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An important axis of inequality in Britain is the private/state school divide. The suc-
cess of private schools in Britain in delivering high academic achievements and bet-
ter-paid jobs has been attributed to these schools engendering high self-evaluations, 
greater aspirations and social networks. Using recently repaired data on secondary 
school type from the 1970 British Cohort Study, we find that internal locus of con-
trol, aspirations and access to networks, but not self-esteem, are raised by private 
schooling. Locus of control and aspirations (but not networks or self-esteem) each 
have modest effects on earnings at age 42. Yet only a small part of the private school 
earnings premium is accounted for by all these factors. Much of the premium is 
due, rather, to educational attainments. This evidence suggests that strategies to 
strengthen self-evaluations or aspirations in state schools will contribute little on 
their own to the objective of greater equality or social mobility. 

Key words: Non-cognitive skills, Locus of control, Self-esteem, Pay, Private school, 
Aspiration, Networks, Social mobility, Inequality
JEL classifications: I24, I26, J24

1. Introduction

Often characterised as a ‘liberal market economy’, Britain has evolved pay and skills 
inequalities that are among the highest relative to other advanced economies (Salverda 
and Haas, 2014; Green et  al., 2015). Among the complex historical factors under-
pinning this high degree of inequality, one that appears prima facie relevant is the 
close association in Britain between social class and private school attendance (OECD, 
2012). The significance of this association lies in the high quality of private schools 
in Britain, confirmed by a substantive body of research. There is both an educational 
advantage for those who have attended a private school, and a substantial earnings 
premium matched by differential attainment of higher-status occupations (Dearden 
et al., 2002; Naylor et al., 2002; Blanden et al., 2004; Green et al., 2011; Broughton 
et  al., 2014; Crawford and Vignoles, 2014; Sullivan et  al., 2014; Macmillan et  al., 
2015; McKnight, 2015). These advantages are important not just for potential parents 
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contemplating investing large sums in private education, but also because the high and 
rising earnings premium is potentially linked with high and increasing wage inequality 
and low social mobility in Britain. However, the source of the earnings premium, and 
its magnitude over the life cycle, are not yet fully accounted for.

This paper contributes new, policy-relevant, evidence on the source and magnitude 
of the private school earnings premium in mid-career. Private schools’ educational 
advantage is typically attributed to a combination of substantially superior resources, 
academic selection of pupils from more affluent and stable households, and independ-
ent governance. Yet, it is also often held that both the educational and labour mar-
ket successes are due to more than just academic achievement. The question as to 
what this extra ingredient might be is aptly put by journalist Cosslett, along with an 
asserted answer: ‘Why do state-school pupils earn less over a lifetime? Because they 
aren’t taught to dream big. Private schools instil their children with a sense of entitle-
ment and confidence that is lacking among state-school pupils’.1 In effect, it is argued 
that private schools foster enhanced self-valuation and aspirations that are of value in 
sustaining the drive for educational attainment and for subsequent success at work—in 
sociological terms, cultural capital (Horne et al., 2011).2 The proposed account has 
an attraction for politicians concerned with social justice, in so far as policies such as 
formal partnerships between private and state schools that aim to reduce private/state 
gaps in aspirations and confidence could be less costly than a convergence of educa-
tional resources between sectors. Private schools are also thought to offer better oppor-
tunities for social networking (either at school or later) that are especially valuable for 
job searching (Naylor et al., 2002; Ashley et al., 2015). If that is behind the premium, 
it might be countered by policies to encourage social justice through changed recruit-
ment practices: for example, in May 2016 a Cabinet Office minister urged companies 
to ask job applicants if they had attended private school, and proposed to institute this 
practice for recruitment to the civil service.

This paper seeks to provide evidence concerning the links between private school-
ing and pupils’ self-valuations, aspirations and networks that are relevant for the above 
claims. Specifically, among a cohort of people born in 1970, we first study indicators 
of self-evaluation, namely self-esteem and locus of control, and indicators of aspira-
tions and networks which may help to capture the constructs of public discourse more 
precisely. These indicators have been studied within sociology and psychology for a 
considerable time, and have been applied occasionally within economics and edu-
cational studies. Yet there is hitherto little or no formal evidence about how strongly 
self-evaluations, aspirations and networks are correlated with school type, and whether 
having a private as opposed to a state education in Britain affects these factors.3 As for 
‘old-boy networks’, there is only the circumstantial case that success in the world of 
politics or in certain professions (e.g. law, banking) is disproportionately concentrated 
among the alumni of independent schools (e.g. Sutton Trust, 2005, 2010).

1 New Statesman, 10 November 2014. Similar sentiments are expressed by other journalists, e.g. Hinsliff 
(Guardian, 19 July 2009) and Monk (Daily Telegraph, 21 August 2014).

2 The negative externalities of this phenomenon are also articulated: ‘Some privately educated pupils 
have a bullish and charmless confidence and can ‘asphyxiate the society they move in’, the head of a leading 
independent school has said, following up with ‘There are downsides to the overconfidence instilled by an 
independent education that can repel people’ (Times, 1 December 2014).

3 In an adjacent study, Evans and Tilley (2012) provide some formal evidence from the British Social 
Attitudes Survey that private schools affect political attitudes, but with relatively few controls for social 
background one cannot be confident that the effect they uncover is causal.
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The paper contributes in several ways to our understanding of the role of private 
schools in British society. First, we investigate whether private school alumni had 
greater self-esteem, more internal locus of control, loftier aspirations and better per-
ceived access to networks when they were 16 years old. Second, we are able to control 
for a rich array of salient indicators of social background, and for earlier cognitive and 
non-cognitive skills. Third, while there is some evidence (see below) of how far locus of 
control, self-esteem, aspirations and networks affect labour market outcomes, we add 
to that evidence by examining whether these effects extend to mid-career, and whether 
they operate independently of formal human capital accumulation. Fourth, we pro-
vide estimates of the private school earnings premium in England at age 42, extending 
previous research that has applied at earlier points in the career; we are also able to 
control for a richer set of social background and prior cognitive skills measures than 
previous studies. Finally, in light of these findings, we investigate the extent to which 
self-esteem, locus of control, aspirations and networks help account for the private 
schools earnings premium.

We begin in Section 2 with a review of theory and evidence surrounding links 
between private schools and self-valuations, aspirations and networks, and about their 
links with subsequent earnings. We set forth the cohort data and indicators in Section 
3, present descriptive findings of private/state differences in Section 4, and in Section 
5 we present models of the private school effects on self-valuations, aspirations and 
networks at age 16. Section 6 examines the determinants of pay at age 42, including 
the type of school attended. Section 7 summarises, states the main policy implication 
and concludes with a discussion of potential limitations.

2. Theories and previous evidence

A growing body of theory and evidence in recent years has found that the conven-
tional human capital indicators—education, cognitive skills measures and work experi-
ence—do not fully capture the array of factors that can affect labour market outcomes 
(Green, 2013). Other productive qualities are referred to variously as ‘non-cognitive 
skills’, ‘self-valuations’, ‘psycho-social resources’, ‘interactive (or communication) 
skills’, ‘personality skills’ or ‘personality traits’ (Heckman et al., 2006; Borghans et al., 
2008; Almlund et al., 2011). In addition, aspirations and networks are also being rec-
ognised as potential determinants of labour market outcomes (Ashby and Schoon, 
2010; Loury, 2006).

Consider first the psychological constructs: ‘locus of control’ and ‘self-esteem’. 
Locus of control captures the extent to which people feel that life events are generally 
caused by their own actions (internal control) rather than other factors such as fate or 
chance (external control). Self-esteem is a person’s subjective estimate of his or her own 
worth. This pair of constructs is of particular interest for several reasons. First, there 
is evidence that locus of control and self-esteem affect subsequent educational choices 
and performance (inter alia Ross and Broh, 2000; Blanden et al., 2007; Murasko, 2007; 
Goodman et al., 2011; von Stumm et al., 2009; Piatek and Pinger, 2010; Flouri, 2006; 
de Araujo and Lagos, 2013). A more internal locus of control and higher self-esteem 
are thought to be associated with persistence on difficult tasks and harder work, with 
resulting greater productivity in studying. Second, there is robust evidence that locus 
of control and self-esteem may be augmented through education (Heckman et  al., 
2006; de Araujo and Lagos, 2013). Thus, there can be a cumulative self-reinforcing 
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process, with education leading to greater internal locus of control and/or self-esteem, 
which in turn enhance subsequent educational achievement. Third, these constructs 
have long-term beneficial effects, independent of education, on job search, pay and 
health outcomes (Cebi, 2007; Ellis and Taylor, 1983; Murasko, 2007; Ternouth et al., 
2009; Viner and Cole, 2006). Such direct effects have been conceived as either latent 
qualities (which come into their own in later-life environments) or cumulative qualities 
(which enhance the developmental aspects of early career experiences and bear fruit 
later). Locus of control and self-esteem are quite closely related with each other and 
with other personality indicators, and some of the evidence for their economic impor-
tance comes from composite indicators that include them (Heckman et al., 2006; Hall 
and Farkas, 2011).

Aspiration is a forward-looking psychological construct, closely related to ambition, 
which is a substratum of conscientiousness (one of the ‘big five’ personality traits). But 
aspirations are also linked to information access, and have a distinct, if complex, link to 
social class (Baker et al., 2014). Moreover, there is good evidence that they matter. For 
example, Croll (2008) reports associations between occupational aspirations at age 
15 and early career outturns for young British people, while Yates et al. (2011) find an 
association between low aspirations and NEET status (not in employment, education 
or training). Career aspirations are also associated with social status and earnings in 
the early thirties, even after controlling for educational achievements and for indicators 
of family socio-economic advantage (Ashby and Schoon, 2010; Schoon et al., 2007; 
Schoon and Polek, 2011).

Our final concern is with an aspect of social capital, namely differential access to 
valued networks that open up channels to highly rewarded careers. Typically, networks 
are socially graded (Coleman, 1990). Research suggests that some kinds of networks 
do indeed generate job offers and contribute to labour market success (Loury, 2006). 
Yet the traditional prominence of the ‘old boy network’ in British labour markets was, 
according to Walford (1986, p. 207), already declining by the 1980s, as appointment 
procedures to middle-class jobs were becoming more bureaucratised. Moreover, the 
sparse evidence in Britain on the importance of networks for higher earnings is at best 
only partially supportive (Macmillan et al., 2015; Marcenaro-Guierrez et al., 2014).

Given the close historical link that private schooling has had with social class back-
ground (Gathorne-Hardy, 1977), our first hypothesis (H1) is that in British private 
schools, some of which are academically selective and almost all of which serve a mar-
ket of predominantly high-income families, the pupils have greater self-esteem, more 
internal locus of control, higher aspirations and greater network access.

We also hypothesise (H2) that private schools may be instrumental in the further 
development of these characteristics and in affording valued networks. In addressing 
this question, we take some note of the heterogeneity among private schools (Graddy 
and Stevens 2005; Davies and Davies 2014), broadly along the lines of their historically 
derived status. Thus, the higher-status and wealthier private schools might be more 
effective than lower-status, poorer private schools (H2a). These hypotheses reflect 
the (sometimes explicit) visions and ethos of private schools: these generally promise 
superior academic achievement, but also emphasise a broad curriculum, an inculca-
tion of ‘character’, a rich cultural and sporting experience bringing leadership and 
teamworking skills, and high-quality pastoral care. Given their much greater resources, 
autonomous governance and the peer-group effects spilling over from the milieu of 
other pupils with high aspirations and self-valuations and alumni friendship networks, 
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private schools might be expected to be able to foster the development of these broader 
attributes. They can deliver broader skills, through more targeted learning, a more 
extensive curriculum and a richer menu of extra-curricular activities than is avail-
able in state schools. Given their pupil market, private school teachers can be selected 
who will be especially cognisant of their pupils’ internal locus of control, and able to 
inculcate aspirations for higher-status situations in society—an approach that would 
be favoured by parents with high aspirations for their children. Flouri (2006) shows 
that parental interest does indeed affect children’s self-valuations; private schools can 
be one route through which such influence is channelled.

Further hypotheses, extending the literature, are that childhood self-esteem, locus 
of control, aspirations and networks each have a long-term impact on earnings in mid-
career (H3), while also that the private school earnings premium, conditional on prior 
skills and social background, persists through to mid-career (H4). These hypotheses 
then lead to our final hypothesis (H5), central to the policy claims discussed in the 
introduction, namely that the earnings premium is accounted for by the private/state 
differences in self-evaluations, aspirations and network access, and in educational 
attainment.

There is, however, very little evidence on whether self-valuations, aspirations and 
networks are associated with type of school, nor whether these account for any sub-
sequent advantages of particular school types. Studies for the USA and for Australia 
find that there is no significant difference in the non-cognitive outcomes of pupils 
attending (private) Catholic schools and other schools, once prior social background is 
accounted for (Elder and Jepsen, 2014; Nghiem et al., 2015).4 Yet the effect of British 
private schools could be expected to be different, given their specific characteristics, 
not least that their resources are vastly superior to those of the average British state 
school.

3. Data and indicators

We address these questions using data from the 1970 British Cohort Study (BCS70), 
which has followed the lives of all those born in England, Scotland and Wales in a 
single week (Elliott and Shepherd, 2006). Over the course of cohort members’ lives, 
BCS70 has collected information inter alia on health, physical, educational and social 
development, and economic circumstances. Since their birth, there have been three 
childhood survey waves at ages 5, 10 and 16, then 5 subsequent waves in adulthood. 
We use the childhood waves and the latest adulthood wave when cohort members were 
42. The outcome and explanatory variables that we use are obtained as follows.

3.1 Schooling

Hitherto, a lack of adequate data about the secondary school attended by BCS70 
members has prevented researchers from examining the effects of secondary schooling 
in the 1980s. Gaps on school-type information have now been filled, by combining 
data from three sources: the 1986 Head Teacher’s Questionnaire; the 1986 School 
Census and a retrospective question asked in 2012. Where the head teacher variable 

4 Gibbons and Silva (2011) add evidence that Catholic-faith schools in Britain also have little effect on 
academic attainment. Green et al. (In press) find that leadership skill requirements are more prevalent in 
the jobs taken by private school alumni, but that this difference does not account at all for the pay premium.
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was missing, we used the 1986 School Census variable, and where both sources were 
missing we used the retrospective 2012 variable. Within our sample, 28% of informa-
tion came from the Head Teacher, 29% from the School Census and 43% retrospec-
tively in 2012. We excluded those from Special Needs schools (whether private or 
state) in the estimations below.

As a check on the reliability of this hierarchical method of classification, we exam-
ined outcomes for cases where more than one source is available. Where the Head 
Teacher and the retrospective responses are both available, private/state classifica-
tion differences occur for 0.6% of cases (including 6% of the cases where the Head 
Teacher reported private); where both Census and retrospective indicators are pre-
sent but not the Head Teacher’s, private/state classification differences occur for 0.8% 
of cases (including 4% of cases where the Census indicated private). There is no 
separate reliability check for those cases where our only source of information is the 
retrospective report.

To study potential heterogeneous effects among private secondary schools, we clas-
sify whether each is included among those reviewed regularly by Tatler, a well-known 
magazine that serves an especially affluent readership. With around 100 schools, the 
Tatler list includes only what the guide describes as ‘top’ schools, including all the 
famous schools in England, which are resource-rich owing to their long histories. 
The included schools mostly remain the same over the years, and they charge above-
median fees.

3.2 Self-esteem

At ages 10 and 16, cohort members responded to items on the LAWSEQ scale which 
assessed children’s self-esteem with reference to teachers, peers and parents and con-
sisted of 12 items, for example ‘Do you feel lonely at school?’ and ‘Do your parents like 
to hear about your ideas?’ We follow Davies and Brember (1999) and Murasko (2007), 
scoring 0/1 for each item, including 0 for the small number of ‘don’t know’ responses. 
(With 11 items at age 10, and 10 items at age 16, there are no more than three such 
‘don’t knows’ in 93% of age 10 cases and in 97% of age 16 cases.) Self-esteem is the 
average score, ranging from 0 to 1.

3.3 Locus of control

The questionnaires at ages 10 and 16 also included items on the CARALOC scale of 
perceived achievement control (Gammage, 1975). Seven out of 16 items refer specifi-
cally to school experiences. Examples are ‘Do you feel that most of the times it is not 
worth trying hard because things never turn out anyway?’ and ‘Do you feel that wish-
ing can make good things happen?’ Again following Murasko (2007), after removing 
distracter questions we coded 0 for ‘low’ or ‘don’t know’ and 1 for ‘high’ internal con-
trol. Locus of control is the average score, ranging from 0 to 1.

3.4 Age 16 aspirations

We use two approaches, distinguishing between aspirations for particular facets of jobs, 
which we refer to as ‘job quality aspirations’, and aspirations for high-status occupa-
tions. For the first approach, students were asked what matters to them in a job. They 
could tick up to 16 attributes, indicating for each whether it ‘matters very much’, 
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‘matters somewhat’ or ‘doesn’t matter’. Exploratory factor analysis gave a five-factor 
solution, with the first factor loading most on aspects of the job associated with high-
status and high-quality jobs (Green and Mostafa, 2013): high earnings, promotion 
prospects, interesting job, challenging job, long-term security, training, challenging job 
and chance to travel. Our scale averaged the responses to these variables, and was nor-
malised to range from 0 (none of the above matter) to 1 (all matter very much), cap-
turing the extent to which it matters to them to aim for a highly rewarding job. Ashby 
and Schoon (2010) combine the responses to just two of these (‘promotion prospects’ 
and ‘challenging job’), excluding all others, to make their indicator of ‘ambition value’ 
in their analysis of gender differences. In our scale the excluded items—regular hours, 
make things, quiet life, work with figures, not work too hard, work for self, work in 
open, understanding boss, help others—which loaded onto other factors, are all inter-
pretable as job preferences rather than as aspects of high-skilled, high-status jobs. Our 
findings were robust to several variations on the scale, including the first factor score, 
an alternative factor analysis with two factors chosen (using either the first factor score 
or a linear average of high-loading variables), an alternative that included ‘work for 
myself ’ and alternatives that excluded some items: each of these produced a similar 
pattern of results to those shown below.

For the second approach, respondents were asked to give their first choice in a list of 
16 jobs/occupations/careers they would want to do in life, plus any number of ‘might 
do’ responses; or they could answer ‘can’t decide’. We use a dummy variable accord-
ing to whether the first-choice response was to follow a ‘professional [career] (needing 
a degree)’ or a career in ‘Managing/Nursing/Teaching’. We follow Ashby and Schoon 
(2010), however, by focusing on realistic aspirations. Thus, a small proportion (dispro-
portionately from lower social class backgrounds) of those who responded in this way 
also indicated that they intended to leave education at age 16, indicating that their aspi-
rations were unrealistic. This is consistent with findings in the literature that, among 
marginalised groups, what children expect to achieve in education or a later occupa-
tion is liable to fall short of their aspirations (Cook et al., 1996; Kirk et al., 2012). We 
therefore compute a dummy variable ‘realistic occupational aspiration’, combining the 
occupational aspiration with the stated intention to stay on at school after 16.

3.5 Network access

At age 16, after stating their aspirations respondents were asked, ‘Once you need to get 
a job, do your parents or anyone you know have a contact(s) who might be able to help 
you?’ to which they could give a yes/no answer. Since it is access (via social networks) 
to good jobs that we wish to capture, we combine the responses with the above ‘realistic 
occupational aspiration’ indicator to generate an indicator of ‘high-value network access’.

3.6 Earnings

Earnings at 42 are measured conventionally as hourly pay for employees and as hourly 
earnings for the self-employed.

3.7 Other covariates

Several controls for social background are included in the analyses. These are: parents’ 
highest education level (age 5), parent’s social class (Registrar General’s classification) 
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(at birth), mother’s age at respondent’s birth, duration of breastfeeding, birth order, 
birth weight, region of birth (13 categories), ethnicity (7 categories), whether in owner-
occupied house (age 5), overcrowding (age 5), age 10 introversion score, household 
income at age 10, mother’s and father’s interest in child’s education (age 10), whether 
in receipt of free school meals at age 10 (a widely used indicator of social deprivation) 
and broadsheet newspaper in household (age 10).

Cognitive skills scores are also important control variables, and in what follows we 
use the test scores at ages 5, 10 and 16. For the age 16 scores, the cohort members also 
took nine cognitive tests. However, because that survey wave unfortunately coincided 
with a teachers’ strike, which affected the completion of some of those instruments, 
including the cognitive tests that were administered via schools (Dodgeon 2008), six 
of these tests were never extracted from the forms. Nevertheless, a scanned archive 
with approximately 6,000 missing student score forms was available. These included 
otherwise unexploited information on several dimensions of comprehension (4 scales, 
58 items in total) and verbal reasoning (17 items), as well as non-verbal reasoning, 
captured by the British Ability Scales Matrices test (5 items) (Elliott, 1996). We have 
extracted these scales and assessed them for satisfactory reliability and validity.

3.8 Samples

We exploit information from all of the childhood waves of the study, including the 
age 16 wave. While BCS70 is generally considered to be of high quality, issues of data 
quality remain to be addressed, especially those associated with attrition and, not-
withstanding our data recovery programme, item non-response.5 By the ninth wave 
(2012), nearly a third of the original sample of 17,284 had dropped out of the study; 
another 50% had dropped out of the study for at least one wave but returned subse-
quently and only 20% had participated in every wave (Mostafa and Wiggins, 2015). 
The age 16 years sample remains broadly representative for a number of key charac-
teristics, namely for gender, mother’s and father’s age of leaving full-time education, 
biological parenthood, ethnicity and residence in England. Nevertheless, to base our 
analysis only upon those with full information for every wave would risk a serious loss 
of information and sample representativeness. Hence we adopted a similar strategy to 
that recommended by Carpenter and Kenward (2013) and, for each modelled out-
come variable, we apply multiple imputation to handle any item missingness for those 
cases who had complete observations on the outcome and the key explanatory variable 
(school type).

We conducted the analyses separately for males and females, since the history of 
girls’ private schools has been rather different from that of boys. Most private second-
ary schools have been single sex till quite recently, and the ethos of boys’ and girls’ 
schools would arguably still have been different in the middle of the 1980s, with con-
sequent different emphases on non-academic matters.

4. Descriptive analysis

In order to address hypothesis H1, we first undertake a descriptive analysis. It is a sim-
ple issue: do privately educated pupils have higher self-evaluations, greater aspirations 

5 For a full analysis of the samples up to age 30, see Plewis et al. (2004).
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and superior access to high-valued networks, compared with state-educated pupils? 
The findings in Table 1 strongly support the hypothesis. At age 10, children at pri-
vate primary schools (termed ‘prep schools’ in Britain) had a more internalised locus 
of control and greater self-esteem than children from state schools. The difference is 
very substantial in the case of locus of control, being 61% of a standard deviation; 
for self-esteem, at 32% of a standard deviation, the contrast is still notable. Are such 
school-type differences still evident at 16? Looking at the second panel, the private/
state differences at age 16 are, in relative terms, somewhat smaller than they were at 
age 10, yet still substantial: 58% of the standard deviation of locus of control and 15% 
for self-esteem. We also examined whether the Tatler school alumni were different from 
those who had been at non-Tatler schools. The table shows that the point estimates for 
Tatler private schools are all higher than for non-Tatler private schools. Yet the differ-
ence is statistically significant only for locus of control and then not for females.

The third panel examines private/state differences in aspirations. At age 16, private 
school pupils also had significantly greater job-quality aspirations. Moreover, those 
from Tatler schools aspired even more than other private school students for a high 
job quality. Much higher proportions of private school alumni than of state school 
alumni—73% compared with 29%—aspired to a professional or managerial job.

The final panel examines perceived social network access at 16. The first three col-
umns present the proportions with access to a family member who respondents felt 
could help them get the sort of job they want. Again as predicted in H1, in their percep-
tions the private school students had much better access, and the Tatler students better 
than the non-Tatler students. The differences are again large: thus, whereas some 30% 
of state school students had network access, this was true of 50% of all private school 
students, and 70% of Tatler school students. The final three columns examine the key 
variable, high-value network access. As can be seen, the private school advantage—and 
beyond that the Tatler school advantage—are again striking: high-value network access 
was thought to be available at one extreme to 61% of Tatler private school pupils, and 
to just 16% of state school pupils at the other.

5. Modelling the effects of private schooling

The remaining hypotheses entail the proposition that school type has causal impacts 
on our outcome variables, and with observational data this poses considerable difficul-
ties. The choice to go private, in a system of universal free state education, depends on 
family income, preferences and beliefs in private education’s efficacy—factors which 
may themselves be related to children’s self-evaluations, aspirations, networks and 
labour market outcomes. Direct experimentation is impossible in these circumstances. 
Possible instruments might be an indicator of parents’ political ideology, or proximity 
to a grammar school, while quasi-experimental factors that change the price of private 
education include the Assisted Places Scheme (Power et al., 2003). However, such fac-
tors may also be partly conditional on school recruitment policies and on endogenous 
location. Moreover, in most surveys (including BCS70) the relevant information is 
unavailable or yields far too few instrumental cases to read off private school effects. 
Set against these common difficulties, the cohort data include an unusually rich array 
of social background and prior ability indicators. We can therefore control for the 
potential confounding effects of these variables, though we cannot be sure that there 
are no remaining elements of endogeneity bias. Our approach, therefore, is to estimate 
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Table 1. Self-valuations aspirations and network access of private and state school pupils

Age 10 Locus of control Self-esteem

Males Females All Males Females All

State school 0.497 0.470 0.484 0.639 0.588 0.614
Private school 0.625*** 0.586*** 0.607*** 0.705*** 0.651*** 0.680***

All 0.500 0.473 0.487 0.641 0.590 0.616
Standard deviation 0.191 0.198 0.195 0.198 0.216 0.209
n 5556 5227 10783 5579 5243 10822

Age 16 Locus of control Self-esteem

Males Females All Males Females All

State school 0.648 0.630 0.637 0.694 0.692 0.693
Private school 0.756*** 0.757*** 0.757*** 0.715 0.738** 0.726**

of which
Non-Tatler 0.741 0.755 0.749 0.701 0.735 0.718
 Tatler 0.809$ 0.779 0.799$ 0.765 0.753 0.760
All 0.656 0.636 0.645 0696 0.694 0.695
Standard deviation 0.204 0.209 0.207 0.218 0.212 0.215
n 1,842 2,566 4,408 1,705 2,282 3,987

Age 16 Job quality aspiration Realistic occupational aspiration

Males Females All Males Females All

State school 0.689 0.679 0.684 0.269 0.312 0.294
Private school 0.721** 0.746*** 0.734*** 0.756*** 0.697*** 0.725***
of which
Non-Tatler 0.708 0.733 0.722 0.735 0.677 0.703
 Tatler 0.765$ 0.843$$$ 0.794$$$ 0.828 0.833 0.830$

All 0.692 0.683 0.687 0.304 0.333 0.321
Standard deviation 0.168 0.178 0.174 0.460 0.471 0.466
n 1,879 2,585 4,464 1,841 2,614 4,455

Age 16 Any network access High-value network access

Males Females All Males Females All

State school 0.354 0.273 0.305 0.156 0.154 0.155
Private school 0.556*** 0.446*** 0.500*** 0.435*** 0.348*** 0.391***

of which
Non-Tatler 0.474 0.434 0.452 0.359 0.323 0.339
 Tatler 0.767$$$ 0.538 0.698$$$ 0.633$$$ 0.538 0.605$$$

All 0.369 0.282 0.317 0.176 0.164 0.169
Standard deviation 0.483 0.450 0.465 0.381 0.370 0.374
n 1,488 2,226 3,714 1,488 2,226 3,714

Notes: The base for each panel is all those with non-missing data for school type and attribute. Locus of control and 
self-esteem each have a maximum range of 0 to 1. Job quality aspiration: average responses to aspiration for job with high 
earnings, promotion prospects, interesting job, challenging job, long-term security, training, challenging job, chance to 
travel, normalised to range 0 to 1. Realistic occupational aspiration: proportion who say that they want a professional or 
managerial job, and who want to stay at school beyond 16 to do A levels. Any network access: proportion who say that there 
is a parent or someone they know who can help get them the job that they want in life. High-value network access: propor-
tion who say that the job they want in life is a professional or managerial job, and that there is a parent or someone they 
know who can help get them a job. *, ** or *** indicate the private/state school difference is significant at 10, 5 or 1%. $, 
$$ or $$$ indicate the Tatler/non-Tatler school difference is significant at 10, 5 or 1%.
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the determinants of self-evaluations, aspirations and network access in a conventional 
multi-variate framework. The importance of these factors in determining earnings is 
then accounted for conventionally by comparing successive models of earnings deter-
mination that first exclude then include them as explanatory factors.

Given that multiple imputation has been used for some variables, we present esti-
mates derived from 20 alternative imputation outcomes, using the Stata multiple esti-
mation routines, with robust standard errors.

Hypotheses H2 and H3 are addressed in Tables 2 to 4. Table 2 presents the effects of 
attending a private primary school on age 10 locus of control and self-esteem. Columns 
1 and 3 show again that children in private primary schools have greater internal locus of 
control and more self-esteem than children in state primary schools. The raw differences 
are large, restating the descriptives of Table 1. Column 2 shows that, for both males and 
females, the estimated impact of private schooling on locus of control is smaller than the 
raw difference, though still positive and significant, after controlling for prior cognitive 
skills and key social background indicators. The controls have the expected signs (details 
available on request): greater cognitive skills, higher parental education, higher social 
class, older mother, higher birth order, greater birth weight and homeownership each 
significantly raise locus of control for one or both sexes. With the controls in place, the 
difference in locus of control between the private school and state school child is 0.37 of 
a standard deviation for males, and 0.17 for females. In contrast, the self-esteem coef-
ficient is small and insignificant, once the controls are introduced, indicating that all of 
the raw differences noted in Table 1 are associated with the different characters of the 
children that go to private primary schools. Thus, H2 is supported for primary private 
schooling in respect of locus of control, but not in respect of self-esteem.

Table 3 addresses the same hypotheses in respect of secondary schooling. Here we 
see a somewhat similar picture in respect of private schooling and self-esteem at age 16: 

Table 2. Determinants of age 10 self-evaluations

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Locus of control Locus of control Self-esteem Self-esteem

Males
Private school 0.128*** 0.0700*** 0.0662*** 0.0251

(0.0142) (0.0144) (0.0156) (0.0164)
Controls No Yes No Yes
R2 0.011 0.110 0.003 0.044
Observations 5556 5556 5579 5579

Females
Private school 0.116*** 0.0337* 0.0631*** 0.0121

(0.0171) (0.0185) (0.0195) (0.0206)
Controls No Yes No Yes
 R2 0.008 0.121 0.002 0.038
Observations 5,227 5,227 5,243 5,243

Notes: Control variables are parents’ highest education level, parent’s social class, mother’s age at respond-
ent’s birth, breastfeeding, birth order, birth weight, region of birth (13 categories), ethnicity (7 categories), 
age 5 cognitive skills, whether in owner-occupied house age 5, overcrowding age 5. The R2 statistic is the 
mean from 20 imputations. Standard errors in parentheses; *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1
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compared with state school pupils, private school pupils of both sexes have substan-
tially higher self-esteem, reconfirming the descriptive picture in Table 1, but this asso-
ciation is entirely eliminated once one controls for the child’s social background. There 
is a significant degree of persistence, in that higher self-esteem at 10 is associated with 
greater self-esteem at 16 (column (6)). There is also a degree of persistence with locus 
of control (column (3)), but the findings differ between the sexes. For males, control-
ling for social background eliminates the significant effects of school type. For females, 
the estimated effect on locus of control of private schooling is reduced from the raw 
difference by almost three-quarters but remains statistically significant at 0.034, that 
is, 0.16 of the standard deviation.

Taken together, these results tell us that the impact of private schooling on self-
evaluations is relatively limited, and that most of the differences between private and 
state school children arise from their prior circumstances and different characteristics. 

Table 3. Determinants of age 16 self-evaluations

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Locus of 
control

Locus of 
control

Locus of 
control

Self-esteem Self-esteem Self-esteem

Males
School type (ref. State)
Private, not Tatler 0.0930*** 

(0.0191)
0.0068 
(0.0207)

0.0058 
(0.0211)

0.0068 
(0.0233)

–0.0406 
(0.0248)

–0.0372 
(0.0254)

Tatler 0.1610*** 
(0.0229)

0.0498** 
(0.0251)

0.0395 
(0.0255)

0.0711* 
(0.0432)

0.00964 
(0.0460)

0.0126 
(0.0442)

Locus of  
control at 10

0.178*** 
(0.0298)

Self-esteem at 10 0.204*** 
(0.0296)

Controls No Yes Yes No Yes Yes
 R2 0.020 0.126 0.126 0.002 0.0909 0.111
Observations 1,842 1,842 1,842 1,705 1,705 1,705
Females
School-type (ref. State)
Private, not Tatler 0.125*** 

(0.0149)
0.0352** 
(0.0167)

0.0342** 
(0.0167)

0.0430** 
(0.0196)

–0.00317 
(0.0215)

–0.00596 
(0.0215)

Tatler 0.150** 
(0.0593)

0.0311 
(0.0565)

0.0259 
(0.0555)

0.0612 
(0.0523)

0.00134 
(0.0511)

0.00272 
(0.0521)

Locus of  
control at 10

0.171*** 
(0.0236)

Self-esteem at 10 0.140*** 
(0.0223)

Controls No Yes Yes No Yes Yes
 R2 0.019 0.106 0.106 0.003 0.062 0.079
Observations 2,566 2,566 2,566 2,282 2,282 2,282

Notes: Controls comprise parents’ highest education level, parent’s social class, mother’s age at respond-
ent’s birth, breastfeeding, birth order, birth weight, regional dummies, ethnicity, age 5 and age 10 cognitive 
skills, whether in owner-occupied house age 5, overcrowding age 5, age 10 introversion score, household 
income at age 10, mother’s and father’s interest in child’s education, whether in receipt of free school meals 
(age 10), broadsheet newspaper in household (age 10). The R2 statistic is the mean from 20 imputations. 
Standard errors in parentheses; *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1
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Nevertheless, private schools do have a notable impact on locus of control at the pri-
mary stage of education, which then persists; further effects at the secondary level are 
small for females and insignificant for males.

Table 4 examines the effects of private secondary schooling on age 16 job-quality 
aspirations, occupational aspirations and high-valued networks. Columns (1), (3) and 
(5) reconfirm the descriptive findings of Table 1: in respect of all three variables there 
are substantial differences between privately educated and state-educated children. 
After controlling for prior cognitive skills and social background variables, the job-
quality aspirations lead remains for those at Tatler private schools. Yet for those at pri-
vate schools not in the Tatler group, job-quality aspirations are not significantly raised 
above those of observably similar state school children. In terms of aspirations for 
top occupations—in management and the professions—private schools are associated 
with much higher probability of aspiring at age 16 to a top occupation, even with all 
the social background controls. Finally, there are large effects of private schooling on 
the age 16 perception of having access to a high-value social network; introducing all 
the background controls only reduces the estimated coefficient by a relatively small 
amount. The effects are especially strong in respect of the Tatler private schools.6

Table 4. Determinants of age 16 aspirations and high-value social network access

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Job quality 
aspiration

Job quality 
aspiration

Realistic 
occupation 
aspiration

Realistic 
occupation 
aspiration

High-value 
network 
access

High-value  
network access

Males
School type (ref. State)
Private, not 
Tatler

0.0188
(0.0158)

0.000126 
(0.0173)

2.021*** 
(0.231)

1.149*** 
(0.281)

1.110*** 
(0.248)

0.767*** 
(0.285)

Tatler 0.0759***
(0.0226)

0.0591** 
(0.0269)

2.568*** 
(0.495)

1.021* 
(0.564)

2.236*** 
(0.386)

1.621*** 
(0.442)

Controls No Yes No Yes No Yes
 R2 0.009 0.055 0.075 0.256 0.044 0.086
Observations 1,879 1,879 1,841 1,841 1,488 1,488
Females
School type (ref. State)
Private, not 
Tatler

0.0536***
(0.0142)

0.0226 
(0.0154)

1.532*** 
(0.195)

0.483** 
(0.228)

0.967*** 
(0.223)

0.585** 
(0.238)

Tatler 0.164***
(0.0381)

0.117*** 
(0.0390)

2.401*** 
(0.634)

1.056* 
(0.621)

1.860*** 
(0.560)

1.419** 
(0.577)

Controls No Yes No Yes No Yes
 R2 0.009 0.055 0.035 0.235 0.015 0.044
Observations 2,585 2,585 2,614 2,614 2,226 2,226

Notes: Columns (1) and (2) are OLS regression estimates, columns (3) to (6) logit estimates. For controls, 
see Table 3. Standard errors in parentheses; *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p <0.1

6 We also tried including the age 10 measures of self-esteem and locus of control since these are poten-
tially associated with aspirations at that age and later networks. However, their inclusion made very little 
difference to the estimates in Table 4.
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It might be argued that, just as there is heterogeneity among private schools, within 
the state sector grammar schools are selective and hence might induce similar effects 
to private schools if academic selectivity, rather than other private school characteris-
tics, was the key to the impact on locus of control, aspirations or networks. We there-
fore repeated the above models (results not shown here), including a grammar school 
dummy variable. We found no significant positive effects of grammar school educa-
tion, once social background controls are included, on locus of control, self-esteem, 
job-quality aspiration or high-valued network access. In most cases, the private school 
outcomes were distinct from those for the grammar schools. The only case where 
grammar schools appeared to have a positive significant effect was for girls, in respect 
of their occupational aspiration for a managerial or professional job, relative to their 
counterparts at comprehensive schools.

6. Models of the effects of age 16 self-evaluations, aspirations and  
high-value networks on hourly earnings at age 42

The findings so far presented strongly confirm the public perception (hypothesis H1) 
that pupils from private and state schools differ strongly in their self-evaluations, aspi-
rations and access to networks. Yet the hypothesis that the schools themselves engender 
these differences (H2) is only partially supported. The question next arises: do these 
factors have an effect on earnings, and if so are such effects strong enough to account 
for any or all of the private school earnings premium? Thus we now turn to the effects 
of age 16 self-valuations, aspirations and networks on hourly earnings (if in employ-
ment) at age 42. We estimate OLS regressions with log hourly earnings as the depend-
ent variable. Our earnings data are naturally missing for those not in employment. 
Among those that were employed (85%), 93% provided information on their earnings. 
The results are presented in Table 5.

Each column presents model estimates that address our hypotheses. The relation-
ship of the self-valuations, aspirations and networks with earnings is considered in 
columns (1) and (2). Column (1) includes only these attributes. It shows that, among 
both sexes, those who have at age 16 a higher locus of control, higher aspirations for 
good-quality jobs and higher occupational aspirations have greater earnings at age 
42. In contrast, neither the 16-year-olds’ self-esteem nor their social networks add 
significantly to their earnings at age 42. Column (2) shows that the effects still hold 
after controlling for a rich set of prior social background controls and prior cognitive 
skills. The controls have the usual predicted effects. Thus the hypothesis is supported 
that locus of control and aspirations raise earnings at 42, whether directly or indirectly 
via higher educational achievement. In the case of aspirations, one can note that the 
controls reduce the estimated effect by less than half, while raising R2 considerably.

Column (3) estimates the private school earnings premium at age 42 (H4). It shows 
the private school effect on earnings, controlling for the same rich set of social back-
ground controls. The effect is substantial, with the point estimate greater for men than for 
women. This large effect is consistent with findings from earlier studies, and shows that 
the earnings premium persists into mid-career, supporting hypothesis H4. Ceteris pari-
bus, after converting from logs the estimates indicate that private school males (females) 
earn 34% (21%) more than similar persons educated at a state school at age 16.

Column (4) addresses the role that the self-evaluations, aspirations and network 
variables play in accounting for the private school earnings premium (H5). It includes 

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/cje/article-abstract/42/3/757/4211123 by U

C
L, London user on 28 N

ovem
ber 2019



Dreaming big? Self-valuations, aspirations, networks  771

these variables, alongside the private schools indicator. Compared to column (3), there 
are modest reductions in the point estimate of the private school indicator (0.29 to 
0.25 for men, 0.19 to 0.15 for women). These reductions imply that only a relatively 
small part of the private school advantage can be accounted for by our self-valuation 

Table 5. The effects of self-evaluations, aspirations and high-value networks at age 16 on log hourly 
earnings at age 42

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Males
Self-esteem at 16 0.114* 0.0576 0.0619 0.0651

(0.0682) (0.0637) (0.0623) (0.0591)
Locus of control at 16 0.375*** 0.164** 0.160** 0.0470

(0.0822) (0.0783) (0.0782) (0.0752)
Job quality aspiration 0.371*** 0.258*** 0.256*** 0.200**

(0.0941) (0.0960) (0.0965) (0.0866)
Realistic occ. aspiration 0.314*** 0.187*** 0.180*** –5.87e-05

(0.0353) (0.0356) (0.0357) (0.0370)
High-valued network 0.0795 0.0494 0.0255 0.0656

(0.0684) (0.0647) (0.0657) (0.0587)
Private school 0.294*** 0.248*** 0.171***

(0.0588) (0.0583) (0.0560)
Controls
Prior No Yes Yes Yes Yes
Other (age 16 or later) No No No No Yes
 R2 0.111 0.202 0.184 0.209 0.293
Observations 3,108 3,108 3,108 3,108 3,108

Females
Self-esteem at 16 0.0667 0.0277 0.0292 0.0352

(0.0626) (0.0583) (0.0575) (0.0540)
Locus of control at 16 0.324*** 0.155** 0.149** 0.0284

(0.0715) (0.0675) (0.0677) (0.0648)
Job quality aspiration 0.309*** 0.204*** 0.199*** 0.0949

(0.0750) (0.0746) (0.0745) (0.0674)
Realistic occ. aspiration 0.328*** 0.203*** 0.200*** 0.0632*

(0.0326) (0.0334) (0.0334) (0.0346)
High-valued network 0.00704 –0.00761 –0.0154 0.0107

(0.0519) (0.0510) (0.0510) (0.0489)
Private school 0.187*** 0.142** 0.0688

(0.0572) (0.0576) (0.0548)
Controls
Prior No Yes Yes Yes Yes
Other (age 16 or later) No No No No Yes
 R2 0.120 0.196 0.170 0.215 0.312
Observations 3,028 3,028 3,028 3,028 3,028

Notes: Prior controls (i.e. relating to before secondary school) are: cognitive skills at ages 5 and 10; age 10 
introversion score; social background (parents’ highest education level, parent’s social class, overcrowded 
house at age 5, mother’s age when respondent born, duration of breastfeeding, birth weight, ethnicity (7 
categories), whether family owned house when aged 5; region of birth (13 categories); birth order, house-
hold income at age 10, mother’s and father’s interest in child’s education, whether in receipt of free school 
meals (age 10), broadsheet newspaper in household (age 10). Other controls at age 16 or later are: cognitive 
skills at age 16; standardised age 16 exam score; number of A-C grade A levels; highest level of ‘facilitating’ 
A levels; highest education qualification level; if degree: subject (3 categories), whether elite university, and 
degree grade (whether upper second or first) all interacted; proportion of time employed. The dependent 
variable and school status are unimputed; other variables are imputed from birth and early childhood data 
for missing cases; these estimates exclude Scotland (for whom the education data is incomplete). The R2 
statistic is the mean from 20 imputations.
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variables together with aspirations and networks. In effect, H5 is only weakly sup-
ported. At the same time, however, the effects of locus of control and of aspirations 
(both types) remain significant, with only minor changes in the magnitudes shown in 
column (2).

Since the self-valuations, aspirations and networks are insufficient to account for 
the private school earnings premium, we pursue further the source of this premium 
in column (5). A substantive part of the effects of school type, self-evaluations and 
aspirations is expected to derive from their impacts on subsequent educational perfor-
mance (which have been demonstrated in previous research (e.g. Sullivan et al., 2014). 
Some part could also derive from possible impacts on subsequent work experience. 
Thus column (5) adds a full set of indicators of subsequent educational performance 
from 16 onwards. These are the standardised age 16 exam score; number of A-C grade 
A levels (usually taken at age 18); highest level of ‘facilitating’ A levels (where ‘facilitat-
ing’ delineates subjects accepted as challenging by universities); highest educational 
qualification level; if degree: a three-way interacted classification by subject (3 cat-
egories), whether at an elite university, and whether achieved a good grade (a ‘first’ or 
‘2.1’)—comprising 12 categories in total. For work experience we include an indica-
tor, derived from work histories, of the proportion of the months since age 16 spent in 
work.7 We ask: to what extent does the inclusion of these additional covariates account 
for the estimate of the private school indicator?

For men we find that, even after allowing for all the many prior controls, including 
cognitive skills, and for the indicators of their subsequent human capital develop-
ment, there remains a statistically significant private school earnings premium of 
0.17 log points (18%). For women, however, the estimate is only 0.07 log points and 
is not very precise, to the extent that it is not significantly different from zero. Thus, 
for women we cannot reject the hypothesis that all of the impact of private school-
ing for women is accounted for by their social background, prior cognitive skills, 
their self-valuations and aspirations and their educational achievements and work 
experience.

Column (5) addresses again the role played by the students’ 16-year-old self-eval-
uations, aspirations and networks (H3). Comparing with column (4), it can be seen 
that much of their impact on earnings later in life is accounted for by subsequent 
human capital accumulation. Thus, locus of control has no statistically significant 
residual direct effect, once subsequent educational achievements are controlled 
for—a finding consistent with earlier evidence that the effects of locus of control on 
social status attainment are fully mediated by educational attainment (von Stumm 
et al., 2009). However, some direct effects remain: job-quality aspirations for males 
and occupational aspirations for girls retain a significant if small direct effect. As 
a robustness check, we also included some other age 42 control variables (namely 
marital status, dummies for current region of residence, and an indicator of self-
reported health). Though our preferred model excludes these since they could be 
construed as endogenous, that is, an outcome of the quality of schooling received, 
their inclusion did not notably alter the size or change the statistical significance of 
the coefficients.

7 We use the provided indicator measuring the proportion of months in work up to age 38, judging this to 
be the best approximation to the equivalent variable for age 42, since the latter is not available in the public 
dataset.
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In the above models we have treated private school and state school status each as 
single categories, so that the premium estimates are average differences between the 
two sectors. However, it might be argued that, since many private schools are academi-
cally selective, their alumni should therefore be compared specifically with those who 
had attended grammar schools. Therefore, in an alternative model (not shown here) we 
investigated the significance of heterogeneity within each of the state and private sec-
tors, by including a grammar school indicator within the state sector and our indicator 
of Tatler magazine status within the private sector. While there are some differences in 
the point estimates between sectors, once all human capital achievement indicators 
are included, the grammar school indicator carries a statistically insignificant effect, 
and the conditional private school premium for men remains positive and statistically 
greater than the coefficient on the grammar school indicator. Within the private sector, 
the differences between the Tatler and other schools were also statistically insignificant.

In another extension we limited the sample to those drawn from the top three social 
classes (Professional, Managerial and Technical, Skilled Non-Manual) who could real-
istically expect to choose between state and private school. Those in the other social 
classes cannot opt for private schooling unless in receipt of rare full bursaries (and 
less than 2% did so). We found a similar pattern of findings for this restricted sample, 
showing a private school association with age 42 income that was not significantly dif-
ferent from those reported in Table 5 for the whole sample. Similarly, the finding holds 
when we restrict the sample to the upper half of the age 10 household income distri-
bution. There were too few cases of private school attendance to carry out a similar 
analysis for those in other social classes or in the lower half of the age 10 household 
income distribution.

As a final extension we also investigated whether private school effects were 
modified according to whether respondents were employees or self-employed 
(bearing in mind that this variable could be regarded as an endogenous out-
come). Including a dummy variable for self-employment in the models of Table 5 
resulted in no significant alteration to the parameter estimates; similarly, estimates 
obtained from a sample of purely employees were not significantly different from 
those of Table 5.

7. Conclusion

An understanding of the complex anatomy of inequality is an important complement 
to research at the macro-societal level of growing socio-economic inequalities in the 
modern era. An important axis of inequality in Britain is the private/state school divide, 
and this paper has aimed to contribute evidence on the effects of this divide on earn-
ings, and its implications for policy. We have investigated the proposition that, com-
pared with state school pupils in Britain, private school pupils are ‘taught to dream big’ 
and do well because of that—a commonly held view in public discourse. Our findings, 
based on a representative survey of a 1970-born cohort which collected information 
suitable for testing a precise statement of this proposition, are nuanced.

Our first conclusion is that, compared with state school children, private school chil-
dren had much higher levels of locus of control and self-esteem, more lofty aspirations 
and better access to high-valued social networks. Thus far, the findings confirm widely 
held, though hitherto undocumented, perceptions.
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Second, in terms of self-esteem, it is not the schools themselves that instilled the pri-
vate school children’s high self-esteem, either at 10 or 16; rather, the children arrived 
with the social advantages and/or cognitive skills that are associated with greater self-
esteem. These observed covariates also explained the majority of the private school 
association with locus of control. Yet there remains some evidence that private primary 
schools did have a notable causal impact on locus of control at 10, and that secondary 
private schools raised the aspirations and afforded high-valued network access as per-
ceived by the 16-year-old children. A caveat to this latter conclusion is that there could 
be remaining biases associated with unobserved determinants of school type, despite 
the rich controls for social background.

Third, cohort members’ age 16 locus of control and aspirations have significant 
associations with earnings at age 42, even after multiple controls for social background 
are introduced. This finding is consistent with earlier studies, extending them to the 
mid-career stage. Neither self-esteem nor high-valued networks, however, had any sig-
nificant effects on earnings in mid-career. Self-esteem’s lack of effect on earnings is 
consistent with the findings of de Araujo and Lagos (2013) for the USA. With respect 
to networks we must conclude either that, consistent with Marcenaro-Guierrez et al. 
(2014), social networks are not important in the long run once human capital and 
other variables are accounted for, or that our variable and theirs are poor measures of 
potentially valuable social connections.

Fourth, the estimated private school hourly earnings premium at age 42 is 34% for 
men, 21% for women, indicating that the substantial premium found in studies relat-
ing to earlier career stages persisted through to mid-career.

Fifth, the findings do not support the widely held view that the labour market advan-
tages enjoyed by private school alumni can be traced largely to their different self-
valuations, aspirations or social networks. Only a relatively small part is associated with 
these factors.

An implication of the above for any policy aimed at narrowing the private/state earn-
ings gap in the cause of greater social cohesion is that strategies to raise self-esteem, locus 
of control and aspirations in the state sector are unlikely to be greatly effective. Such 
policies might be attractive, because they do not have to address the large resource dif-
ferences between sectors. In this vein, the Labour government schools minister in 2007 
wanted more private schools to ‘sponsor’ state schools, which it was claimed might trans-
fer their ‘educational DNA’. Under a very different regime, but with parallel sentiments, 
the Conservative prime minister opined that people from poorer households and ethnic 
minorities needed help to ‘get them to think that they can get all the way to the top’ 
(Guardian, 13 November 2013; see also Kynaston and Kynaston, 2014). Yet our results 
imply that a realistic policy that might affect self-esteem, locus of control and aspirations 
of state school pupils by some fraction of a standard deviation could be expected to have 
only small effects on subsequent earnings. Even more so, policies to widen job access 
networks would make no difference, according to our evidence. Rather, the results sug-
gest that social cohesion strategies should continue to focus on the considerable educa-
tional disadvantages of state school pupils relative to private school pupils.

Of course, such policy implications derived from life-course research may need to 
be qualified in the light of changing circumstances. Private schools have considerably 
enhanced their offer since 1986 when our sample was 16, trebling their fees and broad-
ening their intakes to tap the global demand for high-quality English-language educa-
tion. Graduate recruiters have become sophisticated in their use of psychometric tools 

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/cje/article-abstract/42/3/757/4211123 by U

C
L, London user on 28 N

ovem
ber 2019



Dreaming big? Self-valuations, aspirations, networks  775

as filters and more demanding of non-cognitive attributes, and labour markets have 
become more unequal. Private/public differences among current-generation 16-year-
olds may be more salient when they enter the labour market, and the age 42 earnings 
premium greater, than for the 1970-born cohort.

Beyond the issues of remaining endogeneity bias noted earlier, there are three fur-
ther qualifications to note. First, while we have found small or no effects on earnings 
from some of our key variables, it could be that we have poor measures of them: 
measurement error would cause downward bias in the estimates. It is possible that 
a better indicator of network availability, captured at a later age when private school 
pupils were entering the labour market, would have more predictive power. Second, 
we have had to deploy multiple imputation methods in a number of cases, in order 
to avoid the problem of too-small samples with complete information. Moreover, 
while a large majority of respondents yielded earnings information—more than in 
most surveys—there could be remaining elements of attrition and selection bias in 
our estimates. Finally, we have only shown the effects, or lack of effects, from these 
particular self-evaluations and aspirations. Yet there may be other school-associated 
self-evaluations, not observed in the surveys, which deliver labour market advantages. 
For example, recent qualitative research found that recruiting firms in law, account-
ancy and finance stressed the importance of ‘talent’, comprising both academic excel-
lence and non-cognitive attributes such as confidence and persuasiveness that are 
only partially captured by our survey indicators (Ashley et al., 2015). Future research 
could examine other potentially relevant attributes in a comparative school context, 
such as ‘psychological entitlement’, and sporting, artistic or creative skills (Campbell 
et al., 2004; Horne et al., 2011; Lunn and Kelly, 2015). When adapted to work, such 
attributes might be the ones that give privately educated men their edge in the labour 
market.
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