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Social mobility and promotion of officers to senior ranks in the Royal Navy – meritocracy 

or class ceiling? 

 

Abstract  

 

This article examines the extent to which socio-economic background affects the chances of 

promotion to senior ranks within the Royal Navy and how the upwardly mobile often faces a 

“class ceiling”. The researchers collected quantitative data within the Royal Navy. The 

research found a disproportionate over-representation of officers from socio-economically 

advantaged backgrounds, creating a homogenous upper echelon and self-selecting elite 

hierarchy. The authors argue for the systematic collection of socio-economic background data 

and longitudinal analysis to focus efforts towards engendering the conditions for social 

mobility and the ability to quantitatively assess the impact of policy changes on future social 

mobility outcomes. The research contributes to understand contemporary social mobility 

issues and is the first quantitative analysis of Royal Navy officers’ socio-economic 

backgrounds. The research provides perspectives on which other armed forces (including the 

US) that face diversity issues could reflect. The paper repositions military issues in mainstream 

academic discourse. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In the 1970s a study into military officer selection concluded that notwithstanding major public 

discourses about the necessity to widen the socio-economic backgrounds of recruits in the elite 

professions and progression within them should be contingent upon seniority and proven 

abilities. However, in the US and in the UK, recruitment and promotion were still biased 

towards those who attended private education and some elite state institutions (Kamarck, 2017; 

Salaman and Thompson, 1978). Grusky (1975) earlier examined the socio-economic 

backgrounds of Royal Navy officers. He concluded that that there was significant difference 

between lower and higher rank officers in a number of key social variables, with those holding 

higher ranks more likely to have come from upper socio-economic backgrounds and fee-paying 

school education. Notwithstanding, the researchers concluded that extrapolation from the 

make-up of lower and middle ranking officers indicated that the upper echelons of the Royal 

Navy officer corps would become more socially representative, “with leaders recruited from 

more proletarian segments of society” (Grusky, 1975:50). However, nearly two decades later, 

Von Zugbach’s (1993) presented significant evidence that inequalities were persistent in the 

British armed forces. 

 Since these studies, a major societal change in the subsequent two generations was the 

exponential expansion of university provision, which saw a greater than three-fold increase in 

Higher Education participation in many developed countries, including  the USA and the UK 

(O’Mahoney, 2018; Alvaredo et al., 2017; Chowdry et al., 2013). It was thought that this would 

result in increased social mobility, as those from less advantaged backgrounds had greater 

opportunity to obtain the necessary academic entry requirements to gain access to higher 

income jobs. However, recently academics have been vociferous in raising the issue of stagnant 

social mobility. They argue that social mobility has worsened since the 1970s (Piketty, 2017; 

O’Mahoney, 2018; Alvaredo et al., 2017). For instance, Laurison and Friedman (2015) found 
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that even when the socio-economically disadvantaged (those attending state schools and 

attaining lower qualifications) are able to secure admission into elite occupations, they are 

much less likely to “achieve the same levels of success as those from more privileged 

backgrounds” and “face a powerful “class ceiling” in terms of earnings” (p.28). The concept 

of a class ceiling describes how the socially mobile experience considerable disadvantage 

within elite occupations due to socio-economic or class discrimination (Laurison and 

Friedman, 2015).  

 The current study investigates the extent to which the class ceiling is a factor in the 

promotion into the Senior Ranks in the Royal Navy Logistics Branch in the UK. The Royal 

Navy comprises c.32,500 personnel, of whom 6,800 are officers [comparative figures: Army 

79,000 personnel (12,900 officers); Royal Air Force 32,900 personnel (7,800 officers)]. The 

Royal Navy comprises ‘ratings’ and ‘officers’; in civilian terms, officers take on management 

and higher-level leadership responsibilities, whilst ratings can be seen as the workforce. In 

terms of professional roles, the Royal Navy has three main branches: Warfare, Engineering and 

Logistics. The Logistics Branch is made up of c.500 officers and c.2,500 ratings who 

collectively provide supply chain management, pay, personnel and legal services, and catering 

and hotel/hospitality services. This is the first quantitative analysis of Royal Navy officers’ 

socio-economic backgrounds that has used primary data since Grusky’s (1975) research. The 

data in this research provides empirical evidence of socio-economic factors for particular 

hierarchical strata within the Logistics Officer corps, providing insight into the extent of social 

mobility for this group. Whilst the entry criteria for the Royal Navy officer corps is the same 

for all Branches (except that Engineering and Medical Branches require relevant degrees), there 

may be other factors that determine  greater or lesser social mobility within different Branches; 

as such, the research only claims to be complete for the section of the Royal Navy covered in 

this study. 
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Theoretical Framework 

Laurison & Friedman’s (2015) ‘class ceiling’ framework has been selected for use in order to 

inform the study. Their research on progression in elite occupations found that even when the 

less privileged are able to enter into elite occupations, they are much less likely to achieve the 

same levels of success as those from more advantaged backgrounds. Studies suggest that there 

is a complex array of factors, including soft-skills and social capital, which in combination lead 

to top jobs in elite occupations being disproportionately attained by those who attended 

independent schools (Maxwell & Aggleton, 2010). Moreover, even when the less privileged 

are able to enter into elite occupations, they are much less likely to achieve the same levels of 

success as those from more advantaged backgrounds (Laurison and Friedman, 2015). The 

cumulative impact is that there is a deficit between the potential and the realised skills, 

knowledge and experience within an organisation and, at the macro-level, the population as a 

whole. The authors’ concept of class ceiling builds on Becker’s (1971) glass ceiling framework. 

However, the glass ceiling was initially applied to women, though some literature has expanded 

the use in recent decades. Another theoretical perspective we excluded is the concept of ‘sticky 

floor’ (Booth, Francesconi & Frank, 2003). Similar to the glass ceiling, the sticky floor 

perspective was initially in relation to women’s disadvantage in the workplace. We view the 

sticky floor perspective as limited in scope as it denotes the lack of progress from an initial 

position. The adopted theoretical framework in our study, the notion of class ceiling by 

Laurison and Friedman (2015) represents a theorisation that embraces the specificity of the 

group we seek to examine, i.e. people who share a common disadvantage in the armed forces, 

which derives from the socioeconomic position of their parents. Our study has elected to use 

Laurison and Friedman (2015) framework because it translates the evolving nature of 

inequalities in the professions. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

Perspectives on social mobility 

Social Mobility describes the movement and relationship between different socio-

economic groups, typically expressed in terms of occupational groups, social classes or income 

levels (Aldridge, 2001; IPPR, 2008; OECD, 2010). Sociologists’ definitions generally focus 

on class and occupation, whereas economists emphasise income (Payne, 2017). These three 

different aspects can lead to debate in themselves, making social class difficult to define as it 

is often a case of perception and characterisation. There can be large variations within similarly 

described occupations and employment positions, in terms of income and status; employment 

income alone does not necessarily take into account broader benefits (monetary and in-kind), 

taxation, regional purchasing power and the relative requirements of different sized 

households. Thus, at the individual level, descriptions of socio-economic groupings will often 

throw up instances of individuals or groups that cannot be readily categorised. Notwithstanding 

these limitations, social mobility is a broadly understood, relevant and topical concept and is 

measurable at the population level. 

In addition to differing measures, academic discussions regarding Social Mobility must 

distinguish between different aspects of mobility, as shown in Figure 1. Without these 

distinctions, different conclusions can be drawn from the same data, which has a tendency to 

occur in political debates and media reporting (Goldthorpe, 2013; Saunders, 2012). Our 

research has sought to measure two of the dimensions: Relative Mobility (change in 

individuals’ class or income in relation to society) and Intergenerational Mobility (change in 

parents’ and children’s class and income) as these provide a more focused view of the 

individual officers’ experience of mobility within the Royal Navy. 
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FIGURE 1 HERE…. 

 

Devine and Li (2013) corroborate earlier studies (Aldridge, 2001; Bukodi and 

Goldthorpe, 2008; Goldthorpe, 2013). These studies found that absolute intergenerational class 

mobility and intragenerational occupation mobility rose during the Twentieth Century, 

particularly in the post-war period, due to structural changes in the labour market that saw a 

significant expansion of professions and white-collar middle management occupations, 

creating more room at the top.  

 

Barriers to upward mobility  

 The array of barriers to upward mobility are complex, are often subtle and are likely to 

work in combination. A key barrier to upward mobility is the propensity for organisations to 

recruit and/or promote within their own image (Yen, 2017). Payne (2017: 164) contends that 

“the world of professionals and managers is largely self-recruiting” through the phenomenon 

of sponsored mobility. According to Turner (1960:856), sponsored mobility “involves 

controlled selection in which the elite or their agents choose recruits early and carefully induct 

them into elite status”, resembling induction into a private members’ club, whereby access is 

based on the candidate possessing the qualities that are shared and valued by the current 

members. The features of sponsored mobility suggest that the organisation highly values social 

capital that allows individuals to gain preferential access to and advancement in elite 

occupations (Keeley, 2007). The mechanism of doing so can be shrouded in nebulous 

requirements, such as the notion of “polish”, which can be a vessel into which the interviewer 

can pour their socio-cultural baggage and be justified as “reducing the risk” by going with what 

the interviewer knows and recognises (Institute for the Study of Societal Issues, 2016). A study 
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into the non-educational barriers to the elite professions found that the attributes sought are 

most readily “mapped on to middle-class status and socialisation” (Ashley et al., 2015:6), 

including polish and confidence; accordingly, entry level tends to be dominated by those from 

more privileged socio-economic backgrounds, typically those who have attended fee-paying 

or selective schools. In the same perspective, Berteaux and Thompson (2017) argue that there 

are limitations in terms of the possibilities that are realistically accessible to individuals, 

families and social groups at a particular point in time. They found that such possibilities are 

restricted by “the lack of economic or cultural resources as well as group prejudice” (p.2). 

There is strong evidence of the social construction of class and privilege, thus inequality. A 

recent study by Li (2018) corroborates this argument.  

Opportunity hoarding can also hamper social mobility. This is where lower-cognitively 

skilled individuals from socio-economically advantaged backgrounds are more likely to attain 

entry to and achieve better career/income progression in elite professions compared to higher-

cognitively skilled but socio-economically disadvantaged individuals (Goldthorpe, 2016; 

McKnight, 2015; Von Zugbach, 1993; The Panel on Fair Access to the Professions, 2009). 

Essentially, intergenerational “stickiness between generations in high level occupations 

represents opportunity hoarding; allowing less room for the upwardly mobile to fill these 

positions” (McKnight, 2015:3) because those from socio-economically advantaged families 

are highly likely to avoid downward mobility. In an era where absolute mobility has 

significantly stagnated in recent decades, the lack of downward mobility means that there is 

restricted room at the top for talented individuals from lower socio-economic backgrounds to 

move up. The means by which opportunities are hoarded include: the ability to pay for 

independent schooling or to invest in tuition to succeed in selective grammar entry 

examinations; membership or access to advantageous networks; and the financial wherewithal 

to undertake unpaid internships. The phenomenon of self-reinforcing inequality is sometimes 
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referred to as the Matthew Effect (Merton, 1968; Perc, 2014), which describes how social 

networks and preferential attachments create the conditions for the advantaged to beget further 

advantage in terms of wealth, prestige or power, whilst the less advantaged remain the same. 

 

Armed Forces Context - Elitism, Hegemony and the Social Construction of Mobility  

There is acknowledgement in the military literature that the armed forces should better reflect 

the society from which it is drawn (Higate, 2003). However, taking equality and diversity as 

an example, turning good intentions into reality has consistently proven to be easier in the word 

than in the deed. The UK Armed Forces Biannual Diversity Statistics published statistics 

relating to the gender, ethnicity, nationality, religion and age of the Armed Forces (MOD, 

2017). In relation to ethnicity, from 2012 to 2017 the percentage of officers from non-white 

ethnic groups remained at around 2.4%, despite 7.6% of the forces being from minority 

backgrounds and 13% of UK population belonging to a Black, Asian, Mixed or Other ethnic 

group (Ministry of Defence, 2018). Table 1 shows that the percentage of personnel from Other 

(i.e. non-white) ethnic groups steadily declines the further you move up through the Officer 

Ranks. This picture is similar to the United States where in 2018 non-whites made up 30% of 

the US military but only 12.5% were represented in the highest ranks, ie. General/Flag Officer 

- O-7 and above (Kamarck, 2019). 

 

TABLE.1 HERE 

 

The above highlights how the officer corps seems largely impervious to social and 

demographic changes – the question is whether this is by design or simply a natural 

consequence of specific factors. Langman (2015) referred to hegemony theory, whereby the 

dominated willingly consent to ruling class domination because historical, social and political 
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factors ‘normalise’ the arrangement. The theory of hegemony can be applied to the 

“management elite in the organisational hierarchy” (Nason, 2000:43) and is consistent with 

Elitist Theorists’ contention that the existence of elites springs from an “inherent tendency of 

all complex organizations to delegate authority to a ruling clique of leaders -who often take on 

interests of their own” (Zuba, 2016:22).  

This appears rooted from a time when the officer class was the preserve of the 

aristocracy, populated by those of “high social position, holding large possessions” (Kirby, 

2016). The hegemonic situation seems likely to have been perpetuated by the tendency of 

traditional organisations to champion the advancement of those in their own image (white, male 

and independent/grammar educated). This creates an inevitability that the socio-demographic 

elite dominates the most senior officer ranks. It is clear from the military literature that 

acceptance of these norms is based on the existence of implicit power relations between social-

demographic groups (Rachar, 2016; Higate, 2003).  A socially-constructed worldview of 

society served to legitimise the power and wealth of an elite whose domination became 

regarded as the natural order. This led Otley (1973) to believe that there is a military sub-culture 

in the British armed forces which sits outside mainstream equality frameworks (see also 

Langman, 2015; Zerubavel, 2016).  This idea of social construction of the elite and possible 

status quo in mobility underpins our central research question: to what extent does class impact 

promotion of officers into Senior Ranks in the Royal Navy in the UK? 

 

METHODS 

Participants and Procedure 

 The study was conducted among 120 employees of the Logistics group in the British 

Royal Navy. The data was collected Summer 2017. In order to achieve sufficient responses, 
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this study’s target population is the total available (120). Table 2 illustrates how the Rank 

distribution of the sample. 

 

TABLE.2 HERE 

 

The approach of the study was to focus on a discrete population with the Royal Navy by 

surveying one branch (Logistics) within the officer corps, as the size of the branch made the 

research more manageable, whilst acting as a microcosm of the overall Royal Navy population, 

noting that the entry criteria for the officer corps is the same, except that Engineering and 

Medical Branches require relevant degrees. Notwithstanding this, there may be other factors 

that determine greater or lesser social mobility within different Branches; for this reason, the 

research only claims to be complete for the Logistics Branch, though having learning 

ramifications for other sections of the Royal Navy. Further research is needed in the wider 

Royal Navy to ensure wider generalisability The target population was confined to the senior 

rank level within the Logistics Branch, Commodore (circa 8), and the two immediately 

subordinate ranks, Captain (circa 22) and Commander (circa 90). Given a total population size 

of 120, the report accepted a margin of error of 5% with a confidence level of 95%, as these 

were deemed to be acceptable levels for social research (Gill and Johnson, 2010, 127-131); 

using these figures, the minimum recommended survey sample size is 92.  

 

Given the geographic spread of the target population, it was considered that the most effective 

means of collecting data would be to collect data through a survey questionnaire. By focusing 

on the Senior Ranks in the Branch, the data collected could be directly compared with recent 

surveys undertaken for the Sutton Trust (Kirby, 2016) and the Social Mobility and Child 

Poverty Commission (2014), which focused on the top-ranking officers of the Armed Forces, 
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at and above Rear Admiral, Major General and Air Vice Marshall. The questionnaire also 

sought to gain qualitative insights in terms of respondents’ views on how their background and 

education had influenced their career choices, promotions to date and future career prospects.   

 

Following guidance from Navy Command Head of Research, a questionnaire was devised that 

would obviate the requirement for Ministry of Defence Research Ethics Committee 

(MODREC) approval. The research adhered to the ethical requirements of the University of 

Lincoln and abided by the Framework for Research Ethics (FRE) set out by the Economic and 

Social Research Council (ESRC, 2015). The purpose of the research, its use and publication 

were fully explained to all participants, who participated voluntarily. Throughout the research 

process, confidentiality of information supplied by participants and their anonymity was 

respected; similarly, the reporting and analysis of data were presented as overall results so that 

no individuals could be identified.  

 

The questionnaire was web-based in order to expedite distribution and returns, 

recognising that the available target audience would have ready access to computers, email and 

internet services. 

Measures 

 The two main dependent variables were Inequality Perceptions, and Perceptions of 

Changing Inequality. Inequality Perceptions (α = .69) were measured with four items: “Those 

from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds have equal opportunities to progress 

their careers in the RN” (reverse coded), “People who attended private/fee-paying schools are 

more likely to reach the most senior office ranks (OF6 and above)”, “Within the RN, having 

attended a Russell Group university (alliance of elite universities in the UK) does not 
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significantly improve an individual’s career opportunities” (reverse coded), and “In your 

experience, there is a general belief in the Royal Navy that people from lower-status 

backgrounds are less suitable for senior officer positions”. Items were rated on a 5-point Likert 

scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree). Higher scores indicate a high perception of 

inequality.  

 Perceptions of Changing Inequality (α= .69) were measured with two items, using the 

same rating scale as the inequality perceptions scale. The items were: “Based on your 

perception: the number of senior officers from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds 

has increased during your time in the RN”, and “Based on your perceptions of the socio-

economic backgrounds of junior officers (OF3 and below): The number of senior officers (OF6 

and above) from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds will substantially increase 

during the next 15 to 20 years”. Higher scores also indicate stronger perceptions of changing 

inequality. 

Independent Variables 

School Type was measured by asking what type of secondary school the respondent 

attended (0= state school, 1= private school). Occupation Parent/Carer measured the 

occupation of the principal income earner in the respondent’s household during secondary 

education (0= casual, non-skilled, skilled, or clerical occupations; 1= managerial, professional, 

or senior official). Education Parent/Carer was measured as the highest education qualification 

of any parent or carer during secondary education (1= no education qualification; 6= Doctorate 

or masters level). Education Prior to Joining was measured by asking the highest education 

qualification that was obtained prior to joining the Royal Navy (1= no education qualification; 

6= Doctorate or masters level). Year Officer Training was measured by asking the year in 

which the respondent commenced officer training at BRNC (Britannia Royal Navy College). 

On average, respondents started their training in 1994 (range 1983-2003). Promotion from 
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Rank was measured by asking whether the respondent was promoted from the ranks (0= no, 1= 

yes). Current Rank was indicated on three levels (1= Commander (OF4), 2= Captain (OF5), 

3= Commodore (OF6).  

Analyses 

First, we created scale scores for the two attitudinal variables (inequality perceptions and 

perceptions of change), after which we regressed these variables upon the predictors. Thereby, 

we differentiated between the predictors prior to joining the Royal Navy, and subsequently 

adding the two predictors (promotion and current rank) to test whether the initial predictors 

were explained by current status in the Royal Navy. Table 3 shows the mean, standard 

deviations and correlations among the study variables.  

 

TABLES.3-4 HERE 

 

RESULTS 

Table 3 shows that occupation of parent/carer is positively correlated with perception of 

change (r= .23, p< .05). Education prior to joining was negatively related to inequality 

perception (r= -.26, p< .05), but positively to change perceptions (r= .27, p< .05). Year of 

officer training was positively related to inequality perception (r= .28,  < .05), indicating that 

those who commenced training later were more likely to perceive inequality. Promotion from 

the rank was positively related to inequality perceptions (r= .54, p< .01), but negatively to 

perception of change (r= -.30, p< .05).  

Table 4 shows the results of the regression analyses. Education prior to joining was 

negatively related to promotion (β= -.65, p< .001), and year of officer training was positively 

related to promotion (β= .33, p< .001). Hence, promotion among the ranks is more likely for 

those who have lower education, and who commenced training more recently. Year of officer 
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training was negatively related, however, to current rank (β= -.57, p< .001), indicating that 

those who commenced training longer ago were more likely to be in a higher rank.  

With regards to the perceptions, education prior to joining was negatively correlated to 

inequality perceptions (β= -.35, p< .01), indicating higher education to be related to lower 

inequality perceptions. Year of training was positively related to inequality perceptions (β= 

.41, p< .001), indicating that those who were more recently trained, perceived more inequality. 

However, when promotion and current rank were added in the next step, both were explained 

by promotion from the rank which was strongly positively related (β=.60, p< .001) to inequality 

perceptions. When promotion from the rank was taken into account, occupation became 

significantly related to inequality perceptions ( = .29, p< .05), indicating that those with parents 

or carers with professional or managerial occupations perceived more inequality.  

The significance of the education background was further evident using the relative 

statistics. The type of secondary schools attended by the officers has an influence on their 

promotion, with a significant representation of those who attended independent fee-paying 

schools in the higher ranks (see Figures 2 and 3). 

Overall, 45% of respondents attended either an Independent School or selective 

Grammar. This was: 40% of Commanders; 64% of Captains; 50% of Commodores. Amongst 

direct entry officers, 51% attended an Independent School or selective Grammar (split two-

thirds Independent Fee-Paying and one-third Grammar), compared to 25% of those promoted 

from the Rating Corp (all Grammar school – elite school in the British context- attendees).  

 

FIGURE.2 HERE 

 

FIGURE.3 HERE 
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Similarly, the highest qualification the officer held on entry and the university attended 

(if any) have an influence on their progression within the Royal Navy. These findings were 

evidence in the relative statistics. 

Overall, 56% of respondents had attained at least a Degree level qualification prior to 

joining the Royal Navy. Within the direct entry officer population this rises to nearly 70%. For 

those promoted from the Rating Corp, the highest education attainment for the significant 

majority was at General Certificate of Education (GCE) of Certificate of Secondary Education 

(/CSE) level (secondary school examinations taken at the age of 16). Figure 4 shows pre-

joining qualifications by Rank and shows that a sizable proportion joined post A-level (end of 

sixth form diploma). Figure 5 shows that education attainment for those promoted from the 

Rating Corp was typically GCE/CSE Level (100% SUY; 60% UY)  

 

FIGURE.4 HERE 

 

 

FIGURE.5 HERE 

 

Of those who attended a university, 43% undertook their studies in a Russell Group 

university (alliance of elite universities in the UK), including 5% who attended Oxbridge (an 

acronym referring to the prestigious elite universities of Oxford and Cambridge in the UK). 

Whilst proportionally high from a UK-wide perspective, when compared to other elite 

occupations this proportion is low, for example Oxbridge attendance was 74% of the top 

judiciary (judges who preside over the High Court and Court of Appeals) and 40% of the top 

medical professionals (Fellows of the Royal College of Physicians) (Kirby, 2016). This 

suggests perhaps that university attended has less relevance in the military than in other elite 
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occupations. As the military senior ranks have the second highest attendance of fee-paying 

independent schools, it appears that type of schooling has greater bearing on promotion to the 

highest ranks.  

 

Education and occupation of parent and carer  

Regarding the occupational category of the parents or carers of the officers surveyed, based 

on the Office for National Statistics’ Standard Occupational Classification 2010 (column a), 

nearly 71% of respondents’ households were in the top two occupational classifications. 

However, only 1.3% derived from the lowest classification with a dependency on the welfare 

state for their income.  

 

There is a particularly strong correlation between parental education level and the educational 

outcomes of individuals. When analysed according to Entry Type, it is notable that the 

education attainment for parents of those from the Rating Corp was overwhelmingly at 

GCE/CSE Level or below (70% UY; 83% SUY), compared to 29% for Direct Entry officers.  

 

The survey data for OF4-OF6 Ranks showed that 19% came through from the Rating 

Corp (11% Upper Yardmen; 8% Senior Upper Yardmen), who overwhelmingly had lower 

educational qualifications upon entry to the Royal Navy, compared to direct entry officers.  

Subsequent to joining the Royal Navy, 70% of Upper Yardmen and 66% of Senior Upper 

Yardmen had attained at least a degree level qualification, with 50% and 33% respectively 

attaining a Masters level or higher. In comparison, of those direct entry officers whose 

academic attainment was below degree level prior to joining BRNC (30.5% of direct entry 

officers), 83% went on to achieve a Masters level or higher. Accordingly, the levels of 

academic attainment for those promoted from the Rating Corp would suggest their inherent 
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cognitive abilities are comparable with Direct Entry officers, notwithstanding the fact that 

academic attainment prior to joining the Royal Navy was generally much lower 

(overwhelmingly at GCE/CSE level). This points to the fact that the Armed Forces invests in 

its people through education and training opportunities, which to an extent levels the playing 

field by closing the education attainment gap between Direct Entry officers and those promoted 

from the Rating Corp.     

Despite evidence of cognitive comparability between Direct Entry officers and those 

promoted from the Rating Corps, career outcomes, in terms of promotion, remain much better 

for Direct Entry officers. 27% of Commanders (OF4) were promoted from the Rating corps 

but this reduces to 7% for those promoted to Captain (OF5) and nil for Commodores (OF6).  

The fact that there are no Senior Upper Yardmen prior to 1999 BRNC entry date is indicative 

of the age constraint owing to their relatively late entry into the Officer Corps, with Senior 

Upper Yardmen typically being older upon BRNC entry, therefore having fewer years to attain 

promotion before compulsory retirement age. Thus, the highest promotion rank attained by 

Senior Upper Yardmen is OF4 rank. In contrast, Upper Yardmen enter BRNC at a similar age 

to Direct Entry officer, which explains their presence across all three cohort periods. Despite 

this comparability, only one former Rating Corp respondent has been promoted beyond OF4. 

 

The under-representation of individuals from disadvantaged socio-economic 

backgrounds was clearly evident from the results of our survey; the results for occupation 

parent/carer shows, it has a significant positive relationship (β= 0.29, p< .05) with inequality 

perceptions. Moreover, a significant proportion of those from socio-economically 

disadvantaged backgrounds were promoted from the Rating corps, highlighting the fact that 

direct entry into the Officer corps for those who have been promoted to OF4 rank or higher are 

predominantly from more privileged backgrounds. Attitudinal responses showed that 56% of 
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respondents considered that those who attended a fee-paying school were more likely to reach 

OF6 rank or higher. This would indicate that the respondents consider that either privately 

educated individuals are more able or that the promotion system favours those from a private 

education background (through either conscious preferment or unconscious bias).   

 

DISCUSSION 

A barometer of social mobility in the officer corps is the proportion of individuals who have 

been commissioned from the Rating Corp. This would demonstrate intragenerational upward 

mobility (i.e. within the individual’s lifetime) and, in most cases, demonstrate intergenerational 

upward mobility (i.e. differences between socio-economic position compared to parents). 

There is a higher proportion of Upper Yardmen and Senior Upper Yardmen from socio-

economically disadvantaged  backgrounds compared to their Direct Entry counterparts. Socio-

economically disadvantaged category refers to those are less likely to have attended a fee-

paying school and are more likely to have lower education qualifications prior to entry into the 

Royal Navy (Social Mobility & Child Poverty Commission, 2013; Von Zugbach, 1993). This 

study evidenced a strong correlation between social class and the likelihood of attending 

university, particularly a Russell Group institution. The widening of participation in higher 

education has created opportunities (Universities UK, 2016) for both relative and absolute 

mobility in society generally. However, in the armed forces the correlation between parental 

education backgrounds and progression is still more prevalent. 

 

The occupational classifications can be correlated with the National Readership Survey’s 

Social Grades, which is a marketing measure to differentiate groups of people in terms of 

attitudes and behaviours, as well as goods and services consumed; this correlation was 
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modelled, validated and subsequently applied to the 2001 and 2011 censuses (Lambert & Moy, 

2013). 

There remains continuing significant differentiation between lower rank and higher 

rank officers since Grusky’s 1975 study to examine the socio-economic backgrounds of Royal 

Navy officers (Macmillan, Tyler & Vignoles, 2013).  

Whilst the findings were not as stark as those found at the most senior levels in the 

Armed Forces (Kirby, 2016), our research indicates that there is a significant 

underrepresentation of individuals from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds (Li, 

2018), which reflects current trends in British armed forces and society (Higate, 2003; 

O’Mahoney, 2018; Alvaredo et al., 2017). A Sutton Trust survey (Ipsos, 2017) and trend data 

from British Social Attitudes Survey (Heath et al., 2010) indicates that fewer than 10% of 

respondents considered that a private education background would most help those from less 

advantaged backgrounds get ahead in life. Given the disproportionate dominance of those 

privately educated at the top of professional elite occupations (Maxwell & Aggleton, 2010); 

Higate, 2003), it would seem that private education is perceived as most beneficial for 

advancement in the Armed Forces. Moreover, 58% of respondents felt that knowing the right 

people is a key factor in an individual’s career progression. This proportion is high when 

compared to successive survey results of the British Social Attitudes, in which respondents 

considered that knowing the right people was essential or very important for getting ahead: 

39% [1987]; 35% [1992]; 41% [1999]; 33% [2009] (Heath et al., 2010:37). Knowing the right 

people corresponds to sociological theories about the role of networks and contacts in gaining 

access to and advancement within elite occupations (Macmillan, Tyler & Vignoles, 2013). This 

challenges the core assumptions of a meritocratic promotion system; in practice, it would give 

people with wider networks - and social capital (not necessarily those with intellectual capital) 

- an advantage in the competition for promotion (Holck, 2018). Hence, explaining the results 
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that promotion from the rank was positively related to inequality perceptions (r= .54, p< .01), 

while negatively correlated to perception of change (r= -.30, p< .05). 

 

These two factors would seem to be steeped in privilege and patronage, which would 

run counter to a truly meritocratic system.  Whilst non-meritocratic factors may not in 

themselves create inequality of opportunities, they are liable to create different start points, 

meaning that the likelihood of socio-economic reward through career progression is heavily 

weighted towards those that have certain non-meritocratic advantages, such as social, cultural 

and political (networks) - as opposed to attainment (Friedman et al., 2015; Macmillan, Tyler & 

Vignoles, 2013). The lack access to these networks due to social background will have more 

limited career possibilities (OECD, 2017).  This manifests itself in the homogenous socio-

demographic makeup of the senior ranks of Armed Forces. 

These findings are consistent with Jackson’s (2001) research, which found that non-

meritocratic criteria had a significant role in occupational attainment and are prone to be 

ascribed to an individual rather than demonstrably achieved. The existence of such ascribed 

characteristics is vulnerable to bias and can explain why inequalities in class mobility chances 

persist.  Similarly, Kim and Choi (2017) found that non-meritocratic elements such as social 

networks and family background played a significant role in access to opportunities, meaning 

that individuals from less privileged backgrounds have more ground to make up in order to be 

in a position to compete.   

 

CONCLUSION 

Summary 

The research aimed to determine the extent to which promotion into the Senior Ranks in the 

Royal Navy Logistics Group is the preserve of the socio-economically advantaged, with a view 
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to providing recommendations on how to create the conditions for social mobility barriers to 

be broken down.  

The first research question concerned the factors influencing upward mobility of the 

socioeconomically disadvantaged officers. In recent years, the rate in absolute mobility has 

fallen, whilst the rate of relative mobility (i.e. the odds of arriving at a different socio-economic 

class destination) has remained stubbornly constant; this indicates that at a population level 

Britain is not a particularly open or fluid society (Li, 2018). This is evidenced by the strong 

association between the class positions of children and their parents (Aldridge, 2001; Britton 

et al., 2016). In an era where absolute mobility has significantly stagnated, the lack of 

downward mobility means that there is restricted room at the top for talented individuals from 

lower socio-economic backgrounds to move up. The means by which opportunities are hoarded 

by higher socio-economic households include: the ability to pay for independent schooling or 

to invest in tuition to succeed in selective grammar entry examinations, membership or access 

to advantageous networks, and the financial wherewithal to undertake unpaid internships (The 

Panel on Fair Access to the Professions, 2009; McKnight, 2015). The study found barriers to 

upward mobility, including the propensity for organisations to recruit and/or promote within 

their own image (Yen, 2017), perpetuating class status quo as found by Goldthorpe (2016) and 

Devine and Li (2013). The Armed Forces can draw upon the experiences of other professions 

and industries, especially where data has been collected and policies are at a greater maturity.  

The results showed evidence of social mobility, with a sizable population of the Officer 

Corps promoted from the Rating Corps. Notwithstanding this positive note, the research 

indicates that career progression obfuscated by the socio-economic backgrounds of the officers. 

Fundamentally, fewer individuals from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds enter 

the Officer Corps; the few who gain entry do not experience the same achievement as their 

more advantaged peers. The survey results are reflective of other elite occupations; clearly 
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there are no simple solutions that will reverse longstanding and embedded social inequality, 

which in many cases passes through successive generations.  

Our research points to more limited mobility as one moves towards the most senior 

ranks in the Armed Forces; this is most starkly evidenced by The Sutton Trust’s report which 

showed that nearly 90% of the most senior officers attended either fee paying independent 

schools or selective grammar schools (Macmillan, Tyler & Vignoles, 2013). This research was 

based on the next tier down of officer ranks (Commander to Commodore), which showed a 

lower proportion of 45% having attended either fee paying independent schools or selective 

grammar schools; this proportion is 51% for Direct Entry officers. Studies have found that 

whilst formal educational qualifications are important to employers, other non-meritocratic 

criteria also have a significant role (Jackson, 2001; Kim and Choi, 2017). Non-meritocratic 

characteristics such as social skills and personal characteristics are prone to be ascribed to an 

individual rather than demonstrably achieved, and these ascribed characteristics are likely to 

be more readily accessible to those in more privileged groups in society. The use of non-

meritocratic, ascribed characteristics in selection processes (e.g. recruitment or promotion) are 

vulnerable to bias and perhaps explain why inequalities in class mobility chances persist, even 

after controlling for educational qualifications and measures of IQ and effort (Li, 2018; 

Jackson, 2001:21).   

 

Implications 

Despite the Government’s introduced Public-Sector duty framework to reduce 

inequality (UK Legislation, 2018), equality and diversity policies remain principally focused 

on protected characteristics, such as gender and race. Furthermore, successive Governments’ 

approaches have largely focused on the supply side role of education in improving social 

mobility, with minimal practical improvement on the economic factors, such as improved 
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incentives or funding in research and development, upskilling and innovation that would see a 

demand side expansion in higher skilled and management roles. Political responses to social 

mobility do not auger well for significant improvements in the absolute rates of 

intergenerational class mobility; as such, increased relative rates of mobility will require a 

commensurate interchange between risers and fallers. Theories such as Effectively Maintained 

Inequality and the Matthew Effect show how the socio-economically advantaged are much 

better able to hold their elevated positions against aspirant socio-economic risers, even when 

meritocratic factors suggest the opposite should be the case (Merton, 1968; Lucas, 2001; Perc, 

2014). The conclusion drawn from this phenomenon is that laissez-faire approaches are 

unlikely to result in social change. For change to happen there needs to be active intervention, 

including positive action, otherwise the status quo will persist. The Government being more 

prescriptive in terms of the implementation of the diversity agenda in the public services, 

including the armed forces. Initiatives such as the publication of equal opportunities data and 

action plans require regular monitoring. 

   

Limitations and further research 

The limitations of this study centre on the small sample taken from one section of the Royal 

Navy. In order to increase generalisability, a larger sample covering a broader range of 

departments and tasks could be drawn. The study also has limitations in terms of the limited 

comparisons drawn with other elements of the armed forced. The focus on RN is relevant but 

more comparative data from the military, the Royal Air Force, for instance, would help more 

vigorously ascertain the degree to which the issues uncovered in the RN are widespread in the 

armed forces as a whole. 

Since evidence based decision-making requires relevant data to understand the issues, to 

support action and monitor outcomes, a systematic means to capture data on socio-economic 
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indicators ought to be developed that can be used across the Royal Navy and that will allow 

the tracking of career progression over time. In order to more fully understand social mobility 

issues, it is essential that data is systematically collected and continues to be monitored and 

analysed on a longitudinal basis through time to provide the robust evidence necessary to take 

meaningful action. Whilst there are many commonalities with other occupations and 

professions, the Armed Forces have many unique aspects. Sustained sponsored research needs 

to be undertaken to explore more fully the extent and limitations of social mobility across the 

Armed Forces; such research will include gathering qualitative data to more fully understand 

the complexity surrounding social mobility issues by drawing upon the experiences of 

personnel. 

  



25 
 

REFERENCES 

Aldridge, S. (2001). Social Mobility –A Discussion Paper. London: Performance and 

Innovation Unit.  

Ansgar, A. (2011). Michael Young's The Rise of the Meritocracy: A Philosophical Critique. 

British Journal of Educational Studies, 59(4) 367-382. 

Ashley, L. et al. (2015). Social Mobility and Child Poverty Commission: A qualitative 

evaluation of non-educational barriers to the elite professions. London: HMSO. 

 

Bagehot (2017). Britain ignores social mobility at its peril. The Economist. Available from 

https://www.economist.com/news/britain/21732102-mobility-has-become-more-important-it-

has-also-become-more-difficult-promote-britain [accessed 17/12/2017].  

 

Becker, G.S. (1971). The Economics of Discrimination. Chicago/London: Univ. of Chicago 

Press. 

Bertaux, D. & Thompson, P. (2017). Pathways to social class: A qualitative approach to social 

mobility. London: Routledge/Taylor Francis. 

Booth, A.L., Francesconi, M. & Frank, J. (2003) A sticky floors model of promotion, pay, and 

gender. European Economic Review, 47, 295-322 doi:10.1016/S0014-2921(01)00197-0. 

 

Britton, J. et al. (2016). How English domiciled graduate earnings vary with gender, institution 

attended, subject and socio-economic background – Institute of Fiscal Studies Working Paper 

W16/06. Available from https://www.ifs.org.uk/uploads/publications/wps/wp201606.pdf 

[accessed 18/12/2017].  

https://www.economist.com/news/britain/21732102-mobility-has-become-more-important-it-has-also-become-more-difficult-promote-britain
https://www.economist.com/news/britain/21732102-mobility-has-become-more-important-it-has-also-become-more-difficult-promote-britain
https://www.ifs.org.uk/uploads/publications/wps/wp201606.pdf


26 
 

Brown, G. (2007). Leader's speech [speech], Bournemouth International Centre, 

Bournemouth, 24 September. Available from http://www.britishpoliticalspeech.org/speech-

archive.htm?speech=179 [accessed 4/10/2017).  

Bury, P. (2017). Recruitment and Retention in British Army Reserve Logistics Units. Armed 

Forces & Society, 43(4) 608-631 

 

Celarent, B. (2009). The Rise of the Meritocracy, 1870–2033 by Michael Young. American 

Journal of Sociology, 115(1) 322-326. 

 

Chowdry, H. et al. (2013). Widening Participation in Higher Education: Analysis using Linked 

Administrative Data.  Journal of the Royal Statistical Society: Series A (Statistics in Society), 

176(2) 431-458. 

 

Devine, F., & Li, Y. (2013). The changing relationship between origins, education and 

destinations in the 1990s and 2000s. British Journal of Sociology of Education, 34(5/6) 766–

791. 

 

Friedman, S., Laurison, D., & Miles, A. (2015). Breaking the ‘class’ ceiling? Social mobility 

into Britain’s elite occupations. The Sociological Review, 63 259–289. 

 

Goldthorpe, J. et al. (1980). Social Mobility and Class Structure in Modern Britain, Oxford, 

Clarendon Press 

 

http://www.britishpoliticalspeech.org/speech-archive.htm?speech=179
http://www.britishpoliticalspeech.org/speech-archive.htm?speech=179


27 
 

Goldthorpe, J. (2013). Understanding– and Misunderstanding –Social Mobility in Britain: The 

Entry of the Economists, the Confusion of Politicians and the Limits of Educational Policy. 

Journal of Social Policy, 42(3) 431-45. 

 

Goldthorpe, J. (2016). Social class mobility in modern Britain: changing structure, constant 

process. Journal of the British Academy, 4, 89–111 

 

Grusky, O. (1975). Career Patterns and Characteristics of British Naval Officers. The British 

Journal of Sociology, 26(1) 35-51. 

 

Hattersley, R. (2006). Meritocracy v Equality. New Statesman, 135(4778) 34-37. 

 

Heath, A., De Graaf, N., & Li, Y. (2010). How fair is the route to the top? Perceptions of social 

mobility. In: A. Park, J. Curtice and E. Clery (eds.) British Social Attitudes - the 27th Report: 

Exploring Labour's Legacy. London: Sage, 29-50.  

 

Higate, P. (2003) Military Masculinities: Identity and the State. Westport,CT: Praeger, 

 

Holck, L. (2018). Unequal by structure: Exploring the structural embeddedness of 

organizational diversity. Organization 25(2) 242–259 

 

Institute for Public Policy Research (IPPR) (2008). Social Mobility: A background review. 

Available from 

http://www.ibrarian.net/navon/paper/Social_Mobility__A_background_review_Prepared_for.

pdf?paperid=14864375 [accessed 28/09/2017].  

http://www.ibrarian.net/navon/paper/Social_Mobility__A_background_review_Prepared_for.pdf?paperid=14864375
http://www.ibrarian.net/navon/paper/Social_Mobility__A_background_review_Prepared_for.pdf?paperid=14864375


28 
 

 

Ipsos (2017). Sutton Trust Social Mobility Survey 2017. Final Topline – 13th June. Available 

from https://www.ipsos.com/sites/default/files/2017-07/sutton-trust-social-mobility-

topline.pdf [accessed 22 May 2018]. 

 

Institute for the Study of Societal Issues (ISSI) (2016). Visiting lecturer: Sam Friedman, 

Assistant Professor of Sociology, London School of Economics and Political Science: The 

Class Pay Gap in Higher Professional and Managerial Occupations [video]. Available from 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lRGxWXdyTjI [accessed 10/05/2017]. 

 

Jackson, M. (2001). Meritocracy, Education and Occupational Attainment: What Do  

Employers Really See as Merit? Available from 

https://www.sociology.ox.ac.uk/materials/papers/2001-03.pdf [accessed 27/09/2017]. 

 

Kahneman, D. (2012). Thinking, Fast and Slow [ebook]. London: Penguin.  

 

Kamarck, K.N.  (2019). Diversity, Inclusion, and Equal Opportunity in the Armed Services: 

Background and Issues for Congress. Congressional Research Service, 

https://fas.org/sgp/crs/natsec/R44321.pdf, accessed 26/11/2019 

 

Keeley, B. (2007). OECD Insights: Human Capital - How what you know shapes your life. 

Paris: OECD Publishing.  

 

Kim, C., & Choi, Y. (2017). How Meritocracy is Defined Today? Contemporary Aspects of 

Meritocracy. Economics and Sociology, 10(1) 112-121. 

https://www.ipsos.com/sites/default/files/2017-07/sutton-trust-social-mobility-topline.pdf
https://www.ipsos.com/sites/default/files/2017-07/sutton-trust-social-mobility-topline.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lRGxWXdyTjI
https://www.sociology.ox.ac.uk/materials/papers/2001-03.pdf


29 
 

 

Kirby, P. (2016). LEADING PEOPLE 2016: The educational backgrounds of the UK 

professional elite. Available from https://www.suttontrust.com/wp-

content/uploads/2020/01/Leading-People_Feb16.pdf [accessed 13/01/2020]. 

 

Lambert, H., & Moy, C. (2013). Social Grade Allocation to the 2011 Census. Available from 

https://www.mrs.org.uk/pdf/Social%20Grade%20Allocation%20for%202011%20Census.pdf 

[accessed 29/11/2017].  

 

Langman, L. (2015). An Overview: Hegemony, Ideology and the Reproduction of Domination. 

Critical Sociology, 41(3), 425-432.  

 

Laurison, D., & Friedman, S. (2015). Introducing the Class Ceiling: Social Mobility and 

Britain’s Elite Occupations. London School of Economics Sociology Department Working 

Papers Series.  

 

Laurison, D., & Friedman, S. (2016). The Class Pay Gap in Higher Professional and 

Managerial Occupations. American Sociological Review, 81(4) 668–695. 

 

Li, Y. (2018). Integration Journey: The Social Mobility Trajectory of Ethnic Minority Groups 

in Britain. Social Inclusion, 6(3) 270–281. 

Littler, J. (2017). Against Meritocracy: Culture, power and myths of mobility. London: 

Routledge. 

Lucas, S. (2001). Effectively Maintained Inequality: Education Transitions, Track Mobility, 

and Social Background Effects.  American Journal of Sociology, 106(6) 1642-1690.  

https://www.mrs.org.uk/pdf/Social%20Grade%20Allocation%20for%202011%20Census.pdf


30 
 

 

Macmillan, L., Tyler, C. & Vignoles, A. (2013) Who gets the Top Jobs? The role of family 

background and networks in recent graduates’ access to high status professions. Working Paper 

No. 13-1 5. London: Institute of Education. 

Mann, A., Stanley, J., & Archer, L. (2014). Understanding Employer Engagement in 

Education: Theories and evidence. London: Routledge 

 

Maxwell, C. & Aggleton, P. (2010) The bubble of privilege. Young, privately educated women 

talk about social class. British Journal of Sociology of Education, 31(1): 3-15 

 

McKnight, A. (2015). Downward mobility, opportunity hoarding and the ‘glass floor’ - 

Research report. London: Social Mobility and Child Poverty Commission. 

 

Merton, R. (1968). The Matthew Effect in Science. Science, 159, 56-63. 

 

Ministry of Defence (2017). UK Armed Forces Biannual Diversity Statistics 1 October 2018, 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data

/file/763676/1_October_2018_Biannual_Diversity_Statistics.pdf. 

 

Ministry of Defence (2017). UK Armed Forces Biannual Diversity Statistics 1 April 2017. 

London: Ministry of Defence. Available from 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/622989/Biann

ual_Diversity_Statistics_1Apr17.pdf [accessed 10/10/2017]. 

 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/763676/1_October_2018_Biannual_Diversity_Statistics.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/763676/1_October_2018_Biannual_Diversity_Statistics.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/622989/Biannual_Diversity_Statistics_1Apr17.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/622989/Biannual_Diversity_Statistics_1Apr17.pdf


31 
 

Nason, J. (2000). Treading treacle at parties and parapets: excursions into managerial ideology. 

In: Golding, D. and Currie, D. (eds.) Thinking About Management – A reflective practice 

approach. Oxford, UK: Routledge, 34-50. 

 

National Readership Survey (2017). Social Grade. Available from http://www.nrs.co.uk/nrs-

print/lifestyle-and-classification-data/social-grade/ [accessed 29 November 2017]. 

 

OECD (2010). A Family Affair: Intergenerational Social Mobility across OECD Countries, 

Part II Chapter 5 of Economic Policy Reforms Going for Growth. Available from 

http://www.oecd.org/eco/public-finance/chapter%205%20gfg%202010.pdf [accessed 

19/12/2017].  

 

OECD (2017). The Only Way is Up? Social Mobility and Equal Opportunities. Available from 

https://www.oecd.org/inclusive-growth/inequality-and-opportunity/The-Issues-Note-Social-

Mobility-and-Equal-Opportunities-May-4-2017.pdf [accessed 19/12/2017].  

 

Otley, C.B. (1978). Militarism and militarization in the public schools, British Journal of 

Sociology 29(3), 219-236. 

Payne, G. (2017). The New Social Mobility: How the Politicians Got it Wrong. Bristol: Policy 

Press, University of Bristol. 

 

Perc, M. (2014). The Matthew effect in empirical data. Journal of The Royal Society, Interface 

11: 20140378. 

 

http://www.nrs.co.uk/nrs-print/lifestyle-and-classification-data/social-grade/
http://www.nrs.co.uk/nrs-print/lifestyle-and-classification-data/social-grade/
http://www.oecd.org/eco/public-finance/chapter%205%20gfg%202010.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/inclusive-growth/inequality-and-opportunity/The-Issues-Note-Social-Mobility-and-Equal-Opportunities-May-4-2017.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/inclusive-growth/inequality-and-opportunity/The-Issues-Note-Social-Mobility-and-Equal-Opportunities-May-4-2017.pdf


32 
 

Rachar, M. (2016). Power, hegemony, and social reality in Gramsci and Searle. Journal of 

Political Power, 9(2), 227-247. 

 

Rech, M.F. (2014). Recruitment, counter-recruitment and critical military 

Studies. Global Discourse, 4(2-3), 244-262, DOI: 10.1080/23269995.2014.909243 

 

Reeves, R. (2013). The Economic Case for Social Mobility. Brookings, 16 August. Available 

from https://www.brookings.edu/opinions/the-economic-case-for-social-mobility/ [accessed 

24/04/2017]. 

 

Salaman, G., Thompson, K. (1978.) Class Culture and the Persistence of an Elite: The Case of 

Army Officer Selection. The Sociological Review, 26(2) 283-304. 

 

Saunders, P. (2012). Social Mobility Delusions: Why so much of what politicians say about 

social mobility in Britain is wrong, misleading or unreliable. London: Civitas – Institute for 

the Study of Civil Society.  

 

Social Mobility and Child Poverty Commission (2013). Higher Education: the Fair Access 

Challenge. Available from 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data

/file/206994/FINAL_Higher_Education_-_The_Fair_Access_Challenge.pdf [accessed 

23/05/2018].  

 

Social Mobility Commission (2016). State of the Nation 2016: Social Mobility in Great Britain. 

Available from 

https://www.brookings.edu/opinions/the-economic-case-for-social-mobility/
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/206994/FINAL_Higher_Education_-_The_Fair_Access_Challenge.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/206994/FINAL_Higher_Education_-_The_Fair_Access_Challenge.pdf


33 
 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/569410/Social

_Mobility_Commission_2016_REPORT_WEB__1__.pdf  [accessed 27/06/2017]. 

 

Social Mobility Commission (2017). Time For Change: An Assessment of Government Policies 

on Social Mobility 1997-2017. Available from 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/622214/Time_

for_Change_report_-_An_assessement_of_government_policies_on_social_mobility_1997-

2017.pdf  [accessed 28/0/6/2017].  

 

Social Mobility Foundation (2017). Social Mobility Employer Index – Top 50. Available from 

http://www.socialmobility.org.uk/index/ [accessed 6/11/2017]. 

 

Sutton Trust (2008). Social Mobility and Education Academic papers presented at a high level 

summit sponsored by the Carnegie Corporation of New York and the Sutton Trust. Available 

from http://www.suttontrust.com/wp-content/uploads/2009/09/academic_papers_report.pdf 

[accessed 25/03/2017].  

 

Turner, R. (1960). Sponsored and Contest Mobility and the School System. American 

Sociological Review, 25(6) 855-867. 

 

UK Legislation (2018). Equality Act 2010 (c.15). Available from 

http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2010/15/section/1 [accessed 24/09/2017].  

 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/569410/Social_Mobility_Commission_2016_REPORT_WEB__1__.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/569410/Social_Mobility_Commission_2016_REPORT_WEB__1__.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/622214/Time_for_Change_report_-_An_assessement_of_government_policies_on_social_mobility_1997-2017.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/622214/Time_for_Change_report_-_An_assessement_of_government_policies_on_social_mobility_1997-2017.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/622214/Time_for_Change_report_-_An_assessement_of_government_policies_on_social_mobility_1997-2017.pdf
http://www.socialmobility.org.uk/index/
http://www.suttontrust.com/wp-content/uploads/2009/09/academic_papers_report.pdf
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2010/15/section/1


34 
 

Universities UK (2016) Working in partnership: enabling social mobility in higher education - 

The final report of the Social Mobility Advisory Group. 

https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/27586/1/working-in-partnership-final.pdf. Accessed 26/11/2019. 

 

Van Vugt, M. (2006). Evolutionary Origins of Leadership and Followership. Personality and 

Social Psychology Review, 10(4), 354-371. 

 

Yen, M. (2017). The Buddy Syndrome: Why Companies Look the Same (and Why Changing 

That is So Hard) [LinkedIn]. 7 March. Available from https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/buddy-

syndrome-why-companies-look-same-changing-so-hard-mallun-yen [accessed 7/072017]. 

 

Zerubavel, E. (2016). The Five Pillars of Essentialism: Reification and the Social Construction 

of an Objective Reality. Cultural Sociology, 10(1), 69-76. 

 

Zuba, K. (2016). Power holders: one versus many; Leadership and elite theories. Journal of 

Political Power, 9(2), 269-287.  

 

Zugbach, R.G.L. (1993) Who are the British generals? Defense Analysis 9(3), 289-310, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/07430179308405592 

 

TABLES 

Table 1: Armed Forces personnel by Ethnicity and Rank - adapted from (MOD, 2017) [Note: 

Rank columns added for clarity] 

 White Other Royal Navy British Army 
Royal Air 

Force 
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NATO 

code 
% % 

   

All 

Officers 
97.6 2.4 

   

OF-1(D) 97.1 2.9 Midshipmen 2nd Lieutenant Pilot Officer 

OF-2 97.6 2.4 

Sub-

Lieutenant 

and 

Lieutenant 

Lieutenant  

and 

Captain 

Flying Officer 

and  

Flight 

Lieutenant 

OF-3 97.6 2.4 
Lieutenant 

Commander 

Major Squadron 

Leader 

OF-4 97.9 2.1 
Commander Lieutenant 

Colonel 

Wing 

Commander 

OF-5  98.2 1.8 Captain Colonel Air Captain 

OF-6 and 

above 
99.1 

Data withheld to 

protect 

confidentiality 

Commodore 

and  

Admirals 

Brigadier  

and  

Generals 

Air 

Commodore 

and Air 

Marshalls 
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Table 2: Survey Respondents’ Rank Distribution – Target v Actual. 

 (a) (b) (c) (d) 

 
Target 

Population 

Survey 

Responses 

Expected 

Responses 

Response 

Weighting 

OF6– Commodore 8(7%) 6(8%) 5.00 0.83 

OF5– Captain 22(18%) 14(19%) 13.75 0.98 

OF4– Commander 90(75%) 55(73%) 56.25 1.02 

Total 120(100%) 75(100%) 75  

 

 

  



37 
 

 Table 3: Means, Standard Deviations, Reliabilities and Multilevel Correlations of the Study 

Variables. 

  M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

1 School Type .25 -- --         

2 Occupation 

Parent/Carer 

.68 -- .24* --        

3 Education 

Parent/Carer 

3.29 1.62 .31** .63** --       

4 Education Prior to 

Joining 

4.05 1.27 .29* .31** .31** --      

5 Year Officer 

Training 

1994 5.48 -.13 -.22 .08 .12 --     

6 Promotion from 

Rank 

1.29 .61 -.28* -

.37** 

-.27* -

.65** 

.33** --    

7 Current Rank 2.65 .63 -.07 -.27* -.10 -.01 .56** .24* --   

8 Inequality 

Perception 

2.45 .66 -.07 -.03 -.08 -.26* .28* .54** .20 .69  

9 Perception of 

Change 

3.44 .66 .08 .23* .00 .27* -.13 -.30* -.19 -.17 .69 

N = 75; * p < .05, ** p < .01.  



38 
 

 

Table 4: Regression Coefficients 

   Outcome Variables 

 Promotion 

from the 

Rank 

Current 

Rank 

Inequality 

Perceptions 

Perception of 

Change 

 β β β β 

School Type -.05 -.07 .08 .09 .00 .01 

Occupation 

Parent/Carer 

.03 .08 .27 .29* -.31 .29 

Education 

Parent/Carer 

-.08 .10 -.20 -.15 -.27 -.29 

Education Prior to 

Joining 

-.65*** .04 -.35** .05 .26* .15 

Year Officer Training .33*** -.57*** .41*** .14 -.07 .07 

       

Promotion from Rank    .60***  -.16 

Current Rank    .05  -.14 

       

F 15.14*** 7.28*** 3.51** 5.20*** 2.37* 1.93 

ΔF    7.71***  .43 

R2 .52 .35 .21 .36 .15 .17 

ΔR2 .52 .35 .21 .15 .15 .02 
** p < .01, *** p < .001. 
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FIGURES 

Figure 1: Four dimensions of Social Mobility (IPPR, 2008:4) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Type of School Attended by Rank. 

Absolute Mobility: the 

overall class structure 

experiences changes 

Relative Mobility: 

individuals experience 

change in class or income 

in relation to society 

Intergenerational Mobility: 

differences observed in the 

class and income of parents 

and children 

Intragenerational Mobility: 

upward or downward 

changes in an individual’s 

or cohort’s class or income 
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Figure 3: Type of School Attended by Entry Type. 

 

 

 

Figure 4: Highest Education Qualification Prior to Joining Royal Navy by Rank.  
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Figure 5: Highest Education Qualification Prior to Joining Royal Navy by Entry Type.  

 

 

 


