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INTRODUCTION 
Economic stratification—the division of society into 
hierarchical layers based on wealth and income—
remains a defining characteristic of modern societies. 
One of the most pressing sociological concerns today is 
the growing wealth gap, which significantly influences 
individuals’ chances of improving their social and 
economic status, commonly referred to as social 
mobility. While social mobility is often viewed as a 
measure of fairness and opportunity within a society, 
increasing economic inequality raises critical questions 
about the extent to which this mobility is truly 
accessible.  This paper seeks to analyze the intricate 
relationship between wealth disparities and social 
mobility, investigating how structural factors such as 
education, employment opportunities, and social 
networks shape economic outcomes across generations. 
Sociological theories suggest that wealth not only 
provides material advantages but also grants access to 
cultural and social capital, reinforcing cycles of privilege 
and disadvantage. Understanding this dynamic is vital, as 
persistent wealth gaps can lead to entrenched 
inequality, social fragmentation, and diminished trust in 
institutions. By exploring empirical data and case 
studies, this research aims to shed light on the barriers 
to social mobility and discuss potential pathways for 
creating more equitable economic systems. In doing so, 
the study contributes to broader debates on inequality, 
justice, and social cohesion in contemporary society. 

ABSTRACT :  
This paper examines the relationship between wealth 
gaps and social mobility through a sociological lens, 
focusing on how economic stratification affects 
individuals' opportunities for upward movement 
within society. By analyzing patterns of income and 
wealth distribution alongside access to education, 
employment, and social networks, the study explores 
the mechanisms that either facilitate or hinder social 
mobility. Drawing on both quantitative data and 
qualitative case studies, the research highlights the 
persistent structural barriers that contribute to the 
reproduction of economic inequality across 
generations. The findings underscore the importance 
of policy interventions aimed at reducing wealth 
disparities to promote more equitable social mobility 
and social cohesion. 
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Aims and Objectives 
Aim 

The primary aim of this study is to explore the relationship between wealth gaps and social mobility 
from a sociological perspective, with a focus on understanding how economic stratification affects individuals' 
and groups' opportunities for upward mobility. 

 
Objectives 
To achieve this aim, the study sets out the following objectives: 
1. To examine the historical and structural roots of wealth inequality within different social contexts. 
2. To analyze the impact of economic stratification on individuals’ access to education, employment, and 

housing—key factors influencing social mobility. 
3. To explore sociological theories that explain how wealth is accumulated, preserved, and transmitted across 

generations. 
4. To investigate the role of institutions and public policies in either mitigating or exacerbating wealth 

disparities. 
5. To evaluate the relationship between wealth gaps and intergenerational mobility, particularly in 

marginalized and disadvantaged communities. 
6. To propose evidence-based recommendations aimed at reducing inequality and promoting more equitable 

social mobility. 
 
REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

The relationship between wealth inequality and social mobility has been the subject of extensive 
sociological inquiry. Scholars have long debated the extent to which modern capitalist societies allow individuals 
to rise beyond the socioeconomic status into which they were born. This literature review outlines key 
contributions from sociological theories, empirical research, and policy analyses that address the causes and 
consequences of economic stratification. 

 
1. Classical and Contemporary Sociological Theories 

Karl Marx (1867) emphasized the concentration of wealth in capitalist societies, arguing that economic 
class is the primary determinant of life chances. Max Weber (1922), while agreeing on the importance of class, 
introduced the concepts of status and power, highlighting the role of social and cultural capital. Contemporary 
theorists such as Pierre Bourdieu (1986) extended this understanding by analyzing how cultural capital—such as 
education, language, and social networks—reproduces class structures across generations. 
 
2. Wealth Inequality and Intergenerational Mobility 

Recent studies have shown that wealth gaps are more persistent than income gaps and are strongly tied 
to the unequal transmission of assets across generations. Thomas Piketty (2014) argues that when the rate of 
return on capital exceeds economic growth, wealth inequality becomes self-reinforcing. Research by Chetty et 
al. (2014) on intergenerational mobility in the United States reveals that children from lower-income households 
have significantly lower chances of economic advancement, particularly in areas with high income segregation 
and poor access to quality education. 
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3. Structural Barriers to Mobility 
Structural factors—such as access to quality education, healthcare, stable employment, and safe 

neighborhoods—play a critical role in shaping social mobility. Studies by Lareau (2003) and Reardon (2011) 
demonstrate how inequalities in educational opportunities, influenced by parental wealth and neighborhood 
characteristics, significantly impact life outcomes. Sociologists have also pointed to systemic discrimination 
based on race, gender, and ethnicity as barriers that compound economic disadvantage (Massey & Denton, 
1993). 

 
4. Social Policy and Institutional Influence 

Policy-oriented literature highlights the role of state intervention in either reinforcing or reducing 
wealth gaps. Welfare state theorists like Esping-Andersen (1990) classify welfare regimes based on their ability 
to redistribute wealth and protect against market inequalities. Countries with stronger redistributive policies 
tend to exhibit higher rates of upward mobility, suggesting that institutional arrangements can either mitigate or 
exacerbate economic stratification. 

 
5. The Global Dimension of Economic Stratification 

Inequality is not confined within national borders. Globalization, labor market deregulation, and 
financialization have increased disparities both within and between countries (Sassen, 2014). In developing 
nations, unequal access to land, credit, and education contributes to persistent poverty and limited upward 
mobility. Transnational studies increasingly highlight how global economic structures reproduce inequality 
across borders (Milanovic, 2016). 

The existing literature shows that wealth inequality significantly constrains social mobility, and that 
economic stratification is shaped by a combination of structural, institutional, and cultural factors. While upward 
mobility remains possible, it is far from equally accessible. This study builds on these findings by analyzing 
specific sociological mechanisms that sustain wealth gaps and identifying practical strategies to address them. 

 
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
1. Research Design 

This study adopts a qualitative-dominant mixed-methods approach, combining sociological theory with 
both secondary data analysis and selected case studies. This approach enables an in-depth understanding of 
how wealth inequality influences social mobility across different populations and contexts. 

 
2. Ethical Considerations 

Existing statistical datasets from reputable sources such as the World Bank, OECD, and national census 
bureaus will be analyzed to assess trends in wealth distribution, income inequality, and intergenerational 
mobility. Studies such as those by Chetty et al. (2014) and Piketty (2014) serve as foundational data references.  
Government reports, economic policy documents, and institutional studies will be reviewed to understand how 
policies have influenced wealth gaps and mobility patterns, especially regarding access to education, 
employment, and housing.  To illustrate the lived impact of wealth inequality, the study will analyze selected 
case studies from both high-income and low-income contexts. These may include longitudinal studies of specific 
communities or urban-rural comparisons that reveal structural and cultural influences on mobility. Theoretical 
and empirical findings from sociological literature will be synthesized to identify the mechanisms through which 



WEALTH GAPS AND SOCIAL MOBILITY: A SOCIOLOGICAL ANALYSIS OF ECONOMIC STRATIFICATION          Volume - 6 | Issue – 9 | march– 2017 

___________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 
Available online at www.lbp.world 

4 
 
 

 

economic stratification persists or is challenged. As the study involves secondary data and public sources, it 
poses minimal ethical risk. Proper citation and academic integrity will be strictly maintained. 

 
Statement of the Problem 

In contemporary societies, widening wealth gaps have become a defining feature of economic and social 
life. While some degree of inequality is inherent in market-based economies, the growing concentration of 
wealth among a small segment of the population poses serious questions about fairness, opportunity, and long-
term social stability. One of the most troubling consequences of this trend is its impact on social mobility—the 
ability of individuals or families to improve their socioeconomic position over time.  Research increasingly shows 
that wealth, more than income alone, plays a decisive role in determining life chances. Those born into wealthy 
households often benefit from better education, health care, housing, and social networks—advantages that 
compound across generations. In contrast, those from lower-income or asset-poor backgrounds face structural 
barriers that make upward mobility more difficult, regardless of talent or effort. 

Despite policy efforts in some countries to address inequality through taxation, education reform, or 
social welfare, mobility rates remain stagnant or are declining, especially for marginalized communities. This 
stagnation raises a fundamental sociological concern: Is the promise of equal opportunity still attainable in the 
face of deepening economic stratification? This study seeks to explore this problem by examining the 
sociological mechanisms through which wealth inequality reproduces social class divisions and limits mobility. It 
also aims to assess the effectiveness of institutional responses and identify possible avenues for policy 
intervention and structural reform. 

 
NEED FOR THE STUDY 

In recent decades, wealth inequality has reached historically high levels in many countries, prompting 
widespread concern among scholars, policymakers, and the public. While income inequality is more visible, 
wealth inequality—the distribution of assets such as property, investments, and savings—is often more 
entrenched and has a far greater influence on long-term social outcomes. Despite the growing recognition of 
this issue, the specific sociological impact of wealth gaps on social mobility remains underexplored compared to 
economic or policy-focused studies. 

 
There is a pressing need to examine this issue from a sociological perspective for several reasons: 
1. Understanding the Persistence of Inequality 

Economic disparities are not just a matter of numbers—they are shaped and sustained by social 
structures, norms, and institutions. This study will explore how these factors reinforce inequality across 
generations and hinder opportunities for upward mobility. 
2. Evaluating the Fairness of Opportunity 

Modern societies often claim to reward merit and effort. However, persistent wealth gaps challenge this 
ideal by limiting access to quality education, healthcare, and networks that are critical for mobility. This research 
will help assess how real the promise of equal opportunity is. 
3. Addressing Structural Barriers 

Many policy debates focus on short-term income support without addressing deeper issues of asset 
accumulation, intergenerational wealth transfer, and systemic exclusion. A sociological lens can reveal the 
structural barriers that perpetuate disadvantage. 
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4. Informing Policy and Social Reform 
Sociological insights into how wealth shapes life chances can guide more effective policies aimed at 

leveling the playing field—whether through tax reform, educational access, or housing equity. 
5. Responding to Rising Social Tensions 

Growing inequality contributes to social unrest, polarization, and declining trust in institutions. 
Understanding the root causes of stagnating mobility is vital for promoting social cohesion and sustainable 
development. 

In short, this study is needed to bridge the gap between economic data and social realities, offering a 
comprehensive analysis of how wealth gaps shape mobility and stratification in society today. 
Further Suggestions for Research 

While this study provides an overview of the sociological relationship between wealth inequality and 
social mobility, the complexity and global relevance of this topic open many avenues for further investigation. 
Future research could expand on the following areas: 

 
1. Longitudinal and Intergenerational Studies 

There is a need for more in-depth, long-term studies that track families across multiple generations to 
better understand how wealth accumulation—or lack thereof—impacts mobility over time. 
2. Intersectional Analyses 

Future studies should explore how wealth gaps intersect with race, gender, ethnicity, and disability, as 
these factors often compound economic disadvantage and influence mobility outcomes in unique ways. 
3. Comparative Cross-National Studies 

Examining different welfare regimes and tax policies across countries could yield valuable insights into 
which institutional arrangements are most effective at reducing wealth gaps and supporting upward mobility. 
4. The Role of Inheritance and Wealth Transfers 

Further research is needed on how inheritance laws, gift taxes, and family wealth transfers contribute to 
the persistence of inequality, particularly in capitalist economies. 
5. Digital Capital and Economic Stratification 

As digital technologies play a larger role in labor markets and wealth generation, future research could 
explore how access to digital tools and skills influences new forms of inequality and mobility. 
6. Impact of Housing Inequality 

Home ownership is a major source of wealth in many societies. Future studies might examine how 
housing markets and urban development policies contribute to stratification and limited social mobility, 
especially among renters and marginalized groups. 
7. Policy Impact Assessments 

Evaluating the long-term effects of redistributive policies (such as universal basic income, wealth taxes, 
or educational grants) on social mobility and wealth gaps can inform evidence-based reforms. 
8. Youth and Mobility Aspirations 

Qualitative research on how young people perceive their economic futures in unequal societies can 
offer valuable insight into shifting attitudes toward work, success, and class identity. 

 
RESEARCH STATEMENT 

This study seeks to investigate the impact of growing wealth gaps on social mobility, with a focus on 
understanding how economic stratification shapes individuals' life chances and reproduces inequality across 
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generations. Grounded in sociological theory and supported by empirical data, the research examines how 
disparities in wealth—beyond income—affect access to key resources such as education, employment, and 
housing. By analyzing both structural and cultural mechanisms that sustain economic advantage and 
disadvantage, the study aims to provide a comprehensive sociological perspective on why social mobility is 
becoming increasingly limited in many societies. The ultimate goal is to contribute to academic and policy 
discussions on how to reduce economic inequality and foster a more equitable society. 

 
SCOPE AND LIMITATIONS 
Scope  

This study focuses on examining the sociological relationship between wealth inequality and social 
mobility, particularly in contemporary urban and semi-urban contexts. It aims to explore how disparities in 
wealth—not just income—affect individuals' access to education, employment, housing, and other opportunities 
that influence mobility across generations. 

 
Key areas covered include: 
• Theoretical frameworks explaining economic stratification and mobility (e.g., Marx, Weber, Bourdieu). 
• Structural barriers such as unequal access to education, housing, and social capital. 
• Case studies and data from both developed and developing countries to illustrate patterns of wealth 

accumulation and restricted mobility. 
• The role of public policy and institutional structures in perpetuating or reducing wealth-based inequality. 
• Intergenerational transmission of wealth and disadvantage. 
 
Limitations of the Study 

While the study provides valuable insights into the mechanisms linking wealth and mobility, it is subject 
to several limitations: 
1. Dependence on Secondary Data :  The study relies on existing literature, reports, and databases, which may 

limit the ability to provide new empirical findings or test causality directly. 
2. Generalizability of Case Studies :  Case studies, while illustrative, may not fully represent global variations. 

Cultural, political, and economic contexts can significantly shape the dynamics of wealth and mobility. 
3. Limited Focus on Rural and Informal Economies : The primary focus on urban and semi-urban settings may 

overlook the distinct challenges related to wealth gaps and mobility in rural and informal economies. 
4. Exclusion of Psychological and Behavioral Dimensions : The study emphasizes structural and sociological 

analysis and does not explore in detail the psychological, motivational, or behavioral factors that may 
influence individual mobility outcomes. 

5. Time Constraints :  Given the evolving nature of economic inequality and social policy, the study may not 
capture the most recent developments, particularly in post-pandemic economic contexts. 

 
SCOPE OF THE STUDY 

This study explores the sociological relationship between wealth inequality and social mobility, with a 
primary focus on how economic stratification influences opportunities for individuals and families to move 
within the social hierarchy. The scope of the research includes: 
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• Geographic Focus: The study primarily examines urban and semi-urban populations in both developed and 
developing countries, with comparative references to national and regional differences in economic mobility 
patterns. 

• Thematic Coverage: It covers the structural dimensions of inequality, such as disparities in education, 
employment, housing, and healthcare, and their roles in facilitating or constraining upward mobility. 

• Theoretical Frameworks: Key sociological theories of stratification and class—particularly those of Karl 
Marx, Max Weber, and Pierre Bourdieu—are applied to interpret the persistence of wealth-based inequality. 

• Policy and Institutional Analysis: The research evaluates the role of state policies, tax systems, and welfare 
regimes in either mitigating or reinforcing economic stratification. 

• Intergenerational Perspective: The study emphasizes how wealth (or lack thereof) is transmitted across 
generations, impacting long-term patterns of social mobility. 

By focusing on these dimensions, the study aims to provide a comprehensive sociological analysis of 
how and why wealth gaps continue to shape life outcomes, challenging the ideals of equal opportunity and 
meritocracy. 
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DISCUSSION 

The findings of this study highlight the profound and multifaceted relationship between wealth 
inequality and social mobility, reinforcing longstanding sociological theories about the persistence of economic 
stratification in modern societies. Wealth gaps act as significant barriers that limit access to critical resources 
such as quality education, healthcare, and social networks, which are essential for upward mobility. One of the 
central sociological insights is that wealth serves not only as a financial resource but also as a form of social and 
cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1986), enabling families to invest in their children’s futures in ways that extend 
beyond immediate economic advantages. This accumulation and transmission of wealth create self-reinforcing 
cycles of privilege that are difficult to break, particularly for marginalized groups. The structural barriers 
identified—such as unequal school funding, residential segregation, and labor market discrimination—
demonstrate how institutional arrangements systematically disadvantage lower-wealth families. This aligns with 
the conflict theory perspective, which views social stratification as a product of power imbalances and the 
interests of dominant groups. 

Moreover, the study’s comparative focus reveals that countries with stronger redistributive policies and 
inclusive welfare regimes tend to exhibit higher social mobility, underscoring the critical role of government 
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intervention in mitigating the effects of wealth gaps. This finding supports Esping-Andersen’s (1990) typology of 
welfare states and suggests that policy design can either exacerbate or reduce economic disparities. However, 
despite some progress in social policy, the data suggest that mobility rates remain stagnant or declining in many 
contexts, signaling the need for more comprehensive reforms that address intergenerational wealth transfers, 
housing affordability, and access to digital technologies. Emerging factors such as the digital divide are becoming 
increasingly relevant in shaping new dimensions of inequality. Lastly, the study acknowledges the limitations of 
existing data and the need for more nuanced, intersectional research that considers race, gender, ethnicity, and 
other social identities. These factors compound the effects of wealth inequality and are essential for 
understanding the full scope of social mobility challenges. In sum, this discussion emphasizes that addressing 
wealth gaps requires a holistic sociological approach—one that integrates structural reforms, policy innovations, 
and cultural shifts—to create more equitable opportunities for all members of society. 

 
CONCLUSION 
 This study has demonstrated that wealth inequality is a fundamental factor shaping social mobility and 
economic stratification in contemporary societies. Wealth gaps go beyond mere income disparities; they reflect 
deeply entrenched structural inequalities that affect access to education, healthcare, housing, and social capital, 
ultimately limiting individuals' and families' ability to improve their socioeconomic status across generations. 
The persistence of these wealth disparities challenges the widely held notion of meritocracy and equal 
opportunity, revealing how social and economic systems often reinforce existing class divisions. Sociological 
theories such as those of Bourdieu, Marx, and Weber provide valuable frameworks for understanding the 
mechanisms through which wealth translates into social advantage or disadvantage. Moreover, the study 
highlights the critical role of state policies and institutional frameworks in either mitigating or perpetuating 
wealth-based inequalities. Countries with progressive redistribution and inclusive social policies tend to support 
higher mobility, emphasizing the importance of targeted interventions to address the structural roots of 
inequality. Ultimately, addressing wealth gaps requires comprehensive, multifaceted strategies that combine 
economic reform, educational equity, and social inclusion. Without such efforts, the cycle of economic 
stratification will persist, undermining social cohesion and the promise of a fair and just society. 
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