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One of the most common ways that people seek 
higher status is following a path of socioeco-
nomic mobility characterized by academic 
achievement and success in the workplace (Ma, 
Pender, and Welch 2016). Approximately half of 
working adults born in the 1980s indeed earn 
household incomes that exceed the household 
incomes of their childhood years (Chetty et al. 
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2017). These trajectories often result from the 
expanded labor-market opportunities that ac-
company a degree from a reputable four-year 
college or university. It is well documented, 
however, that the likelihood of successfully nav-
igating such opportunities to attain educa-
tional and occupational status depends on 
many factors unrelated to individual merit or 
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ability (see McNamee and Miller 2009). One in-
herent challenge associated with upward socio-
economic mobility is a type of uncertainty that 
can occur when ascending a status hierarchy. 
As people begin to reach success in school and 
work, they are likely to experience a sense of 
status uncertainty or destabilizing difficulty in 
understanding and articulating their own so-
cioeconomic status (SES; Destin, Rheinschmidt-
Same, and Richeson 2017).

The E xperience of 
Socioeconomic Mobilit y
Helping people complete more education, ob-
tain higher-status jobs, earn more income, and 
achieve financial stability are common objec-
tives of a variety of social policies. A trove of 
correlational studies supports these efforts and 
demonstrates the lifetime rewards of having 
higher SES. For instance, higher SES is associ-
ated with better health, a greater sense of con-
trol, and higher levels of happiness (see, for ex-
ample, Cohen et al. 2010; Kraus, Piff, and 
Keltner 2009; Diener et al. 2010). At the same 
time, however, both higher- and lower-SES con-
texts confer protective factors that promote 
positive outcomes and risk factors that can lead 
to negative outcomes (Spencer, Dupree, and 
Hartmann 1997; Spencer et al. 2015). In other 
words, not all aspects of having higher SES are 
experienced in positive or even demonstratively 
better ways than aspects of having lower SES. 
This perspective is relevant in understanding 
the experiences, trajectories, and outcomes of 
people who are moving from a lower to a higher 
SES position.

Higher education provides an especially 
suitable context to examine experiences of up-
ward socioeconomic mobility. As young people 
from lower SES backgrounds transition into 
and out of college, they move toward establish-
ing their own SES that may be distinct from 
that of their origins. Sociological studies pro-
vide in-depth examples of some of the positive 
experiences in addition to some of the unique 
challenges that lower SES students face in col-
lege environments. These include, for example, 
covering the everyday financial costs of attend-
ing college with limited economic resources 
and support (see, for example, Goldrick-Rab 
2016). They also often include navigating a 

complex and expensive peer social scene dom-
inated by higher SES norms and values (see, for 
example, Armstrong and Hamilton 2013).

Multiple theoretical perspectives in psychol-
ogy have also provided insight on the chal-
lenges that lower SES students systematically 
face as they experience socioeconomic mobility 
in higher education. One area of work draws 
specific attention to the social and cultural re-
sources from their home communities that stu-
dents often lose as they transition to colleges 
and universities (see, for example, Herrmann 
and Varnum 2018). This social and physical sep-
aration from family, friends, and communities 
often necessary to pursue higher status can cre-
ate a psychological conflict known as achieve-
ment guilt (Covarrubias and Fryberg 2015).

Another related area of work in psychology 
describes the specific ways that lower and 
higher SES contexts tend to differ in regard to 
their cultural norms and values. Specifically, 
higher SES environments are more likely to 
promote a sense of independence, separation, 
and competition while lower SES environments 
are more likely to encourage interdependence, 
connection, and cooperation (Stephens, 
Markus, and Phillips 2014). As higher SES envi-
ronments, most four-year colleges and univer-
sities espouse values and practices that are 
aligned with the experience of students from 
higher SES backgrounds. For example, admin-
istrators, college leaders, and faculty often em-
phasize the importance of independent values 
such as competition over interdependent val-
ues such as community responsibility. As a re-
sult, college students from lower SES back-
grounds must often navigate an unfamiliar set 
of cultural norms and expectations on college 
campuses and in college classrooms. Several 
experiments have demonstrated how this cul-
tural mismatch can impair the ability of lower 
SES students to succeed in college environ-
ments (Stephens et al. 2012). Further, even pro-
fessional workplaces can continue to advan-
tage the experience of employees from higher 
SES backgrounds through similar processes 
(Dittmann 2020).

Status Uncertaint y
One way that all of these social, psychological, 
and academic challenges that can accompany 



16 0 	 s t a t u s :  w h a t  i t  i s  a n d  w h y  i t  m a tt  e r s  f o r  i n e q u a l i t y

r s f :  t h e  r u s s e l l  s a g e  f o u n d a t i o n  j o u r n a l  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s

socioeconomic mobility are actually experi-
enced and understood by young people is 
through shifts in their identities. More specifi-
cally, people strive to have a clear understand-
ing of who they are and where they stand in 
society, which can be described as their status-
based identities. Such identities are made up 
of a combination of the narratives that people 
hold about their SES, the SES groups that they 
feel connected to, and the ways they imagine 
their SES in the future. Status-based identity is 
thus dynamic and shifts according to time and 
social context. People who experience major 
shifts in their status-based identity, perhaps 
due to rising the socioeconomic ladder, become 
likely to feel heightened status uncertainty.

The concept of status uncertainty connects 
multiple traditions of theory and research re-
lated to the psychological study of the self with 
the study of SES and socioeconomic mobility. 
It captures how the experience of socioeco-
nomic mobility disrupts a person’s under-
standing of relevant aspects of who they are. 
For example, the narrative component of one 
person’s status-based identity might include 
their history of growing up with a single parent 
in a working-class community. Throughout 
their school years, perhaps they found a high 
level of inspiration and support, eventually 
leading to their enrollment at a major univer-
sity and trajectory toward a successful profes-
sional career. The social component of their 
status-based identity could begin to feel com-
plicated as they came to experience economic 
mobility and create new connections. They 
might feel difficulty fully relating to the experi-
ence of their college and workplace peers from 
more economically privileged backgrounds. At 
the same time, they could also have an increas-
ingly different life experience from the mem-
bers of their family of origin. For instance, this 
divergence could become poignant when con-
trasting lifestyles, such as being able to afford 
more expensive housing or considering a wid-
ening range of possible travel or vacation plans 
that remain inaccessible to important family 
and community members. Finally, the future 
component of their status-based identity could 
include concerns about professional advance-
ment, pressure to make a family of their own, 

and anxiety about the possibility of owning a 
home. Overall, it is likely that a person on this 
particular life trajectory would feel consider-
able status uncertainty and ambiguity about 
how to describe their SES given the various 
shifting status positions associated with their 
dynamic identities. Finding a significantly dif-
ferent economic position during adulthood 
than in childhood, feeling somewhat con-
nected to multiple status groups, and having 
an unclear idea of future social and economic 
prospects all contribute to status uncertainty 
and its array of psychological consequences.

Facing status uncertainty can be associated 
with a range of challenging and undesirable 
outcomes. In general, people strive to achieve 
a degree of coherence and clarity in under-
standing who they are and how other people 
evaluate them and their various identities 
(Campbell et al. 1996). It is psychologically grat-
ifying for individuals to feel that they know 
themselves well and psychologically distressing 
for individuals to feel unsure about themselves 
and their identities. For many individuals from 
lower SES backgrounds, achieving success in 
school and the workplace can create distance 
from the people and communities of their ori-
gin. At the same time, they may not feel se-
curely settled in new, higher-status contexts.

Existing studies suggest that this specific 
form of uncertainty leads people to encounter 
greater challenges in navigating opportunities 
and continuing to successfully pursue valued 
goals (Castillo-Lavergne and Destin 2019; Des-
tin, Rheinschmidt-Same, and Richeson 2019; 
2017; Destin and Debrosse 2017). For example, 
a survey of approximately 150 college students 
from diverse socioeconomic backgrounds 
showed that the experience of status uncer-
tainty can be measured reliably. Further, stu-
dents from lower SES backgrounds, for whom 
college is likely to promote status mobility, re-
port higher feelings of status uncertainty than 
those from higher SES backgrounds, and these 
feelings are associated with lower psychologi-
cal well-being during college (Destin, 
Rheinschmidt-Same, and Richeson 2017). A 
subsequent longitudinal study shows a path-
way whereby increased uncertainty about SES 
leads to a weakened sense of academic efficacy, 
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which leads to lower grades during college 
(Destin, Rheinschmidt-Same, and Richeson 
2019).

However, evidence also suggests that feel-
ings of uncertainty about SES during status 
transitions are malleable and can be shifted 
based on the social context and experiences. In 
an experiment including approximately two 
hundred college students, an experimental 
treatment successfully led participants to mo-
mentarily experience either high or low status 
uncertainty. Participants randomly assigned to 
experience low status uncertainty were subse-
quently more motivated to engage in important 
school behaviors, including seeking support 
from peers and faculty, than participants as-
signed to experience high status uncertainty 
(Destin, Rheinschmidt-Same, and Richeson 
2019). Because a brief cognitive exercise can 
momentarily shift feelings of status uncer-
tainty, it is likely that various types of more con-
sistent support may influence the experience 
of people pursuing socioeconomic mobility.

The Role of Social Support
Social support is one of the most consistent 
and reliable predictors of health and well-being 
(see Cohen and Willis 1985; Taylor 2011). De-
cades of evidence demonstrate that the more 
people feel they can count on close others in 
their everyday lives and in times of need, the 
better they feel about their lives (see Feeney and 
Collins 2015). Support itself has been shown to 
benefit a range of lifetime outcomes related to 
health and achievement, and a sense of social 
connectedness can be especially important for 
people from lower SES backgrounds (see Chen, 
Brody, and Miller 2017). At the same time, how-
ever, the paradox of social support is that those 
who most need it often encounter the greatest 
barriers in obtaining consistent support from 
others. When people face a variety of social and 
psychological challenges like unemployment 
or depression, they become less likely to reach 
out for support. Further, people sometimes 
avoid contact or providing support to others 
who face such negative circumstances (De-
brosse 2021). These general patterns related to 
social support may be relevant to understand-
ing the experience of people facing status un-

certainty as they pursue socioeconomic mobil-
ity.

As young people navigate the social hierar-
chy, they may benefit from feeling connected 
to a range of important people in their lives as 
well as to specialized programs and initiatives 
that build community and support. However, 
because feelings of status uncertainty are neg-
ative, aversive, and ambiguous, they may lead 
people to feel isolated and unable to connect 
with important sources of social support. Ex-
amining these supports or their absence may 
be essential in understanding when and how 
status uncertainty instigated by the experience 
of socioeconomic mobility leads to negative 
academic and workplace outcomes.

In related research, when young people are 
experimentally guided to cultivate support on 
the path to their goals, they find more impor-
tance and meaning in the challenging everyday 
tasks that they encounter (Destin, Debrosse, 
and Silverman 2021). This type of meaning 
making can facilitate both well-being and con-
tinued persistence. Thus lack of support may 
help to explain how status uncertainty trans-
lates to impaired achievement and well-being. 
At the same time, finding and maintaining sup-
port amidst socioeconomic mobility may bol-
ster positive outcomes despite facing status un-
certainty. For example, a college student from 
a lower SES background who begins to grapple 
with uncertainty about their place in society 
may be particularly uncertain about where to 
reach for support and how to articulate every-
day challenges. Subsequently, the lack of sup-
port is likely to have negative consequences for 
a range of important outcomes related to their 
achievement and health. However, finding and 
maintaining various forms of interpersonal 
and institutional support may mitigate the neg-
ative effects of status uncertainty and the chal-
lenges of socioeconomic mobility on the stu-
dent’s goal-pursuit and well-being.

Current Studies
In two studies, we analyze the experience of 
young people navigating the social hierarchy 
and working toward socioeconomic mobility in 
college and the workplace with various levels 
of social support (see figure 1). First, a college 
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longitudinal study examines the possible role 
that experiences of social support may play in 
a hypothesized pathway explaining the experi-
ences and outcomes of college students. The 
study follows a cohort of approximately 150 col-
lege students from the first term of their first 
year of college to the final quarter of their 
fourth year. The study evaluates the proposed 
path linking a lower SES family background to 
greater status uncertainty during college. The 
study further tests whether more status uncer-
tainty is associated with finding lower levels of 
support later during college, and in turn nega-
tive potential consequences for both academic 
achievement and well-being.

Turning to the next developmental phase, 
the second study is a workplace experiment to 
test the potential roles that status uncertainty 
and social support may play in shaping occu-
pational experiences and outcomes after col-
lege. The experiment includes a sample of ap-
proximately two hundred recent college 
graduates who have entered the workforce. The 
design evaluates whether coming from a lower-
income background, experiencing uncertainty 
about SES, and experiencing social support are 
each independently associated with psycholog-
ical experiences in the workplace (that is, orga-
nizational fit, comfort, commitment, and job 

satisfaction) among recent college graduates. 
Further, an experimental manipulation tests 
whether feeling a stronger sense of social sup-
port affects the workplace experience and di-
rectly or indirectly protects against intentions 
to leave an occupation.

College Longitudinal Study
We conducted a longitudinal study of college 
students in order to evaluate how the financial 
resources in their family of origin are associ-
ated with their developing understanding of 
their own evolving socioeconomic status. We 
also aimed to determine whether connections 
between students’ levels of certainty or uncer-
tainty about their SES and the social support 
and connections they maintain were signifi-
cant, having implications for achievement and 
well-being.

Method
We recruited 153 college students during the 
first semester of their first year of college at a 
selective four-year institution in the Midwest. 
Participants completed an online survey once 
each year for four years that included several 
measures related to their socioeconomic iden-
tity, behaviors, well-being, and achievement. 
They also provided permission for us to access 

Figure 1. Model of Pathways Tested in College Longitudinal Study and Workplace Experiment

Source: Authors’ conceptualization.
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their grade point averages (GPA) from admin-
istrative records each year. For this report, we 
focus on measures related to the hypothesized 
relationships.

Measures
Family income. During the first term of their 
first year (T1), participants completed a mea-
sure of their annual family income on a scale 
from 1 = $25,000 or less to 9 = $300,000 or more 
(M = 5.01, $90,000 to $120,000, SD = 2.59). Fam-
ily income is theorized as the aspect of SES es-
pecially indicative of socioeconomic mobility 
among students of traditional college age in 
ways that are connected to status uncertainty.

Status uncertainty. During their second year 
(T2), participants completed an eleven-item 
measure of the degree of certainty or uncer-
tainty they felt about their own SES, from 
1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree; sam-
ple item, “My beliefs about where I stand in 
society often conflict with one another”;  
M = 3.72, SD = 1.05, α = .91 (Destin, Rheinschmidt-
Same, and Richeson 2017).

Social support and connection. During their 
fourth year (T3), participants completed an 
eleven-item measure of the level of the avail-
ability of various sources of social support and 
connection in their lives, from 1 = none to 
5 = all of the time; sample item, “Someone you 
can count on to listen to you when you need to 
talk”; M = 4.18, SD = .75, α = .93 (Sherbourne 
and Stewart 1991).

Achievement. Finally, the cumulative GPAs of 
participants were collected at the end of their 
fourth year of college (M = 3.59, SD = .29).

Well-being. During their fourth year, partici-
pants also completed a five-item measure of 
life satisfaction to evaluate their general well-
being, from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly 
agree; sample item, “I am satisfied with my 
life”; M = 4.89, SD = 1.16, α = .81 (Diener et al. 
1985).

Self-concept clarity. Participants completed a 
measure of self-concept clarity at T2, which 
captures general uncertainty about the self on 
a scale from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly 
agree; sample item, “In general, I have a clear 
sense of who I am and what I am”; M = 4.12, 
SD = 1.07, α = .88 (Campbell et al. 1996). Self-

concept clarity was included as a covariate in 
all paths that included status uncertainty in or-
der to distinguish the role of uncertainty about 
SES from uncertainty about the self in general.

Results and Discussion
We conducted structural equation modeling to 
test two longitudinal path models evaluating 
proposed processes resulting in students’ aca-
demic achievement and well-being. Model 1 
evaluated the connections from students’ fam-
ily household incomes as they began college to 
their feelings of status uncertainty during their 
second year. Next, it evaluated whether status 
uncertainty in their second year was associated 
with subsequent experiences of social support 
and connection measured during their fourth 
year. Finally, the path tested the link from sup-
port and connection to students’ cumulative 
academic achievement at the end of their 
fourth year of college. Model 2 tested the same 
paths except that the final path evaluated the 
implications for students’ general well-being.

As shown in figure 2, all individual paths 
were significant for model 1, starting with fam-
ily income through status uncertainty, social 
support, and connection, and ending with stu-
dents’ GPA at the end of their fourth year. 
Model index showed a strong overall model fit 
(CFI = 1.00), however the direct and indirect ef-
fects from family household income to achieve-
ment were not significant (ps > .157).

Model 2 showed similar results. All individ-
ual paths, starting with family income through 
status uncertainty, social support and connec-
tion, and ending in students’ life satisfaction 
at the end of their fourth year were significant. 
The model index showed an adequate overall 
model fit (CFI = .94). The direct effect from fam-
ily household income to life satisfaction was 
significant (β = .14, p = .001), however the over-
all indirect effect was not significant ( p = .128).

The college longitudinal study analyses 
demonstrate evidence for connections from a 
student’s socioeconomic background through 
their experiences in college to achievement and 
well-being. The relationships between individ-
ual variables all aligned with expectations, but 
evidence was mixed regarding the overall direct 
and indirect relationships from family socio-
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economic background to outcomes at the end 
of college. Together, these patterns suggest that 
though the observed relationships between key 
factors may shape the experiences of many stu-
dents, they do not indicate a deterministic 
route to negative outcomes for all students 
from lower SES backgrounds. Given the gener-
ally high achievement of students at selective 
institutions, traditional indicators of achieve-
ment like GPA may not be as vulnerable or im-
portant as the indicators more relevant to well-
being and health such as status uncertainty, 
social disconnection, and life satisfaction. In-
deed, the direct relationship from family SES 
to life satisfaction at the end of college was sig-
nificant and in need of further study. A more 
nuanced measurement of well-being is likely to 
provide a more complete picture of the pro-
cesses leading from socioeconomic back-
ground through status uncertainty to such out-
comes.

Given that processes related to support were 
related to variables in predicted patterns but 
did not contribute to significant indirect ef-
fects, deeper investigation of how support 
functions during socioeconomic mobility re-
mains necessary. We next therefore examine 
the role of support more directly through a con-
trolled experiment with young people from di-
verse socioeconomic backgrounds progressing 
through the transition from college to work.

Workpl ace E xperiment
We conducted an experiment to investigate 
how the process of socioeconomic mobility 
continues to unfold for young people as they 
enter the workplace. The study aims to evaluate 
whether uncertainty about socioeconomic 
background becomes associated with negative 
occupational outcomes in this next develop-
mental period. The study also directly manipu-
lates feelings of social support and connection 
to determine whether experiencing more sup-
port might protect against some of the chal-
lenges that those navigating socioeconomic 
mobility encounter in the workplace.

Method
We recruited 199 participants who had gradu-
ated from a four-year college within the past 
two years to participate in an online experiment 
via Qualtrics Panels (mean age 22.90, SD = 2.20). 
We used quotas to recruit participants from a 
full range of childhood family income back-
grounds. Once recruited, participants were ran-
domly assigned to either a high support or a  
low support condition (adapted from Destin, 
Rheinschmidt-Same, and Richeson 2019). In 
the high support condition, participants were 
momentarily led to feel a strong sense of social 
support and connection by reflecting upon a 
time when they “had a lot of support that you 
needed from close family or friends.” In the low 

Figure 2. Results of College Longitudinal Study

Source: Authors’ tabulation.
Note: All solid paths are statistically significant, and values represent standardized coefficients. 
* p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001
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support condition, on the other hand, partici-
pants were momentarily led to feel a weak 
sense of social support and connection by re-
flecting upon a time when they “did not have 
the support that you needed from close family 
or friends.”

Measures
Childhood family income. Participants indicated 
the level of annual income in their family 
household when they were growing up on a 
9-item scale from 1 = $25,000 or less to 
9 = $300,000 or more (M = 4.16, $40,001 to 
$70,000, SD = 2.15). This measure captures the 
aspect of participants’ socioeconomic back-
ground most relevant to socioeconomic mobil-
ity in the current model.

Status uncertainty. Participants completed 
the same 11-item measure of the degree of cer-
tainty or uncertainty that they feel about their 
own SES as described in study 1 (M = 4.01, 
SD = 1.20, α = .88).

Organizational fit. Participants responded to 
a 4-item measure indicating their sense of fit 
with their work organization; sample item, “I 
feel like I fit in with my current organization”; 
1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree, 
M = 4.88, SD = 1.36, α = .87 (adapted from Wal-
ton and Cohen 2007; Stephens et al. 2012).

Comfort in organization. Participants com-
pleted a 3-item measure of their level of com-
fort in their work organization; sample item, “I 
feel comfortable working in this organization”; 
1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree, 
M = 4.96, SD = 1.25, α = .64 (Dittmann 2020).

Workplace capital. Participants completed a 
measure of the amount of social and cultural 
capital that they felt at the workplace; sample 
item, 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree, 
“I understand what it takes to be successful at 
work”; M = 5.30, SD = 1.10, α = .73 (Dittmann 
2020).

Organizational commitment. Participants re-
sponded to a 6-item measure of their commit-
ment to their work organization; “I really care 
about the fate of this organization”; 1 = strongly 
disagree, 7 = strongly agree, M = 4.68, SD = 1.13, 
α = .72 (Porter et al. 1974).

Job satisfaction. Participants completed a 5-
item measure indicating their general level of 
satisfaction with their job; sample item, “I feel 

fairly satisfied with my present job”; 1 = strongly 
disagree, 7 = strongly agree, M = 4.71, SD = 1.23, 
α = .78 (Judge, Bono, and Locke 2000; Brayfield 
and Rothe 1951).

Turnover intentions. Participants completed 
a 4-item measure capturing their thoughts 
about leaving their work organization; sample 
item, “To what extent have you thought seri-
ously about changing organizations since be-
ginning to work here?”; 1 = not at all, 7 = a great 
deal, M = 3.79, SD = 1.53, α = .74 (O’Reilly, Chat-
man, and Caldwell 1991).

Social support. Finally, participants com-
pleted a 19-item measure of how often different 
kinds of support are available (Sherbourne and 
Stewart 1991; sample item, “Someone you can 
count on to listen to you when you need to talk; 
1 = never, 5 = all the time, M = 3.87, SD = .84, 
α = .96).

Results and Discussion
Given the limited research regarding the transi-
tion of young people from diverse socioeco-
nomic backgrounds into the workplace, we first 
observed basic correlations between childhood 
family income, status uncertainty, and work-
related outcomes. As shown in table 1, child-
hood family income was not directly associated 
with status uncertainty or any workplace out-
comes. However, greater feelings of status un-
certainty were associated with several negative 
work outcomes among recent college gradu-
ates, including less organizational fit, less com-
fort in the organization, weaker feelings of job 
commitment, and weaker feelings of job satis-
faction. More status uncertainty was also asso-
ciated with less social support.

Next, we evaluated effects of the experimen-
tal social support treatment, using linear re-
gression with orthogonal contrasts. The ma-
nipulation did not have any direct effects on 
young people’s feelings of status uncertainty or 
workplace outcomes (ps > .218). The experi-
mental manipulation did, however, have a di-
rect effect on participants’ feelings of social 
support (see figure 3). Participants who were 
randomly assigned to the low support condi-
tion subsequently expressed lower feelings of 
support than participants randomly assigned 
to the control and high support conditions, 
b = .09, SE = .04, t = 2.38, p = .018. The control 
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and high support conditions did not differ 
from one another, b = –.04, SE = .07, t = –.49, 
p = .623. Results were unchanged when includ-
ing status uncertainty as a covariate in the anal-
ysis.1

Because of the observed effect of the experi-
mental manipulation on support and the ob-
served correlations between support and other 
workplace outcomes, we then developed a 
structural equation model to evaluate the po-
tential indirect effect on workplace experiences 
and outcomes. Specifically, we evaluated 
whether the experimental treatment led to in-
creased support, which would then be associ-
ated with a latent construct capturing psycho-
logical experiences in the workplace (fit, 
comfort, capital, commitment, and satisfac-
tion), which would finally be associated with 
turnover intentions. As shown in figure 4, the 
predicted pathways and overall indirect effect 
were significant (indirect effect β = -.03, 
p = .049). The direct effect was not significant 
( p = .410), the overall model fit was strong 
(CFI = .974), and all paths were unchanged 
when including status uncertainty as a covari-
ate in the model.

Overall, study 2 first demonstrated that feel-

ing greater status uncertainty is associated 
with a more negative transition to the work-
place along several dimensions. Surprisingly, 
this experience was not directly related to so-
cioeconomic background or affected by sup-
port. In other words, regardless of background, 
young people may experience vulnerability 
connected to uncertainty about their SES as 
they leave college and join the workforce. The 
experimental component of the study, however, 
demonstrated that people do benefit from feel-
ings of support, with a series of indirect posi-
tive consequences for their experiences in the 
workplace and intentions to persist in their oc-
cupations. The role of support in this pathway 
mattered independent of the relationship be-
tween status uncertainty and workplace experi-
ences.

Gener al Discussion
As people follow the commonly desired path 
from attending college to graduating and be-
yond into starting their first jobs, they navigate 
a wide variety of opportunities and challenges. 
For those from lower SES backgrounds, it is 
common to experience a shift in economic 
standing and a corresponding unexpected 

1. Results were also unchanged in an exploratory analysis including a measure of participants’ current income 
as a covariate.

Source: Authors’ tabulations.

Figure 3. Effects of Workplace Experiment on Feelings of Social Support
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sense of uncertainty about identity. A longitu-
dinal study found evidence that as lower SES 
college students encounter status uncertainty, 
they feel a subsequent lack of support and show 
lower achievement and well-being toward the 
end of their college years. Next, an experiment 
showed how feeling uncertain about SES is also 
related to worse adjustment and integration 
into the workplace. However, when new work-
ers felt greater connection and support, there 
is a corresponding cascade of associated posi-
tive outcomes. Ensuring that people can re-
main connected to important relationships and 
have access to new sources of support as they 
transition into the workplace appears to be es-
sential for a healthy and successful trajectory 
of socioeconomic mobility.

The findings highlight the importance of 
understanding people’s subjective experiences 
of negotiating shifts in their sense of self as 
they move from one socioeconomic context 
and standing to another. These shifts certainly 
occur within higher education and workplace 
contexts but might also be relevant to a variety 
of other interpersonal situations and physical 
relocations throughout life that accompany a 
change in SES. Decades of research demon-
strate the importance of social support in pro-
moting health and well-being, and the current 

studies reaffirm and extend the role of social 
support and connection as key to navigating 
status transitions. Additional research remains 
necessary to better understand how specific 
sources of support function in people’s lives 
during socioeconomic mobility. In addition to 
maintaining relationships and building new 
connections, a better understanding of how in-
stitutions can effectively provide support also 
remains essential.

As colleges, universities, and workplaces 
aim to increase the diversity of backgrounds 
represented among their students and employ-
ees, the findings suggest that they should also 
restructure themselves to acknowledge and 
meet people’s needs. In higher education, this 
can include attention to multiple layers of stu-
dents’ sociocultural context including financial 
resources, institutional messaging and pro-
gramming, faculty development and teaching 
practices, and even efforts to shape the peer 
student culture (Destin, Rosario, and Vos-
soughi 2021). Similarly, workplaces that contin-
uously attend to, evaluate, and take action to 
support the well-being of their employees from 
diverse backgrounds are more likely to witness 
their success and retention. Colleges, universi-
ties, and workplaces vary tremendously, how-
ever, and support should be tailored to the 

Figure 4. Indirect Effects of Experimental Manipulation on Workplace Experiences and Outcomes

Source: Authors’ tabulations.
Note. All solid paths are statistically significant, and values represent standardized coefficients. Model 
includes covariances between error terms of latent variable constructs fit, capital, and comfort.
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specific people, characteristics, resources, op-
portunities, and challenges within those envi-
ronments.

Despite the key findings, this research has 
certain limitations. First, the conceptualization 
and measurement of well-being was markedly 
broad in order to capture a wide range of expe-
riences. Future research might focus on more 
specific aspects of well-being tailored to par-
ticular contexts to better capture the experi-
ences of people navigating them. Relatedly, the 
experiment used a broad manipulation of sup-
port designed to allow people to bring to mind 
personally relevant sources of connection in 
their lives. Future research could test the ef-
fects of more specific types of interpersonal or 
institutional support and perhaps actually pro-
vide support rather than only invoke it in peo-
ple’s minds. Also, additional research is neces-
sary to better understand potential direct 
connections between a person’s socioeconomic 
background and their workplace experience 
that were expected but not observed in the cur-
rent study. It is possible, however, that gradua-
tion from college decreases status uncertainty 
among those from lower SES backgrounds or 
that people from a wider range of backgrounds 
begin to question their status as they move into 
new and unfamiliar workplace settings.

Last, the studies exclusively investigate  
the role of participants’ socioeconomic back-
grounds and identities. Intersecting experi-
ences of other sociodemographic dimensions 
of identity are almost certain to simultaneously 
shape people’s shifting conceptualizations of 
their own status (Valentino 2022, this issue). 
For example, the nature of interactions across 
racial and ethnic groups and the gender dy-
namics of interpersonal relationships system-
atically shape status-related processes (Lareau 
2022, this issue; Manago, Sell, and Goar 2022, 
this issue). These considerations all highlight 
how the current approach and findings provide 
a foundation and encouragement for contin-
ued work with added layers of complexity and 
specificity.

Together, the two studies contribute new 
depth to the understanding of how young peo-
ple from lower SES backgrounds understand 
their place on the socioeconomic hierarchy as 
they pursue their goals. The studies also dem-

onstrate the significance of important support-
ive forces in their lives to counteract the pre-
vailing negative influence of oppressive 
hierarchies on their achievement and well-
being. These findings suggest that institutions 
can help to improve the outcomes and experi-
ence of their students and employees by offer-
ing new opportunities for interpersonal con-
nection and a variety of social supports. In 
addition, institutions can play a role in actively 
facilitating opportunities for young people to 
maintain valued connections to the people and 
communities that might otherwise become in-
creasingly distant over time.
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