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Abstract: This paper addresses the impact of social capital on the status attainment process of 
young people at the start of their careers and examines how social class, gender and ethnicity 
affect  the  accumulation  of  social  capital  and  thereby labour  market  stratification  of  young 
people. A sample of young Swedes graduating from vocational schools and universities between 
2005 and 2006, was surveyed via the telephone about their experiences acquiring jobs. Two re-
search questions are posed: (i) Which characteristics (class, gender and ethnicity) affect young 
people's access to more social capital? (ii) How is social capital rewarded in the labour market? 
The results show that being female, coming from the lower social classes and being a member 
of a stigmatized immigrant groupare associated with a substantial social capital deficit. When 
socioeconomic and demographic backgrounds as well as the human capital of respondents are 
controlled, social capital is positively associated with salary level. The results indicate that social 
capital is a significant factor in the stratification process of young people.
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1. Introduction

Proponents of the meritocratic approach argue that, 
when societies evolve from traditionalism to industrial-
ism, the criteria of 'achievement' necessarily replace 
the criteria of 'ascription' in all forms of social selec-
tion. Merit, defined as ability plus effort, shown through 
one's  formal  educational  achievements  and  labour 
market experience, is the criterion used for allocating 
individuals  to  different positions. Consequently,  what 
you can do rather than who you are (as defined by 
your  class,  gender  or  ethnicity/race)  is  the  factor 

determining your position in the social hierarchy [1].
In more recent models of status attainment, educa-

tion is seen as the mediating factor between socioeco-
nomic background and labour market outcomes such 
as salary or occupational status. As empirical findings 
demonstrate,  educational  achievements  are  strongly 
dependent on ascribed resources (for Sweden, see [2]).

In  status  attainment  research,  less  attention  has 
been paid  to  social  processes  in  the  more  informal 
private spheres of life (such as friendship, partnership 
and  neighbourhood)  that  lead  to  inequalities.  More 
precisely, how being embedded in resource-poor social

© 2013 by the authors;  licensee Librello,  Switzerland. This open access article was published 
under a Creative Commons Attribution License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/).



networks  and  consequently  having  less  access  to 
social capital may negatively affect individuals' educa-
tional attainment and labour market outcomes. Stud-
ies  which incorporate social  capital  as  an additional 
factor to explain social status have shown that 'when 
the mediated effects of parental status through social 
capital are taken into account, ascribed status might 
be just as important, if not more so, than achieved 
status' ([3], p. 165).

To investigate the impact of social capital on the la-
bour market stratification process, this study, conduc-
ted in Sweden, uses data on the job-entry process of 
a group of young people who completed their studies 
in 2005–2006 and started working. These data have 
the advantage of focusing on social capital in the first 
phase  of  the  individuals'  working lives,  when social 
capital is more ascribed than achieved, that is, when 
strong kinship and social origin ties, rather than work-
related ones, are more important [4]. On the other 
hand, the data have the disadvantage that they con-
tain information about the wages of young people (as 
a proxy for their status attainment) only at the start of 
their careers, while in many cases the biggest steps in 
occupational  careers  are  taken  later,  such  as  when 
people leave their first jobs and take up new ones. 

Most prior research on the effect of social capital 
on stratification processes was conducted in countries 
with  unregulated  labour  markets,  such  as  United 
States (for a review see [5]). It seems likely that re-
sources in one's social networks may play a greater 
role in these countries than in a highly regulated mar-
ket such as that of Sweden, which has a nationwide 
system of public employment agencies, with at least 
one office in each municipality. The National Labour 
Market  Board  regularly  publishes  information  about 
job openings. Furthermore, employers in Sweden are 
required by law to report vacancies to employment of-
fices.  Considering these characteristics, the question 
is; given the same educational achievements, can we 
detect  differences  between  the  quality  of  jobs  ob-
tained by young people at the start of their careers 
dependent upon access to more social capital?

Furthermore,  active  membership  of  civic  associ-
ations has traditionally been a well-known avenue for 
social mobility of young people from lower class back-
grounds in Sweden ([6], p. 300). If we assume that 
membership of such associations is a source of social 
capital and that such membership "could offset some 
of the impact of social and economic disadvantages" 
([7], p. 18), then the Swedish context could provide 
an interesting case study in this area. 

To investigate the impact of social capital on the la-
bour market positions of young people at the start of 
their  careers,  the  following  research  questions  are 
posed:

1.Which characteristics of  young people (such as 
socioeconomic  background,  educational  level, 
gender, birthplace and marital status) enhance or 

hinder access to social capital? Or, who has better, 
and who has worse, access to social capital?

2.How well is social capital rewarded in the labour 
market?

2. Theoretical Framework

According  to  neoclassical  economics  (which  focuses 
on the optimizing individual agent which has much in 
common with the meritocratic approach), workers are 
paid  according to  their  productivity,  and  a  worker's 
productivity  depends on the quality  and quantity  of 
'human  capital'  an  individual  has  acquired  through 
formal education and/or professional training [8].

As earlier empirical studies demonstrated, there is 
a  strong correlation  between  social  origin  and  aca-
demic achievement (for school-mediated modes of re-
production of the social structure, see [9]). Besides, in 
the  labour  market  the  full  economic  and  social  re-
wards  of  education  depend  on  social  capital  [10]. 
People with strong educational  credentials  have the 
potential to obtain higher status jobs, but if they are 
not  born  into  higher  social  groups  and/or  lack  the 
'proper' contacts, they cannot obtain a full return on 
their education. Social capital 'procures a competitive 
advantage by providing higher return on investment' 
([11], p. 195).

Social capital has been defined on both the  micro 
(individual)  and  the  macro (collective)  levels,  with 
consequent  theoretical  and  methodological  develop-
ments on two different tracks ([12], p. 3). Putnam, 
the most cited author in social capital research, is the 
central representative of the first type, i.e. research in 
which the unit of analysis is the community, the re-
gion or the entire nation ([12], p. 3).

The concept of social capital applied at the micro or 
individual level has been defined differently in various 
fields. Coleman's definition of social capital stresses its 
social control  function and is mainly used within the 
field of educational research. Coleman's chief interest 
has been the effects of social capital in creating hu-
man capital, in the family and in the community [13].

Researchers who come close to Bourdieu's definition 
of social capital [14] emphasize instead the advantages 
which individuals accrue as a result of connections with 
others in their network who may help them with ad-
vice, further connections, information, loans, and so on 
for  'access to employment,  mobility  through occupa-
tional  ladders,  and entrepreneurial  success'  ([15],  p. 
12). In this research tradition, social capital deals with 
the process of production and reproduction of social in-
equality in the labour market, and is defined as a re-
source accumulated as a result of historical relations of 
power. Accordingly, the probability of accumulating and 
maintaining social capital increases in proportion to the 
amount of  economic and cultural  capital  in  the indi-
vidual's network [16]. Lin [17] and his colleagues, link 
social status to social resources in the individual's net-
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work, and emphasize that the very potency of one's 
network depends, above all, on the position that one 
occupies in the social hierarchy.

A central claim of this research tradition concerns 
conflict and power. In the labour market, for example, 
one's position depends not only on whether one fulfils 
the formal educational demands of a job, but also on 
how one stands relative to other applicants in terms 
of other requirements [18]. As a result, one group's 
social  capital  gain may mean another group's social 
capital loss [19]. 

Those who are connected to better-placed individu-
als have access to better information about job open-
ings.  Such  connections  offer  greater  influence and 
higher social  credentials, as, for example, when well-
placed contacts are cited as referees in a job-seeker's 
application  [16].  In  some  cases  powerful  network 
members can also create a position for someone [20]. 
Network members may reinforce identification, act as 
role models and enhance the job-seeker's  confidence 
and self-esteem. As Brown et al. [21] put it, 'people 
will not only tend to limit the range of jobs they apply 
for to the jobs they feel (correctly or otherwise) they 
have a chance of getting, but also to what they think 
is  appropriate'.  Finally,  network  connections  can 
provide  emotional and  instrumental support,  which 
contributes to an individual's physical and mental well-
being [22].

Drawing on Bourdieu's discussion of the concept of 
social capital [14], one can argue that social capital is 
manifested in different states: embodied, objectified or 
institutionalised. As Denord François et al. ([23], p. 91) 
put it, 'in reality these states are intertwined in various 
ways'.  On  embodied social  capital  Bourdieu  writes 
([14], p. 109): 'Manners (bearing, pronunciation, etc.) 
may be included in social capital insofar as, through the 
mode of acquisition they point to, they indicate initial 
membership  of  a  more  or  less  prestigious  group'. 
Through participant observation in selection interviews 
for recruitment, Jenkins [24] coins the concepts of 'ac-
ceptability' and 'employability' which indicate this state 
of social capital [25].

Objectified social capital is group or network mem-
bership  and  to  operationalise  it  Bourdieu  ([14],  p. 
103) suggests measuring 'the size of the networks of 
connections as well as the volume of the capital (eco-
nomic,  cultural,  or  symbolic)  possessed  by  connec-
tions'.  There  are  several  methods  of  assessing  re-
sources in an individual's social network. The 'position 
generator'  method  employed  in  this  study  is  more 
commonly  used  in  research  on  occupational  attain-
ment and getting desirable labour market outcomes 
(such  as  higher  occupational  prestige  or  wages). 
Using this  method, researchers choose a sample of 
occupations  from  the  full  range  of  the  hierarchical 
structure of society (from very low to high prestige). 
Respondents are asked if among their acquaintances, 
close friends or relatives, there is anyone who has one 
of the jobs indicated on a list. By mapping these ties 

(both weak and strong), this method explores the en-
tire network. Under this method, the occupations of 
contacts are assumed to reflect important aspects of 
their social location, such as their power, class back-
ground and educational status. Another approach for 
measuring the objectified state of social capital is the 
'name  generator'  method  which  can  provide  a  rich 
record  of  a  small  number  of  closer  relationships  of 
respondents [26]. This method is very useful for some 
research purposes such as studying the outcomes of 
social  capital  in  work  organization  (for  discussion 
about these methods see Lin and Erickson [27]). 

The institutionalized state of social capital consists of 
formalised contact patterns and active membership of 
political, religious and civic organizations, which 'guar-
antees  a  particular  form  of  social  relationship  in  a 
lasting way' ([14], p. 105). Such activity enables indi-
viduals to obtain resources that are sometimes beyond 
the family environment. Particularly if they are members 
of a subordinate group, using the 'collective resources' 
of organizations compensates for disadvantaged back-
grounds ([28], p. 119). Active membership of unions 
and  political  parties  in  the  left  bloc  in  Sweden,  for 
example, has been a well-known avenue for enhancing 
the careers of people with a working-class background 
([6], p. 300). As Arneil [29] suggests, despite the ex-
clusionary practices of the mainstream organizations of 
dominant groups,  when subordinate groups begin to 
organize themselves and become agents in civic associ-
ations, they can (through, among other things, social-
capital  building)  challenge the basic  premises of  the 
current balance of power (see also [30]).

In addition, as Wang ([31], p. 22) mentions, activity 
in voluntary organisations can signal to a prospective 
employer  young  people's  attitudes  to  'responsibility', 
and their aim of increasing 'social skills' and obtaining 
knowledge 'not learned in a classroom' (see also [18]).

3. Previous Research

Granovetter's  Getting a Job [20] showed that finding 
jobs through informal job-search methods (i.e. via so-
cial networks) is very common and important. Further 
development in this field is  associated with Nan Lin 
[32],  whose 'social  resource  theory'  holds that  net-
works  themselves  are  not  the  same  as  social  re-
sources. In other words, using social networks per se 
provides no relative advantages in the competition for 
better jobs [17]. In the first stage of the development 
of social  resource theory, the composition of a net-
work  and  the  resources  accessible  through  it  were 
measured by the occupational standing of the contact 
(activated to locate the job), on the assumption that 
using highly prestigious contacts was linked to higher 
wages or higher-status occupations. Further research 
led to a relaxation of the assumption that 'a particular 
contact in the job-search process is the same as "so-
cial resources"'. Social resources, Lin [16] suggested, 
can  improve  one's  labour  market  outcomes even  if 
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one does not find a job through social networks (see 
also Lin and Erickson [33]). Consequently, the focus 
shifted from the use of personal contacts in general 
(and a specific contact in particular) to the pool of re-
sources  embedded in  a  job-seeker's  social  network. 
The quality of the job obtained should be linked to so-
cial  resources in the individual's  network, regardless 
of  the job-finding methods used and of  whether or 
not a specific contact has been involved [16]. Reviews 
of numerous studies show that access to social capital 
provides occupational gains (for a review see Lin and 
Erickson [27]). 

Substantive  empirical  studies  have  examined  the 
role  of  credentials  ('human  capital')  in  the  job-ob-
taining processes of young people. However, as Cain 
[34] demonstrates, labour market studies within the 
frame of  'human capital'  theory  can explain  only  a 
small percentage of the variation in wages and labour 
market positions of individuals from different groups.

Even though scholars  have mentioned that social 
capital is important specifically for young people who 
are dealing with the transition from school  to work 
[35], there are not many studies which use quantitat-
ive data to examine the impact of social capital at the 
beginning of a person's working life. Flap and Boxman 
[4]  studied  365  graduates  from  higher  vocational 
training in the Netherlands. They showed that young 
people  more  often  search  for  jobs  informally  when 
they  possess  more  social  capital  (measured  by 
position-generating  and  name-generating  methods) 
and  this  has  a  significant  impact  on their  incomes. 
Jokisaaria  and  Nurmib  [36]  studied  409  graduates 
from polytechnic schools in Finland. They measured 
respondents'  social  capital  against  the  people  with 
whom they had discussed important matters related 
to their personal work goal and demonstrated that the 
higher the  status  of  the social  contacts,  the higher 
their  job status and job satisfaction was.  Using the 
same  dataset,  Jokisaari  [35]  examined  whether 
supervisor-level or employee-level ties before getting 
a job are related to the social integration of respond-
ents  when  they  enter  an  organisation.  The  results 
confirm the hypothesis. Wang [31], using a sample of 
2,971 students from the National Education Longitud-
inal  Study,  (U.S.  Department  of  Education,  NELS: 
88/00), reported that social capital in college, meas-
ured in terms of participation in extracurricular activit-
ies and participation in voluntary organisations, played 
a significant  and positive  role  in  getting students  a 
more satisfying job and a higher salary.

4. Data

The data for this study were gathered via a telephone 
survey  carried  out  in  2009–2010.  Interviews  lasted 
approximately 20–25 minutes each. Different groups 
of young people who graduated in 2005–2006 from 
vocational schools and universities were asked about 
their experiences in looking for employment. Through 

this design it was possible to study the rate of return 
on  investment  in  education  for  young  people  with 
different life experiences.

Young people in the first group graduated from vo-
cationally-oriented  secondary  school  programmes 
[37]. The programmes that are included in this kind of 
education are the following: (i) Hotel, restaurant and 
catering  (Hotell  och  Restaurangprogrammet),  (ii) 
Health  and  nursing  (Omvårdnadsprogrammet),  (iii) 
Business  and administration  (Handels-  och Adminis-
trationsprogrammet), and (iv) Construction (Byggpro-
grammet).  The  percentages  of  the  all  the  upper-
secondary students in Sweden who are enrolled in these 
programmes are, 4.3, 3.9, 5.3 and 4.7 respectively. 

Individuals in the second group are graduates from 
the  following  undergraduate  programs:  (i)  Teacher 
Education,  (ii)  Nursing,  (iii)  Social  Work,  (iv)  Social 
and Cultural  Analysis,  (v)  Political  Science  and Eco-
nomics,  (vi)  Business and Economics,  and (vii)  Cul-
ture, Society and Media Production. 

The third group consists of graduates in three pres-
tigious university programs: (i) Psychology, (ii) Master 
of  Science  in  Technical  Physics,  and  (iii)  Industrial 
Economics and Management. 

Previous studies (for example, [38]) maintain that 
children from privileged social groups are more likely 
to enrol in such prestigious courses, which are nor-
mally  longer  and  more  attractive,  and  require  high 
grades for admission, than those courses selected by 
members of the second group (for a definition of, and 
discussion about  the issue of  prestigious courses in 
Swedish universities, see [39]). 

Universities in Sweden are not yet ranked according 
to status, as they are in, for example, the USA and the 
UK. But certain newly established universities or univer-
sity  colleges  can  award  only  undergraduate  degrees 
[40]. Respondents in the present study were selected 
from graduates of a traditional university in a middle-
sized city in Sweden. Those with vocationally-oriented 
secondary school qualifications were also residents of 
the city where the university campus is located. The 
quality of secondary schools with vocational programs 
in this city is likewise comparable with that of other 
schools with the same programs in others cities in the 
country [41]. Therefore, we can assume that our re-
spondents  are  representative  of  undergraduate  stu-
dents and vocationally-oriented secondary school pupils 
of the country. 

Because of the favourable labour market conditions 
in Sweden at the time, (with an unemployment rate of 
about 6 percent for those aged 24–45 years and 14 
percent  for  those  aged  20–24  years),  many  of  the 
young  people  in  this  study  succeeded  in  obtaining 
jobs. The labour market situation in the regions where 
this research was carried out was among the most fa-
vourable in the country. Furthermore, the young adults 
in this study are mainly what Bardley and Devadson 
([42],  p.  123) call  'stickers',  that  is,  those  who had 
already selected the 'right' education and had identified 
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a career objective after they ended their full-time edu-
cation.  In other words,  on completing their  full-time 
education (graduating from the vocational, undergradu-
ate and prestigious courses), they are a positively se-
lected group among young people in general.

Of the individuals on the school and university re-
gisters that we obtained for this study, 67 percent of 
the university-educated and 56 percent of those who 
completed secondary-school courses participated in the 
survey.  About  20 percent  refused to  participate;  the 
remainder (i.e. 13 and 24 percent) could not be con-
tacted  at  their  last  known  addresses  or  telephone 
numbers. Lack of time was the main reason given by 
the majority of those with university degrees who de-
clined to participate in the survey. In contrast, individu-
als with secondary school qualifications gave no clear 
reason for  their  refusal,  but  we speculate  that  they 
avoided  interviews  because  they  had  no  secure  job 
positions. Hence, it seems that our survey has failed to 
include individuals at the two extremes, that is, those 
with the best and the worst labour market outcomes 
therefore the results must be interpreted with caution.

Since respondents included very few unemployed 
persons, nine of them, with a secondary school edu-
cation but who had never had a job, were dropped. 
Those few (14) individuals who were temporarily out 
of the labour market (on maternity or paternity leave 
or  taking  other  kinds  of  short  breaks)  were  asked 
about their most recent jobs. Furthermore, 38 individu-
als older than 40 years at the time of the interviews 
were also excluded from the final sample, because in-
clusion of such mature graduates might have skewed 
the results. 

It is possible to compare the final sample of 438 
individuals  with  the  original  lists  only  in  respect  of 
gender and, to some extent,  immigrant background 
by their names. The final sample was highly repres-
entative  in  terms  of  gender  (with  a  slight  over-
representation of women) but individuals with immig-
rant  backgrounds  were  slightly  under-represented. 
(Details  about  the  representativeness  of  the  final 
sample  regarding  the  gender  and  immigrant  back-
ground of respondents for each course are available 
from the author on request).

5. Measurements

At the different stages of this study, the following vari-
ables are included:  Gender (Female) is coded female 
= 1 and male = 0. Socioeconomic background of re-
spondents  (labelled  "SEB")  is  a  composite  measure 
and includes information on prestige scores of the oc-
cupational  positions  and  years  of  education  of  re-
spondents'  parents.  The  variable  is  constructed  by 
performing a factor analysis (principal component) on 
the aforementioned four variables (parents' education-
al level and occupation), and consequently is a stand-
ardized measure (mean = 0; sd = 1.0).

Young people with an immigrant background in this 

study are individuals who have two foreign-born par-
ents. In this category those who are native-born of 
foreign parentage are defined as "second generation" 
and those who are born abroad but have completed 
secondary  school  in  Sweden  are  defined  as  "1.5 
generation" [43]. In addition, two different regions of 
origin of individuals with immigrant backgrounds are 
distinguished:  north-west  countries  (NW),  which 
comprise north-west Europe and North America, and 
countries  outside  north-west  Europe  and  North 
America (ONW), which account for rest of the world 
[44]. Such a distinction is based on the results of earli-
er Swedish studies which show that immigrants from 
ONW countries are in many cases residents of stigmat-
ized neighbourhoods, are concentrated in inferior parts 
of the labour market, and are exposed to a higher risk 
of  suffering  from  discrimination  [45].  Consequently, 
four categories of  origin are generated by country of 
birth in this study: SV are children of native-born par-
ents; the NW2 group comprises children of immigrants 
from  "north-western  Europe  and  North  America"; 
ONW2 and  ONW1.5 are  children  of  immigrants  from 
countries  "outside  north-western  Europe  and  North 
America". All individuals in our sample have completed 
secondary education in the Swedish educational  sys-
tem. ONW1.5 is the only group whose members were 
born abroad. There were also five individuals from the 
NW1.5 group in the final sample, who were dropped. 

Respondents'  educational achievements are meas-
ured at three educational levels (vocationally oriented 
secondary school, university undergraduate and high-
status tertiary education) completed by respondents 
at the time of the survey. Another control variable is 
respondents' age (a continuous variable). 

To measure the objectified state of social capital this 
study employs the position-generator method. A list of 
21 occupations ranging from high to low in the hier-
archical  structure  of  Swedish  society  was  developed 
[46]. Respondents were asked: "Of your relatives, close 
friends, or acquaintances, is there anyone who has a 
job listed in the following table?" If the response was 
'yes',  the  respondent  was  asked  whether  she  or  he 
knew this person before searching for their current job. 
If  a respondent knew the contact after getting their 
current job, the contact was dropped to make sure that 
the resources in the respondent's networks belonged to 
the period prior to getting their current job. 

The following indicators are suggested as measure-
ments of resources in the networks (objectified social 
capital):

(i) extensity or the  number of positions (from 
the list of occupations ) that were attainable, re-
flects the diversity of positions, and their embed-
ded resources;

(ii) upper attainability i.e., the highest status job, 
among contacts of the respondent, indicated the 
best possible resources in the social network;
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(iii) heterogeneity:  the  range of  positions  (dis-
tinction between the highest and lowest attain-
able positions), and
(iv) the composition of resources or average status 
of the contacts indicated typical resources [16].
Extensity indicates the quantity of ties that give ac-

cess to occupations, while the other three character-
istics indicate the  quality of access or the volume of 
capital  possessed  by  networked  individuals.  In  line 
with earlier studies, we can assume that the variables' 
extensity, upper reachability, range and average were 
observable measures of the unobserved variable "ob-
jectified  social  capital"  [16].  A  factor  analysis  (with 
principal  component  methodology,  varimax  rotation, 
and a criterion of an eigenvalue equal to or greater 
than 1 yielded a single factor solution. Thus, a factor 
score based on the four indeces was constructed for 
each individual (see Table A1 in the Appendix).

To measure the institutionalised state of social cap-
ital  of  young  people  in  this  study  we  asked  them 
about their active membership of civil society organiz-
ations. We presented respondents with a list of nine 
types of organization and asked them whether they 
had been an active member of: pupils' councils, polit-
ical  parties,  student  organizations,  religious  groups, 
sports associations, scout associations, charities (e.g. 
Amnesty, Save the Children and the Red Cross), im-
migrant organizations or other organizations. Member-
ship of immigrant organizations had a positive impact 
neither on their access to social capital nor on their 

salaries,  and  was  therefore  excluded.  The  dummy 
variable "voluntary association" shows whether a re-
spondent had been an active member of any of these 
organizations (= 1) or not (= 0).

6. Results

Table 1 and Table 2 summarize respondents' charac-
teristics in terms of socioeconomic background, gender 
and immigrant background.

As is evident from Table 1, there is a clear associ-
ation  between  respondents'  socioeconomic  back-
ground (parents' education and job status) and their 
educational  achievements.  The  results  of  estimated 
logistic regression models (not shown here, but avail-
able on request), demonstrated that, in line with pre-
vious  studies,  the  probability  of  having a  university 
degree  or  a  degree  from  a  prestigious  program  is 
strongly  associated  with  respondents'  class  back-
ground; in other words, the higher the status of re-
spondents'  socioeconomic  backgrounds,  the  greater 
their educational achievements.

Equally, the monthly salaries of respondents show a 
significant  correlation  with  their  educational  levels. 
The average occupational status of those who are in 
respondents' networks (an indicator of their access to 
objectified social capital) and their active membership 
of voluntary organisations (an indicator of the state of 
their institutionalised social capital) are also correlated 
with their class background.

Table 1. Summary of sample characteristics for three educational levels, means (S.E.) or percent.

Educational level Secondary 
school

Tertiary 
education

High-status tertiary 
education

N 144 210 84

% 32.9 47.9 19.2

Age 22 (0.56) 30 (3.6) 30 (2.1)

Highest Edu. (Y) of parents 12.8 (2.4) 13.6 (2.6) 14.9 (2.1)

Parents' job status 39.9 (13) 51.1 (16.6) 59.3 (14.8)

Average job status of contacts 37.4 (7.3) 48.9 (21.7) 56.3 (9.7)

Member of a social org. (%) 65 (0.47) 84 (0.36) 91 (0.27)

Income/month, adj. for working 
Hours, Swedish Crown (SEK) 19,712 (4,366) 23,778 (3,624) 35,262 (5,531)

Note: The means tests indicate a significant difference between groups at 1% level. ANOVA and post 
hoc tests show that the differences between three groups concerning all  means are statistically  
significant at 5% level.
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Table 2. Summary of  sample characteristics  on the subject  of  gender and  origin,  percent or  means 
(standard deviation).

Origin Gender

SV NW2 ONW2 ONW1.5 Men Women

N 348 29 21 40 163 275

Mean years of parents’ education 13.7 13.5 12.9 13.3 13.9 13.4

Mean job status of parents 50.3 48.4 43.9 41 49.6 48.6

Years of education 14.8 14.8 14.02 14.1 14.7 14.7

With tertiary school education (%) 70 69 52 50 62.3 71

High-status tertiary education (%) 21.6 21 9.5 2.5 33.5 12

Member of a social org. (%) 80 79.3 71.4 75 79 79

Average job status of contacts 
(std.deviation)

47.7
(18.6)

49.6
(12.7)

42.9
(10.7)

36.3
(8.07)

49.6
(24.9)

44.7
(10.8)

Income/month, adj. for working 
hours, SEK (std.deviation)

24,553
(6,202)

24,137
(5,943)

22,309
(6,046)

20,725
(4,358)

26,245
(6,883)

22,778
(5,230)

Note: The means tests indicate a significant gender difference at 1% level for variables 'income' and 
'status of contacts'. ANOVA and post hoc tests, show that the mean differences between ONW1.5 and the 
reference group (SV) are statistically significant at least at 5% level for variables 'Mean job status of par-
ents', 'Years of education', 'High-status tertiary education', 'Average job status of contacts' and 'income'. 
Other differences are not statistically significant.

Table 2 demonstrates that,  even if  the socioeco-
nomic backgrounds of men and women in this sample 
are nearly equal, men are more likely to have a high-
status tertiary degree and earn higher salaries.

Furthermore,  descriptive  statistics  show  that  the 
education of parents of respondents with different im-
migrant backgrounds is almost the same as that of the 
SV group,  but  parents  born  in  ONW countries  have 
lower-status jobs. Children of immigrants born in ONW 
countries are likely to be less evident among those with 
university degrees in prestigious programs, to have less 
social capital and to have lower monthly wages.

6.1. Access to Objectified State of Social Capital

To explore the factors that contribute to the distribu-
tion of objectified social capital, a series of regression 
analyses has been estimated with this variable as the 
dependent variable. As presented in Table 3, the so-
cioeconomic background of respondents has a positive 
and significant impact on access to objectified social 
capital.  Having  a  university  degree  and  credentials 
from a  high-status  program is  also  associated  with 
more resources in an individual's social network. The 
same positive impact holds for age.

Being female (rather than being male) is negatively 
associated with access to social capital in this sample. 
For  those  from  immigrant  backgrounds,  there  is  a 
modest  and  non-significant  negative  association 
between being a member of the NW2 or the ONW2 

group and having greater social capital. This negative 
relationship is excessive and significant in the case of 
the ONW1.5 group. A possible explanation is that the 
NW2 and ONW2 groups and their parents have lived in 
Sweden for a longer period of time than the ONW1.5 

group.  The  non-significant  effect  for  the  NW2 and 
ONW2 groups may also reflect the small number of in-
dividuals in these groups or the specification of this 
dataset.  As  expected,  the  age  of  respondents  is 
equally important, because the older respondents are 
more  educated  or  have  additional  years  of  labour 
market  experiences,  which potentially  enhance their 
access to more social capital (see also Flap and Box-
man [4]).

The effect of active membership of  voluntary or-
ganizations on access to more objectified social capital 
is  investigated in  Model  4.  The result  demonstrates 
that active participation in organizations is a positive 
and significant factor for access to well-resourced net-
works [47].
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Table  3.  Access  to  objectified  state  of  social  capital,  OLS  regression,  partial  (and  standardized) 
coefficients, N = 438.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Socioeconomic background 0.46***
(0.46)

0.27***
(0.27)

0.26***
(0.26)

0.23***
(0.23)

Education level (secondary ref.)

University degree 0.86***
(0.43)

0.86***
(0.43)

0.84***
(0.42)

High status tertiary degree 1.12***
(0.44)

1.01***
(0.40)

0.96***
(0.38)

Age 0.026**
(0.12)

0.026***
(0.12)

0.023**
(0.11)

Female –0.20***
(–0.10)

–0.20***
(–0.10)

Birthplace (SV ref.)

NW2
–0.10

(–0.03)
–0.10

(–0.03)

ONW2
–0.03

(–0.007)
–0.02

(–0.005)

ONW1,5
–0.69***

(–0.20)
–0.69***

(–0.20)

Voluntary association activity 0.33***
(0.14)

R2 adj. 0.22 0.48 0.53 0.54

Note: *** denotes significance at 1% level and ** at 5% level.

6.2. Wages as a Proxy for Status Attainment

The last analytical task is to assess the impact of so-
cial  capital  on  the  (logged)  monthly  salaries  of  re-
spondents as a proxy for their status. As mentioned 
above, the wage gap between different categories of 
employment for young people is not great in the first 
phase of their labour market careers. The wage diver-
gence accelerates  in  the  later  phases.  Furthermore, 
when considering such an outcome, we should bear in 
mind that the Swedish wage structure, in general, has 
been  "one  of  the  most  compressed  in  the  OECD" 
([48], p. 510).

The first  model  in  Table  4 assesses  the effect  of 
demographic variables, that is, gender and immigrant 
background,  on  young graduates'  salaries.  Being fe-
male generates a lower wage (15 percent) than being 
male. Being a descendant of immigrants is also associ-
ated with a lower wage than being born to natives (by 
3, 12 and 42 percent). These effects are however not 
statistically significant for the NW2 and ONW2 groups.

In the second model in Table 4 the socioeconomic 

background variable is added to the equation, which 
indicates a positive and significant association between 
belonging to a higher class and earning a higher wage.

In the third model the effect of 'education' variables 
is examined. Having a university degree or a degree 
from a prestigious tertiary program shows a signific-
ant  and  positive  association  with  earning  a  higher 
wage. Given the respondents'  educational  level,  the 
impact of age on salary is non-significant. 

The  addition  of  education  variables  reduces  the 
coefficients  for  immigrant  and  class  backgrounds, 
which indicates that part of the wage differences is 
due to the lower educational attainment of the des-
cendants of immigrants.

In the last model in Table 4, the two indicators of 
social capital are incorporated into the wage equation 
(objectified and institutionalised social capital). Social 
capital variables demonstrate a significant and positive 
association with higher wages. Social capital seems to 
be a significant contributing factor to earning a higher 
wage, even after  education and other variables are 
controlled.
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Table 4. Determinants of (LN) monthly salary, OLS regression, partial (and standardized) coeffi-
cients, N = 438.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Female –0.15***
(–0.18)

–0.14***
(–0.17)

–0.14***
(–0.17)

–0.12***
(–0.14)

Birthplace (SV ref.)

NW2
–0.03

(–0.02)
–0.01

(–0.01)
–0.01

(–0.01)
–0.001

(–0.001)

ONW2
–0.12

(–0.07)
–0.08

(–0.04)
–0.006
(–0.03)

–0.002
(0.001)

ONW1,5
–0.42***
(–0.31)

–0.36***
(–0.27)

–0.27***
(–0.20)

–0.19***
(–0.14)

Socioeconomic background 0.12***
(0.31)

0.03**
(0.09)

0.005
(0.01)

Education level (Secondary ref.)

University degree 0.36***
(0.45)

0.24***
(0.31)

High-status tertiary degree 0.60***
(0.61)

0.47***
(0.47)

Age 0.006
(0.07)

0.002
(0.03)

Objectified state of social capital 0.12***
(0.30)

Institutionalised state of social 
capital

0.12***
(0.12)

R2 adj. 0.13 0.22 0.55 0.61

Note: *** denotes significance at 1% level and ** at 5% level.

Adding the social capital variables further reduces 
the coefficients of gender [49], immigrant and class 
backgrounds.  This  means  that  the  disadvantage 
suffered  by  subordinated  groups  arises  partly  from 
lack  of  access to networks with valuable resources. 
Social  capital  variables  also  reduce  the  education 
coefficients, which may indicate that the economic re-
wards from education credentials in the labour market 
depend in part on the social capital of individuals [51].

7. Summary and Discussion

Young people of different socioeconomic backgrounds 
are  unequally  represented  in  various  levels  of  the 
Swedish  educational  system.  Those  with  well-edu-
cated parents with high-status jobs are more likely to 
have  a  university  degree.  Our  results  also  demon-
strate that part of the observed wage gap between 
young people  from different  class  and  ethnic  back-

grounds can be explained by educational variables.
In this study the position-generated method is used 

to measure the objectified state of social capital. Re-
sources in individuals' networks consist of their con-
tacts  not  only  with  extended  family  members  and 
close friends (strong ties) but also with acquaintances 
(weak ties).

Active  membership  of  organizations  is  measured 
separately in this study as an indicator of the institu-
tionalised state of social capital, both in order to in-
vestigate  its  effect  on  access  to  more  valuable  re-
sources in respondents'  networks and its  impact on 
the status of individuals beyond resources in their so-
cial networks. These findings confirm our suggestion 
about the significance of membership in civic associ-
ations  in  the  Swedish  context.  Such membership  is 
both a source of objectified social capital and an aid in 
terms of career development of the members of sub-
ordinated groups.
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Respondents with more favourable socioeconomic 
backgrounds,  with  higher  educational  achievements 
and with membership of voluntary organizations have 
access to more objectified social capital. There is evid-
ence in this sample that gender and a stigmatized im-
migrant background hinder access to objectified social 
capital. Consequently we can conclude that access to 
networks with valuable resources is not equally dis-
tributed. 

Our finding that,  even after  education  and other 
variables are controlled for, social capital (measured in 
its objectified and institutionalised states) is a signific-
ant contributing factor to having higher status in the 
labour market, indicates that social capital is a partial 
mediator between educational attainment and labour 
market status even in the highly regulated Swedish la-
bour  market.  This  also  confirm Bourdieu's  ([14],  p. 
110) assertion that: 'Educational qualifications never 
function perfectly as currency. They are never entirely 
separable from their holders',  and that an academic 
degree is 'worth what its holder is worth, economically 
and socially' ([52], p. 79). As we have observed the 
value of educational credentials increase or decrease 
in proportion to the value of their bearer.

When after control for 'human capital' variables, so-
cial capital variables are taken into account, the wage 
difference between males and females decreases. The 
same goes for the wage gap between young people 
with  various  educational  backgrounds  (as  proxy  for 
their class  background) and the wage gap between 
the children of natives and those of stigmatized im-
migrants (both shrink still  further).  This means that 
the  labour  market  disadvantages  of  young  people 
from subordinated groups partly  reflect  unequal  ac-
cess to social  capital.  As was suggested earlier, the 
benefits of social capital to one group in competitive 
situations (such as obtaining a job or promotion) actu-
ally enable this group to exclude others from access 
to scarce resources. In other words, in a hierarchically 
ordered society some individuals are connected to re-
source-rich networks, while others, because of their 
lower socioeconomic status, their gender or a stigma 
of race/ethnicity etc., lack similar access to influential 
networks [53].

The fact that, after controls have been done for the 
socioeconomic and demographic background as well 
as  the  education  of  respondents,  social  capital 
demonstrates  a  positive  association  with  the  young 

people's  wages,  and  indicates  that  social  capital  is 
likely to be a significant contributing factor to the pro-
cess of stratification. In other words, the disadvant-
aged position of subordinate groups (young females 
and children of lower social  classes and stigmatized 
immigrants)  is  not  only  due  to  what  Loury  [54] 
defines  as  discrimination  in contract (the  unequal 
treatment of individuals on the basis of their subordin-
ated identity in formal transactions, e.g. in the recruit-
ment processes). It is also a consequence of discrimin-
ation in contact, which means the unequal treatment of 
persons on the basis of class, gender and 'ethnic' back-
ground in the context of more informal, private spheres 
of life e.g. friendship or partnership [54].

Since social capital, along with educational creden-
tials, is an essential factor for recent graduates in get-
ting an appropriate job, Jokisaari ([35], p. 186) sug-
gests that 'disadvantaged groups need help to access 
resources beyond their immediate social circles, such 
as through the provision of sponsors and mentors in 
career development and ties to institutions'. 

Certain  limitations  restrict  the  generalizability  of 
these findings. First of all, our analysis includes only 
individuals who already have a job, although we know 
from previous studies that entry into working life is a 
big  problem  for  some  young  people,  particularly 
young men from working-class families [55]. Another 
limitation of this study is the response rate of the sur-
vey. Therefore, some estimates may suffer from up-
ward or downward bias.

We need further studies to understand how young 
people with various backgrounds optimize the benefits 
from their formal education. The next step is to move 
beyond measuring resources in a person's social net-
work based on fixed socioeconomic and demographic 
characteristics.  Using  qualitative  research  methods 
would  help  us  to  understand  the  process  of  social 
capital  accumulation  and  the  ways  such  resources 
transmit and affect social inequalities.
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Appendix

Table A1. Summary of position-generated indexes and position generator in the sample.

Variables, mean

Extensity (number of positions accessed) 8.4

Upper reachability (prestige of highest accessed position) 70.5

Range of prestige 47.2

Average positions accessed 46.5

Accessed positions (prestige score) %

Medical doctor (89) 43.2

Lawyer (87) 21.2

Civil engineer (81) 59.3

Local politician (66) 25.0

Journalist (66) 27.1

Police officer (63) 41.9

Local government official (56) 41.3

Secondary schoolteacher (55) 43.9

Nurse (52) 63.8

Primary schoolteacher (48) 65.5

Foreman (42) 47.6

Librarian (40) 16.3

Office clerk (37) 44.9

Farmer (36) 42.2

Childcare workers in kindergarten (35) 51.9

Machinery worker (33) 58.4

Assistant nurse (32) 64.7

Cook (31) 51.5

Shop assistant (27) 59.3

Cleaner (16) 32.8

Dishwasher (8) 8.9
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