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Abstract 
 
People commonly hold beliefs about social mobility – that is, perceptions of the likelihood to 
move up or down in society. What impact, if any, do these beliefs have on inequality, the societal 
status quo and people’s own lives? How accurate are these views of where people end up in life 
and why? How can we characterize these beliefs? Through a review of existing research, we 
clarify the nature of social mobility beliefs and conceptualize how these beliefs affect society and 
individuals. For society, a consistent pattern emerges. Belief in social mobility leads to defense 
of the status quo and tolerance for inequality, but as we conceptualize, this occurs for abstract 
rather than concrete attitudes. On the personal level, social mobility beliefs relate to well-being 
and can affect the attainment of status-related goals, but this depends on individual difference 
factors, as well as the outcome being considered. This chapter also outlines opportunities for 
further research. 
 
 
Keywords: social mobility, economic inequality, status quo, rationalization, social status, well-
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Understanding the Nature and Consequences of Social Mobility Beliefs 
Social mobility beliefs offer a unique window into how people make sense of a non-

trivial outcome – where people end up in life. But what do we know about the nature and 
consequences of social mobility beliefs, that is, the perceived likelihood of moving up or down 
in society? Many disciplines—including economics, political science, psychology, sociology—
study these beliefs, in part because theory links them to societies’ maintenance of economic 
inequality (e.g., Benabou & Ok, 2001; Kluegel & Smith, 1986). Given the large, consequential 
gap between the rich and poor in nations around the world (Alvaredo, Chancel, Piketty, Saez, & 
Zucman, 2018; Pickett & Wilkinson, 2015), social mobility beliefs call for scientific attention. 
As explained in our review, emerging research finds conditional support for the link between 
these beliefs and support for inequality. 

Overall, this chapter aims to shed light on the characteristics of social mobility beliefs, 
and how they may critically affect thoughts, feelings, and behavior. In particular, we review 
relevant work from psychology and related fields, providing novel conceptual perspectives on 
the societal and personal significance of social mobility beliefs. Further, we explore how these 
beliefs can affect tolerance for inequality and support for the status quo, as well as personal 
status-related goals and well-being. First, we elaborate on our view of social mobility beliefs, 
before considering their nature and accuracy, as well as their societal and personal impacts.  

Social Mobility Beliefs 
  In general, social mobility concerns status changes in a population over time. Different 
fields have taken different approaches to the study of social mobility (Breen & Jonnson, 2005; 
Hout, 2015; Westoff, Bressler, & Sagi 1960), so we begin by explaining how we approach this 
construct. First, because subjective reality (vs. objective reality) can provide greater insight into 
people’s behavior (Asch, 1952; Lewin, 1935; Ross & Nisbett, 1991), we focus on people’s 
beliefs about social mobility. Drawing on lay understandings of social mobility, we specifically 
focus on beliefs about intergenerational social mobility: that is, the perceived chances of social 
class change from one generation to the next. For instance, some may believe that people born 
into lower-class families have a good chance of becoming upper-class in their lifetimes, whereas 
others may believe that people are generally stuck with their standing in life. As a consequence 
of this focus, we do not spend much time considering beliefs about absolute wealth or income 
changes between generations, equal opportunity more generally, or group permeability focused 
on ethnicity or gender (e.g., Major et al., 2002; Williams & Eberhardt, 2008).  

As we discuss next, social mobility beliefs vary in whether they concern upward or 
downward mobility, are self- or other-focused and reflect expectations or experiences. The 
precise form of social mobility beliefs occasionally matters to its societal and personal 
consequences.  

Up or Down? By definition, any given society has limits to intergenerational social 
mobility – not everyone can become upper or lower-class. Social mobility therefore involves 
some people moving up in social standing and others moving down. However, people’s beliefs 
tend to focus on upward mobility. This upward-trajectory theme is common in U.S. culture, as 
evident in presidential state-of-the-union speeches, media focused on economic success (e.g., 
magazines, blogs, podcasts, etc), and “rags to riches” literature. This upward focus also aligns 
with the fact that people tend to have positive beliefs about their future selves (Markus & Nurius, 
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1986), make positive relative judgments in other performance domains (Davidai & Gilovich, 
2015a), and tend to plan and work toward their generally upward future goals (Snyder, 2002).  

Evidence for the bias towards upward mobility comes from studying open-ended 
definitions of social mobility (Mandisodza, Jost, & Unzueta, 2006): people described it as only 
involving either upward mobility (40%), a mixture of upward and downward mobility (30%), or 
being about social class (18%). Apparently no-one described it as only involving downward 
mobility. People, therefore, seem not to intuitively realise that upward movement needs to be 
balanced by downward movement. For instance, when separately asked about ideal levels of 
social mobility for those at the bottom or top of society, people wanted those in the bottom 20% 
to have almost equal chances of moving up to any of the levels above them, while wanting those 
in the top 20% to largely stay in the top 20-40% (Davidai & Gilovich, 2015b). Note, too, that this 
evidence is mostly based on U.S. samples. As we will discuss later, the upward mobility bias 
may vary by country and type of social mobility belief.  

Self or Society? Social mobility beliefs also vary according to their self- or other-focus. 
Much of the research has examined beliefs about personal social mobility (e.g., one’s own 
chances of social class change) or societal social mobility (e.g., the chances that people in 
general can move up or down). Although few studies have compared and contrasted personal and 
societal social mobility beliefs, there is some evidence that they are positively related (Alesina, 
Stantcheva, & Teso, 2018; Day & Fiske, 2017). In particular, individuals appear to infer their 
personal chances of social mobility, at least in part, from mobility patterns in society more 
broadly (Day & Fiske, 2017). However, personal and societal beliefs should be at least partly 
distinct: each belief type is likely to be differently informed by personal and societal experiences, 
subjective norms, social learning, ideologies, mindsets, and individual differences. For example, 
while knowledge of close others’ mobility or a sense of low self-efficacy may lead a person to 
generally believe they are unlikely to change social class over their lifetime, other factors (e.g., 
media, cultural values) may simultaneously support a belief that they live in a nation where 
people in general have moderate chances of social class change.  

Expected or Experienced? Social mobility beliefs can also vary in terms of whether 
they are directed towards the future or formulated on the basis of the past. That is, people may 
focus on expected social mobility, which has yet to occur, experienced social mobility, which has 
already occurred, or both (i.e., beliefs about social class change from some point in the past to 
some point in the future). Although experienced social mobility reasonably would inform 
expected social mobility beliefs, scant systematic work can speak to this possibility. While lay 
beliefs, theory, and research mostly focus on expected social mobility, some work demonstrates 
the value of examining people’s beliefs of their personal and collective past (e.g., McAdams & 
McLean, 2013; Peetz & Wohl, 2018; Ross & Wilson, 2002; Sedikides, Wildschut, Arndt, & 
Routledge, 2008; Wilson & Ross, 2000). As we will discuss in detail later, beliefs about past 
social mobility may also play an important role in a person’s sense of self and well-being.  

In addition to these characteristics of social mobility beliefs, we examine whether these 
beliefs reflect actual conditions and experiences. That is, we first consider the accuracy of social 
mobility beliefs before critically examining their downstream consequences. 

Accuracy of Social Mobility Beliefs 
 Perceptions of social mobility vary in their accuracy. In order to measure accuracy, 

researchers typically ask people to provide specific estimates of social mobility (e.g., the chances 



5 
 

of upward mobility of the bottom 20%), and then compare these estimates to objective data 
(Chetty, Hendren, Kline, Saez, & Turner, 2014; Sawhill & Morton, 2007). Also, the accuracy of 
social mobility beliefs differs as a function of whether people are evaluating societal or personal 
mobility. 

In the case of beliefs about social mobility in society as a whole, Americans tend to 
estimate that social mobility is higher than data on national social mobility rates and international 
rankings suggest (Alesina et al., 2018; Davidai & Gilovich, 2015b; Davidai & Gilovich, 2018; 
Kraus, 2015; Kraus & Tan, 2015; but see Chambers, Swan, & Heesacker, 2015). Indeed, 
Americans’ social mobility estimates may be negatively associated with objective measures. For 
example, lower rates of actual state-level social mobility correlated with estimates of higher 
societal social mobility (Alesina et al., 2018). One possible explanation for this finding is that in 
places with less progressive policies, social mobility estimates may be informed by factors such 
as people’s desire for mobility, rather than an awareness of actual social class changes. Findings 
are more mixed outside of the U.S. context. While a similar overestimation of social mobility 
emerged in a representative sample in Andalusia, Spain (Jaime-Castillo & Marques-Perales, 
2014), participants in France, Italy, Sweden, and the U.K. were more likely to underestimate 
societal social mobility (Alesina et al., 2018). However, while the direction of inaccuracy 
appears to diverge, what is shared is that societal social mobility tends to be misperceived. 

In contrast to beliefs at the level of societies, people might be more accurate about 
mobility that relates to their own circumstances. The existing work provides evidence of a 
consistent pattern of perceptions when it comes to beliefs about experienced social mobility. For 
example, in 28 of 30 countries sampled by Kelley and Kelley (2009), including France, Sweden, 
the U.K., and the U.S., most people believed that they had experienced upward social class 
change, and that their class was higher than their father’s. Speaking to the partial inaccuracy of 
these beliefs, people in these countries on average claimed that more upward mobility had 
occurred than was possible from an intergenerational mobility perspective. Only two samples 
showed different patterns: Chileans estimated no overall change, and Japanese respondents (one 
of two East Asian countries sampled) claimed they experienced downward personal social 
mobility. At the same time, however, personal social mobility belief in these samples was 
somewhat grounded in material reality, as they were positively associated with objective 
measures of personal social mobility.  

These findings have been replicated in other research. For instance, French men tended to 
believe that they attained a higher social class than their fathers had (Duru-Bellat & Kieffer, 
2008). Similarly, in a more recent survey of 40 countries, including Italy, France, Sweden, the 
U.K., and the U.S. (Meraviglia, 2017), most respondents believed they experienced upward 
social mobility relative to their fathers (Japan was again an exception). This study also found that 
actual social mobility and beliefs about experienced social mobility related positively. The 
strength of this relationship varied among countries (by as much as half a standard deviation).   

Reflecting the mixed findings, some still debate the relation between objective social 
mobility rates and social mobility beliefs (see Davidai & Gilovich, 2018; Swan, Chambers, 
Heesacker, & Nero, 2017). However, social mobility beliefs are sometimes consistent with 
objective rates. As just discussed, this depends on whether the content is societal or personal 
social mobility beliefs and on the country of respondents. Given the degree of misperceptions, 
future research could examine cultural and individual factors that may influence these beliefs.  
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Having established some key characteristics of social mobility beliefs, the following 
sections focus on their potential downstream consequences. 

Social Mobility Beliefs Impact Society 
Social mobility beliefs may play a role in people’s tolerance for economic inequality 

(Benabou & Ok, 2001; Kluegel & Smith, 1986; Piketty, 1995). Along these lines, people 
arguably need to believe in sufficient societal opportunity for them, if they are to support their 
economic system. More specifically, believing in good chances of social mobility may help 
justify perceived economic inequalities, such as a large gap between the rich and poor.  

For example, expecting high social mobility should lead to greater rationalization that 
economic disparities are deserved (e.g., through motivation, capability), and thus lead to more 
support for the status quo and general acceptance of inequality. However, we add a critical 
moderator to this relationship. In particular, we suggest, the potential impact of social mobility 
beliefs on support for economic disparities may be most evident at the abstract level of reasoning. 
In contrast, we suggest, societal and personal mobility beliefs—which are, after all, fairly general 
and abstract—will not have reliable and direct effects on concrete, inequality-specific policies. In 
other words, as one moves along the continuum from abstract attitudes about inequality on the 
one end (e.g., a belief that inequality is a problem), to specific inequality-affecting behavior on 
the other end (e.g., voting for a 10% income tax increase for the top 20%), any direct impact of 
social mobility beliefs should diminish.  

Social Mobility Beliefs Should Affect the Abstract More Than the Concrete 
Social mobility beliefs should have a stronger effect on people’s abstract attitudes than 

their concrete behaviors, for several reasons. Much like societal and personal social-mobility 
beliefs, economic inequality is an abstract idea. Although inequality negatively affects most of 
society to some degree (Wilkinson & Pickett, 2011), identifying specific victims is not easy. 
Whereas the notion of economic inequality is psychologically distant, broad, and abstract, 
redistribution-related policies tend to be more psychologically close, detailed, and tangible (e.g., 
70% income tax rate for the top 10% or $5/hr increase in minimum wage). More generally, 
whether people’s representations are high-level and abstract versus low-level and concrete 
matters for judgments and behaviors (Trope & Liberman, 2003, 2010).  

Attitude specificity may help explain the discrepancy between abstract and concrete 
inequality attitudes. For example, people may genuinely wish to reduce economic inequality in 
general, but have different beliefs about how this should be done or by whom (e.g., government, 
employers, unions, shareholders). If social mobility beliefs affect general but not specific 
inequality attitudes, then abstract societal or personal social mobility beliefs may not have direct 
effects on concrete inequality-reducing behaviors (these may be better predicted by more specific 
attitudes and intentions, as well as situational and individual difference factors, e.g., Azjen, 2001; 
Azjen & Fishbein, 1977; Brown-Iannuzzi, Lundberg, & McKee, 2017; Fishbein & Azjen, 1974; 
Zanna, Olson, & Fazio, 1980).  

Moreover, additional psychological barriers block supporting concrete inequality 
policies. For example, commonly discussed inequality policies (e.g., higher income taxes) may 
activate political affiliations, which guide specific policy support (Cohen, 2003). Policies that 
target specific groups may also bring to mind misperceptions and stereotypic beliefs about the 
rich, the poor, and subgroups, such as those on welfare (Augoustinos & Callaghan, Chapter X; 
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Brown-Iannuzzi, Dotsch, Cooley, & Payne, 2017; Darley & Gross, 1983; Fiske & Durante, 
Chapter X; Gilens, 1996; Henry, Reyna, & Weiner, 2004; Smith & Stone, 1989).  

At the same time, some inequality-related policies (e.g., that shift money from the top to 
bottom, restrict excessive pay, boost low pay) may conflict with individualistic explanations for 
different positions in society, including formidable meritocratic beliefs that people are personally 
responsible for their outcomes, get what they deserve, and have their hard work rewarded with 
success (Bullock, 2008; Lane, 2001). As reviewed later, believing that social mobility is low can 
reduce motivations to defend the general status quo, decrease abstract support for inequality, and 
reduce some individualistic beliefs, such as meritocratic values (e.g., Day & Fiske, 2017; Shariff, 
Wiwad, & Aknin, 2016). However, people will not necessarily abandon their motivation to 
rationalize the system, which may persist in other ways, relying on stereotypes (Fiske & Durante, 
Chapter X; Kay et al., 2007) or inequality-maintaining ideologies, for instance, that some groups 
should dominate over other groups in the hierarchy (Day & Fiske, 2017; Sidanius & Pratto, 
1999).   

Also, some psychological barriers may be specific to inequality-reduction policies. For 
instance, social mobility beliefs might not reduce last place aversion – the tendency for workers 
above the minimum wage to oppose minimum-wage increases (Kuziemko, Buell, Reich, & 
Norton, 2014). Social mobility beliefs may also not rectify broad barriers to changing economic 
inequality, such as the tendency to misperceive inequality (and its economic, social, or health 
consequences), or to misunderstand policies that may change inequality (Bartels, 2005; Dawtry, 
Sutton, & Sibley, Chapter X; Hauser & Norton, 2017; Kim, Pederson, & Mutz, 2016; McCall & 
Kenworthy, 2009). 

In sum, based on theory and research on a variety of topics, we have conceptually 
outlined why general beliefs about mobility in society should predict the abstract (e.g., people’s 
general attitudes about inequality) more than the concrete (their support for specific inequality-
related interventions and behaviors). Next, we present emerging research that specifically 
examines whether social mobility beliefs explain attitudes about inequality per se: support for the 
status quo and tolerance for inequality in general, as well as support for inequality-related 
policies in particular.  

Abstract Support 
Social mobility beliefs appear to relate to broad support for the status quo. In American 

and Australian samples, beliefs of higher social mobility in one’s country related to defending its 
economic system (Mandisodza et al., 2006). Across three experiments, Americans induced to 
believe that societal social mobility is moderate, as compared to low, more steadfastly defended 
the overall societal system as fair, just, and legitimate (Day & Fiske, 2017). This change in 
system defense was partly explained by changes in meritocratic and just-world beliefs, but 
consistent with a system-level motivational perspective, not through personal social mobility 
beliefs. Thus, societal social mobility beliefs can impact system rationalization tendencies that 
contribute to the general maintenance of societal inequality (Jost, 2017; Jost & Hunyady, 2005; 
Jost, Nosek, & Banaji, 2004). 

Additionally, social mobility beliefs excuse general inequality. In an experimental sample 
of over 500 Americans, those led to believe that societal social mobility was high accepted 
current economic inequality more than those induced to believe social mobility was low (Shariff 
et al., 2016). Social mobility beliefs also guided support for non-specific inequality policies, such 
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as those without much concrete detail about funding sources or amounts, or explanations of how 
changes would occur. For example, in a Spanish sample, higher social mobility beliefs were 
associated with less support for governmental welfare (e.g., “the state should take more 
responsibility to ensure that everyone is provided for”; Jaime-Castillo & Marques-Perales, 2014).  

Some work explores these patterns for personal social mobility beliefs. Multi-country 
samples examining beliefs about experienced personal social mobility find patterns similar to 
beliefs about societal mobility. For example, across 21 countries, beliefs of personal downward 
social mobility were related to more general support for redistribution (e.g., “It is the 
responsibility of the government to reduce the differences in income between people with high 
incomes and those with low incomes”; Schmidt, 2010). Using the same measures and more 
recent data, personal upward social mobility beliefs related to less support for the general idea of 
government redistribution across most of the 28 countries surveyed (Steele, 2015). Together, a 
reasonably consistent pattern links social mobility beliefs and tolerance of inequality in the 
abstract. 

Concrete Policies 
In contrast to abstract-level attitudes, mobility beliefs do not link to concrete policies and 

plans to change economic inequality. Evidence for this is provided by recent datasets from five 
countries—France, Italy, Sweden, U.K. and the U.S. (Alesina et al., 2018). This research found 
that social mobility beliefs were unrelated to support for concrete estate tax policies (i.e., to 
address wealth inequality) in all five countries. Moreover, support for estate taxes was 
unchanged following an experimental induction of low societal social mobility (Alesina et al., 
2018). This work also examined specific income inequality policies (e.g., increasing income tax 
on the top 1-10%) and found that while lower social mobility beliefs correlated with support for 
specific income tax policies, this pattern was limited to moderate-to-strong liberal respondents 
and was not found in some countries (e.g., Sweden, the U.S.). Additionally, the social mobility 
manipulation employed across countries did not significantly change support for specific income 
tax policies targeted at the top or bottom.  

As demonstrated thus far, social mobility beliefs affect support for the status quo and 
abstract inequality attitudes more than concrete inequality attitudes and actions. However, we are 
not suggesting that social mobility beliefs do not have a meaningful role in societal change or 
support for specific policies. For instance, social mobility beliefs may be well-positioned to 
affect support for specific inequality policies in conjunction with other situational and individual 
factors, especially those relevant to inequality policies or programs. Of course, changing specific 
attitudes is hard when people hold motivated beliefs such as the case for some political issues 
(e.g., Kunda, 1990; Redlawsk, 2002; Taber & Lodge, 2006).  

As evident in the theory and research discussed thus far, social mobility beliefs are 
inherently linked to some degree of societal consideration. However, they not only affect how 
people respond to societal-level phenomena (such as economic inequality). Next we describe 
research that broadens the significance of holding these beliefs to individuals’ own lives. 

Social Mobility Beliefs Impact the Personal 
In this section we review research and conceptualize how social mobility beliefs may 

impact individuals, including their education and status-related goals, and well-being. To provide 
some basis for whether social mobility beliefs affect these outcomes, we first consider how 
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social mobility beliefs may have some conceptual overlap with relevant theory and work in this 
area. For instance, social mobility beliefs appear to relate to people’s notions of possible selves 
(Markus & Nurius, 1986). For example, in a sample of young U.S. adults, although only 1% 
were business owners, 80% believed they could be owners in the future (Markus & Nurius, 
1986). To the extent that social mobility beliefs shape people’s selves, they may motivate and 
guide goal-directed behaviors, including in education domains (e.g., Oyserman, Bybee, & Terry, 
2006; Oyserman, Terry, & Bybee, 2002).  

Beliefs about upward social mobility also fit people’s general orientations toward their 
future goals (Snyder, 2002) and their expectancies that actions will lead to desired outcomes 
(Vroom, 1995). As performance that will likely pay off as expected can be motivating, such as at 
work or school (Van Eerder & Thierry, 1996), beliefs of high or low likelihood of social-class 
change may thus promote or restrict future oriented motivations. In sum, social mobility beliefs 
potentially play a role in guiding and interpreting goal-directed acts. That is, different than the 
pattern observed at the societal level, it appears that social mobility beliefs – although abstract – 
may be able to impact individuals’ own downstream behaviors, without many of the same kind 
of barriers applying (e.g., consensus on actions, political beliefs, etc). In the following sections 
we examine whether this possibility may especially involve domains relevant to prospects of 
social class change, including the pursuit of education and status, and the resulting experience of 
well-being.   

Education and Status-related Goals 
Social mobility beliefs may be particularly consequential for some education and status-

related outcomes. Gaining education is believed to be a primary means to increase social class 
(Bullock & Limbert, 2003), and motivation in this area is arguably the critical factor contributing 
to success (Sternberg, 2017). We expect that relatively higher social mobility beliefs will 
encourage the pursuit of the primary means of changing social class, such as through education. 
In contrast, lower social mobility beliefs may reduce people’s investment in such traditional 
routes toward upward mobility. Social mobility beliefs, however, may not necessarily affect all 
status ambitions (e.g., non-educational goals) in the same manner. As evident below, we suggest 
that relatively lower social mobility beliefs may also increase at least some alternative status-
related goals. 

Moreover, we expect the pattern just outlined to typically depend on individual 
differences. Social mobility beliefs may be especially impactful for those lower in perceived SES 
(Adler, Epel, Castellazzo, & Ickovics, 2000; Piff, Kraus, & Keltner, 2018), those feeling 
relatively deprived (Crosby, 1976; Pettigrew, 2016), or those with stronger desires to attain status 
through materialism (Richins, 2004; Richins & Dawson, 1992). For instance, many practical and 
psychological disadvantages associate with low SES (e.g., poorer health, financial limitations, 
experience of SES-related stereotype threat, psychological scarcity, less access to higher-status 
networks or other means of advancement). Because of greater vulnerability in general, higher 
social mobility beliefs may help increase motivation for those lower in subjective SES, such as 
helping regulate or sustain goal-directed behaviors. Likewise, lower social mobility beliefs may 
be more detrimental to those lower in SES, who may lack a support system or alternative means 
of pursuing upward mobility-related goals.  

This possibility does receive some empirical support. For instance, social mobility beliefs 
positively related to high school students’ self-reports of academic perseverance and school-
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reported GPA scores many weeks later, but only for those who had lower perceptions of their 
subjective SES (Browman, Destin, Carswell, & Svoboda, 2017). An experiment detected the 
same pattern by manipulating societal social mobility information and measuring immediate 
behavioral perseverance, i.e., a difficult anagram task. A third study found a causal effect of 
social mobility beliefs on perseverance beliefs, although again this was limited to those low in 
subjective SES. This study showed no significant impact of the manipulation on students’ year-
end GPAs. This may indicate a weaker overall effect than the correlational evidence, or perhaps 
a limit to the long-term consequences of this kind of brief intervention. For those lower in 
subjective SES, higher social mobility beliefs seem to help individuals to regulate their behavior, 
especially in the short-term, or to the extent that these beliefs are salient and fit the context (e.g., 
Oyserman, Destin, & Novin, 2015).  

Alternatively, if people believe in low social mobility, then instead of pursuing education, 
they may choose to enhance their status in other ways. One status-related impression 
management strategy is to seek variety and distinctiveness (e.g., Bourdieu, 1984). Accordingly, 
in two experiments, a low social mobility frame consistently increased variety seeking (e.g., for 
different consumer products, food), but only for those subjectively lower in SES (Yoon & Kim, 
2018). Thus, among those low in subjective SES, low social mobility beliefs may promote 
alternative status-striving behaviors. The belief in low social mobility may also drive some 
individuals to act impulsively instead of investing in their future self. For example, among a 
sample of American gamblers, feeling deprived predicted motivations to gamble for money, but 
only for those with low personal social mobility beliefs (Tabri, Dupuis, Kim, & Wohl, 2015). 
Moreover, across three experiments, a low societal social mobility frame consistently led to more 
impulsive consumerism (e.g., desire to buy nice clothing), but only among those high in 
materialism (Yoon & Kim, 2016). Thus, low social mobility beliefs can lead to potentially 
problematic behaviors for those who feel they deserve more financial success and for those who 
materially invest in status.  

Beyond education and status related outcomes, believing that social class change may be 
more or less possible, or has been more or less achieved than desired, may also affect personal 
well-being. In the next section we review research and conceptualize how social mobility beliefs 
and well-being may relate. 

Well Being 
The positive relation between social mobility beliefs and subjective wellbeing (Diener, 

1984) appears to be relatively straightforward. Negative past experiences can influence beliefs 
about future selves and possibly cause distress (Markus & Nurius, 1986). Desired future selves 
also appear tied to self-esteem, self-efficacy, and meaning (Vignoles, Manzi, Regalia, Jemmolo, 
& Scabini, 2008). Applying these notions to social mobility beliefs in particular, those who 
believe that they have experienced downward social mobility, or genuinely expect low social 
mobility in the future, may be relatively disheartened, or have lower subjective well-being. This 
may especially occur for those who previously held upward mobility beliefs. Similarly, beliefs 
about experienced or expected upward mobility may help buffer against negative outcomes (e.g., 
Bullock, 2008) or have positive well-being effects. These effects may be stronger in the short 
term or when these beliefs are chronically accessible (Higgins, 1996).  

One possible test of these notions is to examine social mobility beliefs in the context of 
immigration. The American Dream narrative of moving to the U.S. and improving one’s status 
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implies a possible impact on well-being. Sustaining the effort to migrate also requires believing 
in the possibility of a better life. For immigrants to the U.S., beliefs about experienced personal 
social mobility (e.g., relative status in one’s home country as compared to current American 
status) relates to several dimensions of emotional well-being. In a national sample of Latino 
immigrants, lower personal social mobility beliefs were associated with self-reports of worse 
physical health and more symptoms of major depression (Alcántara, Chen, & Alegria, 2014). In 
a sample of immigrants to Florida, higher personal social mobility beliefs related to fewer 
negative emotional episodes (e.g., feeling depressed or upset), but were unrelated to positive 
emotional episodes (e.g., feeling pleased or excited; Vaquera & Aranda, 2017). Notably, the 
results hold even after controlling for initial social class (Marmot, 2003).  

Beyond migration experiences, additional research on American residents in general has 
examined social mobility beliefs and well-being (Wiwad, 2015). Two experiments, including a 
nationally representative sample, manipulated beliefs about expected societal social mobility. In 
both studies, a high social mobility frame led to more positive affect than a low social mobility 
frame. Although either societal or personal social mobility beliefs could drive these effects, 
another correlational study found personal (but not societal) social mobility beliefs related to 
positive affect (Wiwad, 2015).  

Although this set of studies unsystematically examined different contexts and forms of 
social mobility beliefs (experienced, expected, personal, and societal), the research overall 
demonstrates that social mobility beliefs may affect several aspects of wellbeing.  

Conclusion  
This chapter sought to provide an overview of research on social mobility beliefs and to 

better understand their possible role in explaining inequality and other outcomes. Economic 
inequality has long been a characteristic of human societies (Pringle, 2014). Nowadays, it is 
commonly believed that many people may move up the societal ladder. Although increasing 
social mobility will not solve economic inequality, believing in social mobility makes the general 
idea of inequality, and the systems that produce it, more tolerable. As we conceptualized, social 
mobility beliefs also have some limits – they do not directly influence people’s support for 
concrete policies designed to change income or wealth inequality. Together this highlights the 
potential power of social mobility beliefs, as well as the complexity and difficulty in altering the 
gap between the rich and poor. Although we are only beginning to unravel the nature, accuracy, 
and consequences of these beliefs, they clearly have some impact on the societal level (e.g., 
general support for economic inequality) as well as the personal (e.g., achievement). Thus, these 
are exciting times to research social mobility beliefs, with many opportunities to broaden what 
we know about the antecedents and characteristics, as well as their potential consequences for 
nations and individuals’ everyday lives.  
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