maintaining their
privileges. Rather than using independence as an opportunity
for genuine social reform, they managed to not only preserve
but actually expand their influence after colonial administration
ended. This strategic consolidation of power reveals how

ruling classes can adapt to political change while preventing
meaningful social transformation. This is a clear example of

a residual, dominant and clearly, inequitable worldview that
informs belief systems and subsequent values.

0018


https://www.britannica.com/place/Latin-America/Disorder-and-caudillismo#ref360028
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While the formal abolition of the caste system appeared to herald a new
era of racial equality, the reality proved far more restrictive. Though persons
of mixed race theoretically gained equal legal rights with the white upper
classes, the practical implementation of these rights remained severely
limited. The old hierarchies, rather than disappearing, simply shifted from
formal to informal enforcement mechanismes.

The military initially appeared to offer a viable path for social advancement
among non-white populations. The cases of Manuel Piar in Venezuela

and José Padilla in New Granada are particularly instructive. Both men,

of mixed racial heritage, achieved remarkable military success, rising

to the ranks of general and admiral respectively in Bolivar's forces.

Their achievements seemed to validate the promise of merit-based
advancement in the new order.

However, their ultimate fates - execution under questionable

circumstances - reveal the brutal efficiency with which
traditional power structures could eliminate threats to the
established order. These cases demonstrate how systems
of privilege can accommodate individual exceptions while

simultaneously preventing broader social transformation. Their
executions served as powerful messages about the limits of
social mobility, regardless of individual merit or achievement.
This example speaks more to corrupt worldview values system

than it does to ‘racism’, but discrimination is still the result.

The treatment of indigenous populations further illustrates the
pattern of promised reform followed by systematic regression.
While Spain had ended Indian tribute in 1810, and several Latin
American nations initially followed suit, this progressive stance
proved short-lived. In a telling reversal, many governments,

particularly in the Andean region, eventually reinstated

these tributes under different names. The case of Bolivia is
particularly striking, where up to 80% of government revenues

came from indigenous tributes through mid-century.
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The Reform-

Regression Cycle

This pattern of announced reforms followed by practical
regression appeared consistently across different aspects of
social organisation:

1. Slavery: While many areas implemented strong
mMeasures against slavery in the 1820s, including
declaring children of slaves to be free and banning the
slave trade, economic interests frequently led to delayed

+ implementation. In economically significant regions
like Cuba and Brazil, slavery continued until the 1880s,
driven by sugar and coffee production respectively.

2. Property Rights: Indigenous communities faced
increasing rather than decreasing threats to their land
holdings as the century progressed, culminating in
large-scale appropriations.

3. Religious Power: Even attempts to reduce church
privileges met with mixed success, succeeding in some
regions like Buenos Aires and Montevideo but provoking
serious conflicts in others like Mexico and Guatemala.
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The Persistence
of Hierarchy

This historical example demonstrates several key mechanisms
through which social hierarchies maintain themselves despite
formal changes:

1. Legal-Informal Shift: As formal legal barriers
fall, informal mechanisms of exclusion
become more prominent.

2. Strategic Accommodation: Systems can
allow individual exceptions while preventing
broader structural change.

3. Economic Leverage: Control over economic
resources enables continued social control
even after political changes.

4. Institutional Resilience: Established
N institutions adapt rather than transform,
preserving existing power structures.

5. Selective Enforcement: Equal rights on paper
can coexist with deeply unequal practical
implementation.

)

These patterns remain relevant for understanding
contemporary challenges to social mobility,
demonstrating how formal equality often masks
persistent informal barriers to genuine social
advancement. The Latin American experience
shows that genuine social mobility requires more

\ than legal changes - it demands fundamental

/ transformation of underlying power structures
and social relationships.
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1. Technology and
Education

The digital revolution has created new

barriers to mobility. Access to technology

and digital literacy increasingly determine

economic opportunities, creating what +
some scholars call a "digital divide cascade"

—where initial disadvantages in access

compound over time. The education system,

traditionally viewed as an equalising force,

increasingly reinforces existing inequalities.
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2. Rising Costs of
Higher Education

The escalating cost of higher
education has transformed what
was once considered a reliable
pathway to social mobility into a
potential debt trap. Unlike previous
generations who could work
summer jobs to pay for college,
today's students face tuition costs
that have consistently outpaced
both inflation and wage growth.

This creates a paradox where pursuing
education - traditionally viewed as the
primary vehicle for social advancement
- often results in long-term financial
constraints that can actually inhibit
mobility. The impact is particularly severe
for first-generation college students and
those from lower-income backgrounds,
who must often choose between
substantial debt or foregoing higher
education entirely.
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3. Unequal Access to
Quality Primary and
Secondary Education

The fundamentally unequal structure
of primary and secondary education
creates mobility barriers that manifest
long before college becomes a
consideration. The property tax-based
funding model for public schools
ensures that wealthy areas maintain
better-resourced educational
institutions, while economically
disadvantaged areas struggle with
underfunded schools. This creates a
self-reinforcing cycle where children
from affluent areas receive superior
educational foundations, advanced
placement opportunities, and college
preparation resources, while students
in poorer districts face overcrowded
classrooms, limited resources,

and fewer advanced learning
opportunities. This disparity effectively
entrenches existing social hierarchies
under the guise of meritocracy.
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An often overlooked and largely
unchallenged issue in this arena is
the growing disconnection from
quality education at most levels

in the developed world. Cognitive
domain education that is not
attended by sustainable Affective
domain education does not equip,
until it is engaged. This disconnect
means that though quality education
is available (at least at primary and
secondary levels) to all, the students
do not avail themselves of it. They
fail to do so subjecting its worth to
entertainment or leisure or the ever-
ubiquitous and invasive distractions
that ‘social media’ present. However,
underlying all this disconnect is a
fundamental understanding of the
ethical and moral value of education
and its indispensable requirement for
successful education.
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4. Growing
Importance

of Unpaid
Internships

and Networking

The modern job market
increasingly demands
pre-career experience
through internships, creating
a system that inherently
favours those who can

afford to work without pay.
This "experience paradox"
particularly affects fields

like journalism, politics,
entertainment, and the arts,
where unpaid internships
serve as de facto gatekeepers
to professional opportunities.
Those who cannot afford to
work without compensation
are effectively barred from
these career paths, regardless
of their talent or potential.
This system perpetuates
existing social networks and
class structures by ensuring
that key industries remain
accessible primarily to those
from privileged backgrounds.
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5. Concentration
of Opportunities
in Expensive

Urban
Centers

Economic opportunity

has become increasingly
concentrated in major
metropolitan areas, creating a
geographic barrier to mobility.

0028

This spatial mismatch between
affordable living and career
opportunities forces individuals
to choose between remaining
in more affordable areas with
limited prospects or attempting
to survive in high-cost cities
where basic living expenses
can consume the majority of
entry-level salaries. The resulting
financial strain often negates
the theoretical benefits of
higher urban wages, effectively
trapping many in their existing
social stratum despite nominal
increases in income.



._ \

CERET T

p.

Ut

a4 - 7 | E_‘:‘!I . . L{ ,
I -

Economlcw A

Structural =
Barrlers

BRUE

AEAE AN g, NN e U@ AL



The Reality of Social Mobility: Beyond Victim Theory or Success Stories

Modern economies have shifted
dramatically toward favouring
capital over labour, creating a
widening gulf between those who
own assets and those who rely

on wages. This fundamental shift
means that traditional paths to
building wealth through labour and
savings have become increasingly
ineffective, while those who already
possess capital can accumulate
wealth at an accelerated rate.
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1. Increasing
Returns to
Capital
Over

Labor

This dynamic creates a self-reinforcing
cycle where existing wealth generates
more wealth, while wage earners face
diminishing prospects for accumulating
significant assets.
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2. Concentration
of Wealth
Through
Inheritance

Inherited wealth has become
an increasingly decisive factor
in determining life outcomes,
effectively recreating an
aristocratic system under the
guise of meritocracy. While
social mobility theory suggests
that talent and effort should
determine success, the reality
is that inherited advantages -
both financial and social - play
an outsized role in determining
life outcomes. This system of
inheritance perpetuates and
amplifies existing inequalities
across generations, making
birth an increasingly reliable
predictor of social status.
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3. Rising
Housing
Costs in
Areas of
Economic
Opportunity
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The housing market has evolved
into one of the most significant
barriers to social mobility,
particularly in areas with

strong economic opportunities.

The concentration of jobs in
expensive urban centres creates
a catch-22 where housing costs
in areas with strong career
prospects often exceed what
early-career professionals can
afford. This forces many to
either commit an unsustainable
percentage of their income

to housing or accept longer
commutes from more affordable
areas, both of which can inhibit
long-term wealth accumulation
and professional advancement.
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4. Precarious
Employment
and the Gig
Economy
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The rise of the gig economy
and contract work has
fundamentally altered the
relationship between labour and
security. While the traditional
employment model offered
predictable wages, benefits, and
opportunities for advancement,
modern precarious
employment provides little
stability or prospect for career
development. This shift has
particularly affected younger
workers and those attempting
to enter new industries, creating
a permanent underclass of
workers who lack the security
and benefits necessary for
upward mobility. The resulting
income volatility and lack of
benefits make it increasingly
difficult for workers to build the
financial stability necessary for
upward mobility.
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The Human Development Index (HDI) attempts to quantify societal
development through measures of life expectancy, education, and
per capita income. However, the Inequality-adjusted HDI often reveals
a stark picture of how economic disparities undermine theoretical
opportunities for advancement.

This measurement gap highlights a crucial point:

traditional metrics often obscure more than they reveal
about real opportunities for mobility. The focus on
aggregate measures can mask persistent structural barriers
facing specific communities and demographic groups.

The Post-Industrial Challenge
Post-industrial societies face unique mobility challenges:

Growing divide between knowledge workers and service workers.
Automation threatening traditional paths to middle-class stability.
Increasing importance of inherited social and cultural capital.
Geographic concentration of opportunities in select urban centres.

The COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated these trends, creating
what some economists call a "K-shaped recovery" where
different socioeconomic groups experience radically
different trajectories.
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Educational Reform
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1. Universal Early Childhood Education: Early childhood education is crucial
for laying a strong foundation for lifelong learning and development.
Implementing universal access to quality early childhood education can help
level the playing field for children from diverse socio-economic backgrounds,
ensuring that all children have the opportunity to develop essential cognitive
and social skills from a young age.

2.

Reform of Education Funding Models: Current education funding
models often perpetuate inequality by allocating resources based on local
property taxes, which can disadvantage schools in lower-income areas.
Reforming these models to ensure equitable distribution of resources

can help bridge the gap between affluent and underprivileged schools,
providing all students with access to quality education.

Expansion of Vocational and Technical Training: Not all students pursue
traditional academic paths, and vocational and technical training can offer
valuable alternatives. Expanding these programs can provide students
with practical skills and qualifications that are in demand in the job market,
enhancing their employment prospects and upward mobility.

Reduction of Higher Education Costs: The rising cost of higher education
is a significant barrier to social mobility. Policies aimed at reducing tuition
fees, increasing financial aid, and offering income-based repayment plans
for student loans can make higher education more accessible to students
from low-income families, enabling them to pursue degrees that can lead
to better job opportunities.

5. Authentic ‘Reward for Effort’ Learning Investment: A genuine and
unimpeded positive outcome for students, regardless of socio-economic
background. To be able to access all resources for learning and be promoted
on the basis of their learning outcomes, ensuring that equality of opportunity
is afforded, rather than equality of outcome. This requires the Affective
domain education investment, not simply more information deploying
learning contexts.
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Economic Interventions
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2.

1. Progressive Taxation of Wealth and Inheritance:
Implementing progressive taxation on wealth and inheritance
can help reduce economic disparities and generate revenue
for social programs aimed at promoting equality. By taxing
the wealthiest individuals at higher rates, governments
can fund initiatives that support education, healthcare, and
housing for disadvantaged communities. This has great
metrit if those receiving the benefits of others labours carry
the same value of working hard to invest in yourself for your
community benefit and growth.

Universal Basic Income (UBI) Experiments: UBI provides a fixed income
to all citizens, regardless of their employment status, to ensure a basic
standard of living. Pilot programs and experiments with UBI can help assess
its impact on reducing poverty and encouraging economic participation,
potentially offering a safety net that allows individuals to invest in education
and skill development. This has great merit if those receiving the benefits of
these enabling resources carry the same value of working hard to invest in
themselves for their community benefit and growth.

Affordable Housing Initiatives in High-Opportunity Areas: Access to
affordable housing in areas with better schools and job opportunities can
significantly impact social mobility. Policies that promote the development of
affordable housing in high-opportunity areas can help low-income families
move to neighbourhoods that offer better prospects for their children.

4. Investment in Public Transportation and Infrastructure:
Reliable public transportation and infrastructure are essential
for connecting underserved communities to economic
opportunities. Investing in these areas can reduce commute
times, increase access to jobs, and improve the overall quality
of life for residents in disadvantaged areas.

0040



Digital Access

0041



The Reality of Social Mobility: Beyond Victim Theory or Success Stories

1. Universal Broadband Access: Internet access is a
necessity for education, work, and communication.
Ensuring universal broadband access can help bridge the
digital divide, providing all individuals with the tools they
need to succeed in a technology-driven world.

2. Public Technology Education Programs: Offering public
technology education programs can equip individuals with
the digital skills needed to thrive in the modern economy.
These programs can focus on teaching basic computer
skills, coding, and other relevant technologies to prepare
individuals for the workforce.

3. Digital Literacy Initiatives: Digital literacy is essential for
navigating the digital landscape effectively. Initiatives that
promote digital literacy can help individuals understand and
use technology safely and efficiently, enhancing their ability
to access information, services, and job opportunities.

4. Equal Access to Remote Work Opportunities: The rise
of remote work offers new opportunities for individuals
to work from anywhere. Ensuring equal access to remote
work opportunities can help individuals from diverse
backgrounds compete in the global job market, breaking
down geographic and socio-economic barriers.
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Whilst some see the great success of

many in history who have managed both
intersectionality and social mobility as

more ‘blue sky mining myth' than
consistently attainable reality, it is important
to not diminish, or worse, dismiss, these vital
experiences and their informing factors.

Sadly though, social mobility can serve
powerful interests by suggesting that lack
of advancement reflects personal failure
rather than structural barriers. Again, while
individual success stories exist and should
be celebrated, they should not distract
from the broader pattern of limited mobility
and persistent inequality in many settings,
particularly, the developing world.

Moving forward requires acknowledging
that meaningful social mobility demands
more than individual effort — it requires
systematic change and the removal of
barriers, along with the active creation

of opportunities, again particularly in
developing world contexts.
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Until we address these structural
issues, social mobility will remain
more promise than reality for
most of the world's population.
Real change requires moving
beyond the narrative of individual
achievement and even the
systemic barriers that maintain
social hierarchies, to belief
systems, value and narratives
that truly empower, enable and,
equip social mobility in every
facet of the ‘human unit’.
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