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Abstract 

The role of higher education systems in the formation and reproduction of governing elites, 

and their countervailing potential for the creation of a more egalitarian, or meritocratic, 

society has been an enduring subject of concern, debate and research. Many of these debates 

are made all the more difficult by our inability to directly compare elite formation systems 

within and between countries and over time.  To resolve these problems, this paper employs 

elite formation quantitative indices to directly and transparently compare elite formation 

systems, namely the role of higher education systems in political elite formation over three 

quarters of a century in two countries.  Specifically, the paper compares the influence, 

exclusiveness and eliteness of the Irish and British higher education systems in the 

production of their respective governing political elites in the 75 years between 1937 and 

2012.  
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Introduction 

This paper analyses the role of higher education systems in the formation of two comparable 

political elites: cabinet ministers in Ireland and the United Kingdom (UK) between 1937 and 

2012.  Specifically, our study compares the changing influence, exclusiveness and eliteness 

of the Irish and UK higher education systems in the formation of cabinet ministers.  The 

period is examined as a whole, and in five 15 year increments, to provide detailed insights 

into our findings across the countries and time.   

Using indices developed by O’Rourke, Hogan and Donnelly (2015) we possess the 

means to quantitatively compare elite formation systems, as well as their constituent parts, 

synchronically and diachronically.  In general, elites play a key role in governance and have 

been seen to be particularly important in explaining policy when they are sufficiently 

cohesive to share a particular model, programme, or story (Genieys and Smyrl 2008).  Higher 

education is important in forming the world views of its graduates. A process of socialisation 

occurs in higher education ‘by which persons acquire the knowledge, skills and dispositions 

that make them more or less effective members of their society’ (Weidman et al., 2001, p. 4).  

The networks graduates participate in, when in higher education, can influence their lives 

(Podolny and Barron 1997).  An appreciation of the level of concentration of elite formation 

in such institutions is vital to understanding if, and perhaps when, such elites might gain 

cohesiveness in governance.   

This paper begins with an examination of the literature on elites and their formation in 

higher education. From there we provide background on the higher education systems and the 
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development of the governing elites in both countries.  We then explain how we measure elite 

formation using O’Rourke, Hogan and Donnelly’s (2015) approach.  Our data and procedures 

are then presented.  Thereafter, we compare how the elite index (and its constituent measures) 

varies between the higher education systems educating cabinet ministers in both countries, 

and over time.  This constitutes a unique and innovative approach to gaining an insight into 

how higher education systems, and their constituent higher education institutions, might 

shape political elites overtime.  We finish with a discussion of our results. 

 

Theoretical perspectives on elite formation in HE 

Traditionally, social scientists regarded the elite as people who are so placed within the 

structure of society that by their decisions they modify the milieu of many others (Mills 1958, 

112).  Seminal research on elites, looking at societal divisions, elite power and the movement 

of elite power, include The Ruling Class, a study of the division of societies into a ruling and 

a ruled class – elite and masses (Mosca 1939); and The Mind and Society, a study of how 

power moves within the elite social class (Pareto 1935).  Following Mosca’s and Pareto’s 

formulation of the concept, ‘most scholars conceive of political elites composed of 

individuals who actually exercise an inordinate amount of political power in society’ 

(Bachrach, 1971, p. xx).  According to Lasswell and Kaplan (1950) even in democracies a 

small number exercise great power.     

According to Lasswell et al. (1952) the political elite are the power holders of the 

body politic, who ‘possess the flexibility to set the political agenda to which non-elites 

respond’ (Parry, 2005, p.2).  The political elites were merely, for Marx and Engels (1906, 15) 

‘a committee for managing the common affairs of the whole bourgeoisie’, part of an almost 

epiphenomenon that reflected the underlying structure of capitalism.  For liberals, ‘elite status 

stems from the control of human, capital, decision making and knowledge resources’ 
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(Desmond 2004, 264), and the state and the political elite were often seen as the main source 

of such unnatural power, rather than merely a reflection of it.  Whatever the theory of 

political elite role or formation, there is little doubt that being a cabinet minister qualifies one 

as a member of the political elite (Axelrod, 2015; Riddle, Gruhun and Carolan, 2011).  To be 

a cabinet minister in a democracy, a position of high office, places one in an exclusive club 

that few members of society will ever be a part of, and a club which plays an exceptionally 

influential part in political affairs (James, 1999; Marsh, Richards and Smith 2000; Parry, 

1967, p. 12). 

In addition to regional and national political elites (Botella et al., 2010), there are 

elites that transcend national boundaries in a variety of spheres.  Cotta (1984) and Verzichelli 

and Edinger (2005) argue that we are gradually witnessing the emergence of a cohesive 

supranational political elite within the European Union (EU). This elite tends to be made up 

of fairly homogenous people from the professional middle classes and those whose 

occupations lend themselves to political life (Keating & Cairney, 2006: 43). 

Evidence suggests that there remains a strong connection between social class and the 

ability to become a member of the elite (Hartmann 2009; Higley, Kullberg, and Pakulski 

1996; Lane 2011).  Since the 1970s, a wide range of sociological empirical research has 

focused on explaining social determinants of the formation of ruling elites (Vergara, 2013: 

33).  Scholars have shown that one of the main elements in the formation of elites is provided 

by social class patterns (Huckfeldt and Kohfeld, 1989; Lane, 2007). But, elites that are more 

hereditary than meritocratic lose legitimacy based on rare skills and sufficient links with the 

rest of the society to make decisions on its behalf (Brezis and Crouzet 2006).  Key to 

discerning whether particular elites are meritocratic, based on ability and talent, or hereditary, 

are comparisons across countries and time of how such elites are formed. 

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/berj.3284/full


This is the final submitted version of the paper the published version of which is Feeney, S., 

Hogan, J. & O’Rourke, B. K. (2017) Elite formation in the higher education systems of Ireland and the UK: 
Measuring, comparing and decomposing longitudinal patterns of cabinet members.  British Journal of 
Education Research. Available on early view at: http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/berj.3284/full 

 

Central to understanding the meritocratic, or hereditary, processes in elite formation is 

the role of the education system.  Bourdieu (1996) stressed the self-validating nature of the 

French grand écoles as key to the elite, and their reproduction.  In the United States (US), 

Carnoy et al. (2013, p.45) found elite universities possess ‘largely high-social-class-based 

student bodies’ with ‘an inordinately high fraction of their students from private preparatory 

schools’, meaning they are effectively recruiting from the same privileged groups that 

attended in the past.  Thus, the charge is that some institutions provide covert services to 

certain classes ‘by concealing social selection under the guise of technical selection and 

legitimating the reproductions of the social hierarchies’ (Bourdieu and Passeron 1990, p. 

153).  There is little evidence the relationships exposed by Bourdieu have changed noticeably 

– that universities would change the arrangements of power and privilege existing in the 

larger society (Sacks, 2007, p.98).  These institutions ‘contribute to the intra-generational 

reproduction of the current dominant group’ (Borjesson et al., 2016, p.2).   Thus, the 

education system is being used for the socialisation of ‘the (already) chosen’, to give 

legitimacy to those selected to join the elite.  

Dye and Zeigler (2006) found that 44 percent of government leaders were educated in 

a small selection of US universities: Harvard, Yale, the University of Chicago, Stanford, 

Columbia, MIT, Cornell, Northwestern, Princeton, Johns Hopkins, the University of 

Pennsylvania, and Dartmouth.  Yale, in particular, is noted for providing a string of 

prominent politicians, with graduates occupying the Oval Office from 1989-2009 and 

contesting most presidential elections as either presidential, or vice-presidential, candidates 

since the 1960s (Soares 2007, p. 5).  As Goldstein (2004) puts it ‘The fundamental and 

clearest presidential pattern at Yale is the extraordinary power of privilege: the intense web of 

connections knitting together America’s upper classes through family ties, business 
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relationships, philanthropic and civic activities, social and recreational life, and of course, 

education’.  

Yet, higher education offers the possibility of a more meritocratic way of producing 

elites, given that participation in universities is at least formally decided later in life than 

primary or secondary school choice (Bond, 2012).  There is some evidence that even elite 

universities may, through participation-widening programs, enable those from relatively 

disadvantaged schools attain equal academic success as more advantaged entrants (Hoare and 

Johnston 2011). This paper focuses on marshalling empirical evidence relevant to these 

issues by examining the role of higher education systems in the formation of the governing 

elite; and to what extent are those universities few in number and limited in whom they 

admit?  Though particular examples may spring to mind, our research contributes to this 

debate by providing measures of the nature of the relationship between the political elites and 

the higher education systems in two counties.  

 

 

Comparing elite formation systems: the university education of Irish and UK 
cabinet ministers 

Ireland and the UK were selected for examination based upon the criteria most similar case 

selection (Gerring 2007). While the UK is a much larger country than Ireland, both countries 

possess a shared political lineage (Farrell, 1994). Both countries are democracies since the 

early 20
th

 century, when Ireland gained its independence from the UK.  A consequence is that 

the Irish parliamentary and cabinet system contains similarities to the Westminster model 

(Gallagher 2009; Lijphart 1999).  In the Westminster model, parliament is less a purely 

legislative body, but more a forum wherein law and issues, often initiated by government can 

be examined and debated (Gallagher 2009; Richards and Smith 2007).   The parliament is 
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dominated by the executive and acts as little more than a rubber stamp for government policy 

(Heywood, 2015).   

As a result of the historical linkage, the development of the elites, and the universities, 

in Ireland and the UK were intertwined.  By the 19
th

 century, the vast majority of the British 

political, social and intellectual elites received their education at places like Oxford, 

Cambridge and the other five ‘ancient’; universities (Trinity College Dublin, prior to 1921, 

was one of the ancient universities of the UK) (Anderson 1995, 3).  While the British public 

school system contributed ‘a disproportionate number of its members to the controlling 

institutions and key decision-making groups of the country’ (Domhoff 1967, p. 5), with one 

tenth of the Lords being Old Etonians and those elite schools having a persistent influence on 

their graduates life choices (Bond, 2012; Sutton Trust, 2012), this pales in comparison to the 

contribution of Oxbridge (Oxford and Cambridge) over the generations (Wakeford and 

Wakeford 1974; Wakeling and Savage 2015).  Oxford and Cambridge are noted for ‘the large 

number of British elites educated at the two institutions, their particular style of education 

and their reputational dominance over other universities in Britain’ (Bond, 2012, p. 618).   

Following independence, Ireland developed its own indigenous elite upon the 

foundations of a rising mercantile class (Lee 1989).  In small countries there is a homogeneity 

that characterises the elite that can lead to the development of a collective identity (Bourdieu 

1989; Fanning 2002).  The result has been that the people occupying key positions in 

business and politics in Ireland are sufficiently few that they know, and can readily access, 

each other (O’Toole 2009).   

In the UK, the 1962 Education Act required all Local Education Authorities to 

provide tuition fees and maintenance grants to full time higher education students. From the 

1960s onwards there was a threefold increase in the number of UK universities, a 
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combination of new institutions and the transformation of polytechnics into universities 

(Greenaway and Haynes 2003).  In 1997, the Labour government published the Dearing 

Report, following which it introduced means-tested tuition fees and income contingent 

student loans (Alley and Smith 2004).  By 2012, of the UK’s 163 universities, 123 in England 

and Wales were planning on charging at least £6,000 in fees, with many intending to charge 

the maximum £9,000 (Hyde and Hyde 2014).  In 2012, almost 2.5 million students attended 

British universities (Higher Education Statistics Agency 2012).    

The second half of the 20
th

 century saw the gradual expansion of the university sector 

in Ireland, with the better off sections of society paying fees and the less well off receiving 

state support, along with maintenance grants.  Following publication of the White Paper 

Charting our Education Future (Government of Ireland 1995) from 1996/1997 undergraduate 

fees were abolished.  There are 7 universities and 14 institutes of technology – a division of 

higher education institutions not unlike the binary divide that existed in the UK up to 1992 

(Feeney 2014, 15).  Most Irish higher education institutions charge a student contribution, 

which for 2014-15 reached a maximum of €2,750 (Citizens Information 2015).  By 2012 

there were over 163,000 students in Irish universities and institutes of technology 

(Government of Ireland 2012).   This widening of access to higher education in Ireland and 

the UK raises the prospect that cabinet ministers, along with other key decision makers in 

society, will come from a wider range of universities, thereby lessening the dominance of 

places like Oxford and Cambridge.   

Much has been written about education and elites in both countries (see Courtois 

2012; Dunne, King and Ahrens 2014; Kennedy and Power 2010; Power et al. 2013; 

O’Rourke, Hogan, and Donnelly 2015; Van Zanten and Ball 2015), though this work has 

often focussed on the post-primary systems rather than higher education systems.  The public 

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/berj.3284/full


This is the final submitted version of the paper the published version of which is Feeney, S., 

Hogan, J. & O’Rourke, B. K. (2017) Elite formation in the higher education systems of Ireland and the UK: 
Measuring, comparing and decomposing longitudinal patterns of cabinet members.  British Journal of 
Education Research. Available on early view at: http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/berj.3284/full 

 

schools, along with Oxbridge, maintained the ‘incestuous links of privilege and power’ with 

the British establishment (Scott, 1990).  Hartman (2009, p. 68) points out that: 

Only three of 12 prime ministers since 1945 have not studied at Oxford or 

Cambridge, among them Churchill, who chose a career as an officer instead. 

John Major, another of those without any such exclusive education, headed a 

Cabinet of 23, 18 of whom were Oxbridge graduates. This was also the case 

for 12 of his 18 permanent secretaries. 

In 2010, David Cameron became the 10
th

 of 13 post-war British prime ministers to 

have studied at Oxbridge. Hartman (2009) remarks that post-war Conservative cabinets have a 

higher percentage of Oxbridge graduates than Labour.  In Cameron’s initial 

Conservative/Liberal coalition cabinet of 24 ministers in 2010, 14 were Oxbridge graduates, 

as were 17 of Thatcher’s 22 ministers in 1979; compared to just 3 of 22 ministers in Blair’s 

1997 Labour administration.  This is interesting, given how the British Labour and 

Conservative parties have traditionally represented distinct cleavages in that society.  

Additionally, we found that by the mid 1990s, those with a higher education were 

disproportionally represented in Irish cabinets.  However, all of this information, along with 

the implications of Hartman’s (2009) remarks, relies upon simple observations, rich 

description and context, a qualitatively heavy approach that we wish to augment here with a 

quantitative approach. 

 

Methodology  

‘Comparative historical analysis has a long history in the social sciences’ (Mahoney and 

Rueschemeyer 2003, p. 3).  As Lieberman (2001, 5) recommends, in addition to cross 

country cases, comparative historical analyses covering longer time spans are beneficial as 
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this provides assessments of the types and magnitudes of change.  Such an approach is 

defined by ‘the use of systematic and contextualized comparison’ (Mahoney and 

Rueschemeyer 2003, p. 3).  To address these recommendations, we draw our data from the 

two countries, over a 75 year period (1937-2012) that is divided into five separate 15 year 

increments.   

1937 was chosen as our start point as that year saw the introduction of the Bunreacht 

na hÉireann (Constitution of Ireland), which established Ireland’s cabinet government under 

a parliamentary system modelled on Westminster, (Farrell, 1971), making the two polities 

more comparable.  By choosing 1937 we also incorporated cabinets whose formation was 

influenced by the pre-1945 social structure, giving a richer context for our work.  Increments 

of 15 years were chosen for a number of reasons.  These increments encompass at least three 

general elections each and possible changes of government - to ensure that no one political 

party dominates a time period. Given that our focus is on the role of higher education 

institutions in elite formation, incorporating three elections was more likely to show an 

underlying trend connected with the structure of the system rather the political choices made 

as a result of more contingent electoral influences. Of course, influences from electoral 

outcome and structural changes are not entirely separable, but if our focus had been, for 

example, on highlighting particular prime ministerial choices a shorter period would have 

been chosen.  Although the mean number of years of cabinet membership from our data is a 

little over seven for Ireland and a little under five for the UK, it is known that tenure can be 

quite variable and that educational background seems to add to durability of ministerial tenure 

(Berlinski, Dewan & Dowding 2007).  Furthermore, since membership of a cabinet is often 

the pinnacle of a political career and a demanding job, 15 years was selected as a length of 

time over which there was likely to be significant turnover of cabinet membership.  Though 
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longer periods are likely to reveal longer term trends other things being equal, the longer the 

period the less change can be noticed. 

Relying upon the thick description and the largely qualitative approaches traditionally 

associated with elite research, not only to understand the social forces, but merely to get a 

sense of the quantities, is problematic due to the multidimensionality of elite formation.  

Consequently, the O’Rourke, Hogan and Donnelly (2015) elite formation indices are used 

here, as they make this multidimensionality manageable by decomposing how elite a 

particular system of institutions is in the formation of a specific societal group (for 

example. how elite the UK higher education system is in relation to the composition of 

the UK cabinet), by capturing measures of the influence and exclusivity of that system.  

What’s more, these wholly quantitative indices can be employed in comparing elite formation 

systems both synchronically (to compare elites in different countries, or different elites in the 

same country), and diachronically (to examine whether a formation system is becoming 

more/less elite over time).   

Below, we further describe the index we use to measure the overall eliteness of the 

formation systems.  However, as the influence and exclusivity of a system of institutions is 

more complex than intuition suggests, we will examine indices of influence and exclusiveness 

separately, before they are combined into an overarching eliteness index.  Their use will 

provide directly comparable answers to the questions of to what extent did the higher 

education systems play a role in the formation of the governing political elites in each country 

and to what extent are those higher education systems limited in whom they admit. 

 

Measuring the influence of elite formation systems 
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In using O’Rourke, Hogan and Donnelly’s (2015) Institutional Influence Index (I-Index), the 

influence of a set of elite formation institutions comprises two dimensions: the proportion of 

the selected elite associated with those institutions, along with the limited number of the 

institutions.  Employing traditional qualitative methods, both of these dimensions of 

institutional influence (share and fewness) have made it challenging to compare the role of 

institutions in the production of elites across countries, as one dimension may be higher and 

the other lower, making it increasingly complex to keep in mind both dimensions as one 

compares an increasing number of countries.  The I-Index of a system of institutions (in this 

case higher education institutions), is the sum, across the number of institutions (n), of 

squared shares (s) of affiliates (graduates
1
) of each institution (i) in the elite (cabinet), so that  

 

 

 

where mi is the number of affiliates of institute i that are members of the elite in question and 

M is the total number of members of that elite (O’Rourke, Hogan and Donnelly, 2015).  This 

is an adaption of the Herfindahl-Hirschman Index (H-Index) employed in industrial 

economics – to measure supplier concentration in a particular market for institutional 

socialisation of services to particular elites (Davies et al. 1991, 82).  

 The influence of the higher education systems on the formation of cabinet ministers 

depends upon the proportion of ministers educated in specific higher education institutions 

along with the limited number of those higher education institutions  in the countries of 

interest.  Thus, the I-Index goes up if, a greater proportion of those in ministerial office are 

                                                 
1
 We are only looking at where ministers, in both countries, acquired their primary degrees 

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/berj.3284/full


This is the final submitted version of the paper the published version of which is Feeney, S., 

Hogan, J. & O’Rourke, B. K. (2017) Elite formation in the higher education systems of Ireland and the UK: 
Measuring, comparing and decomposing longitudinal patterns of cabinet members.  British Journal of 
Education Research. Available on early view at: http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/berj.3284/full 

 

graduates of any one higher education institution. The value of the I-Index will also increase 

if there are fewer higher education institutions involved in producing members of the political 

elite. 

 

Measuring the exclusivity of elite formation systems  

The other side of elite formation is the exclusivity of the institutions involved.  As with 

measuring institutional influence, O’Rourke, Hogan and Donnelly, (2015) argue that the 

exclusivity of a set of elite formation institutions comprises two dimensions.  Firstly, the 

more alternatives there are to any one institution, the more exclusiveness there can be.  

Secondly, the more unequal the shares of each institution the more exclusiveness there is.  

They developed a more practicable exclusivity index for studying elite formation systems, the 

XE-Index, which focuses on the elite formation element thereby efficiently reducing the data 

requirements of their measure.  Where, P is the total relevant general population (all 18-25 

year olds in a country as per its census), pk is the population in the k
th

 elite higher education 

institution, and t is the number of elite institutions (number of higher education institutes), 

then 

 

The XE-Index measures the exclusiveness of elite higher education institutions only.  

It is not affected by the how non-elite institutions (higher education institutions without 

graduates in the elite group – cabinet) vary in size.  The XE-index also measures changes in 

both the proportion of the relevant population that goes to elite higher education institutions 

and how that proportion is shared out among those institutions.  
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Combining influence and exclusivity measures into a measure of the eliteness of 
an elite formation system 
 

The elite index of a system of institutions requires a measure that links influence and 

exclusivity at the level of each institution, before aggregation to the level of the system.  An 

institution may be very influential, in the sense of having many affiliates (in this case 

graduates) in influential positions in a country, but be so inclusive that it cannot be claimed to 

contribute to the eliteness of the system.  Similarly, institutions may be exclusive, without 

being influential, if they have no affiliates in the elite being measured.  Thus, eliteness is the 

linked combination of influence and exclusivity.  O’Rourke, Hogan and Donnelly (2015) 

combine their influence and exclusivity measures into a linked Institutional Eliteness Index 

(E-Index) 

 

For this study, mi is the number of affiliates (graduates) of institution (university) i 

that are members of the elite in question (the cabinet) and M is the total number of members 

of that elite. P, as above, is the total number in the relevant general population (all 18-25 year 

olds in the countries being examined) and pi is the number of the relevant population in 

higher education institution i.  In calculating E, there is no need for individual information on 

non-elite higher education institutions, since the of non-elite higher education institutions 

will be zero, so such information will count for nought in the calculated E-Index. 

If any institution’s affiliates have a larger share of membership of the elite (the 

cabinet), then the E-Index will rise.  If an elite-producing institution takes a smaller share of 

the general population, this increased exclusivity of the institution will be reflected in a rise in 
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the E-Index.  An advantage of these indices is that the results that can be generated move 

between zero and one, with zero representing no influence, exclusivity or eliteness, and one 

representing the opposite. Consequently, the indices produce results that are easily 

comparable across institutions, jurisdictions and time.  

 

Data and Procedures 

We focus upon the higher education institutions attended by cabinet ministers in Ireland and 

the UK in the period 1937-2012 to gain an insight into the eliteness of these higher education 

systems.  We acquired this data from examining each of the ministers’ CVs.  We specifically 

examine the data in five 15 year increments in order to provide a sense of how the findings 

change over time (1937-1952; 1952-1967; 1967-1982; 1982-1997; 1997-2012) along with 

one overarching 75 year increment.  This constitutes one of the basic techniques for 

periodization used by historians (Gould 1997; Hollander et al, 2005).  Of course, the 

employment of periods, in general, constitutes a tendency towards oversimplification, but it is 

useful in promoting understanding (Clark, 1967).   

The findings will enable us see how an elite formation system’s eliteness, influence 

and exclusiveness varies over time both within (diachronically) and between (synchronically) 

the two countries.  Under the Irish Constitution (Articles 28.1 and 28.2), the cabinet is vested 

with executive authority, constituting the government, and shall consist of no less than 7 and 

no more than 15 members, though it usually consists of 15 members.  In the UK, the average 

cabinet consists of the Prime Minister and 19 senior ministers (Buckley, 2006). 

 Between 1937, when Ireland adopted a form of cabinet government similar to that in 

the UK, and 2012, there were 157 ministers in Irish governments - 106 of whom graduated 

from 12 universities; and 340 ministers in UK governments - 290 of whom graduated from 
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44 universities.  Although these numbers might appear low – senior politicians are often 

reappointed to ministerial office in various governments.  While Ireland had 29 governments 

between 1937 and 2012, to 19 in the UK, cabinet reshuffles on a larger scale were more 

common in the UK as were ministerial transitions.   

Using the E-Index, we compare the eliteness of the Irish and UK higher education 

systems in the formation of cabinets in Ireland and the UK.  In this context, crucial to 

measuring the institutional influence of the higher education institutions, is how their 

affiliates’ (graduates) membership of the elite group, in this case the cabinet, is counted.  A 

straightforward way is to count every cabinet minister who is an affiliate of a higher 

education institution, regardless of how long that person was in the elite group, or how many 

portfolios they held.  For example, Kenneth Clarke and Angus Maude, both members of UK 

cabinets, would enter our measure of institutional influence as one for Cambridge and one for 

Oxford, respectively.  However, it is worth considering the implications of this, as we 

selected Clarke and Maude due to their differing cabinet experiences.  Clarke served for 

over 20 years in British cabinets, held numerous portfolios, being Chancellor of the 

Exchequer for almost four years; while Maude was in cabinet for only a year and a half and 

only held one portfolio.  Nevertheless, these very different cabinet experiences will contribute 

equally to the influence and eliteness indices.  This method is adopted as once a person has 

become a cabinet minister, it may be that this is the key influence on their continuing in 

cabinet, rather than the higher education institution that they attended.   

Crucial to measuring exclusivity is the total number in the relevant general population 

and the number of the relevant general population in each elite producing institution.  For our 

measures of the relevant general population (P), we took the average total population of 18-

25 year olds in each jurisdiction in the five 15 year periods under examination from census 
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data. For pi we took the average number of students attending each elite producing higher 

education institutions in each of the periods.  This data, displayed in the linked datasets
2
 and 

sampled in the Appendices, was acquired from public records in Ireland; and from disbursed 

public databases in the UK, through requests to British universities, or ancestor institutions of 

historic British universities and occasionally through Freedom of Information (FOI) requests 

in the UK.  We chose this approach as it shows the indices working with historically accurate, 

if not readily available, data.   

In the linked datasets, and also sampled in the appendices (Tables A6 and B6), we 

produce a table looking at the influence, exclusiveness and eliteness of the higher education 

institutions producing cabinet ministers over the whole 75 years.  This is done using 2012 

data for the total number in the relevant general population and the number of the relevant 

general population in each elite producing institution.   

By providing measures for the eliteness, influence and exclusivity of higher education 

systems producing cabinet ministers in five periods – we can see how elite formation systems 

change over time within and between countries.  As elite formation in Ireland and the UK is 

well understood, our findings can be examined in the context of previous qualitative work 

(Cohan 1972; 1973; Hartmann 2009; Kennedy and Power 2010; O’Rourke, Hogan, and 

Donnelly 2015; Van Zanten 2010; Van Zanten and Ball 2015).    

 

Results and Discussion  

In Appendix A, we show samples of the detailed calculations contained in the linked datasets 

for the E-Index, I-Index and XE-Index for the higher education institutions that provided Irish 

government ministers in each of the five periods between 1937 and 2012, along with a 

                                                 
2
 The links to these datasets are provided at the end of the paper.   
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unified table looking at the whole 75 years.  Appendix B shows similar calculations for the 

UK, with a link to the comprehensive datasets. 

 

E-Index Scores for Ireland and the UK 

In Table 1, we set out the values of the E-Index for the higher education systems in Ireland 

and the UK that supplied ministers to Irish and British cabinets in each of the five 15 year 

periods between 1937 and 2012.  We also provide an E-index value for the whole 75 years.    

 

Table 1: Elite indices for the Irish and UK HE systems supplying cabinet ministers. 

 E-Index* 

 
1937-1952 1952-1967 1967-1982 1982-1997 1997-2012 1937-2012 

Ireland 

 

0.0630 

 

0.076 0.1837 0.1503 0.1741 0.1059 

United 

Kingdom 

 

 

0.1756 

 

 

 

0.2588 0.1975 0.2710 0.1212 0.1515 

*These rounded values are taken from calculations presented in the appendices and detailed 

in the datasets.  

 

 From Table 1, we can see that the E-Index for the higher education system in Ireland 

was lower than that for the UK in four of the five periods.  The gap between the E-indices for 

both countries was particularly wide during 1952-1967.  However, after 1997, when New 

Labour came to power in Britain, the eliteness of the Irish higher education system exceeded 

the British.  This was partly because UK cabinets from 1997 consisted of Labour minsters 

educated in a broader range of higher education institutions than was traditionally the case, 

particularly in the preceding Conservative administrations.  While the actual number of 
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British ministers from Oxbridge was almost the same in 1982-1997 and 1997-2012 (see 

Appendix B, Tables B4 and B5), in the former period Oxbridge graduates made up 75 

percent of all ministers, whereas in the latter period this fell to 46 percent.    

 

Figure 1: E-index trends for Irish and UK higher education systems supplying cabinet 

ministers. 

 

 

From Figure 1, we can see that historically, while the UK higher education institutions 

supplying cabinet ministers were more elite than their Irish counterparts, this trend reversed 

after 1997.  In the overall context from 1937 to 2012, the UK higher education system was 

one-and-a-half times more elite than the Irish system; 0.1515 to 0.1059 (see Table 1).  These 

findings, as they relate to 1937-1997, are consistent with the picture painted by others (see 

Cohan 1972; 1973; Hartmann 2009; Keating and Cairney 2006; Parry, 2005) relying more on 

thick description and impressionistic evidence than the quantitative approach adopted here.  

Our findings post-1997 are somewhat of a surprise to those of us familiar with the less elitist 

feel of Irish society and government and thus illustrate the usefulness of the quantitative 

approach chosen. .    
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I-Index Scores for Ireland and the UK 

From Table 2, we can see that the I-Index scores for Ireland were initially much lower than in 

the UK (1937-1952; 1952-1967).  However, over the following three periods the I-index 

scores for the Irish higher education system supplying cabinet ministers exceeded the UK 

system twice (1967-1982; 1997-2012).  In an overall context, looking at the period 1937-

2012 as a whole, the UK higher education system’s I-index of 0.1618 was slightly more 

influential than its Irish counterparts’ score of 0.1366.  This reflects the impression one gets 

from a more intimate reading of the situation, the dominant position of Oxbridge in supplying 

UK cabinet ministers between 1937 and 2012 does not have an Irish equivalent – although 

UCD comes close (See Appendices A6 and B6).  In fact, the I-index scores for Oxbridge 

account for most of the I-index scores for the British higher education system.   

 

Table 2: Influence Indices for the Irish and UK HE systems supplying cabinet ministers. 

 I-Index* 

 
1937-1952 1952-1967 1967-1982 1982-1997 1997-2012 1937-2012 

Ireland 

 

0.0688 

 

0.0868 0.2150 0.1795 0.2175 0.1366 

United 

Kingdom 

0.1821 

 

 

 

0.2702 0.2069 0.2866 0.1295 0.1618 

*These rounded values are taken from calculations presented in the appendices and detailed 

in the datasets.  
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In Figure 2, we can see the trends in the I-index for the higher education systems in 

both countries.  Where the UK’s I-index score started off much higher, in the last generation 

this trend reversed. 

 

Figure 2: I-index trends for Irish and UK HE systems supplying cabinet ministers. 

 

 

 Should any of the I-Index values set out in Table 2 be considered high, or too high?  

The answer to this question lies in comparison.  The construction of the I-index, drawing as it 

does on the industrial economics measure (H-Index), means we have another source of 

comparative values. Thus, I-Index values, effectively a measurement of supplier (higher 

education institution) concentration in the production of ministers in both countries, can be 

compared to values of the H-Index for different markets.  In industrial economics, markets 

with a H-Index of less than 0.2 would be considered competitive.  Thus, from an industrial 

economics perspective, one that views universities as sellers and cabinets as buyers, there is 

evidence that monopoly power was held by higher education institutions in supplying 
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ministers to UK cabinets during three periods (1952-1967; 1967-1982; 1982-1997); and by 

higher education institutions in supplying Irish ministers in two periods (1967-1982; 1997-

2012).    

 Of course, concerns about higher education institutions supplying cabinet ministers 

are broader than the traditional industrial economics concern with monopoly power.  First, 

there is the social concern about the lack of diversity in elite formation (Genieys and Smyrl 

2008) – a governing elite that lacks diversity may be more subject to groupthink (Froud et al. 

2011).  Janis (1982) pointed to damaging examples of groupthink through examining policy 

decisions from the Attack on Pearl Harbor to the escalation of the Vietnam War.  Secondly, 

there is the issue of how representative governing elites are of the general population?  

Thirdly, there is the social concern that the exclusivity of those higher education institutions 

is unfairly restricting access to elite positions. The first two concerns mean that we might 

have issues at lower levels of the I-index than industrial economics would lead us to expect. 

The third concern, unfair restriction of opportunity, is more directly addressed by the 

exclusivity or XE-Index. 

 

XE-Index Scores for Ireland and the UK 

From Table 3, we can see that the XE-Index for the Irish higher education system supplying 

cabinet ministers was below that in the UK for each of the periods and in the overall 1937-

2012 context.  From this we can conclude that the higher education system in the UK was 

slightly more exclusive than the Irish system.  Thus, the chances of a British citizen attending 

one of the UK’s elite higher education institutions is a slightly more uncommon experience 

than for their Irish counterparts.  
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Table 3: Exclusiveness indices for the Irish and UK HE systems supplying cabinet ministers. 

 XE-Index* 

 
1937-1952 1952-1967 1967-1982 1982-1997 1997-2012 1937-2012 

Ireland 

 

0.9290 

 

0.9164 0.9159 0.9033 0.8663 0.8702 

United 

Kingdom 

 

 

0.9762 

 

 

 

0.9720 0.9684 0.9606 0.9454 0.9469 

*These rounded values are taken from calculations presented in the appendices and detailed 

in the datasets.  

 

 In Figure 3, we see that the trends in the XE-index, in both countries, are pointing 

downwards.  Clearly, the rate of decrease in the exclusivity of the higher education 

institutions was faster in Ireland than in the UK over the past two generations.  This was a 

time when the number of higher education places in each Irish higher education institutions 

grew rapidly while the relevant general population of the country expanded more slowly.
3
  It 

was also a time when the number of places in UK higher education institutions expanded at a 

slower rate in comparison to the relevant general population and, of course, in comparison to 

Ireland – as is borne out by the results in Table 3 and the trend lines in Figure 3.      

 

Figure 3: XE-index trends for Irish and UK HE systems supplying cabinet ministers. 

                                                 
3
 The total number of students studying in all Irish universities increased from 44,541 in 1982 

(http://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Statistics/Statistical-Report-1981-1982.pdf) to 163,000 as of 2012, 

with a similar increase in student population being seen in the elite universities that supply cabinet ministers, 

while the relevant general population – as per Appendix A – increased at a much slower rate.  
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Conclusion 

This study sought to measure the influence, exclusivity and eliteness, of the higher education 

systems in Ireland and the UK that supplied cabinet ministers in five 15 year periods between 

1937 and 2012, as well as for the whole 75 years.  As this approach allows us to measure 

three separate indices, it means that the constituent elements that compose elitenesss can be 

identified, quantified and compared.  Through synchronic and diachronic comparisons, these 

indices have facilitated better understanding of the complexity of the relationships between 

different higher education systems, and their constituent higher education institutions, in 

governing elite formation, in different countries, at different times.   

 We found that, between 1937 and 2012, a low number of universities in Ireland and 

the UK, provided ministers, with even fewer providing more than one minister.  The eliteness 

of the higher education institutions supplying cabinet ministers was greater in the UK than 

Ireland, with the E-index for the UK universities one and a half times that of their Irish 

counterparts.  Up to now, while we might have had the impression that the Irish higher 
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education institutions was less elite than the UK system, it had never been quantitatively 

scrutinized in such a directly comparable fashion and over such a long period.  This scrutiny 

reveals the rather surprising finding that in the period 1997-2012, the eliteness of the Irish 

higher education system surpassed that of the UK due to increases in the eliteness of the Irish 

cabinet’s higher education after 1997and a decrease in the eliteness of the UK cabinet.  

 Overall, the concentration of influence was higher in the UK higher education system 

i than in the Irish system, as measured by the I-index between 1937 and 2012.  However, the 

gap in the I-index between the two countries was much greater in 1937-1952 and 1952-1967, 

and narrowed thereafter.  Somewhat surprisingly, the I-index for Ireland was almost twice 

that of the UK during 1997-2012.  Thus, the influence, rather than exclusiveness, component 

of eliteness, made the Irish higher education system more elite in the 1997-2012 period (see 

Tables 1 and 2).  The influence component captures the similarity of elite formation 

experience and therefore that element of elite formation most likely to give rise to groupthink 

(Froud et al. 2011).   

The XE-index measure of exclusiveness for the UK higher education system 

supplying cabinet ministers was slightly higher than for Ireland in each of the 15-year 

periods, as well as overall.  However, in both countries the XE-index was trending 

downwards.  The gap between the Irish and UK XE-index widened gradually, partly 

reflecting the rapid expansion of the Irish higher education sector from the 1980s onwards 

and the increasing access to Irish higher education.  By the 1997-2012 period the populations 

attending elite universities in Ireland also constituted a higher percentage of the total relevant 

population compared to the UK (see linked datasets).         

 The fall in the eliteness of the UK’s higher education institutions supplying cabinet 

ministers in the period 1997-2012 was largely due to more ministers in the Blair and Brown 
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Labour administrations coming from a wider range of universities than was traditionally the 

case.  It might be expected that the eliteness of the higher education systems attended by 

senior politicians will again be greater in the UK.  This is because of the 2010 return to power 

of the Conservatives, who traditionally draw a disproportionate number of their ministers 

from Oxbridge, and the fact that UK universities now charge fees, which will discourage 

some people from attending university.  In 2016, UK fees reached £9,250 (Potts, 2016). 

Furthermore, the increase in eliteness in Ireland in 1997-2012 was driven by the rise in the 

influence, as opposed to increased exclusiveness, of particular Irish higher education 

institutions in the 1997-2012 period.  This increased influence may be due, at least in part to 

several contingencies that might be expected to be short-lived. In particular, the dominance of 

just two degree-awarding higher education institutes in Dublin until 1975 and the taboo on 

Roman Catholics attending one of them until 1970.   

 Regardless of the possibly contingent nature of the degree of influence and 

exclusiveness, theory would suggest that these aspects of elite formation of the higher 

education system are important. If exclusiveness is high in a higher education elite formation 

system the argument that this higher education system is making elite-formation more 

meritocratic is weak, unless it can be argued that exclusiveness is achieved by meritocratic 

selection.  Although the claim that exclusivity is meritocratic in higher education might be 

easier to defend than exclusivity at post-primary level, there is reason to be sceptical of 

claims that exclusivity in higher education institutions is achieved meritocratically (Dunne, 

King and Ahrens, 2014; Kennedy and Power, 2010).  If influence is high in elite formation, 

then there are good reasons to think that important decisions may be made with an overly 

restricted viewpoint – as there will be a lack of diversity amongst those making the decisions 

(Axelrod 2015; Power et al. 2013).   
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 The indices used here, providing a breakdown into exclusiveness and influence of the 

components of elite formation systems, constitute a significant advance in researching the 

role of higher education systems in elite formation.  While not supplanting the relevance of 

contextual analysis; the indices are useful tools for those seeking to directly compare elites 

across jurisdictions and time.    
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