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Abstract 

Using the Panel Survey of Chinese University Students, this paper systematically ana-
lyzes the effect of family background on the human capital accumulation of college 
students. This study finds that family background has little influence in elite universi-
ties, where the selective elimination effect is a determinant. In nonelite universities, 
however, family background and cultural reproduction mechanisms have significant 
influence, although individual efforts also factor in the process. In vocational colleges, 
neither cultural reproduction nor meritocracy is significantly effective. The universali-
zation of higher education has caused divergence in different types of institutions, 
sorting college students into different competitive fields with different rules. Both 
the cultural reproduction mechanism and the selective elimination hypothesis can be 
identified in all kinds of colleges, but their effect varies in relation to institutional types.

Keywords:  Educational inequality, Cultural reproduction, Family background, Human 
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Introduction: is family background important to academic performance 
in college?
A central issue in educational research is the effect of family background on individ-
ual educational achievement. Research around the world consistently finds that varia-
tion in family background contributes to unequal educational opportunities. This line of 
research has two major foci. The first centers around the effect of family background on 
access to education, and the second focuses on the effect of family background on school 
performance (mostly grades). School performance, in turn, affects access to education 
as well. In the first area, the vast majority of studies have attested to the effect of family 
background on access to every level of education. This effect, however, varies in different 
socioeconomic and policy contexts (Raftery and Hout 1993; Lucas 2001; Li 2006, 2010, 
2014a, 2014b; Liu 2008; Wu 2009, 2013; Haim and Shavit 2013). In the second area, 
most studies concentrate on the effect of family background on school performance at 
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the elementary or middle-school level. They have concluded that the effect is broad and 
long-lasting (Coleman et  al. 1996; Andersen and Hansen 2012; Hanushek et  al. 2019). 
However, less discussion has focused on the effect of family background on performance 
in college, and the conclusions are less consistent (Hansen and Mastekaasa 2006; Mar-
tin 2009). Theoretical debates abound as well. Some scholars, following Bourdieu’s cul-
tural reproduction theory, insist that human capital accumulation in college is affected 
by class differences. These scholars hold that family background is responsible for school 
performance, giving elite and middle-class students a competitive edge in college (Con-
nor et al. 2004; Hansen and Mastekaasa 2006). Others disagree and instead follow the 
selective elimination hypothesis. The hypothesis holds that lower-class students who 
enter college have already passed a harsh selection process, meaning they are outstand-
ing in intelligence and ability. In contrast, students from advantaged families may not be 
as excellent. Therefore, once these students enter the college campus, the effect of family 
background is rather weak, and elite or middle-class students no longer enjoy important 
advantages (Mare 1980; Stolzenberg 1994; Wu 2016; Xu 2017; Li 2018).

Chinese sociology has only recently started discussing this issue. In the last two dec-
ades, the rapid expansion of higher education has both reached a larger coverage and 
intensified competition. Inequality is still an outstanding issue in higher education in 
China. Both society and academia have been paying consistent attention to this issue and 
are interested in the entrance opportunity and employment outcomes of college educa-
tion. Numerous studies have found that family background has a decisive effect on both 
life stages. As the phrase “dad battle” implies, children of elite families have considerable 
advantages in access to higher education, the quality of college they attend, employment 
opportunities, and quality of employment (Wen 2005; Li 2006; Liu 2006; Wu 2013).

Nonetheless, the link between entering college and landing a job—academic experi-
ence in college—remains largely overlooked. In this stage, students try to obtain knowl-
edge, ability, and qualification, which would turn into competitiveness in the job market. 
A series of studies have demonstrated that these factors comprise another type of human 
capital that is as important as the degree certificate and affects students’ employment 
opportunities, entry-wage level, and which company they can enter (Lai et al. 2012; Yue 
and Zhang 2014). For example, good grades, leadership experience, and scholarships or 
other award records can all highlight a student’s resume and add to their competitive-
ness. Needless to say, the college serves as a key institution where students prepare for 
employment and accumulate human capital. While in college, they are trained in exper-
tise knowledge, practical ability, people skills, and creativity, all of which contribute to 
their future potential. Therefore, the effect of family background in this life stage is a key 
measure of educational equality.

Existing research: fragmented findings
In recent years, studies have laid some foundations using the Beijing College Students Panel 
Survey (BCSPS). Li (2008), for example, finds that family economic capital helps students 
increase their English grades in non-211 universities but not in 211 universities. He also 
finds that family cultural capital encourages students’ mental health and participation in 
cultural and artistic activities. Zhu (2018) also concludes that elite students are more likely 
to take leadership roles and have better English ability. However, elite students often have 
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lower grades because they are less hardworking than lower-class students. Li (2016) finds 
a positive effect of family economic and cultural capital on students’ access to graduate 
school. These studies all demonstrate the still prominent role of family background on col-
lege campuses. In contrast, Xu (2017) demonstrates that college students from poverty 
families experience a faster increase in noncognitive abilities (self-effectiveness and self-
respect) than students from nonpoverty families, providing evidence that college education 
weakens the effect of family background. Other studies have been conducted using differ-
ent data. Gao and colleagues (2011) analyze survey data from 20 colleges in Jiangsu and find 
that family background significantly affects students’ leadership experience. Students from 
urban, higher-class, high-income families and with highly educated parents are much more 
likely to become student leaders than those from rural, lower-class, low-income families 
and those whose parents have less educational attainment. An earlier study based on a 1999 
cohort of college students also finds a positive effect of parental educational attainment on 
students’ English performance and leadership experience (Li et al. 2006).

Existing research has painted a complex picture of the relationship between family back-
ground, college academic performance, and human capital accumulation. On the one hand, 
the assessment of academic success in college is more complicated and multidimensional 
than that in middle school and elementary school. For the latter, the competition aims 
only at entering the next level of education, making grades the simplified proxy to measure 
human capital. In college, however, most students aim to enter the labor market, although 
some plan to go on to graduate school. In this case, the measurement of human capital 
accumulation cannot be limited to grades but must also include qualities that will affect 
their future employment potentials, such as leadership experience, Party membership, 
award records, and English ability. On the other hand, in middle school and elementary 
school, different types of family capital (cultural, social, and economic) have a combined 
effect on students’ grades, whereas in college, each type of capital may work on human cap-
ital accumulation individually and uniquely. The relationship between family background 
and human capital for college students is, therefore, complicated. Although previous works 
have discovered such complexity from different perspectives, they have yet to lay out the 
mechanism by which it operates. Therefore, they have only reached fragmented conclu-
sions and still lack a systematically comprehensive and logically cohesive explanation for 
the effect of family background on college students’ human capital accumulation.

The present paper seeks to integrate the effects that different types of family capital assert 
on the accumulation of different types of human capital into one analytical framework for 
systematic examination, thereby developing a clear explanation that extends from theo-
retical hypotheses to empirical results. Furthermore, most existing studies are based on 
regional data and cannot reflect the holistic effect of family background and human capital 
accumulation in college. This paper uses a national-level college sample survey to conduct a 
more comprehensive and systematic analysis.

Theoretical debate: cultural reproduction or selective elimination?
International research has reached various conclusions regarding the relationship 
between family background and human capital acquisition during college. These conclu-
sions have given rise to the following theoretical debate: is Bourdieusian cultural repro-
duction theory applicable to the acquisition of human capital during college?
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Bourdieu’s theory of cultural reproduction labels educational activity as a form of 
symbolic violence, emphasizing its role in reproducing inequality. Bourdieu argues that 
schools construct a culture that benefits only the elite and contributes to social repro-
duction. Bourdieu points out the resemblance between the culture advocated by higher 
education and the elite culture, making it much easier for elite children to adapt to the 
college environment and acquire higher educational attainment than it is for lower-class 
children. Therefore, students from elite families can outperform in both grades and cam-
pus activities and translate their school achievement into social status. Cultural repro-
duction thus leads to social reproduction (Bourdieu and Passeron 1977, 2002a; Bourdieu 
2004). The findings of Bourdieu, Passeron, and other scholars demonstrate how family 
background affects children’s change of obtaining higher education and their college 
performance. Students from higher-class families perform better in classrooms and 
are more likely to participate in other cultural activities (Bourdieu and Passeron 2002b; 
Dumais 2002; Bourdieu 2004; Hansen and Mastekaasa 2006; Roksa and Potter 2011).

The cultural reproduction theory has been challenged. Some scholars chastise it for 
being ineffective or outdated in studying college competitions. Before college, students 
are passed through multiple stages of selection, i.e., kindergarten, elementary school, 
middle school, and high school. Those who have made it into college, even if they come 
from lower-class families or disadvantaged groups, are outstandingly intelligent and 
accustomed to the rules of education and campus culture. Family background, therefore, 
should no longer have an effect (De Graaf et al. 2000). Robert Mare’s selective elimina-
tion hypothesis is built on this premise. It holds that the higher the level of education is, 
the weaker the effect of family background is because each round of selection eliminates 
students from lower-class families. Therefore, in higher education, students tend to have 
similar family backgrounds (Mare 1980; Stolzenberg 1994). At the same time, lower-class 
children also get to increase their abilities through the selection process so that those 
who make it into college are comparable to higher-class children in terms of various abil-
ities. Some studies have even found that at each level of education, lower-class students 
who pass the selection process are more capable than their higher-class counterparts 
and that the higher the level of education is, the stronger this selective effect becomes 
(Mare 1980; Treiman and Yamaguchi 1993). Among college students, some come from 
lower-class families but have a higher level of ability, as well as those who come from 
higher-class families but have a lower level of ability. This internal heterogeneity is said 
to weaken the effect of family background (Xu 2017). Other scholars have noted that as 
higher education is popularized and democratized, the ecology of college campuses has 
changed. Elite culture has given way to meritocracy, effectively weakening the influence 
of family background (Halsey et al. 1980; Goldthorpe 2000).

Does cultural reproduction theory still have explanatory power for human capi-
tal acquisition during college? Has selective elimination canceled out the effect of 
cultural reproduction? Answers to these questions are yet to be found. Empirical 
research in other countries has noted the weakening or even the disappearance of 
family background’s effect (Mare 1980; Treiman and Yamaguchi 1993; Stolzenberg 
1994; De Graaf et al. 2000). Others, however, have shown that family background still 
matters (Smith and Naylor 2001; Dumais 2002; Hansen and Mastekaasa 2006; Roksa 
and Potter 2011) not only in terms of cultural capital but also in terms of social and 
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economic capital. For example, students from low-income families tend to spend 
more time working part-time, negatively affecting their educational outcomes. More-
over, in societies where class hierarchy is more prominent (e.g., the United King-
dom), family background has a stronger effect than it does in societies with a flatter 
class hierarchy (e.g., the Nordic countries) (Hansen and Mastekaasa 2006). In Chi-
nese academia, the existing research has not been able to answer the abovementioned 
questions.

As demonstrated earlier in this paper, conclusions are fragmented, calling for 
deeper, more systematic analyses. Specifically, while today’s higher education has 
been popularized, the existing research in China and abroad has largely overlooked 
the variation in competitive ecology in different types of college campuses. In dis-
cussing the effect of family background on the college experience, the existing studies 
often have one of two tendencies. The first is to overemphasize the role of cultural 
reproduction and overgeneralize its effect at different stages of education to college 
competition. The second is to highlight only the selective elimination effect and deny 
the effect of family background altogether. Neither tendency is capable of obtaining 
a comprehensive explanation for the question at hand. In China, the differentiation 
of colleges is especially important. The popularization of higher education is rapidly 
implemented in a short period. However, the level of competition present in regard to 
college entrance has not been alleviated; rather, it has been even further intensified. 
The combined effect of these two developmental trends has created significant vari-
ation among colleges in terms of student composition, human capital accumulation, 
and the effectiveness of such accumulation. Therefore, the effect of family background 
also varies across different types of colleges. The present study attempts to test both 
the cultural reproduction theory and the selective elimination hypothesis in the con-
text of Chinese universities. It focuses on the comparison between different types of 
colleges in search of a deeper discussion of educational inequality in China.

Hypotheses  The present study engages with the debate between cultural reproduction 
theory and the selective elimination hypothesis. The first issue to focus on is whether 
family background still matters in college students’ human capital accumulation in 
today’s China. A positive result from the analysis will show that the cultural reproduc-
tion mechanism is still at work on college campuses. On the other hand, if family back-
ground is less important than personal efforts, this will show that contemporary Chinese 
universities currently value meritocracy instead of the Bourdieusian “elite culture.” This 
means that the selective elimination hypothesis has more explanatory power for com-
petition within college campuses. In the following two hypotheses, Hypothesis 1.1 tests 
cultural reproduction theory, while Hypothesis 1.2 tests selective elimination theory.

Hypothesis 1.1   Family background has a significant effect on college students’ human 
capital accumulation.

Hypothesis 1.2   Family background has either no significant effect or only a weak effect 
on college students’ human capital accumulation, while personal effort has a significant 
effect.
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Moreover, according to the research of Bourdieu and others, the mechanism of cul-
tural reproduction, elite culture, and the role of symbolic violence are all specifically 
illustrated in the competition in elite universities (Bourdieu and Passeron 2002a 2002b). 
Meanwhile, as formulated by Mare, Treiman, and others, selective elimination is also 
more likely to occur in elite universities since middle- and lower-class children in elite 
universities are considered outstanding regarding intellectual ability (Mare 1980; Trei-
man and Yamaguchi 1993). As such, to determine the major mechanism in contem-
porary Chinese universities, the key is to test the effect of family background in elite 
institutions. In China, higher education is divided into two layers: undergraduate insti-
tutions and vocational institutions. Within the former, elite universities are commonly 
considered “the best,” while others are considered better than vocational colleges. Stu-
dents at vocational colleges mostly come from lower-class families in rural areas or small 
towns, and very few come from elite or urban middle-class families. Therefore, both the 
cultural reproduction theory and the selective elimination hypothesis are less meaning-
ful in vocational colleges. As such, if the following two hypotheses are supported, cul-
tural reproduction can still be effective in college competition.

Hypothesis 2.1  Family background has a significant effect on students’ human capital 
accumulation in elite universities.

Hypothesis 2.2  Compared to nonelite universities, in elite universities, family back-
ground has a more significant effect on students’ human capital accumulation. Com-
pared to vocational colleges, in nonelite universities, family background has a more sig-
nificant effect on students’ human capital accumulation.

In contrast to the abovementioned hypotheses, support for the following hypothesis 
means that selective elimination or meritocracy is the principal driver behind college 
competition.

Hypothesis 3  Family background has either no significant effect or only a weak effect 
on students’ human capital accumulation in elite universities, while personal effort has a 
significant effect.

Data, variables, and models
Data

The data used in this paper come from the Panel Survey of Chinese University Stu-
dents (PSCUS) conducted by the Institute of Sociology, Chinese Academy of Social Sci-
ences in 2017. The survey started in 2013 and is followed annually; thus, students are 
followed from the first year to graduation and followed after graduation. The survey’s 
sample frame includes all higher-education institutions qualified to issue degrees cer-
tified by the Ministry of Education. Sampling is done randomly in multiple stages and 
layers, using three levels of units, namely, college/university, major, and class. College/
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university is the principal sampling unit and is divided into three sampling subframes 
based on layers (elite universities, nonelite universities, and vocational colleges), major 
types (comprehensive, science and engineering, and humanities), and regions (North-
east, Midnorth, Northwest, Southwest, Middle, Mideast, and Midsouth). Within each 
subframe, an effort is made to include universities at each layer to balance the diversity 
of the principal survey unit and reduce sampling error. Major is the secondary sampling 
unit. In every college/universityin the sample, eight majors are randomly chosen. Class is 
the tertiary sampling unit. In every major included in the sample, one class is randomly 
chosen in each cohort. In the 2017 survey, 17 colleges and universities were included. 
After deleting the graduates sample and missing values, the final sample in the analysis 
includes 9208 observations.

Variables
Dependent variables: human capital

The measurement of human capital in this study includes not only grades but also the 
knowledge, skill, qualification, award, and identity that they obtained during college, 
which can influence their potential for employment. Four indicators are used to rep-
resent human capital in this study: grades, leadership experience, fellowship reception, 
and political identity. These are the dependent variables used in our models.

Human capital accumulation in college happens in two ways: in class and out of class. 
In class, students acquire expert knowledge and skills, with grades being the principal 
indicator. Outside of the classroom, students participate in a variety of campus activities. 
They are trained in leadership and organizing abilities by assuming leadership roles in 
student organizations. Fellowships and Party membership are awarded to students with 
good grades and active participation in activities and therefore comprise a comprehen-
sive reflection of student ability.

Grade is measured by the following question: “How is your current GPA compared 
to that of peers in the same cohort and major?” Answer options include five layers – 
“very low,” “relatively low,” “average,” “good (top 25%),” and “outstanding (top 10%).” The 
options are coded from 1 to 5 in numeric value. Leadership experience is a dummy vari-
able in this analysis, in which “no experience” is coded as 0 and having any experience 
is coded as 1. Similarly, fellowship reception and Party membership are also dummy 
variables.

Dependent variables: family background

Family background is measured through cultural capital, economic capital, occupation, 
and hukou type.

Cultural capital is measured by the parental average year of education. Economic capi-
tal is measured by monthly household income, separated into nine categories – below 
3,000, 3001–5000, 5001–7000, 7001–10,000, 10,001–15,000, 15,001–20,000, 20,001–
30,000, 30,001–50,000, and over 50,000, with values coded from 1 to 9. Note that the 
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categories are not divided into equal parts. This is because the effect of changes in 
income works differently for low- and high-income families. For lower-income groups, 
even the slightest change in income would have significant consequences for the family.

Father’s occupation is used to reflect the occupational status of the family. Four classes 
are distinguished: agricultural workers, industrial workers, skill experts, and managerial 
persons, with values coded from 1 to 4.

The Chinese hukou system exacerbates the rural‒urban division in socioeconomic 
development, infrastructure, and educational resources. Therefore, it is an important 
measure of family background. In this study, hukou status is measured as a dummy vari-
able, with rural hukou coded as 0 and urban hukou coded as 1.

Control variables

This analysis controls for several variables, including student’s attitude toward studying, 
cohort, major, demographics, and college/university type.

Student attitude, or the degree to which a student is hardworking, is a key controlling 
variable in testing either the cultural reproduction theory or the selective elimination 
hypothesis. To a certain extent, it is also an auxiliary explanation. When students are 
similarly hardworking, if family background—especially cultural capital—significantly 
affects their performance, then cultural reproduction theory is strongly supported. 
In this study, student attitude is measured by the time they spend studying every day. 
Moreover, how many years a student has spent in college also significantly determines 
their human capital accumulation; therefore, cohort is also controlled in the analysis. For 
student major, the control variable is separated into three categories, namely, natural sci-
ences, social sciences, and humanities. Demographic variables include sex and age. The 
college/university type variable is categorized into elite universities, nonelite universi-
ties, and vocational colleges.1

Moreover, grade and leadership experience are both important factors in the evalu-
ation of fellowship and Party membership. As such, when the dependent variables are 
fellowship and political identity, grade and leadership experience are also controlled for, 
along with all other control variables (Table 1).

Statistical model
Two types of models are included in the empirical analysis: an ordinal logistic model 
and a binary logistic model. When the independent variables are ordinal—for example, 
the grade variable—ordinal logistic regression is used. When the independent variables 
are binary—for example, leadership experience, fellowship reception, and Party mem-
bership—binary logistic regression is used. The analysis includes two parts. In the first 
part, all college/university types in the sample are included in four logistic models based 
on the influence of family background on grade, leadership experience, fellowship recep-
tion, and Party membership. The second part of the analysis is a comparison between 
how family background influences grade, leadership experience, fellowship reception, 
and Party membership differently in different types of college/university.

1  All 985 universities are considered “elite” institutions. There are two 211 universities in the sample, but they both rank 
among the lowest in all 211 universities. Therefore, they are grouped into the “nonelite undergraduate universities” cat-
egory instead of the elite category.
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Analytical results
Effect of family background on the acquisition of human capital in all types of colleges 

and universities

Grades

Model 1 in Table 2 is the ordinal logistic regression, with “grade” being the dependent 
variable and college/university type, time devoted to study, cohort, gender, and age being 
controlled. The results show a significant positive effect of family background on grades. 
A one-year increase in parental education corresponds to a 4% (e0.040–1) increase in the 
likelihood that the student will obtain higher grades. Family occupational status also has 

Table 1  Descriptive statistics of variables (N = 9,208)

Variables Descriptive statistics

Grades Very low 1.94

Relatively low 8.01

Average 52.52

Relatively high 26.60

Very high 10.93

Leadership experience Yes 64.87

No 35.13

Felloship Received 35.69

Never received 64.31

Party membership Yes 6.89

No 93.11

Family occupational status Farmers 40.48

Industrial workers 33.63

Skilled experts 7.84

Managerial persons 18.05

Family economic capital Average 2.71

Standard deviation 1.88

Family cultural capital Average 10.16

Standard deviation 3.70

Hukou status Rural 59.78

Urban 40.22

Personal effort on studying Average 5.61

Standard deviation 2.88

college type Vocational college 40.82

Non-elite universities 31.28

Elite universities 27.90

Cohort Freshmen 30.09

Sophomore 28.73

Juniuor 28.08

Senior 13.10

Major Humanities 15.04

Social sciences 27.54

Natual sciences 57.42

Gender Male 48.22

Female 51.78

Age Average 20.79

Standard deviation 1.38
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a significant effect. Compared to farmer families, children of skilled expert or manage-
rial person families are more likely to have high grades. There is no significant difference 
between children of industrial worker families and those of farmer families. Family eco-
nomic capital and hukou status have no significant effect, while personal effort does. For 
every additional hour spent studying, the likelihood of higher grades increases by 10% 
(e0.099–1).

Leadership experience

Model 2 in Table 2 is the binary logistic regression, with “leadership experience” being 
the dependent variable. As shown, family cultural capital and economic capital both 
have significant positive correlations with children’s leadership experience. Family occu-
pational status also has a significant effect in that children of managerial families are 
more likely to take leadership roles than children of farmer families. However, there is 
no significant difference between farmer, worker, and expert families. Hukou status also 
matters for leadership experience; however, in contrast to the existing findings, children 
from urban families are less likely to become student leaders than children from rural 
families. Personal effort also has a positive effect.

Fellowship reception

Model 3 in Table 2 shows the model for fellowship reception. Neither the cultural nor 
economic capital of the student’s family has a significant effect on fellowship reception, 

Table 2  Family background and college students’ human capital accumulation

(1) Due to limitation of space, control variables, intercept, and constant are not shown. For models 1 and 2, control variables 
are major, cohort, gender, and age. For models 3 and 4, control variables also include grades and leadership experience. (2) 
standard deviation in parentheses. (3) *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001

Variables Grades Student leadership Fellowship reception Party membership
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Urban family (Rural family = 0) − 0.042
(0.055)

− 0.147*

(0.060)
− 0.188**

(0.065)
− 0.058
(0.119)

Family occupational status (farmers = 0)

 Industrial workers − 0.053
(0.051)

0.098
(0.056)

− 0.202***

(0.061)
− 0.013
(0.118)

 Skilled experts 0.218*

(0.091)
− 0.053
(0.099)

− 0.020
(0.105)

− 0.313
(0.201)

 Managerial persons 0.209**

(0.080)
0.287**

(0.089)
0.003
(0.092)

− 0.099
(0.167)

Family economic capital 0.018
(0.014)

0.037*

(0.016)
0. 030
(0. 016)

− 0.012
(0.030)

Family cultural capital 0.040***

(0. 008)
0.026**

(0. 009)
0.012
(0.010)

0.047**

(0.018)

Personal efforts 0.099***

(0.007)
0.032***

(0.008)
0.020*

(0.008)
0.031*

(0.015)

College/university type (vocational school = 0)

 Non-elite universities − 0.533***

(0.053)
0.277***

(0.058)
0.214***

(0.063)
0.266*

(0.132)

 Elite universities − 0.732***

(0.058)
0.250***

(0.063)
0.868***

(0.068)
0.579***

(0.138)

Sample size 9208 9208 9208 9208

pseudo R^2 0.035 0.013 0.114 0.204
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while family occupational status does. Children from industrial worker families are dis-
advantaged compared to children from farmer families. It is because fellowship is not 
just a form of acknowledgment but also important financial support for rural students, 
which incentivizes them to strive for it. Personal effort also has a positive effect.

Political identity

Model 4 in Table  2 shows the factors that affect Party membership. The only signifi-
cant factors are cultural capital and personal efforts; no other factors help obtain Party 
membership.

Summary of results: cultural reproduction mechanism still at work

To summarize all four models shown in Table 2, when personal effort and other objec-
tive factors are considered, family background has a significant effect on the acquisition 
of human capital. Thus, Hypothesis 1.1 is supported, while Hypothesis 1.2 is rejected. 
Specifically, family cultural capital has a significant effect on grades, leadership experi-
ence, and fellowship reception. Family economic capital has weak effects on some vari-
ables. Hukou status has negative effects. The urban/rural division is no longer important 
in competition within college campuses. Existing research has found that the urban/
rural division has a long-lasting effect on competition for college entry. However, stu-
dents from urban families no longer enjoy advantages over students from rural families.

On the other hand, personal efforts also have a significant effect on all four indicators 
of human capital. As such, cultural reproduction and meritocracy are both at work on 
contemporary college campuses. It is not enough to have “a good father.” Those hard-
working and from an advantaged family will most likely be winners.

Effect of family background on the acquisition of human capital: variation in different 

types of college/university

The results reported in Table  2 demonstrate the effect of family background on the 
human capital accumulation of college students. It should be noted that there is con-
siderable variation across different types of college/university. All four indicators of 
human capital vary significantly for elite universities, nonelite universities, and voca-
tional colleges. Students are much more likely to obtain Party membership in the former 
two categories than in vocational colleges. Compared to students in vocational colleges, 
students in elite universities are 1.78 times (e0.579) more likely to become Party mem-
bers, while students in nonelite universities are 1.31 times (e0.266) more likely to do so. 
Also, compared to students in vocational colleges, nonelite undergraduate students are 
1.24 times (e0.214) more likely to receive fellowships, while elite-university students are 
2.38 times more likely (e0.868) to do so. Similarly, elite-university students are 1.28 times 
(e0.250) more likely to take leadership roles, and nonelite undergraduate students are 1.32 
times (e0.277) more likely to do so than students in vocational colleges. As such, elite uni-
versities provide much more resources to students than nonelite universities do, which 
in turn provide much more resources than vocational colleges do.

The fact that grades are self-reported creates curious results. In general, elite-univer-
sity students self-report lower grades than nonelite undergraduate students, who in turn 
self-report lower grades than vocational students. This is because the more privileged 
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the college/universitys is, the more intense the competition is. In vocational colleges, 
competition is relatively low, and little variation exists among students. The percentage 
of vocational students who self-report as being “good” or “average” in terms of grades is 
much higher than that of nonelite undergraduate students. At the same time, the per-
centage of vocational students who self-report as “low” and “very low” is much smaller 
than that of nonelite undergraduate students. Similarly, the percentage of nonelite 
undergraduate students who self-reported as “good” or “average” in terms of grades is 
much higher than that of elite-university students. At the same time, the percentage of 
nonelite undergraduate students who self-report as “low” and “very low” is much smaller 
than that of 985 students. All three types of college/university have similar proportions 
of students who self-report as having “outstanding” grades. Overall, vocational students 
have the highest self-reported grades, while elite-university students have the lowest.

What is demonstrated by these data is that although undergraduate institutions, 
especially elite universities, are able to provide more resources to their students, cam-
pus competition is also more intense in these institutions. In contrast, vocational col-
leges have fewer resources and little competition. Given the considerable variation in 
campus ecology across these three college/university types, overall analyses are unlikely 
to uncover the concrete mechanism of cultural reproduction. To further test cultural 
reproduction theory and the selective elimination hypothesis, the present study con-
ducts analyses separately for different college/university types. Table 3 shows the same 
models as those shown in Table 2, but they are distinguished by college/university type.

Elite universities

Table 3 shows little effect of family background in elite universities. The urban/rural dis-
tinction, family cultural capital, and family economic capital all have neglectable effects, 
while family occupational status has some negative effects on fellowship reception. Chil-
dren of industrial workers and skilled experts are 0.63 (e−0.464) and 0.60 (e−0.504) times 
less likely than children of farmer parents to receive fellowships, respectively. Children 
of managerial parents have only a weak advantage in the leadership experience. Mean-
while, personal effort has a significant positive effect on all four indicators. As such, in 
elite universities, family background matters little in competition, while meritocracy is 
the overwhelming rule of the day. Cultural reproduction has almost no effect, whereas 
the selective elimination hypothesis is strongly supported.

Nonelite universities

Like elite universities, personal study effort has a significant positive effect on all four 
performance indicators, attesting to the importance of meritocracy. Contrary to elite 
universities, however, family background factors also influence competition in nonelite 
universities, especially in regard to grades. Family cultural capital has significant positive 
effects on grades, leadership experience, and Party membership, while family occupa-
tional status has significant positive effects on grades and fellowship reception. Chil-
dren of skilled expert families are 66% (e0.507–1) more likely than children from farmer 
families to have good grades and are 57% (e0.453–1) more likely to receive fellowships. 
Children of managerial parents are 49% (e0.395–1) more likely than children of farmer 
parents to have good grades. However, family occupational status has little effect on 
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Party membership. Children from managerial families have no significant advantage 
over those of farmer parents, and children of skilled expert parents are only 51% (e−0.679) 
as likely to obtain Party membership as children of farmers. This may be attributed to 
the different career plans of students from different classes. Analysis shows that college 
students from advantageous classes prefer foreign companies for future employment. 
Party membership is much more important for employment in the public sector; there-
fore, students from higher-class families are less incentivized to apply for Party mem-
bership. In the entire sample, children of skilled experts are the least likely to apply for 
Party membership.2 Furthermore, family economic capital has a weak positive effect on 
fellowship reception. The urban/rural division has no significant effect, showing that 
students from urban or rural families differ little in campus competition. Generally, in 
nonelite universities, human capital accumulation is affected by both family background 
and meritocratic principles. In other words, controlling for personal effort, family back-
ground has a significant effect on human capital accumulation. Cultural reproduction, 
therefore, is influential.

Vocational colleges

Compared to elite and nonelite universities, personal effort is less important to human 
capital accumulation in vocational colleges. Although hardworking students are more 
likely to have high grades and take leadership roles, they are not significantly more likely 
to receive fellowships or become Party members. Meanwhile, family background has 
overall weak and mixed effects, some positive and some negative. Cultural capital has 
no significant effect on students’ acquisition of human capital. Economic capital has 
a weak negative effect on grades, such that the richer the student’s family is, the less 
likely they are to have good grades. Family occupational status positively correlates with 
leadership experience such that children of managerial families are slightly advantaged, 
with 1.4 times (e0.341) higher likelihood than children of farmer families. Hukou has a 
significant but negative effect. Students from urban families perform poorer in regard 
to grades, leadership experience, and fellowship reception. In vocational colleges, family 
background and meritocracy have only a weak influence.

Summary of results: the cultural reproduction mechanism is not at work in elite universities

The comparison across the three college/university types shows how family background 
works differently in different types of college/university. In elite universities, family 
background has almost no effect, while meritocratic principles take over. In nonelite 
universities, family background has significant effects, but personal effort is also impor-
tant. In vocational colleges, neither family background nor personal effort is important. 
Some family advantages (such as economic capital and urban hukou) even have negative 
effects. In the end, Hypotheses 2.1 and 2.2 (the cultural reproduction hypotheses) are 
rejected. Even in elite universities, where cultural reproduction is expected to have the 
most influence, family background matters little. The idea that the better the university 
is, the more family background matters is not supported. In contrast, Hypothesis 3 is 

2  Due to the limited available space, the analyses on students’ preferred career and on their application for Party mem-
bership are not included in this paper.
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supported. In elite universities, human capital accumulation is attributed mostly to per-
sonal effort. Meritocracy replaces cultural reproduction as the major rule of the game.

Conclusion and discussion
The previously mentioned analyses seem to have yielded contradictory conclusions. 
The cultural reproduction theory is supported when all types of college/university are 
analyzed, showing that family background still affects college students’ human capital 
accumulation. Cross-university-type comparison, however, supports the selective elimi-
nation hypothesis. Family background has little effect in elite universities, where the cul-
tural reproduction mechanism is expected to be most prominent. Such a contradiction 
reveals the divergence of universities due to higher education expansion. Because differ-
ent types of college/university have different student bodies and provide different types 
of human capital, the competition field and rules vary, and their effect on educational 
equality also varies. Some equalize the field, while others intensify the inequality.

Elite universities: selective elimination and the “dragon gate” effect

Elite universities in China appear less elitist than their European and American coun-
terparts. During the Cultural Revolution, elitism took a hard blow, and working-class 
culture invaded college campuses. Many contemporary administrators and faculty 
members in Chinese universities experienced the Cultural Revolution first-hand, went 
to college in the early years of the reform and opening-up era, and came from working-
class families. Therefore, they are less immersed in or appreciative of the elitist culture. 
Since the reform and opening-up, college access has been determined by the University 
Entrance Exam (UEE), which uses only numeric scores as the standard for admission. 
This means that students who have made it into elite universities are already winners 
of the system. In the European or American system, students are evaluated not only 
on standard testing scores but also on recommendation letters, participation in extra-
curriculum activities, leadership ability, and artistic or sports activities. In comparison, 
the Chinese system benefits students with higher intellectual ability who are more hard-
working but come from families with less capital. These two elements create two unique 
characteristics for college universities.

On the one hand, campus culture is more popularist. In the words of Goldthorpe 
and others, this reflects the democratization of college campuses as a result of higher 
education expansion (Goldthorpe 2000; Halsey et al. 1980). On the other hand, chil-
dren of low-income families who enter elite universities are often more intelligent 
and hardworking than their middle- or high-class classmates. This corresponds to 
Mare’s selective elimination hypothesis (Mare 1980; Treiman and Yamaguchi 1993; 
De Graaf et  al. 2000). These two characteristics, in turn, have two consequences. 
First, family capital has little effect on acquiring human capital in elite universities. 
Second, even in universities where family capital is more influential, children of 
low-income families can also rely on their intelligence and personal effort to break 
through. Chinese elite universities, therefore, see a “dragon gate” effect. Children of 
low-income families are small fish trying to swim upstream to reach the ocean. Many 
are eliminated in the strong tide, but those who make it to the end are the strong-
est and most resilient. Small fish jump over the dragon gate and are transformed 
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into dragons; i.e., children of low-income families enter elite universities and secure 
upward mobility. In subsequent competition, personal ability and effort become 
much more important, and the disadvantage of family background is overcome.

Nonelite universities: cultural reproduction and “competition of fathers”

Although meritocracy overtakes competition in elite universities, the cultural repro-
duction mechanism is still effective in human capital accumulation in today’s college 
campuses, as the first part of the analysis shows. The second part of the analysis, 
however, tells us that cultural reproduction is prominent in nonelite universities 
but not elite universities. Although the Bourdieusian elitist culture and habitus that 
dominate European and American college campuses are not so prominent in Chi-
nese universities, there is still some modus operati at work with which parents with 
more cultural and social capital are more familiar. Their children, then, are trained 
from a young age to adapt to these rules and develop advantages for college life. On 
the other hand, lower-class students in nonelite universities are less intelligent than 
those in elite universities but face more difficulty in terms of cultural capital.

The author has also discovered qualitative evidence that the cultural reproduc-
tion mechanism is effective in nonelite institutions but is not effective in elite uni-
versities. Parents of elite students are often confident in their children’s intellectual 
ability and personal effort and therefore believe their children are able to make deci-
sions and solve problems by and for themselves. Parents of nonelite undergraduate 
students are less confident in this belief. Therefore, they still try to guide and help 
their children in study and life in college. Certainly, nonelite universities cannot pro-
vide the same “dragon gate” effect that elite universities do, which means that more 
future uncertainty is expected. If parents—especially those with more cultural capi-
tal—can preemptively help with their children’s human capital accumulation, their 
children’s future can be brighter. In contrast, students with less family cultural cap-
ital do not have parental help and may fall short in the competition. Uncertainty 
about the future is what gives family background importance.

Another interesting qualitative finding is that parents with a resource advantage 
tend to think it is harder in elite universities to help their children by “manipula-
tion” than it is in nonelite universities. There seems to be a consensus that competi-
tion in elite universities centers on ability, while competition in nonelite institutions 
can be altered by family resources. The kind of “manipulation” that parents have in 
mind is mostly social networking through guanxi (social capital) or money (eco-
nomic capital). Those with the most cultural capital are most likely to succeed in 
such manipulation, as they are more familiar with the university’s modus operati. 
As such, the fact that cultural reproduction works only in nonelite universities but 
not in elite universities reflects some unique characteristics in the Chinese educa-
tional system and social culture. It is, notably, different from the elitist culture and 
symbolic violence that Bourdieu theorized about. Moreover, although the cultural 
reproduction mechanism has a significant effect in these universities, personal effort 
also matters greatly. In other words, fathers can help, but ability and hard work are 
also important.



Page 17 of 20Li and Guo ﻿The Journal of Chinese Sociology           (2023) 10:15 	

Vocational colleges: homogeneity in background weakens the cultural reproduction 

mechanism

Human capital accumulation in vocational colleges is very distinct from that in elite uni-
versities and nonelite universities. Neither the cultural reproduction mechanism nor the 
meritocratic principle is significantly effective in vocational colleges. Family economic 
capital and urban hukou even have negative effects. Students in vocational colleges are 
seen as the “losers” of the UEE. In the selective elimination process, they are not the 
“selected” but rather the “eliminated.” Concentrated on these campuses are adolescents 
with lower grades and less distinguished family backgrounds. In the 2017 PSCUS data, 
76.5% of vocational students come from farmer families. Only 2.3% of their fathers have 
a higher educational experience, 4.4% have managerial occupations, and 2.3% are skilled 
experts. Of these students’ fathers, 38.2% are farmers, 15.9% are small business owners, 
1.3% are grassroots-level staff members, 12.3% are self-employed, and 9.3% are workers. 
The homogeneous and general low-class background of vocational students means that 
they all lack family cultural capital. It is hard to speak of its effect in this case.

Meanwhile, higher education expansion has caused a devaluation of college degrees. 
This phenomenon disproportionately affects the vocational college degree. Elite uni-
versity degrees, by comparison, are much less affected. Because of such devaluation, 
neither students nor parents are strongly incentivized to compete for human capital 
in college. In particular, for students with relatively better family backgrounds, attend-
ing a vocational college is the only choice available when their UEE scores are too low. 
When students are not incentivized to study hard, and parents do not value the human 
capital provided by vocational colleges, family resources are not devoted to on-campus 
competition. However, they are instead reserved for competition in the job market after 
graduation. Therefore, any advantage present in the family background has no chance to 
operate in vocational colleges. Some factors even have negative effects.

To summarize, the current state of university education in China is significantly 
affected by the expansion and popularization of higher education. Based on observa-
tions of European and American elite universities, Bourdieu’s theory of cultural repro-
duction is hard-pressed to explain the rule of competition, equalizing effect, or social 
mobility effect of Chinese universities. Similarly, the selective elimination hypothesis 
also fails to account for the complicated and multidimensional changes that the popu-
larization of higher education has brought to Chinese colleges. We find traces of both 
theories in contemporary Chinese college campuses, but each mechanism works differ-
ently in different types of college/university. The coexistence of rapid higher education 
expansion and tough competition in the UEE has created varied orientations in the rule 
of human capital competition within different types of campuses. In elite universities, 
meritocracy and the worship of grades provide a fairer competitive environment and 
upward mobility for children of low-income families. Selective elimination counteracts 
cultural reproduction. In nonelite universities, the student body is more diverse, and 
future uncertainty prevails. Family background, therefore, significantly affects the acqui-
sition of human capital. Cultural capital has a prominent effect, while personal effort 
also matters. In vocational colleges, neither the cultural reproduction mechanism nor 
the meritocratic principle is significantly effective. Although numerous students from 
low-income families can obtain their college degrees from vocational colleges, these 
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degrees are devalued and cannot provide much upward mobility. Today, when higher 
education is popularized, college campuses serve as a “dragon gate,” i.e., they admit only 
a highly selected group of poor children with outstanding intellectual ability. For the rest 
of the majority, a college degree is no guarantee for a bright future. Their disadvantaged 
family background still has a long-lasting effect. In this sense, the breakthrough made by 
lower-class students in elite universities is in itself but a link in the cultural reproduction 
process of the entire higher education system. The system as a whole is still culturally 
reproducing the class structure.

These findings contribute to a deeper and more comprehensive understanding of uni-
versity variation and divergence in the age of universal higher education, as well as the 
related consequences for educational equality and social mobility. The present study 
advances educational research by overcoming the limitations of the existing research, 
which overly focuses on equality in access to higher education but overlooks the actual 
process of human capital accumulation. This study, however, is not perfect. The empir-
ical analysis is limited by the survey data, which contain no information on students’ 
overall ability. The measure of meritocracy, therefore, falls short. Theoretically speak-
ing, although this study has tested the cultural reproduction theory and the selective 
elimination hypothesis and discovered the inadequacy of both in accounting for Chinese 
college education, it has not proposed an alternative. Further research is needed to for-
mulate an alternative theory unique to the Chinese context.
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