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We the elite, they the people:
Educational identity and
perceived polarisation

Quita Muis

Abstract
The importance of education in the ‘schooled society’ leads to expectations of strong educational polar-
isation. Although the claim of educational polarisation receives little scientific support, this phenomenon
still seems to be subjectively perceived. The social identity theory predicts that these perceptions are
especially strong among the higher educated compared to the lower educated, due to their more
powerful educational identity, and that these perceptions particularly concern cultural rather than eco-
nomic distinctions between the two groups. Expectations are tested based on structural equation mod-
elling of Dutch survey data (2019), and results confirm that the higher educated perceive more
polarisation than the lower educated due to stronger educational identification. Although economic
inequality between educational groups is still perceived as larger than their differences in cultural atti-
tudes, only perceptions of the latter are affected by educational identities. This can lead to conflict in a
society that is increasingly defined by the knowledge economy and politically occupied with cultural
issues, failing to address the economic divide between the educational worlds.

Keywords
Perceived polarisation, educational status, social identity theory, schooled society, new politics

Introduction
Education is ingrained in the current ‘schooled society’ (Baker, 2014). Having resulted from societal
modernisation, educational expansion is now crucial in shaping the organisation and culture of contem-
porary societies. As Baker (2014: 8) stated: ‘the schooled society is a wholly new social order where
dimensions of education reach into and define nearly every facet of human life’. Education’s dividing
character leads to expectations of strong educational polarisation, in the sense that educational groups
are increasingly disagreeing about how society should develop (e.g., Inglehart and Norris, 2016;
Kriesi et al., 2006). However, there is little scientific evidence of educational groups moving apart
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towards more extreme, opposite attitudes (e.g., Bramson et al., 2017; Dekker and Den Ridder, 2019:
Muis et al., 2022). This seems to suggest that educational polarisation is subjectively perceived, rather
than actually occurring (Lelkes, 2016).

Paradoxically, Baker (2014) claims that the significant influence of education is not always salient to
people, exactly because it is omnipresent and so strongly ingrained in society. At the same time, he states
that education is an important source of social identification and status attainment nowadays, arguably
because of the value that is being attached to knowledge and cognitive skills in the seemingly meritocratic
schooled society (Sandel, 2020). Indeed, in European countries with a large share of citizens in tertiary
education, the educational gap in feelings of misrecognition is substantially wider (Van Noord et al.,
2023).

American studies show that social identities play a significant role in various forms of polarisation
other than attitudinal divergence (e.g. Bakker et al., 2020; Bougher, 2017; Iyengar et al., 2012;
Levendusky and Malhotra, 2016). Therefore, I will use the social identity theory (SIT) (Tajfel and
Turner, 1979) to argue that perceived educational polarisation exists due to the strong salience of educa-
tional identities. More specifically, I expect that the higher educated generally perceive more educational
polarisation than the lower educated because of their stronger educational identification. I further explore
whether this perceived polarisation is primarily economic or cultural in nature, in light of the shift from
‘old’ to ‘new politics’ (Dalton, 2013; Stubager, 2009), which seems to be rooted in educational differ-
ences (Van der Waal et al., 2007).

Based on the Dutch LISS panel data (Centerdata, 2019), the following research question will be
answered: to what extent can education-based group identification explain perceptions of educational
polarisation? The Netherlands has proven to be a good case for studying educational differences because
of its early tracking system, which separates children into different levels at an early age and in turn
reveals educational differences more clearly (Bovens and Wille, 2017; Koçer and Van de Werfhorst,
2012). The country also has one of the largest shares of tertiary-educated citizens in Europe (Eurostat,
2024). Moreover, research suggests that education-based group identification is strong among the
Dutch – especially among the higher educated – as reflected in geographical segregation, ‘elite schools’
and social homogeneity (Bovens, 2012; Ketellapper, 2020; Vermeij and Thijssen, 2023). This seems to
strengthen perceptions of conflict beyond mere disagreement between educational groups (Dekker and
Den Ridder, 2019). Such subjective perceptions increase the risk of polarisation becoming a self-fulfilling
prophecy: when perceived polarisation induces distinctive attitudes and behaviour, it can in turn deepen
affective and actual divides (e.g., Adams et al., 2014; Harteveld, 2019; Iyengar et al., 2019; Levendusky
and Malhotra, 2016). According to some, the current educational cleavage even resembles past eras of
Dutch consociationalism, as education is now as dividing as political ideology and religion once were
(Bovens, 2024).

Theoretical framework

Perceived polarisation
As polarisation refers to ‘the extent of disagreement’ (DiMaggio et al., 1996: 692), educational polar-
isation can be considered the extent of disagreement between educational groups. In political
research, perceived polarisation is defined as ‘the degree to which the mass public perceives the par-
ties and their followers to be polarised’ (Lelkes, 2016: 399). Applying this definition to educational
polarisation, I define perceived educational polarisation as the degree to which the mass public per-
ceives educational groups to be polarised or in disagreement. This indicates that I will approach per-
ceived polarisation as a state rather than a process (Bramson et al., 2017; Dimaggio et al., 1996;
Lelkes, 2016).

Furthermore, the subjective nature of this kind of polarisation indicates that polarisation does not
actually have to occur in order for perceived polarisation to exist (Dimaggio et al., 1996). As Somer
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and McCoy (2019: 13) phrase it: ‘It is not growing difference itself that produces severe polarisation.
It is how this difference is interpreted and used by some actors and groups to create an antagonistic
“us” vs. “them” perception of other groups’. Yet perceiving differences or disagreement between
groups is not the same as perceiving these groups to be in antagonistic conflict (although both per-
ceptions are often related; see Levendusky and Malhotra, 2016; Mason, 2016). This is well demon-
strated by Dekker and Den Ridder (2019), who show that the Dutch public perceives substantially
more disagreement than conflict between the lower and higher educated. Generally, educational dis-
tinctions are perceived as non-conflictual because they are presented as indefinite (because of lifelong
learning possibilities), legitimate (due to their meritocratic nature) and inevitable (because of inter-
national competition) (Spruyt and Kuppens, 2015a: 297). Nevertheless, the perception of educational
conflict is stronger than before (Dekker and Den Ridder, 2019), which may be due to the educational
hierarchy being viewed as more impermeable and illegitimate (Hornsey, 2008; Inspectorate of
Education, 2021; Sandel, 2020) or to the disagreement between educational groups being perceived
as too large and therefore no longer compatible (DiMaggio et al., 1996). In the current study, I
will focus on perceived educational disagreement rather than educational conflict, as the former still
seems to be stronger than and can further impact the latter. This approach is also in accordance with
the fundamental definition of polarisation (DiMaggio et al., 1996).

Educational identity salience
A growing body of literature points to the important role of group-based identification in explaining
forms of polarisation other than attitudinal divergence (e.g., Bakker et al., 2020; Bougher, 2017;
Iyengar et al., 2012; Levendusky and Malhotra, 2016). This role can be explained by the SIT: an influ-
ential framework for intergroup relations (Hornsey, 2008; Tajfel and Turner, 1979).

The SIT focuses on how intergroup relations are affected by their social context (Tajfel and Turner,
1979). When distinctions between groups are salient in a certain context, they can become a source of
social identification, which enhances the idea that people in the ingroup are similar to each other, while
people in the outgroup are different. In turn, people start perceiving each other in terms of ‘us and them’,
magnifying the already existing differences (Hornsey, 2008: 206). Whether a social group forms the basis
for self-categorisation is dependent on cognitive ‘accessibility’ and ‘fit’ (Oakes, 1987). A social identity
is more accessible when someone is frequently confronted with their group membership or has strong
motivation to identify with this group; social identification is more fitting when the contrast between
ingroups and outgroups is perceived as stark due to small intragroup and large intergroup differences,
based on stereotypical assumptions of group attributes, norms and behaviour. Both the accessibility
and fit are context dependent (Hornsey, 2008; Oakes, 1987).

In the schooled society, the accessibility and fit of educational categories are arguably high.
Educational expansion has enabled people from different backgrounds to climb the educational ladder,
as long as they have the cognitive capabilities to do so. Therefore, educational credentials are now con-
sidered to be based on merit and the attached social status to be ‘primarily achieved’ rather than ‘primarily
ascribed’ (Kuppens et al., 2015: 1261). The perception of education as a legitimate indicator of status and
skills makes education an impactful predictor of many life outcomes and hence a key element of social
inequality (Kuppens et al., 2018; Spruyt and Kuppens, 2015a; Spruyt et al., 2018), for example, when it
comes to employment opportunities (Solga, 2002), job precariousness (DiPrete et al., 2006), poverty
(Hofmarcher, 2021), housing (Kurz, 2004) and health (Ross and Wu, 1995).

So educational credentials are distinctive in society, but are they also salient enough in people’s social
lives to form the basis for identification? According to several studies, people do indeed identify with
their educational level, at similar levels as with their ethnicity, nationality and sexuality (Kuppens
et al., 2015, 2018; Scharfbillig et al., 2021; Stubager, 2009; Van Noord et al., 2019). Europeans even
rank their education as a substantially more important source of identification than their political orien-
tation, religion or beliefs (Scharfbillig et al., 2021).
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According to the SIT, objective group membership becomes a social identity when individuals intern-
alise the stereotypical attributes, norms and behaviours of the group they have categorised themselves
into, due to emotional attachment (Hornsey, 2008; Tajfel and Turner, 1979). Even though individuals
with the same educational level can be extremely diverse in other characteristics – especially since
education has become more meritocratic and people from various backgrounds can follow higher
education – evidence shows that educational groups function as sources of social identification due to
shared attributes, norms, behaviours and emotional attachment (Bovens et al., 2014; Van Noord et al.,
2023). For example, Scott (2022) shows that socialisation in higher education influences cultural outlook:
students are more liberal when they leave university compared to when they entered, likely (partly) due to
identity formation. Furthermore, the lower and higher educated have shown to have very distinct cultural
tastes, for example, in music, food, clothing and humour (Bourdieu, 1984; Bovens et al., 2014; Stubager,
2009). These distinctions are also evaluated differently, as the cultural attitudes and tastes of the higher
educated are receiving more social recognition than those of the lower educated, which are being looked
down upon (Bovens et al., 2014). So, regardless of the heterogeneity in other characteristics, educational
groups are respectively praised or stigmatised as one homogeneous group (Van Noord et al., 2023). The
recognition and evaluation of these group characteristics are also used in neighbourhood and school
choices (Ketellapper, 2020; Van Noord et al., 2023; Vermeij and Thijssen, 2023), as well as in finding
friends and partners, especially among the higher educated (Bovens, 2012, 2015). They are, for example,
more likely to contact each other on online dating platforms (Skopek et al., 2011).

It is likely that the mentioned differences are also partly due to cognitive differences between the
groups. Yet again, cognition also seems to be part of the distinctive educational identities. In accordance
with the stereotype content model (Cuddy et al., 2009: 33), the higher educated mostly describe them-
selves in terms of capability and skills, while the lower educated avoid such competence-related attributes
by describing themselves in terms of sincerity and friendliness (Spruyt, 2014; Spruyt and Kuppens,
2015b). These categorisations also trigger different intergroup emotions (Cuddy et al., 2009). Overall,
these differences in stereotypical attributes, norms and behaviours form the foundation of educational
identities and cause social distance between educational groups (Bovens et al., 2014).

Especially in the Netherlands, the early tracking system causes socialisation to take place separately, at
different levels, which makes people aware of their educational level at a young age (Stubager, 2009; Van
Noord et al., 2019). This displays how schools are ‘sorting machines’ (Domina et al., 2017: 315). After
finishing school, people are also frequently confronted with their educational level, as it functions as a
gatekeeper for several social places, such as the labour market (Solga, 2002; Spruyt and Kuppens,
2015a). Furthermore, the sharp rather than gradual distinction between educational groups (i.e., low
vs. high) is frequently used in the media and in politics to discuss social problems (Spruyt et al.,
2018). Debate is ongoing in the Netherlands about changing these labels to ‘practically’ and ‘theoretic-
ally’ educated in order to reduce their normativity, but sharp distinctions remain, and stereotypical attri-
butes are hard to change (Pleijers and De Vries, 2021).

So, both the accessibility and fit of educational categories are assumed to be high in the context of the
schooled society. However, they may arguably be higher among the higher educated.

Lower versus higher educated
Central to the SIT is the notion of a positive self-concept (Hornsey, 2008; Tajfel and Turner, 1979). At the
individual level, our self-concept consists of attitudes and behaviour that make us distinct from other indi-
viduals (i.e. ‘personal identity’). On the group level, our self-image is built upon the social categories we
belong to and the attributes, norms and behaviour that result from this (i.e. ‘social identity’) (Hornsey,
2008: 206). When our group-level self-concept is activated, we start evaluating the ingroup compared
to relevant outgroups. After all, ‘groups are not islands; they become psychologically real only when
defined in comparison to other groups’ (Hornsey, 2008: 207). Differences between the ingroup and
the outgroup are mentally enhanced and are sometimes accompanied by a negative evaluation of the
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outgroup, because we want the comparison to lead to a positive self-image.1 Even when reality tells other-
wise, our ingroup bias leads to a more positive perception of our own group (Bougher, 2017; Mason,
2015). Hence, social identification has two components: the acknowledgement of being a member of
the group and the positive evaluation of this group membership (Bougher, 2017; Stubager, 2009).
When group identification is strong, people are ‘motivated to emphasise the distinct identity of those
groups, and to uphold, protect, or enhance the value afforded to those groups and their members’
(Ellemers and Haslam, 2012: 382). This happens through both cognitive and actual enhancement of
the stereotypical group differences in attributes, norms and behaviour (Hornsey, 2008). Those who
retrieve a positive self-image through group membership are thus more likely to identify with their social
group and will, in turn, perceive more group differences in those areas that further enhance this positive
self-concept.

Given today’s schooled and meritocratic context, the higher educated, especially, benefit from
education-based identification because their higher educational level indicates more competence and sta-
tus, leading to a more positive self-image (Kuppens et al., 2015, 2018; Stubager, 2009). For the lower
educated, less competence and a lower social status are attached to their identity. They are defined by
something they do not have or have less, instead of something they do have or have more, which gen-
erates less self-esteem (Kuppens et al., 2015).2 Moreover, as described in the previous section, the stereo-
typical attributes, norms and behaviours of the higher educated are generally valued higher in society than
those of the lower educated, motivating the higher rather than the lower educated to emphasise intergroup
differences. This holds particularly true for their differences in (the cognitive reasoning behind their) cul-
tural attitudes, as these function as a source of distinction (Bourdieu, 1984; Bovens et al., 2014; Scott,
2022; Stubager, 2009). Hence, due to their stronger social identification, the higher educated are more
likely to perceive educational disagreement and thus polarisation. This argument following from the
SIT is in accordance with empirical research showing that the higher educated identify more with their
educational level, view their attitudes as superior and display more intergroup bias than the lower edu-
cated (Bovens et al., 2014; Harteveld, 2019; Kuppens et al., 2015, 2018; Stubager, 2009).

This does not mean that the lower educated do not have any educational awareness. In fact, their aware-
ness is what is causing them to identify less, because they recognise the lower social status attached to their
educational level, which leads to a less positive self-image (Spruyt and Kuppens, 2015a). Nevertheless,
according to the mechanisms of the SIT (Tajfel and Turner, 1979), those lower educated who do strongly
identify with their educational level will also perceive more educational polarisation, as they may, for
example, perceive their attitudes as more friendly or sincere (Spruyt, 2014; Spruyt and Kuppens,
2015b). They are, therefore, motivated to further emphasise the differences between them and the higher
educated. Moreover, some level of identification and intergroup bias among the lower educated can be use-
ful and is therefore not unlikely, since they can benefit more from intergroup conflict by challenging their
lower social status (Hornsey, 2008; Kuppens et al., 2018). The higher educated, on the other hand, gain
more by distinguishing themselves in a non-conflictual way, as this enables them to remain socially dom-
inant without much challenge from the lower educated (Spruyt, 2014). Especially in a time where the num-
ber of higher educated is increasing, this group benefits from emphasising differences but not creating
conflict, as their form of distinction is already under threat. Indeed, the status of higher education seems
to be especially high in countries with a large share of higher educated (Van Noord et al., 2019).

In sum, I assume that educational distinctions are salient in the schooled society. The view on educa-
tion as meritocratic legitimises the social status of higher education. Because group identification is more
likely to occur when it leads to a better self-image, the higher educated are more likely to identify strongly
with their educational level than the lower educated. Further distinction is particularly likely along the
lines of (supposedly well-reasoned) cultural attitudes, and the former will thus perceive stronger polar-
isation to emphasise these differences. This leads to the following hypothesis:

H1: The higher educated have a stronger perception of educational polarisation than the lower educated because
the former identify more strongly with their educational level.
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The nature of perceived polarisation
Up until now, I have argued that educational identification and the resulting perceived polarisation is
most likely to occur based on educational differences in cultural attitudes because such attitudes are
an important source of distinction. While educational level is also still strongly linked to economic
resources and such economic inequality remains a significant source of polarisation (Gidron et al.,
2019; Harteveld, 2019), perceived educational polarisation seems to be more cultural than economic
in nature indeed. First of all, Baker (2014: 2) has called educational expansion ‘a cultural phenom-
enon more than a material or political one’, which has created new cultural ideas about humans
and society. Van Noord et al. (2019) confirm that the subjective social status derived from higher
education in the schooled society goes beyond one’s material resources. When it comes to income
and class, luck is seen as an important factor in succeeding, while education is more often viewed
as a personal responsibility, emphasising the perceived meritocratic nature of education (Kuppens
et al., 2018).

Moreover, ‘old politics’ concerning economic inequalities has made room for ‘new politics’, primarily
concerning cultural issues (Dalton, 2013; Stubager, 2009). Educational disagreement on issues such as
multiculturalism and law and order are now more salient and more important for voting behaviour in
the Netherlands (Adams et al., 2012; Bovens et al., 2014; Inglehart and Norris, 2017). Dutch citizens
also mention such cultural issues as the main cause of societal disagreement nowadays (Dekker and
Den Ridder, 2019). This is strongly rooted in the current importance of education compared to class
(Van der Waal et al., 2007), again emphasising how educational distinction is primarily cultural in nature.
It is also more beneficial to the higher educated political elite to emphasise cultural attitudinal disagree-
ment rather than economic inequality. The former can be framed in a largely non-conflictual way based
on educational stereotypes (Spruyt, 2014), as such attitudes supposedly are the result of more knowledge,
better cognitive skills and cultural superiority. Economic inequality is, however, way more complex, and
addressing the educational differences in economic resources – which are more luck than merit based
(Kuppens et al., 2018) – would threaten the educational hierarchy by eliciting group conflict due to its
partial illegitimacy (Hornsey, 2008).

Combined, both the salience of educational identities and the distinction between educational groups
is more strongly rooted in cultural differences, and therefore, perceptions of educational polarisation are
expected to be more strongly based on cultural attitudes compared to economic resources. This leads to
the following hypothesis:

H2: Perceptions of educational polarisation are based on cultural rather than economic differences between edu-
cational groups because educational identities are more strongly rooted in cultural compared to economic
distinctions.

Data and methods

Data
In order to test the hypotheses, I analysed data retrieved among respondents of the Dutch LISS panel
(Longitudinal Internet Studies for the Social sciences) (2019), administered by Centerdata (Tilburg
University, the Netherlands). The sample consisted of panel members who participated online in
the last wave of the Dutch European Values Study and was randomly drawn and representative
for the Dutch population. With a response rate of 73.3%, the initial sample consisted of 1275 respon-
dents. I selected only those respondents with no missing values on all included variables, which even-
tually led to a sample size of 1184 respondents (92.9%). The relatively small percentage of missing
values (7.1%) was spread over multiple variables and did not necessitate more advanced imputation
methods.
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Variables
Perceived polarisation. To measure perceived polarisation, the approach of Dekker and Den Ridder (2019)
was followed, asking respondents: ‘In your opinion, how large is the disagreement between lower and
higher educated in the Netherlands?’. Answer options included (1) no disagreement; (2) very small dis-
agreement; (3) small disagreement; (4) large disagreement; and (5) very large disagreement. A higher score
thus indicated stronger perceived polarisation. Most of the respondents answered this question with ‘large
disagreement’, and the data were thus highly, negatively skewed (−1.27) with strong kurtosis (2.09).3

Cultural and economic distinctions. To further investigate the nature of perceived polarisation,
respondents were asked a follow-up question: ‘Could you indicate on a scale from 1 to 5 to what extent
the following matters influence this disagreement?’, where 1 meant ‘not of influence’ and 5 meant ‘of
very strong influence’. The first item included ‘differences between educational groups in how they think
about society’, and the second item included ‘differences between educational groups in (economic)
resources’. Both items were moderately skewed (−0.69 and −0.51, respectively), and the first item, espe-
cially, showed strong kurtosis (1.50 and 0.76, respectively). Due to the survey design of Centerdata, only
a part of the respondents was presented with these two questions (61.6%). This selection was completely
random. Therefore, the items were not taken into account in the eventual respondent selection (based on
listwise deletion), and only the respondents who answered both questions were included in the corre-
sponding analyses (N= 737).

Educational level. In accordance with the ISCED categorisation, the educational level of respondents
was assigned based on the six categories of Statistics Netherlands (CBS) (2016), namely, (1) basis (pri-
mary); (2) vmbo (lower secondary); (3) havo/vwo (higher secondary); (4) mbo (post-secondary, non-
tertiary); (5) hbo (tertiary, higher vocational); and (6) wo (tertiary, university). These levels were recoded
into three categories: lower educated (1 and 2), middle educated (3 and 4) and higher educated (5 and 6).4

The categories contained 31.1%, 37.0% and 31.9% of the respondents, respectively.5

Educational identity. To measure to what extent respondents identified with their educational level,
the recommendation of Kuppens et al. (2015) was followed, to use more than one item, to capture mul-
tiple aspects of identification. Contrary to many studies – but in line with sociopsychological research on
social identification – respondents were not asked whether they identified with either lower or higher edu-
cated people (or neither), because the lower educated are less likely to respond to such ‘forced-choice’
questions (Kuppens et al., 2015). Rather, they were presented with the following statements: ‘I feel con-
nected to people with the same educational level as myself’ and ‘My educational level forms an important
part of my identity’.

These statements refer to the theoretical concepts of the ‘fit’ and ‘accessibility’ of a social identity,
respectively (Oakes, 1987). As elaborated in the theoretical section, the former is strong when intragroup
cohesion is perceived as high, and the latter is strong when people are motivated to see group membership
as part of their identity. While both elements have proven to be good indicators of self-categorisation,
there exists a complex relationship between the two (e.g. Blanz, 1999). Therefore, both items are mod-
elled separately as indicators of the latent variable ‘educational identity’.

To both statements, respondents could answer (1) totally disagree; (2) disagree; (3) agree, nor dis-
agree; (4) agree; and (5) totally agree. A higher score thus meant stronger identification. Both items
were normally distributed, with a skewness of −0.39 and −0.30 and a kurtosis of 0.26 and −0.39, respect-
ively. The two items showed a Pearson correlation of 0.50 and a Kendall’s tau-b of 0.44.

Control variables.A number of control variables were added to the models, namely, gender (0=male,
1= female), age (in years), income (0= no income, 12=more than 7500 euros net income per month)
and urbanity (1= not urban, 5= very strongly urban).6 These control variables are common in research
into educational differences, to account for spuriousness (e.g. Koçer and Van de Werfhorst, 2012; Scott,
2022; Spruyt and Kuppens, 2015b; Stubager, 2009). Income is especially important in this regard, as I try
to capture educational identity beyond economic resources (Kuppens et al., 2018; Van Noord et al.,
2019).7 See Table 1 for a descriptive overview of all the included variables.
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Analytical strategy
To investigate if higher educated individuals have a stronger perception of polarisation than lower edu-
cated individuals and whether this is due to higher levels of group identification, I performed structural
equation modelling (SEM) with maximum likelihood estimation and NLMINB optimisation. SEM was
chosen because it enables the estimation of a latent mediator variable based on multiple observed indi-
cators – as is the case for educational identity – thereby reducing measurement error. It also allows for the
simultaneous estimation of both direct and indirect paths within one model, which is essential for testing
the hypothesised mediation.8

By using the R package Lavaan, perceived educational polarisation was defined by education, gender,
age, income and living area. Educational identity was included as a latent variable with two indicators and
modelled as a mediator. Because not all the items were normally distributed, I looked at the robust, cor-
rected fit statistics. According to the global and incremental fit indices, the model explains the data well
[χ2(6)= 10.41, p= .11; comparative fit index (CFI)= 0.98; Tucker–Lewis index (TLI)= 0.95], and also
the absolute fit indices indicate a good fit of the model [standardised root mean square residual (SRMR)=
0.01 and root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA)= 0.03] (Schreiber et al., 2006). After
inspection of the modification indices, no further adjustments were made to the model.9

Thereafter, I performed a paired-sample t-test to see whether perceived polarisation is primarily based
on economic or cultural differences between educational groups. Additional structural equation models
were estimated as described above, to investigate the role of identity in perceived cultural and economic
differences, respectively. Post-stratification weights were applied to all analyses to correct for the Dutch
population’s distribution of gender, age and education.

Results

Educational identity and perceived polarisation
I first inspected the descriptive association between educational level and perceived educational polarisa-
tion and between educational level and educational identification. Figure 1 shows that educational polar-
isation is generally perceived as large, and this holds for every educational group. The higher and middle
educated both perceive significantly more polarisation than the lower educated [t(664)= 3.12, p< .001,
and t(695)= 3.16, p< .001, respectively] but do not differ from each other [t(738)=−0.17, p= .43].

Table 1. Descriptive statistics.

N Min–max Mean Standard deviation

Perceived polarisation 1184 1–5 3.55 0.87
Cultural differences 737 1–5 3.83 0.77
Economic differences 737 1–5 3.98 0.72
Education
Lower 1184 0–1 0.31
Middle 1184 0–1 0.37
Higher 1184 0–1 0.32
Educational identity
Connectedness 1184 1–5 3.28 0.90
Part of identity 1184 1–5 3.13 0.99
Gender (female) 1184 0–1 0.50
Age 1184 19–92 50.1 18.2
Income 1184 0–12 3.68 2.09
Urbanity 1184 1–5 2.89 1.44

Source: LISS panel (Centerdata, 2019), weighted data (except for N ).
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Figure 2 indicates that, for every educational group, the level of connectedness to people with the same
educational level is higher than the importance of education to one’s identity. The higher educated feel
more connected to similar others than both the lower [t(664)= 9.73, p< .001] and middle educated
[t(738)= 6.62, p< .001], and this also holds for the importance of their educational identity [t(664)=
9.15, p< .001, and t(738)= 6.44, p< .001, respectively]. The middle educated also feel more connected
[t(695)= 2.89, p< .01] and identify more strongly [t(695)= 2.76, p< .01] than the lower educated,
although not substantially.

To test Hypothesis 1, I performed SEM and first inspected the total effects, meaning the effects of the
independent variables on perceived educational polarisation, without controlling for identification.
Table 2 shows that the higher educated, as well as the middle educated, have a significantly stronger

Figure 1. Mean perception of educational polarisation by educational group (standard errors).
Source: LISS panel (Centerdata, 2019), weighted data.

Figure 2. Mean educational identification by educational group – connectedness and identity (standard errors).
Source: LISS panel (Centerdata, 2019), weighted data.
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perception of educational polarisation than the lower educated. Notably, the difference in perception is
roughly the same between the middle and the lower educated (b= 0.29, SE= 0.11, p< .05) and between
the higher and the lower educated (b= 0.28, SE= 0.11, p< .01). The control variables have little to no
effect on perceived educational polarisation, although perceptions are somewhat stronger in more urban
areas (b= 0.08, SE= 0.03, p< .01) and among the elderly (b= 0.01, SE= 0.00, p< .05).

Concerning education-based identification, the results first of all show a significant factor loading for
the identification item (λ= 0.91, SE= 0.11, p< .001) (the factor loading of the first connectedness indi-
cator is fixed to 1, to set the scale of the latent variable). The latent factor explains 60.3% of the variance
in educational connectedness and 41.2% of the variance in seeing education as part of one’s identity.

The middle educated do not identify significantly more strongly with their educational level than the
lower educated (b= 0.13, SE= 0.08, p= .11), which in turn means that their levels of identification can-
not account for their differences in polarisation perceptions (b= 0.03, SE= 0.02, p= .16).10 The higher
educated, on the other hand, identify much more strongly with their educational level than the lower edu-
cated (b= 0.53, SE= 0.08, p< .001). This difference in identification significantly mediates the relation-
ship between educational level and perceived polarisation (indirect effect: b= 0.12, SE= 0.04, p< .01)
and explains 42.3% of the association between education and perceived differences. The direct effect
is no longer significant after including educational identification (b= 0.16, SE= 0.11, p= .13). See
Figure 3 for a graphical representation of this mediation effect. Overall, effects range from small to mod-
erate, with standardised estimates between 0.06 and 0.35 (Cohen, 1988). The relatively little explained
variance (7.2% and 13.7%) shows that other factors play a role in perceived polarisation and education-
based identification that have not been included in this study.

Analyses with the two educational identity indicators separately yielded similar results (see
Appendix A). More specifically, the higher educated feel significantly more connected to similar others
than the lower educated (b= 0.50, SE= 0.08, p< .001), and their educational level is also a more import-
ant part of their identity (b= 0.55, SE= 0.10, p< .001). Both connectedness (b= 0.13, SE= 0.04, p< .01)
and identification (b= 0.09, SE= 0.04, p< .05) positively affect perceived polarisation. In turn, this
leads to significant mediating effects of connectedness (b= 0.06, SE= 0.024, p< .01) and identification
(b= 0.05, SE= 0.020, p< .05). Separately, connectedness and identification explain, respectively, 22.8%
and 17.4% of the differences between the lower and the higher educated in perceived polarisation (which
are b= 0.22, SE= 0.10, p< .05, and b= 0.23, SE= 0.10, p< .05, respectively, after controlling for the
mediation effect). Similar to the original analyses, the middle educated do not significantly differ from
the lower educated in their connectedness (b= 0.10, SE= 0.08, p= .23) or identification (b= 0.17, SE
= 0.09, p= .06). None of the effects of connectedness and identification significantly differ from each
other, indicating that the fit and accessibility of an identity are equally important to the causes and con-
sequences of self-categorisation.11

Table 2. Perceived educational polarisation and the mediating role of educational identification – coefficient
estimates from structural equation modelling (standard errors between parentheses).

Perceived polarisation Educational identity Indirect effect Total effect

Education (ref.= lower)
Middle 0.262* (0.112) 0.126 (0.079) 0.028 (0.020) 0.290** (0.106)
Higher 0.162 (0.108) 0.530*** (0.083) 0.119** (0.039) 0.281** (0.102)
Gender (female) −0.075 (0.084) 0.004 (0.067) 0.001 (0.015) −0.074 (0.078)
Age 0.006* (0.003) −0.003 (0.002) −0.001 (0.000) 0.005* (0.003)
Income 0.001 (0.021) 0.021 (0.017) 0.005 (0.004) 0.005 (0.019)
Urbanity 0.071** (0.027) 0.019 (0.021) 0.004 (0.005) 0.075** (0.025)
Educational identity 0.225** (0.066)
R2 .072 .137

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.
Source: LISS panel (Centerdata, 2019), weighted data.
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Combined, the findings confirm Hypothesis 1: the higher educated have a stronger perception of edu-
cational polarisation than the lower educated, because the former identify more strongly with their edu-
cational level.

The nature of perceived polarisation
Contrary to the expectation, the paired-sample t-test regarding the cultural versus economic nature of per-
ceived educational polarisation showed that people see differences in economic resources between edu-
cational groups as more divisive than their cultural attitudes. The means of the two items already
indicated a somewhat stronger perception of economic (M= 3.98, SD= 0.72) compared to cultural dis-
tinctions (M= 3.83, SD= 0.77) (see Table 1), and this difference turns out to be significant [t(720)=
−5.12, p< .001]. These findings also hold for every educational group separately [lower: t(240)=
−2.19, p< .05; middle: t(282)=−2.56, p< .01; higher: t(240)=−4.25, p< .001], with the strongest dif-
ference being among the higher educated (see Figure 4). These results already contradict the first part of
Hypothesis 2: perceived educational polarisation is in fact more economic than cultural in nature.

However, when we look at the role of education-based identification in perceived cultural and eco-
nomic polarisation (see Appendix B), results reveal that identification has a positive effect on perceived
cultural differences (b= 0.21, SE= 0.06, p< .01), but no significant effect on perceived economic differ-
ences (b= 0.12, SE= 0.06, p= .06). In turn, educational identity significantly explains 34.3% of the dif-
ferences between the lower and higher educated in perceived cultural polarisation (b= 0.11, SE= 0.04, p
< .01) but cannot significantly explain their differences in perceived economic polarisation (b= 0.06, SE
= 0.03, p= .06) (see Figure 5). For the middle educated, no differences were found in perceived cultural
polarisation compared to the lower educated (b= 0.14, SE= 0.09, p= .12), but they do perceive more

Figure 3. The mediating role of educational identity in perceived polarisation differences between the higher and
lower educated – coefficient estimates from structural equation modelling.a
aControlled for middle versus lower educated, gender, age, income and urbanity. bParameter fixed to 1 to set the
scale of the latent variable. *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001; n.s.= not significant. Source: LISS panel (Centerdata,
2019), weighted data.
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economic differences between educational groups (b= 0.20, SE= 0.10, p< .05). Overall, effects range
from small to moderate, with standardised estimates between 0.04 and 0.33 (Cohen, 1988). The control
variables affected neither cultural nor economic perceived polarisation.

Combined, these results partly confirm Hypothesis 2: educational identities are indeed more strongly
rooted in cultural compared to economic distinctions, but this does not make people perceive more cul-
tural than economic polarisation between educational groups.

Discussion and conclusion
In the current schooled society, educational differences are an important source of social identification
and status attainment, which could explain (false) perceptions of educational polarisation. I turned to
the SIT to investigate this role of education-based identification in perceived educational polarisation,
as well as the nature of these perceptions.

Based on Dutch LISS panel data (Centerdata, 2019), I conclude that the higher educated perceive more
educational polarisation than the lower educated, and this is partly due to their differences in education-
based identification. These findings emphasise the robustness of the classic SIT (Tajfel and Turner,
1979), which continues to prove its validity in different times and contexts. According to this framework,
the higher educated are more likely to identify with their educational level because the social status and
power attached to it lead to a more positive self-image. For reasons of distinction, the identification with
their social group generates perceptions of small intragroup and large intergroup differences and thus of
polarisation. Furthermore, the results regarding the middle educated deviated from the other educational
groups. This shows the exceptional position of the middle educated, which is often ignored in studies on
educational differences (admittedly, also largely so in the current study) but deserves more attention in
future research (see, for example, Engbersen et al., 2017). Such research should also be conducted in
countries other than the Netherlands, as educational differences may be less salient and perceived polar-
isation thus less substantial.

As recommended in a previous work (Kuppens et al., 2015), I used two indicators to capture educa-
tional identification, namely, the extent to which people feel connected to others with the same educa-
tional level and the extent to which they see their educational level as an important part of their
identity. These items tap into the ‘fit’ and ‘accessibility’ of social identities (Oakes, 1987). Because these

Figure 4. Mean cultural and economic influence on perceived polarisation by educational group (standard errors).
Source: LISS panel (Centerdata, 2019), weighted data.
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Figure 5. The (absent) mediating role of educational identity in perceived cultural (top) and economic (bottom)
differences between the higher and lower educated – coefficient estimates from structural equation modelling.a
aControlled for middle versus lower educated, gender, age, income and urbanity. bParameter fixed to 1 to set the
scale of the latent variable. *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001; n.s.: not significant. Source: LISS panel (Centerdata, 2019),
weighted data.
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concepts have a complex relationship (Blanz, 1999), they were added as separate indicators. Eventually,
the items turned out to have similar effects on perceived polarisation and explained educational differ-
ences equally well. Future research should note the importance of using multiple indicators but could
consider combining these into one measure.

A number of other methodological limitations could be addressed in future research, such as the meas-
urement scale of perceived polarisation. The scale was treated as continuous, but in an open question
included in the survey, some respondents indicated that they missed a middle-answer option (’small dif-
ferences is somewhat too less, yet large differences is too exaggerated’), which may indicate that the dis-
tance between the answers was not always perceived as equal and that some respondents felt forced to
give more extreme answers, leading to skewed results. Furthermore, the risk of omitted variable bias
in interpreting the results could not be prevented due to limited item availability in the used dataset.
Future research could focus on other possible explanations of perceived educational polarisation, for
example, in the political sphere. The use of cross-sectional data to investigate mediation effects could
have affected the interpretation of the results as well, for example, in terms of reversed causality.
While the SIT (Tajfel and Turner, 1979) argues that stronger identification leads to stronger perceived
polarisation, the opposite is (also) true in light of the optimal distinctiveness theory (Brewer, 1991).
Taking this into account may give more inside in what makes educational groups particularly distinct.

Regarding the nature of perceived polarisation, I conclude that educational differences in economic
resources are perceived as greater than differences in cultural attitudes, although educational identities
are more strongly rooted in cultural compared to economic distinctions. This is in accordance with earlier
research showing that the status attached to educational identities goes beyond material resources and
class (Kuppens et al., 2018; Van Noord et al., 2019). It seems especially beneficial to the higher educated
to distinguish themselves from the lower educated based on cultural attitudes. In line with educational
stereotypes, they can be portrayed as largely non-conflictual, resulting from more knowledge, better cog-
nitive skills and cultural superiority (Spruyt, 2014). Recognising and addressing economic inequality, on
the other hand, could threaten the educational hierarchy by eliciting group conflict due to its partial illegit-
imacy (Hornsey, 2008; Kuppens et al., 2018). Although these findings contribute to the scientific debate
on the nature of educational identities and perceived polarisation, the large unexplained variance shows
that more is to be discovered. This is preferably done by qualitative research, because of the subjective
nature of identification and polarising perceptions.

The findings also ask for more research into perceived polarisation as a process rather than a state, as it
remains unclear whether educational polarisation perceptions have increased or decreased over time due
to the rise of the schooled society (Baker, 2014). It has become clear that educational differentials are still
highly salient in society and still form an important source of social identification. However, this could
(have) change(d) over time, due to the growing share of the higher educated in society. Being higher edu-
cated has become less unique, which could reduce the positive contribution to the self-image of higher
educated individuals. This could in turn decrease their level of identification and thus their perceived
polarisation. Contrarily, it could also lead to stronger intergroup bias and need for distinction, exactly
because the higher educated must uphold their positive self-concept and social status (Van Noord
et al., 2019). They could do so by increasingly emphasising negative characteristics of the lower educated
through intergroup comparison (Hornsey, 2008), such as their knowledge and cognitive skills, as these
have become key features in schooled societies (Baker, 2014). In turn, conflict perceptions may rise
among the lower educated, as educational inequalities will increasingly be seen as illegitimate yet definite
(Spruyt and Kuppens, 2015a). The higher educated may increasingly perceive the worldviews of the
lower and higher educated as incompatible, also eliciting conflict perceptions (DiMaggio et al., 1996).

Moreover, as politicians (e.g. Iyengar et al., 2012) and media (e.g. Levendusky and Malhotra, 2016;
Spruyt et al., 2018) make educational identities salient, social and political debate is mostly dominated by
cultural issues, as strong educational identification influences perceptions of cultural differences but does
not affect perceptions of economic differences. In a context of culturalised new politics (Dalton, 2013;
Stubager, 2009), this will leave less attention for economic inequalities, even though these are recognised
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across all educational levels, and even most strongly so among the politically powerful elite. This disre-
gard will only widen the (perceived) gap between them and ‘the people’ and lead to ever less trust in the
diploma democracy (Bovens and Wille, 2017).
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Notes
1. Bougher (2017) points to the important differentiation between ingroup liking and outgroup derogation: mere

categorisation leads to ingroup liking, rather than outgroup derogation. When comparison leads to the perception
of significant differences, this could in turn lead to outgroup derogation.

2. This changes when the earlier mentioned labels of ‘practically’ and ‘theoretically’ educated are used, but con-
cerns are that the stigma remains (Pleijers and De Vries, 2021).

3. The continuity of the scale is debatable since the distance between scores 3 and 4 may be interpreted differently
than the difference between the other scores.

4. In line with the discussed literature, this study focuses on the distinction between the lower and higher educated.
Nevertheless, the middle educated are included in the analyses to ensure a more nuanced and comprehensive
representation of the population. Including this group avoids an artificial dichotomisation and provides further
insight into whether the middle educated align more closely with one side or hold a distinct position.

5. Due to weighing, this is in accordance with the distribution of education among the Dutch population: of people
aged 15 years and older in 2019, 31.1% was lower educated, 37.7% was middle educated, and 31.2% was higher
educated (CBS, 2019). Note that the youngest respondent in the sample was 19 years old.

6. Control variables where primarily demographic in nature and missed other, more substantial indicators, which
could lead to omitted variable bias. However, the dataset lacked suitable items to serve this purpose, such as
political ideology. A measure most closely related to political ideology included in the dataset was a value scale
from 1 (conservative) to 10 (progressive), constructed based on five items measuring the justification of homo-
sexuality, abortion, divorce, euthanasia and suicide (Inglehart and Baker, 2000). However, including this vari-
able led to a worse fit of the model (χ2(7)= 17.93, p< .05; CFI= 0.96; TLI= 0.88; SRMR= 0.01; RMSEA=
0.03), and the variable itself did not have any significant influence on educational identification (b= 0.01, se
= 0.01, p= .523) nor on perceived polarisation (b= 0.01, se= 0.01, p= .329). It was therefore decided to not
include it in the eventual models.

7. Even though the inclusion of income is theoretically justified, we should be cautious of possible endogeneity
effects, as income is partly a consequence of education (Kohler et al., 2024). Not including income led to a simi-
lar yet slightly worse fit of the model (χ2(5)= 11.49, p< .05; CFI= 0.98; TLI= 0.93; SRMR= 0.01; RMSEA=
0.03). All identity-related effects were somewhat stronger than in the original model, but the same interpretation
applied.

8. Referring to statistical (in)direct ‘effects’ is common in SEM, but I recognise that one should be careful with
causal interpretations of these models (see Chapter 3 of Bollen, 1989).

9. Estimating the model with WLSMV instead of ML estimation to account for the ordinal nature and non-
normality of the data led to a similar fit: χ2(6)= 10.78, p= .10; CFI= 0.99; TLI= 1.00; SRMR= 0.00;
RMSEA= 0.03. Conclusions were identical, although estimates were overall more conservative with ML com-
pared to WLSMV.

10. Given the way the question about perceived polarisation was phrased, these findings do make sense in light of the
SIT. If the middle educated identify with their own educational level, which is not lower or higher educated, it is
not surprising that this identification does not strongly influence their perception of differences between two
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other groups with different educational levels than themselves. Had they been asked about their perception of
differences between themselves and, for example, the higher educated, findings may have been different.

11. Because both items seemed to be equally important, a robustness check was conducted by taking the mean of the
two items. This new ‘educational identity’ item was then used to conduct the same analysis. Results were largely
similar and did not lead to different conclusions (see Appendix A).
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Appendix A. Educational identity: Connectedness and identification

Table A1. Perceived educational polarisation and the mediating role of educational connectedness (one item) –
coefficient estimates from structural equation modelling (standard errors between parentheses).

Perceived
polarisation

Educational
connectedness Indirect effect Total effect

Education (ref.= lower)
Middle 0.277** (0.105) 0.098 (0.081) 0.013 (0.012) 0.290** (0.106)
Higher 0.217* (0.100) 0.495*** (0.080) 0.064** (0.024) 0.281** (0.102)
Gender (female) −0.080 (0.077) 0.041 (0.068) 0.005 (0.009) −0.074 (0.078)
Age 0.006* (0.003) −0.005* (0.002) −0.001* (0.000) 0.005* (0.003)
Income 0.003 (0.019) 0.022 (0.017) 0.003 (0.002) 0.005 (0.019)
Urbanity 0.072** (0.025) 0.019 (0.021) 0.002 (0.003) 0.075** (0.025)
Educational

connectedness
0.130** (0.041)

R2 .061 .084

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.
Source: LISS panel (Centerdata, 2019), weighted data.

Table A2. Perceived educational polarisation and the mediating role of educational identification (one item) –
coefficient estimates from structural equation modelling (standard errors between parentheses).

Perceived polarisation
Educational
identification Indirect effect Total effect

Education (ref.= lower)
Middle 0.274** (0.106) 0.172 (0.093) 0.015 (0.010) 0.290** (0.106)
Higher 0.232* (0.103) 0.552*** (0.098) 0.050* (0.020) 0.281** (0.102)
Gender (female) −0.068 (0.077) −0.070 (0.075) −0.006 (0.007) −0.074 (0.078)
Age 0.005* (0.003) 0.001 (0.002) 0.000 (0.000) 0.005* (0.003)
Income 0.004 (0.019) 0.017 (0.018) 0.002 (0.002) 0.005 (0.019)
Urbanity 0.073** (0.025) 0.016 (0.025) 0.001 (0.002) 0.075** (0.025)
Educational

identification
0.090* (0.035)

R2 .054 .063

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.
Source: LISS panel (Centerdata, 2019), weighted data.
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Appendix B. Perceived cultural and economic differences

Table A3. Perceived educational polarisation and the mediating role of educational identification (mean of
connectedness and identification item) – coefficient estimates from structural equation modelling (standard errors
between parentheses).

Perceived polarisation Educational identity Indirect effect Total effect

Education (ref.= lower)
Middle 0.270* (0.105) 0.135 (0.074) 0.020 (0.013) 0.290** (0.106)
Higher 0.204* (0.101) 0.523*** (0.076) 0.077** (0.025) 0.281** (0.107)
Gender (female) −0.072 (0.077) −0.015 (0.061) −0.002 (0.009) −0.074 (0.085)
Age 0.005* (0.003) −0.002 (0.002) −0.000 (0.000) 0.005* (0.003)
Income 0.003 (0.019) 0.021 (0.015) 0.003 (0.002) 0.005 (0.021)
Urbanity 0.072** (0.025) 0.018 (0.020) 0.003 (0.003) 0.075** (0.027)
Educational identity 0.147** (0.043)
R2 .062 .092

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.
Source: LISS panel (Centerdata, 2019), Weighted data.

Table B1. Perceived cultural differences and the mediating role of educational identification – coefficient estimates
from structural equation modelling (standard errors between parentheses).

Perceived cultural differences Educational identity Indirect effect Total effect

Education (ref.=
lower)

Middle 0.126 (0.090) 0.084 (0.101) 0.018 (0.022) 0.144 (0.092)
Higher 0.207* (0.087) 0.505*** (0.104) 0.107** (0.036) 0.315** (0.092)
Gender (female) −0.108 (0.070) 0.020 (0.086) 0.004 (0.018) −0.103 (0.072)
Age −0.000 (0.002) −0.006* (0.003) −0.001 (0.001) −0.001 (0.002)
Income −0.022 (0.015) 0.040 (0.021) 0.008 (0.005) −0.014 (0.016)
Urbanity 0.025 (0.022) 0.008 (0.027) 0.002 (0.006) 0.026 (0.023)
Educational identity 0.213** (0.062)
R2 .067 .165

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.
Source: LISS panel (Centerdata, 2019), weighted data.

Table B2. Perceived economic differences and the (absent) mediating role of educational identification – coefficient
estimates from structural equation modelling (standard errors between parentheses).

Perceived economic
differences Educational identity Indirect effect Total effect

Education (ref.=
lower)

Middle 0.192* (0.094) 0.086 (0.100) 0.010 (0.012) 0.202* (0.095)
Higher 0.364*** (0.096) 0.506*** (0.104) 0.059 (0.032) 0.422*** (0.096)
Gender (female) −0.055 (0.066) 0.018 (0.086) 0.002 (0.010) −0.053 (0.067)
Age 0.003 (0.002) −0.006* (0.003) −0.001 (0.001) 0.002 (0.002)
Income −0.006 (0.016) 0.039 (0.021) 0.005 (0.003) −0.001 (0.016)
Urbanity 0.022 (0.021) 0.007 (0.027) 0.001 (0.003) 0.023 (0.022)
Educational identity 0.116 (0.061)
R2 .063 .166

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.
Source: LISS panel (Centerdata, 2019), weighted data.
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