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A B ST R A CT 

On the basis of the EGOS 2021 sub-plenary on ‘Professions and Inequality: Challenges, Controversies, and Opportunities’, the 
presenters and panellists wrote four short essays on the relationship between inequality as a grand challenge and professional 
occupations and organizations, their structures, practices, and strategies. Individually, these essays take an inquisitorial stance 
on extant understandings of (1) how professions may exacerbate existing inequalities and (2) how professions can be part of the 
solution and help tackle inequality as a grand challenge. Taken together, the discussion forum aims at advancing scholarly debates 
on inequality by showing how professions’ scholarship may critically interrogate extant understandings of inequality as a broad, 
multifaceted concept, whilst providing fruitful directions for research on inequality, their potential solutions, and the role and 
responsibilities of organization and management scholars.
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I N EQ UA L I T Y, P RO F E S S I O N S, A N D  K E Y 
CH A L L E N G E S

Stefan Heusinkveld, Stefanie Gustafsson and  
Daniel Muzio

Inequality and social justice are long-standing concerns 
in academic research and public policy (e.g., Amis, Mair 
and Munir, 2020; Benschop, 2021; Zanoni et al., 2010). 
Research has persistently shown that unequally distributed 
access to resources and opportunities affects individual and 
collective well-being may diminish growth and productiv-
ity and undermine trust in key societal institutions (Amis et 
al., 2018). This is particularly so in the contemporary polit-
ical context where years of austerity have amplified social 

divisions and fuelled attacks on democratic and capitalist 
institutions. Inequality is one of the grand challenges of 
our times, and despite the progress made in both research 
and practice, it is considered the responsibility of scholars 
to not only address the many unanswered questions that 
remain but also to tackle inequality in society itself (Amis 
et al., 2021; Benschop, 2021).

In this article, we argue that professional occupations and 
organizations, their structures, practices, and strategies are 
central to this agenda, both as potential barriers and also as 
solutions to inequality. We posit that research on professions 
is a critical resource for theorizing on inequality. Professions 
are based—by definition—on exclusionary structures and 
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dynamics, seeking to restrict access to opportunities to a 
limited circle of eligible candidates in order to maintain their 
professional status (Abbott, 1988). Substantial academic 
research in this field has shown that these closure regimes 
are gendered and racialized, disadvantaging women, ethnic 
minorities and individuals from less privileged backgrounds 
(e.g., Kay and Hagan, 1998; Kornberger, Carter and Ross-
Smith, 2010; Tomlinson et al., 2013, 2018; Carter, Spence 
and Muzio, 2015). Research on professions has also 
revealed that the most powerful professional services firms, 
deriving from a handful of largely Anglo-Saxon economies, 
are instrumental in maintaining and extending a capitalist 
and neo-liberal world order (e.g., Reed, 2018), while also 
contributing to the reproduction of neo-colonial practices 
and relationships (e.g., Boussebaa, 2015b; Boussebaa and 
Faulconbridge, 2019). At its most extreme, studies show 
that professions have directly supported inequality by help-
ing corporations and wealthy individuals to minimize, if not 
entirely elude their tax liabilities.

Yet, research has also evidenced how professional 
occupations and professional organizations can help to 
address inequality. Access to professional jobs and careers 
is an established route to upward social mobility. Women 
in many developed economies represent the majority of 
new entrants in professions, whilst black and minority 
ethnic individuals are often over-represented compared 
with their share of the population. Similarly, professions 
have an active role in the fight against inequality, by par-
ticipating in the development and implementation of 
new products (micro-financing), organizations (social 
enterprises), regulations (new profit allocation rules for 
MNCs), and policies (international debt relief).

However, despite its value to advance scholarly debates 
on inequality, research on professions has not been system-
atically drawn upon as a fruitful conceptual resource and 
empirical context beyond occasional references and exam-
ples (e.g., Amis, Mair and Munir, 2020). This is remarkable 
not only given the field’s long-standing research tradition 
on inequality, but also given the importance of professions 
in maintaining societal inequality as well as their potential 
to offer impactful solutions. Indeed, professionals not only 
represent a substantial and growing portion of a country’s 
workforce (Empson et al., 2015; Gorman, 2015) but are 
widely considered as key agents in the maintenance and 
change of institutions in contemporary society (Scott, 
2008; Suddaby and Viale, 2011; Muzio et al., 2013). 
Both characteristics also suggest a close proximity to the 
work and responsibilities of scholars as both teachers and 
researchers and privileged citizens. In other words, profes-
sions as a field of research, practice, and teaching are to be 
considered unique in their potential to further theorize on 
inequality more broadly and in promoting change.

To address these challenges, we invited the panel-
lists of the EGOS 2021 sub-plenary on ‘Professions and 
Inequality’ to write a short essay on the relationship 
between inequality and professional occupations and 
organizations, drawing on insights from their research. 
In contrast to recent overviews of research on inequality 
and organizations, our contributors take a polemic and 
inquisitorial stance drawing on different levels of analy-
sis and theoretical perspectives, thereby discovering dif-
ferences and commonalities in scholarly views on how 
distinct professions relate to various aspects of inequality 
and to their potential solution. Firstly, in critically interro-
gating extant explanations of class inequalities in relation 
to professions, Sam Friedman shows how a primary focus 
on social mobility may obscure professions’ role in wider 
social patterns of inequality. He stresses the significance 
of enhancing transparency on socio-economic inequality 
in professions and firms, whilst also stimulating debates 
on how ‘talent’ is defined and rewarded. Secondly, Louise 
Ashley provides a comprehensive discussion of the possi-
bilities and limitations of current scholarship and policies 
on inequality building on the work of French sociologist 
Pierre Bourdieu. She suggests alternative theoretical per-
spectives to rethink radical change in the current system 
of financial capitalism. In his essay, Mehdi Boussebaa also 
argues for radical change in limiting the (re)production of 
global inequalities by professional service firms (PSFs). 
He particularly emphasizes the role of professionals in the 
Global South to engage in cultural and economic resist-
ance. Finally, Brooke Harrington’s analysis shows how pro-
fessions’ betrayal of their social contract in advancing the 
common good forms a critical basis for profound inequal-
ities in contemporary society. In response, she advocates 
normative grassroots changes by advancing the fiduciary 
model that guides professionals’ understanding of their 
raison d’être. Together, as we will argue in the concluding 
part of this article, these contributions show the richness 
and value of research on professions in addressing unan-
swered questions and theorizing on inequality in manage-
ment and organization studies while considering the role 
and responsibilities of organizational scholars in relation 
to the topic of inequality in their work.

C A N  P RO F E S S I O N S  TA CK L E  T H E  CL A S S 
CE I L I N G ?

Sam Friedman

In this essay, I reflect on the relationship between profes-
sions and class inequality, and specifically inequities in 
the professional workplace that flow from people’s social 
class origins. I first argue that the conventional socio-
logical approach to social mobility is limited in two key 
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82 • L. Ashley et al.

ways; first, it fails to interrogate how rates of mobility vary 
across professions and, second, it tends to conceptualize 
social mobility as only an issue of occupational access 
rather than also pivotally career progression. I then show 
how recent studies from across sociology, social psychol-
ogy and management have begun to remedy these issues, 
showing both how some professions are much more open 
than others to those from disadvantaged backgrounds 
and that those from working-class backgrounds often 
face significant class-origin pay gaps and ceilings within 
the professions. I then explore the potential mechanisms 
driving these class inequalities in career progression, both 
the ‘supply-side’ resources and dispositions that those 
privileged backgrounds tend to bring into the workplace 
and the ‘demand-side’ processes of cultural matching 
and intra-occupational sorting that means they are often 
more highly rewarded in their careers. I then explain that 
despite the growing evidence of class inequality in the 
workplace, professions themselves have been slow to 
take action. Only in the UK is a class starting to appear 
on the organizational agendas of professional employ-
ers, with a range of sectors starting to routinely collect 
data on the class origins of their staff and, in the case of 
firms of like KPMG, PWC, and the BBC, publicly com-
mit to increasing the representation of senior managers 
from working-class backgrounds. While I argue that such 
moves should be welcomed, I conclude by cautioning 
that organizational social mobility agendas are restricted 
by a narrow focus on equality of opportunity and this can 
act to obscure how professions are implicated in wider 
societal patterns of class inequality. A more productive 
approach, I therefore suggest, would be for the ‘class 
agenda’ in the professions to focus not just on mobility 
but more broadly on class or socio-economic inequal-
ity—using the blueprint of the ‘Socioeconomic Duty’ set 
out in the UK Equality Act 2010.

The long shadow of class origin

Traditionally, the main point of entry into the subject of 
class in the professional workplace has been the study of 
social mobility—where ‘the professions’ are normally 
grouped together with managerial occupations to consti-
tute a large, aggregate, socio-economic class (Goldthorpe, 
Llewellyn and Payne, 1980). Using this framework, 
sociological analyses of class mobility have consistently 
demonstrated the unequal opportunity chances that exist 
in modern capitalist societies—usually measured by com-
paring the absolute and relative rates of mobility between 
a person’s class of origin (in terms of parental occupation) 
and their class of destination (in terms of own occupa-
tion) within a set of socio-economic classes1 (Breen, 
2004). Yet in recent years a growing body of research has 

demonstrated that this conventional approach only pro-
vides a limited understanding of how class origin shapes 
inequality in professional career outcomes.

First, grouping all professions together obscures 
the fact that social mobility often varies substantially 
between professions (Macmillan, Tyler and Vigoles, 2015; 
Stromme and Hansen, 2017). For example, in the UK, 
only 6% of doctors are from working-class backgrounds 
(meaning their main breadwinning parent did a rou-
tine or manual occupation) whereas the figure among 
engineers is considerably higher at 22% (Friedman and 
Laurison, 2019).

Second, this dominant lens has meant that the concep-
tualization of social mobility has largely been tied to the 
idea of occupational access—who gets in rather than who 
gets on. Yet recent studies have shown that even when 
those from working-class backgrounds are successful in 
entering professional occupations, they go on to receive 
significantly lower incomes on average than their privi-
leged colleagues. Such a class-origin pay gap has now been 
documented in a range of national contexts, including 
Britain, the USA, Canada, France, Norway, Sweden and 
Australia (Hansen, 2001; Dinovitzer, 2011; Mastekaasa, 
2011; Torche, 2011; Hällsten, 2013; Falcon and Bataille, 
2018; Friedman and Laurison, 2019). While some stud-
ies attribute this inequality to fine-grained differences in 
educational attainment (Hällsten, 2013; Torche, 2018), 
other studies find that class pay gaps remain substantial 
even after adjusting for class-origin differences in edu-
cation, demographics, work location, occupational sort-
ing and supposedly ‘meritocratic’ measures of ‘human 
capital’ such as experience, training and hours worked 
(Hansen, 2001; Ljunggren, 2016; Falcon and Bataille, 
2018; Friedman and Laurison, 2019).

Recently scholars have deepened this literature on 
class-origin pay gaps by investigating the mechanisms 
underlying this inequality. Here most have begun with 
the observation that class-origin income gaps are not nec-
essarily driven by those from working-class backgrounds 
earning less for doing the same work (that is, for doing jobs 
at the same level, same company and same department) 
but more that they are less likely reach the most senior or 
lucrative positions—i.e., they face a ‘class ceiling’ (Toft, 
2019; Toft and Friedman, 2020; Ingram and Joohyun, 
2022).

Some have attributed this vertical segregation less to 
the nature of professions themselves and more to ‘sup-
ply-side’ factors. For example, a range of studies have 
underlined how the careers of those from privileged-class 
backgrounds tend to be propelled by the inherited eco-
nomic and social capital they bring into the workplace, 
and the overconfident, narcissistic, rule-breaking and 

D
o
w

n
lo

a
d
e
d
 fro

m
 h

ttp
s
://a

c
a
d
e
m

ic
.o

u
p
.c

o
m

/jp
o
/a

rtic
le

/1
0
/1

/8
0
/6

8
7
4
8
5
8
 b

y
 g

u
e
s
t o

n
 2

5
 A

p
ril 2

0
2
5



Professions and inequality • 83

entitled self-beliefs they exhibit once there (Cote, 2011; 
Cote et al., 2021; Hansen and Toft, 2021). Fang and 
Tilcsuk (2022) have recently argued that another key 
mechanism is that people from upper-class origins tend 
to opt for professions with greater autonomy such as eco-
nomics, which tend to be higher-paying, whereas their 
working-class counterparts tend to opt for more prosocial 
and less lucrative areas such as nursing and social work.

Yet significantly for this essay, there are also many 
scholars who attribute the class ceiling to ‘demand-side’ 
factors—i.e., to the structure, culture and systems of 
hiring and progression within professions (Ingram and 
Allen, 2019). In particular, this work has identified two 
key mechanisms; cultural matching and intra-occupa-
tional sorting. First, drawing on Bourdeiusian theory, 
many have demonstrated that recruitment and progres-
sion processes at the most prestigious and lucrative pro-
fessional employers tend to favour the already-privileged 
(Cook, Faulconbridge and Muzio, 2012; Spence et al., 
2017a; Giazitzoglu and Muzio, 2021). For example, 
examining US professional service firms, Rivera (2016) 
shows that, first, top firms eliminate nearly every appli-
cant who did not attend an elite college or university. 
They then put applicants through a series of ‘informal’ 
recruitment activities, such as cocktail parties and mixers, 
that are generally uncomfortable and unfamiliar to those 
from working-class backgrounds. Finally, when formal 
interviews happen, selectors often eschew formal criteria 
and evaluate candidates more on how at ease they seem, 
whether they build rapport in the interview, and whether 
they share common interests. Rivera describes this pro-
cess as ‘cultural matching’ (Rivera, 2016).

In a UK context, Ashley and Empson (2013) have 
found similar dynamics among elite firms operating in 
law, accountancy and banking—particularly those situ-
ated in the City (of London). In particular, they highlight 
how recruiters routinely misrecognize as ‘talent’ classed 
performances of ‘cultural display’. For example, recruiters 
seek a ‘polished’ appearance, strong debating skills and a 
confident manner, traits they argue can be closely traced 
back to middle-class upbringings.

Second, in my own work with Daniel Laurison 
(Friedman and Laurison, 2019; Friedman, 2022), where 
we use mixed methods to compare class ceiling effects 
within the UK civil service, a national television broad-
caster and a multinational accountancy firm, we find that 
a key mechanism across all firms is a distinct pattern of 
intra-occupational sorting. Specifically, we show that 
those from advantaged class backgrounds tend to both 
sort into, and are more readily rewarded within, work areas 
or departments characterised by heightened ‘knowledge 
ambiguity’ such as television commissioning, financial 

advisory and government policy work (Alvesson, 2001; 
Ashley and Empson, 2013). In these areas, the success 
of the ‘final ‘product’ is often impossible to foretell, and 
therefore the knowledge and expertise of the professional 
tend to be particularly uncertain. What is used to plug 
this, our analysis suggests, is a certain performance or 
image of competence that is rooted in the embodied cul-
tural capital (modes of comportment, self-presentation 
and aesthetic style) inculcated via a privileged-class back-
ground. Significantly, these work areas or departments 
also tend to be of higher status and afford more opportu-
nities for progression to the most senior positions. In con-
trast, we find that those from working-class backgrounds 
tend to explicitly sort out of such knowledge-ambiguous 
areas and instead opt for, and progress quicker, in more 
technical (but less propulsive) work areas such as opera-
tional delivery where they perceive the skillset to be more 
transparent.

These various demand-side studies are significant 
because they suggest that professions do not just reflect 
existing class inequalities but, in certain important ways, 
can actively exacerbate their impact.

Can professions be part of the solution?

Despite the growing evidence base on class pay gaps and 
class ceilings, efforts to address such inequalities within 
the professions lag behind, particularly in comparison to 
gender and ethnicity. Indeed, in most countries, class or 
socio-economic background remain entirely absent from 
the organisational agendas of professional employers 
(The Council of Europe, 2022). Only in the UK are there 
potential tentative grounds for optimism. Here, in recent 
years, discussions of the class have become common-
place across a range of professional sectors and a range of 
actions are beginning to take place.

For example, there is now a widespread collection 
of workforce data on class or socio-economic back-
ground—using a common methodology (see Social 
Mobility Commission, 2021). This has allowed employ-
ers to understand their internal class composition, class 
pay gap and class ceiling, but also to see how the class 
backgrounds of their staff intersect with other character-
istics such as race and gender. Such advances are already 
generating insights. For example, recent work in the UK 
civil service has identified that women from working-class 
backgrounds often face a distinct double disadvantage in 
career progression (Social Mobility Commission, 2021).

The collection of workforce data is also increasingly 
allowing firms and organizations to benchmark against 
others in their profession. This has led to growing recog-
nition that positive change in removing barriers largely 
requires collective responsibility and collaborative action 
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across a profession. Indeed, firms across the accountancy, 
legal, engineering and financial services professions in the 
UK have all begun to work in concert to tackle class-or-
igin gaps in career progression (see, e.g., Bridge Group, 
2018, 2020). Indeed, many firms have taken the impor-
tant step of publishing socio-economic data publicly and 
some, such as KPMG, PWC, and the BBC, have even 
gone further, setting targets to increase the representa-
tion of those from working-class backgrounds at partner 
or senior management level (Timmins, 2021; Simpson, 
2022).

Beyond data, though, there is much more than profes-
sional employers must do to be part of the solution. The 
most significant of these is to grapple with the most sig-
nificant driver of class ceilings; how ‘talent’ and ‘merit’ 
is defined and rewarded in the workplace. The key point 
in the literature on this is that the identification of merit 
is often intertwined with the way merit is performed (in 
terms of classed self-presentation and arbitrary behav-
ioural codes) and who the decision-makers are whose 
job it is to recognize and reward these attributes. This is a 
thorny issue that is hard to tackle, especially where there is 
contestation within professions about what merit or skill 
looks like. Yet I would argue that professions must embrace 
this contestation, to critically interrogate the ‘objective’ 
measures of merit they rely on, to think carefully about 
whether such measures have a performed dimension, and 
to what extent they can be reliably connected to demon-
strable output or performance. The goal here should surely 
be more transparent and widely agreed upon idea of what 
merit looks like in the professional workplace.

There are certainly, then, some concrete ways that 
professions are tackling class inequality or may do in the 
near future. But at the same time, I want to conclude by 
registering an important caveat to the celebratory narra-
tives that often surround professional employers’ social 
mobility strategies. This is simply that the interventions 
they envisage may be a necessary part of tackling class ine-
quality in professions, but they are certainly not sufficient. 
This, fundamentally, is because they only address one 
aspect of class inequality; namely, equality of opportunity 
and the fair allocation of rewards within the workplace. 
But as a range of sociologists has argued (Lawler, 2017; 
Littler, 2018) this narrow focus on social mobility is not, 
and cannot be, the solution to class inequality. Indeed, 
as Ingram and Gamsu (2022) have recently pointed out, 
discussions about the relationship between professions 
and inequality must engage with the work professionals 
do, as well as who they are. Here they point to the para-
dox that the professional firms taking class most seriously, 
internally, are arguably the same ones accentuating class 
inequalities in the work they do externally. For example, 

over the last 30 years, The Big Four professional service 
firms have been both involved in, and profited from, the 
privatization and outsourcing of public services and state-
owned companies in the UK. This, Ingram and Gamsu 
(2022) argue, has had direct knock-on effects on people 
in working-class jobs—including the erosion of work-
ing conditions, lowering rates of pay, the loss of defined 
benefit pensions and increasing casualization of employ-
ment (see also Hermann and Flecker, 2013). Similarly, as 
Ashley (2021) notes, many professions are directly impli-
cated in driving the kind of high pay that has contributed 
so profoundly to growing income inequality in many 
Western countries.

In this way, it is clearly important to recognise that 
organizational social mobility agendas sometimes act 
as a form of cultural legitimation, allowing professional 
employers to align themselves with egalitarian values 
while obscuring their role in perpetrating class inequali-
ties in society more broadly. A more productive approach, 
I would suggest, would be for the ‘class agenda’ in the 
professions to focus not just on social mobility but more 
broadly on class or socio-economic inequality. Indeed, 
there is already a potential blueprint for this in the UK in 
the form of the ‘Socioeconomic Duty’ contained within 
the Equality Act 2010. This section both speaks to the 
equality of opportunity in making class origin a protected 
characteristic (meaning it would be against the law to dis-
criminate against someone on the basis of class origin), 
but also goes significantly further, requiring government 
and all public bodies to have ‘due regard for ‘reducing ine-
qualities of outcome, especially as they relate to socio-eco-
nomic disadvantage’. While successive governments have 
declined to bring this section into effect, perhaps it is high 
time the professions stepped in to fill the gap.

I S  T H E  P RO F E S S I O N A L  F O C U S  O N 
C U LT U R E  A  G R E AT  M I STA K E ?

Louise Ashley

Inequality is a pressing problem for economies through-
out the world and professions, especially ‘elite’ PSFs, are 
closely implicated. This partly relates to their role in sup-
porting a form of financialised capitalism which helps 
concentrate wealth, though entrenched organizational 
systems and structures play a role. Compensation prac-
tices are important as very high pay for professionals in 
‘top jobs’ contributes to significant income inequalities 
in the UK (Amis et al., 2018: see also IFS, 2022). Elite 
PSFs are also the sites of institutionalized practices which 
contribute to the marginalization of under-represented 
groups. One recent study found that in leading UK law 
firms over 50% of partners are white, male and privately 
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educated, compared to 7% of the population who attend 
fee-paying schools (Bridge Group, 2020). Collectively, 
these statistics contradict the narrative of merit histori-
cally deployed by professions to help justify high pay. As 
these imbalances have been exposed this has contributed 
to reputational pressures and many PSFs have felt com-
pelled to act, most recently by making efforts to open 
access on the basis of social class, which is my main focus 
here (Ashley, 2021, 2022; Cabinet Office, 2010; SMC, 
2015).

Since elite professions both reflect and reproduce steep 
status hierarchies in society at large, this might seem an 
encouraging development, still more so if, as a result, 
elite PSFs can help tackle wider societal inequalities via 
interventions aimed at promoting upward social mobil-
ity. This is certainly how organizational leaders position 
this agenda, and as a way in which professions can live 
up to their professed commitment to merit, but these 
claims should be treated with caution. Elsewhere, I have 
argued that interventions introduced by elite PSFs aimed 
at addressing classed barriers to entry provide an illusion 
of change which legitimates and thus sustains the wider 
inequalities these firms help to create (Ashley, 2021, 
2022). In what follows, I describe a closely related chal-
lenge, to suggest the conceptual tools currently used most 
often to understand and address these inequalities (tools, 
I should say, I have regularly used myself) are inadequate 
for the task, both as they reflect the wider ‘cultural turn’ in 
sociology, and more specifically, borrow from the work of 
Bourdieu (e.g., 1977, 1984, 1990).

This might seem surprising given that Bourdieu is often 
considered the preeminent sociologist of the twentieth 
century. To provide some context, while Marx believed 
class was determined by our relationship to the means of 
production, and by economic wealth or cash, and Weber 
underlined how credentials could improve life chances 
for individuals and collective mobility for discrete status 
groups, Bourdieu’s emphasis was on culture. He argued 
that an individual’s position in the social field is deter-
mined by their portfolio of economic, social and cultural 
capital, along with the socio-cultural outlook comprising 
habitus. The latter relates to inherited and internalized 
dispositions which influence actors to unconsciously 
enact practices and behaviours which ensure (dis)advan-
tage is reproduced. This framework has been widely used 
to explore who gets ahead in elite professions and how 
(e.g., Friedman and Laurison, 2019; Sommerlad, 2011), 
and to show how aspirant professionals from less advan-
taged backgrounds are blocked from entry, or are sorted 
(and sort themselves) into specific roles, on the basis 
of their portfolio of capital and perceived cultural ‘fit’ 
(e.g., Cook, Faulconbridge and Muzio, 2012; Ashley and 

Empson, 2013, 2017; Rivera, 2016). This body of work 
is not only academic but, as part of more engaged sociol-
ogy, has helped generate wider awareness of the profes-
sion’s problem with class, and provided a foundation from 
which elite firms and other organisations have designed 
solutions, as I will show.

If accurate analysis of a problem is necessary for 
effective action, this may seem a positive development. 
However, in what follows, I make two main points. First, I 
argue that Bourdieu’s core concepts have been selectively 
applied in practical interventions, contributing to their 
superficial effect. Second, I raise a more fundamental 
challenge, as while Bourdieu theorized inequalities within 
capitalism he did not theorise capitalism itself, and one 
result is that he offered no meaningful theory of change 
(Riley, 2017). In the next section, I provide some brief 
contextual information before expanding on these argu-
ments and considering the conceptual tools which might 
work better instead.

Classed inequalities and professional culture

During the 1990s and into the early 2000s, social class 
largely disappeared from the policy agenda in the UK, 
as successive administrations championed a new age of 
meritocracy where education rather than background 
would determine opportunities. Towards the end of that 
period, it became increasingly evident that this optimism 
was misplaced. An important moment for the profes-
sions was the release of the Cabinet Office publication 
in 2010: ‘Unleashing Aspiration; The Final Report of the 
Panel on Fair Access to the Professions.’ This reported that 
younger professionals (born in 1970) typically grew up 
in a family with an income 27% above that of the average 
family, compared with 17% for older professionals (born 
in 1958), and that, despite formal recruitment techniques 
and the expansion of higher education over the past 30 
years, elite professions had become increasingly closed, 
stifling opportunities for upward social mobility. In 2012, 
the Conservative government set up the Social Mobility 
Commission (SMC) to help report on and stimulate 
change and this was followed by a raft of related reports 
and studies many of which used frameworks provided 
by Bourdieu. Two examples include studies I led for 
the SMC in 2015 and 2016 exploring barriers to access 
in law and accountancy, and investment banking, which 
explained how recruitment and selection processes offer 
systematic advantages to young people from more priv-
ileged backgrounds with the ‘right’ portfolio of cultural 
and social capital, whose prior socialisation offered them 
confidence that they ‘fit.’

Efforts to address this situation are part of a ‘social 
mobility industry’ in the UK (Payne, 2017), one arm of 
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which is represented by increasing numbers of not-for-
profit and charitable bodies such as the Social Mobility 
Foundation (SMF), UpReach and The Sutton Trust. 
These organisations work with leading professional and 
financial service firms as partners and funders to identify 
talented young people from under-represented back-
grounds and offer them training in soft skills, along with 
mentoring and internships. The immediate aims are to 
extend participants’ social networks (social capital), help 
them acquire behaviours and mannerisms often sum-
marized within the professions as ‘polish’ (cultural capi-
tal), and provide them with opportunities to familiarize 
themselves with professional environments (attending 
most obviously to habitus). Thousands of young people 
have now taken part, supported by leading names such as 
investment bank J.P Morgan, big four accountancy firms 
such as EY and KPMG, and magic circle law firms, such as 
Allen & Overy and Freshfields.

For individual participants, these programmes are 
often considered life-changing (Ashley, 2022), yet over-
all, there is limited evidence of significantly improved 
outcomes for under-represented groups (e.g., IFS, 2021). 
This takes me to the first of my two main critiques, which 
is to suggest that the limited impact of social mobility 
programmes can be partly explained as a Bourdieusian 
framework has been selectively applied.

To expand on this point, Bourdieu explained how 
everyday practices can only be understood by using all 
three of his interlocking conceptual tools: habitus, capi-
tal and field. However, as applied to professional practice 
aimed at opening access, the focus has predominantly 
been on correcting assumed deficits in individual portfo-
lios of capital and much less on exclusionary structures 
that define the field. This contributes to a cosmetic effect 
as interventions of this type can only assist a talented few, 
and only if they become quite similar to existing elites, 
yet assimilation of this type is difficult for many and 
impossible for some, including because, as Reay (2017) 
points out, class is not a ‘cloak’ that can be taken on and 
off. It is no coincidence perhaps that this approach sits 
comfortably within the wider diversity agenda, currently 
the dominant approach to workplace inequalities in the 
professions as elsewhere, but one which has a similarly 
superficial effect. This may seem paradoxical since the 
diversity agenda was forged in the very neoliberalism 
that Bourdieu railed against. However, as just one exam-
ple of where they overlap, diversity situates ‘unconscious 
bias’ as the primary explanation for workplace inequali-
ties, while Bourdieu also argued that everyday practices 
enacted by individuals originate in unconscious beliefs 
and habits. While starting from different ideological posi-
tions, both make the locus of power diffuse, and position 

unfair outcomes as simultaneously everybody and thus 
nobody’s fault, to obscure what or who we are struggling 
against and undermine our capacity to mount a moral cri-
tique of the current social order.

There is, though, a second and more comprehensive 
critique, starting from the position that while Bourdieu’s 
politics were radical, his sociology is not (Riley, 2017). 
Criticism of this type has generally been launched from 
a Marxist perspective and the many points of (dis)con-
nection between the two are far beyond the scope of this 
piece. However, while Bourdieu sought to bridge the 
structure/agency divide, Wright (2009, p. 106) argues 
that using his framework, social position can be inter-
preted as largely the outcome of individual actions rather 
than structural conditions and further, that: ‘the rich are 
rich because they have favourable attributes, the poor 
because they lack them.’ While Bourdieu underlines the 
relativity of social position, this differs from Weberian 
and Marxist approaches which show in more depth how 
classed inequalities are relational, are sustained by the 
(sometimes conscious) exercise of power, and that suc-
cessful struggles would necessarily threaten the privi-
leges of those in advantaged positions. In contrast, and as 
Wright (2009) points out, Bourdieu failed to theorize a 
systemic causal connection between who is rich and who 
is poor, or properly address the workings of power and 
thus his work can support a position suggesting that ine-
qualities can be reduced simply by ‘improving’ the culture 
and education of disadvantaged groups.

It is then especially significant that it is not Marx or 
Weber who inform the profession’s efforts at reducing ine-
qualities, but the work of Bourdieu, or that these efforts 
are also regularly positioned by firm leaders as in some 
sense ‘win-win,’ for both talented young people and elite 
PSFs. In practice, where opportunities are not expanding 
in absolute terms, progress would require weakening the 
privilege of existing elites, but there has been little sign 
of that. These failures may however explain precisely why 
a definition of ‘class as culture’ is so attractive to profes-
sional elites, as where the problem of inequality is defined 
as cultural domination, and where the class is considered 
a subjective identity rather than an objective ‘fact,’ this 
plays into the hands of current elites. First, because related 
interventions offer useful reputational capital to existing 
elites, with no requirement that they should share their 
material rewards or give anything up. Second, because 
underlying structural inequalities inherent to our current 
model of financialized capitalism, within which elite PSFs 
are closely implicated, are conveniently overlooked in 
favour of the mistaken (but legitimized) belief that cul-
tural change can deliver progress without radical adjust-
ments to the system itself. In short, as it has filtered into 
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practice, Bourdieu’s conceptual blind spot with respect to 
the structural relations of capitalism has arguably helped 
protect the interests of existing professional elites and thus 
sustain related material inequalities of income and wealth.

Against this broad backdrop, Burawoy (2019, p. 196) 
notes that intellectuals who promote Bourdieu’s ideas 
(after all, ‘professionals’ too) have become: ‘a vehicle 
for the reproduction of capitalism by suppressing the 
very idea of capitalism and failing to project an alterna-
tive beyond capitalism’. Of course, related failures do 
not mean Bourdieu’s framework should be abandoned 
but to properly understand and address inequalities of 
any type we must get to their root cause. In the current 
context, this could include further efforts to expose how 
elite professionals maintain their privilege via power 
relations which operate at the expense of people who are 
poor, and how the ‘solutions’ elite PSFs implement might 
sustain the very problem of inequality they help to create. 
As Wright suggests (2009), demystification of this sort 
requires a holistic approach, combining not only Weber 
with Bourdieu but also returning to Karl Marx, whose 
insights on exploitation and inequality are less fashion-
able perhaps but remain relevant, nevertheless.

G LO B A L  P RO F E S S I O N A L  S E RV I CE  F I R M S 
A N D  G LO B A L  I N EQ UA L I T Y

Mehdi Boussebaa

This essay addresses this forum’s two core questions—
how the professions exacerbate inequality and whether 
can they be part of the solution—by focusing on the issue 
of global inequality. By ‘global inequality’, I am referring 
to the socio-economic unevenness that exists between the 
Global North (aka the ‘developed world’) and the Global 
South (aka the ‘developing world’). This unevenness is 
rooted in Western colonialism and, despite decoloniza-
tion, remains a core feature of the world economy. I will 
argue, first, that the professions exacerbate such inequali-
ties through the ‘so-called global professional service firms’ 
(hereafter GPSFs) to which they have given rise. Second, 
I will argue that these organizations are unlikely to be part 
of the solution, although they may inadvertently engender 
conditions to that end. Given the scarcity of studies on the 
topic, my argument is inevitably tentative and exploratory, 
but, I hope, will catalyse future research.

GPSFs as agents of global inequality

It is now well established that the rise of GPSFs has 
been one the most significant changes in the contem-
porary landscape of the professions (Faulconbridge and 
Muzio, 2012) and that these firms have become ‘global’ 
in large part to serve multinational enterprises (MNEs) 

across the globe (Beaverstock, Smith and Taylor, 1999; 
Greenwood et al., 2010). What has tended to be over-
looked, however, is that MNE clients, the largest of which 
have until recently been almost exclusively headquartered 
in the Global North, have been a major agent of global 
inequality (see, e.g., Petras and Veltmeyer, 2007; Smith, 
2016). This is perhaps most visible in the global produc-
tion networks (GPNs) that they control. These networks 
of course provide some economic benefits to countries 
in the Global South but, as Buckley and Strange (2015: 
244) put it, 

the (increased) profits from the dispersed value-chain 
activities will accrue to the shareholders of the MNEs. 
The overall impact on income in the host emerging 
economies will be limited, while the MNEs’ share-
holders (predominantly in the advanced economies) 
will generally profit from these overseas ventures in 
the long term […]. Global inequalities in the distri-
bution of income may thus be exacerbated as a result.

In-depth and historically informed analyses of GPNs 
and multinational enterprise more broadly are far more 
critical (e.g., Smith, 2016; Suwandi, 2019). They reveal 
extreme forms of labour exploitation and dire social and 
environmental consequences in the Global South—the 
Rana Plaza disaster springs to mind here. Importantly, 
these analyses enable us to see the ‘big picture’ by 
contextualizing global inequalities within a long-term 
process that has been central to the development of cap-
italism, namely, colonialism. This, then, helps in seeing 
how the activities of MNEs result in not just large-scale 
transfers of income from the South to the North but 
also continuing patterns of unequal exchange and une-
ven development in the world economy. GPSFs may be 
deeply implicated in this process given their raison d’être 
is to serve MNEs.

Indeed, since the 1990s, GPSFs have been offer-
ing a growing suite of offshore outsourcing services 
(see, e.g., Silver and Daly, 2007), i.e., services specifi-
cally designed to enhance Northern MNEs’ ability to 
access and exploit the vast low-wage labour pools of 
the Global South. Related services are also offered to 
Southern supplier firms seeking to participate in this 
process, often to the detriment of domestic workforces. 
For instance, Munir et al.’s (2018) study of GPNs in the 
clothing industry reveals the role of US consultants in 
shaping the thinking and practices of Pakistani suppli-
ers towards forms of management that ‘protected the 
interests of western branded apparel companies and 
consumers, but did not necessarily serve the interests 
of workers’ (p. 561).
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Additionally, GPSFs such as accounting firms may 
be exacerbating global inequality through the tax ser-
vices which they offer to MNEs, among other clients. A 
growing body of literature suggests accountancies may 
be facilitating tax evasion on a massive scale (Sikka and 
Hampton, 2005; Sikka and Willmott, 2013; see also 
Hearson, 2021; Seabrooke and Wigan, 2022). Such 
malpractice is a drain on the resources of most socie-
ties, but Southern countries are particularly vulnerable, 
not least because they lack the resources to understand 
and combat Northern tax avoidance strategies (Sikka 
and Willmott, 2013; see also Hearson, 2021). The lit-
erature suggests that GPSFs may be enabling complex 
tax avoidance schemes that result in the Global South 
being stripped of US$100 billion of tax revenue each 
year. Such revenue, as Sikka and Willmott (2013) put 
it, ‘could be used to provide, sanitation, security, clean 
water, education, healthcare, pensions and social infra-
structure to improve the quality of life for millions of 
people’ (p. 420).

Interestingly, GPSFs also appear to be reproducing 
North-South inequalities within their own organiza-
tional boundaries. Northern professionals generally 
‘own’ the most lucrative client relationships and cap-
ture the bulk of the profits earned from the global pro-
jects which they deliver on behalf of Northern MNEs 
(Boussebaa, 2015a; Rose and Hinings, 1999). This 
unequal distribution of income is exacerbated by the 
tremendous cross-national fee-rate differentials that 
exist within GPSFs—Northern professionals generally 
command fees that are far higher than those that accrue 
to colleagues in the Global South. This also often results 
in the former capturing large chunks of the profits gen-
erated through projects led by the latter. Boussebaa 
(2009: 843) illustrates this drawing on an interview 
with a London-based manager working within the con-
sulting division of a major American GPSF. The man-
ager commented that he alone earned more than 23% 
of the total earned from a large project run by his firm’s 
Polish office: ‘In Poland, my project [a project for which 
assistance from the UK was requested] was £3.2 million 
and I think I accounted for about £750,000 of that £3.2 
million – just one resource’.2

These internal dynamics suggest that, as I have argued 
elsewhere, GPSFs may be ‘institutionalizing internal 
hierarchies that mirror the long-standing core/periph-
ery hierarchy of the world capitalist system’ (Boussebaa, 
2017: 234). Such hierarchies are also reflected in and 
indeed (in part) enabled by organizational arrangements 
that generally protect, prioritise and advance the inter-
ests of Northern professionals. Note, for instance, how 
the top leadership teams of GPSFs are mostly, if not 

exclusively, composed of professionals based in the West 
(Boussebaa, 2015a, b)—typically, ‘white, heterosexual, 
middle-class males’ (Empson et al., 2015: 14). Note also 
how GPSFs have developed global knowledge manage-
ment systems that, among other things, serve to promote 
and export Northern knowledge—generally at great cost 
to Southern colleagues (Boussebaa, Sturdy and Morgan, 
2014).

Aside from client services and intra-organizational 
processes, GPSFs reproduce global inequality by shap-
ing the rules governing international trade and invest-
ment in ways that align with their priorities. Arnold’s 
(2005) study of globalization in the accounting sector 
is particularly useful here. It reveals significant efforts 
by Anglo-American accounting firms (together with 
Northern industry lobbies), supported by the World 
Trade Organization, to use international trade agree-
ments towards the creation of a global market for their 
services. The study also shows how the legal and insti-
tutional arrangements produced by such efforts can 
‘trump domestic laws to the disadvantage of develop-
ing nations by pre-empting laws designed to protect 
indigenous accounting industries, and by instituting 
transparency rules [… that give accounting firms] 
access to and a voice in the rulemaking deliberations of 
smaller nations’ (Arnold, 2005: 323). Further insights 
on such neo-colonial dynamics can be found in vari-
ous sociological studies examining sustained efforts 
by networks of Northern actors, including profession-
als, to reshape Southern societies in congruence with 
the goals and preferences of the former (e.g., Dezalay 
and Garth, 2002; Halliday and Carruthers, 2009; see 
also Boussebaa, 2022; Boussebaa and Faulconbridge, 
2019).

In sum, it is fair to suggest that the professions exacer-
bate global inequality through the global firms to which 
they have given rise. Of course, the set of arguments put 
forward above provides a schematic representation of 
global inequality and the role of GPSFs in its reproduc-
tion. I do not mean to imply that the North-South divide 
is static or that the Global South, including Southern 
professionals, has no agency to change the status quo. 
The resurgence of China and India as major economic 
powers and the associated rise of large professional ser-
vice firms in those countries is telling in that regard (a 
point I return to below). But such cases are exceptions 
and, as Lees’ (2021: 85) recent systematic evaluation 
of the evidence on the question reveals, ‘North–South 
divisions have persisted […] despite decades of change 
within the international system’. My argument in this 
essay is that GPSFs contribute significantly to this 
persistence.

D
o
w

n
lo

a
d
e
d
 fro

m
 h

ttp
s
://a

c
a
d
e
m

ic
.o

u
p
.c

o
m

/jp
o
/a

rtic
le

/1
0
/1

/8
0
/6

8
7
4
8
5
8
 b

y
 g

u
e
s
t o

n
 2

5
 A

p
ril 2

0
2
5



Professions and inequality • 89

Prospects for addressing global inequality

The discussion above provides, in part, an answer to the 
second question motivating this forum: can the profes-
sions be part of the solution? The segment of the pro-
fessions I have examined in this essay, GPSFs, lives off 
MNEs and the global inequality produced in that rela-
tionship; it is therefore difficult to imagine it being part 
of the solution. A GPSF working towards global equality 
would undermine its very raison d’etre and bring about its 
own demise.

Indeed, GPSFs not only reproduce global inequality 
but also actively work to hide it from view by propagat-
ing a sanitised narrative of ‘globalization’. In this narrative, 
colonialism—corporate-driven or state-managed—is a 
thing of the past and it, therefore, makes little sense to 
speak of a North-South divide today. As Keniche Ohmae, 
a former managing director of McKinsey, notoriously 
argued, we now live in a ‘borderless world’ and leading 
MNEs are no longer home-centric organizations seeking 
to appropriate the labour, markets and resources of the 
Global South. On the contrary, such organizations have 
become or are en route to becoming, ‘stateless’ and are 
a source of progress and development across the globe. 
Likewise, we are led to believe that GPSFs have them-
selves metamorphosed into post-colonial entities work-
ing to the benefit of humanity as a whole. In this way, the 
inequalities discussed above are glossed over.

That said, the process of GPSFs becoming global may 
also carry within it seeds for change towards reduced 
global inequality. Specialist studies of colonialism reveal 
that colonial projects have always been met with resist-
ance—not just military but also economic and cultural. 
As Edward Said once put it in relation to European colo-
nialism, ‘it was the case nearly everywhere in the non-Eu-
ropean world that the coming of the white man brought 
forth some sort of resistance (Said, 1994: xii).’ It is worth 
quoting him at more length: 

Along with armed resistance […], there also went 
considerable efforts in cultural resistance almost 
everywhere, the assertions of nationalist identities, 
and, in the political realm, the creation of associations 
and parties whose common goal was self-determina-
tion and national independence. Never was it the case 
that the imperial encounter pitted an active Western 
intruder against a supine or inert non-Western native 
[…] and in the overwhelming majority of cases, the 
resistance finally won out (Said, 1994: xii).

In the contemporary period, the intrusion of Northern 
MNEs and GPSFs, with the support of Northern govern-
ments and Northern-centric multilateral organizations, 

has itself been met with resistance. Note how, for exam-
ple, Anglo-American corporate law firms are presently 
banned from opening offices in India, in part due to fears 
that, as Krishnan (2010: 60) put it, ‘liberalizing the legal 
services sector would inevitably lead to India’s legal sys-
tem being controlled by modern-day Western colonial-
ists – something a country that suffered from centuries 
of imperial rule can never permit.’ But resistance may 
also occur in less obvious ways, through, for instance, 
Southern professionals setting up their own firms and 
becoming competitors. Chinese and Indian professionals 
have been particularly successful in this regard, but recent 
years have also seen the emergence of indigenous firms 
in economically less powerful nation-states. One example 
is Morocco-headquartered Bennani & Associés, which 
now has offices across various parts of North, West and 
Central Africa.

Needless to say, the rise of these firms requires critical 
scrutiny. On the one hand, they may be seen as a manifes-
tation of resistance and move towards more equality in 
the world system. And, in some instances, Southern gov-
ernments have played a determining role in that regard, 
as seen in the case of China, which has actively encour-
aged the development of indigenous firms as part of a 
wider state-managed project of economic emancipation 
and growth. On the other hand, it is possible that indig-
enous firms may simply be serving the interests of domi-
nant Northern GPSFs, providing them with local advice 
and networks towards further expansion into the Global 
South (see, e.g., Dezalay and Garth, 2012). All the same, 
the growth of these firms suggests that Southern profes-
sionals, with appropriate support from Southern states, 
may well have it within their means in the 21st century 
to help tackle the global inequality that GPSFs have con-
tributed to extending into the 20th century and beyond.

In sum, GPSFs seem to play a crucial role in the repro-
duction of global inequality and a solution to the problem 
is more likely to come from the Global South than the 
firms themselves or indeed the wider system of profes-
sions which has given rise to them. I, therefore, conclude 
this essay with a call for further research into not only the 
role of GPSFs (and Southern collaborators) in reproducing 
North-South inequalities but also, importantly, that played 
by Southern professionals in addressing the problem.

P RO F E S S I O N S  A N D  I N EQ UA L I T Y

Brooke Harrington

The two motivating questions of this forum—how do 
professions contribute to inequality and how can they 
be part of the solution—can be answered with a single 
statement: it depends on whose behalf the professions 
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are working. Thus, this essay offers two theses about the 
relationship of professions to inequality. The first is that 
professions exacerbate inequality by using their exper-
tise to profit at their clients’ expense—as in Gürses and 
Danışman’s study of physicians (2021)—or by amplify-
ing the fortunes and power of an elite clientele, such as 
the high-net-worth individuals served by wealth man-
agers running the offshore financial system (Harrington 
2015, 2017). Thesis two is that the professions can undo 
some of the damage they have done in exacerbating ine-
quality by returning to their original responsibility: to 
serve the public interest with their expertise (Adams, 
2017). The remainder of this essay will elaborate on 
these points.

Experts exacerbating inequality

For centuries, societies have given a small group of 
experts’ special privileges, such as authority and auton-
omy, in return for their pledge to use those skills for the 
advancement of the common good. The concept of a 
common good generally includes the notion of equal 
opportunity, such as via equitable access to professional 
services like education and medical care—along with 
equal opportunity to enter the professions themselves 
(Dobbin, 2009). Enforcing this commitment is the 
purpose of professional associations and state licensing 
boards; they establish standards for quality and ethics, 
as well as for sanctions on misconduct. Professions have 
been entrusted with self-governance on the understand-
ing—usually made explicit in their codes of conduct—
that practitioners would use their powers exclusively in 
the public interest (Adams, 2017).

However, a series of recent events represent profound 
betrayals of that ancient social contract. As this essay is 
being written, some of the most high-status professionals 
in the world are being sanctioned for their role in the most 
recent Russian invasion of Ukraine. Non-military efforts 
to counter the invasion have highlighted the roles of attor-
neys, accountants and bankers—primarily in the UK, the 
US and key European jurisdictions, such as Switzerland 
and Monaco—in helping Russian oligarchs amass the 
vast stores of offshore wealth and proceeds of corruption 
underwriting the war (Croft 2022; Gross 2022).

Many have seen in recent news reports the oligarchs’ 
mega-yachts and luxury properties being seized as part 
of sanctions regimes; they may not realize that these 
stores of wealth are the products of skilled professional 
interventions, or that the by-product of those interven-
tions is the immiseration of Russia, where 20% of the 
population lacks indoor plumbing and life expectancy is 
dropping fast (AFP, 2022; Moscow Times, 2019). Both 
the extreme wealth and extreme poverty are products of 

wealth management draining the resources of a nation 
into the pockets of a tiny few (Harrington, 2016).

Lawmakers in the US and the UK have just banned 
this use of expert knowledge by imposing export controls 
on professional corporate, public relations and financial 
services to Russian oligarchs; the EU is considering a 
similar ban ( Jolly, 2022; Wingrove, 2022). This is an unu-
sual policy move, drawing from defence ministry regula-
tions typically imposed on the transfer of data deemed 
important to national security and technology related to 
nuclear, chemical and biological weaponry (McGowan 
2008). That such rules are now being applied to corpo-
rate, communications and financial services suggests that 
the economic and political inequality some professionals 
have created is now recognized as a threat to international 
security and stability.

The 2 years prior to the invasion of Ukraine witnessed 
similarly destabilizing and socio-economically destruc-
tive activity in the healthcare professions, contributing 
to stark health inequalities where physicians, nurses 
and pharmacists disseminated disinformation about 
the COVID-19 pandemic (Harrington, 2021). A recent 
Dutch study found that such disinformation increased 
inequality not only in health outcomes, but in economic 
terms: individuals exposed to COVID-19 disinformation 
were more likely to get the virus, experienced more job 
loss, declines in income and a ‘myriad of negative life out-
comes’ (van Prooijen et al., 2021).

In several noteworthy cases, healthcare professionals’ 
misuse of expert authority and self-governance appears to 
have been driven by economic self-interest (e.g., Frenckel, 
2021). As investigative reporting and scholarly research 
have documented, there is a great deal of money to be 
made in selling conspiracy theories and quack ‘treat-
ments’ (Freckelton, 2020). The trend of commercializa-
tion of the professions, drawing practitioners away not 
just from public service but from service in their own cli-
ents’ interests, has been well-documented in fields such 
as law (Hanlon, 1999), accountancy (Spence and Carter, 
2014) and management consultancy (Maestripieri, 
2019). As the pandemic has made tragically evident, the 
same affliction appears to beset healthcare, as well.

One reason such abuses of public trust have created 
such extreme inequality in domains ranging from eco-
nomics to politics to health has been the failure of pro-
fessions to uphold their obligation of self-governance 
and the seeming inability of national and local govern-
ments to step into the breach (Bierman et al., 2019). 
Professional associations in a wide variety of fields have 
remained largely silent and inert as their members have 
pushed the boundaries of ethics and even legality (e.g., 
Edwards, 2021), creating a ‘culture of leniency’ in which 
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practitioners simply decline to punish each other, even 
when the evidence of misconduct is strong (Edwards 
and Hart, 2020). More broadly, scholars have identified 
a reluctance by professionals in many fields to sanction 
misconduct in fellow practitioners (e.g., Gabbioneta, 
Prakash and Greenwood, 2014), pointing to what may be 
a fatal flaw in the logic of self-governance.

In many fields, professional ethics investigations, 
sanctions and license revocations have declined signif-
icantly in the past decade (e.g., FSMB, 2021); in some 
cases, such as that of the legal profession, this decline 
has occurred despite an increase in complaints (ABA, 
2018). The robust self-protective measures professions 
were expected to take, in order to safeguard their position 
of public trust, have mostly failed to materialize when it 
came to imposing standards and sanctions on members. 
In the healthcare professions, this has been attributed to 
a mismatch between the nature of the problem—spread-
ing COVID-19 disinformation to millions of strangers via 
social media—and the formulation of professional sanc-
tions, which are designed to punish practitioners who fail 
in their obligations to specific individuals under their care 
(Rubin, 2022). A similar mismatch afflicts the law: even 
though attorneys can be sanctioned for displays of bad 
character and ‘moral turpitude’ that would tend to bring 
the profession into disrepute, ‘professional discipline for 
spreading disinformation is possible but rare’ (Wyman 
and Heavenrich, 2022). This gap in the conception and 
application of sanctions is becoming a serious problem in 
an era of social media monetization and the growing role 
of legal disinformation in fomenting political, economic 
and health inequality (Harrington, 2021).

At the same time, because national and local govern-
ments have acceded to professions’ demand for self-gov-
ernance, lawmakers seem to lack the information and 
the will needed to impose effective oversight and pun-
ishments from outside (Leicht, 2016). On the contrary, 
having delegated key regulatory functions to professions 
and corporations, many governments seem to have abdi-
cated their position of protecting the public interest 
(Harrington 2016; Christensen, 2021). Ironically, as pol-
itics itself has become more professionalized, the quest 
for votes and financial support—including from powerful 
professional bodies—seems to have rendered state actors 
even less willing to arrest or counteract the multiple 
forms of inequality created by contemporary profession-
als (Spence et al., 2017b).

Prospects for undoing the damage

In one sense, to speak of professions being part of a solu-
tion to inequality is absurd. As Andrew Abbott (1988) 
pointed out decades ago, professions are premised on 

social closure, exclusivity and the monopoly of knowl-
edge and practice. Inequality is thus built into the very 
concept of a profession, all the way down to the micro-
level expressions of proper habitus, in which wearing the 
right colour socks and shoes can be make-or-break factors 
in advancement (Ashley and Empson, 2013). We know 
from dozens of studies that the professions are a highly 
efficient machine for reproducing inequality (Harrington, 
2012): why would anyone think that they could amelio-
rate a problem they had a central role in creating? As the 
late American poet and essayist Audre Lorde famously 
put it, ‘the master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s 
house’ (1984).

Since, as the first part of this essay reviewed, profes-
sions reproduce and exacerbate inequality by serving the 
interests of elites, let us acknowledge up front that that 
problem is not going away. Wealthy and powerful people 
need medical care, legal advice, accountancy and other 
professional services just like the rest of us; since they 
are already atop many hierarchies, they are likely to stay 
in that position thanks to the experts advising them. But 
what if the professions just served everyone else better? 
What if we took seriously again the old bargain that pro-
fessions must serve the common good, not just their cli-
ents and themselves?

In theory, institutions such as the state can compel pro-
fessions to serve the public interest; some states do this 
better than others, for instance, by mandating national 
healthcare programs or tuition-free access to university 
education. But in practice, relying on institutions seems 
increasingly fanciful in an environment of growing ‘regu-
latory capture’, in which professionals bend law, policy and 
regulation to serve private interests—often in direct con-
flict with the public good (Carpenter and Moss, 2013). 
However, normative change from the micro or grassroots 
level has always been a source of dynamism in the pro-
fessions (Muzio, Brock and Suddaby, 2013). Examples 
include physicians negotiating new professional roles 
through relational identity work (Reay et al., 2017) and 
accountants engaging in their own professional reframing 
projects via Twitter (Suddaby, Saxton and Gunz, 2015). 
Thus, just as shifting norms moved the professions away 
from public service (Gorman and Sandefur, 2011), the 
same forces can move them back.

It bears mentioning in this context that professions 
and professional associations originate in the medieval 
religious collegium (Turner, 1992). That means the pro-
fessions’ raison d’etre derives not from rules of law but 
from moral imperatives. The 14th-century ‘colleges’ from 
which occupational guilds formed were once composed 
of ‘secular clergy’—individuals who did not take holy 
vows or live in a religious institute like a monastery, but 
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who nonetheless served their communities in the name 
of a higher calling (Herbermann et al., 1911). Over time, 
the colleges that became guilds succeeded in their strug-
gle to become fully secular and free of religious authori-
ties, but they retained the core mission of public service 
(Krause, 1996). The ideal type of professional derives 
from this secularized model, as conveyed in the title given 
to French sociologist Émile Durkheim’s famous series 
of lectures on the subject, ‘Professional Ethics and Civic 
Morals’ (1992 [1898-1900], emphasis mine).

This standard of professionalism is not a bygone relic: 
it remains alive and well, institutionalized in the under-re-
searched form of the fiduciary role (Marcus, 1983). 
Fiduciaries are a subset of professionals with special obli-
gations to their clients enshrined in law: these include the 
duties of care and loyalty, which are defined respectively as 
prudence in business dealings and ‘unselfishness [and] the 
duty to refrain from exploiting the relationship for personal 
gain’ (Boxx, 2012: 239). Examples of contemporary profes-
sionals bound to the fiduciary standard include accountants, 
lawyers, corporate directors and trustees. In addition to the 
baseline demands of expertise applied to any professional, 
fiduciaries are also required to act with loyalty, honesty and 
good faith toward their clients and to avoid any conflicts of 
interest (Parkinson, 2005). In a callback to the origins of 
the professions in the medieval religious collegium, the law 
regards fiduciary duty as akin to a sacred trust; as a result, 
breaches of that duty are punished more harshly than mis-
conduct by other types of professionals (Boxx, 2012).

Thus, fiduciaries in practice can and do integrate two 
seemingly incompatible institutional logics: those of pub-
lic service and of commerce—the latter of which rewards 
enriching oneself and one’s clients at the expense of every-
one else, leading to many of the profession-driven inequal-
ities we observe today in the realms of wealth, health and 
politics (Harrington and Strike, 2018). While some pro-
fessionals have been captured by the logic of commerce 
(Spence and Carter, 2014), fiduciaries represent an earlier 
era of professionalism, when integrity and reputation were 
paramount and expertise was used to assist clients rather 
than exploit them for profit. While their expert authority 
is compatible with the logic of commerce—being based 
on competence and a performance track record—their 
special obligations of loyalty, care and selfless service align 
fiduciaries closely with public service. This role for profes-
sionals was once termed ‘social trusteeship’ (Marcus and 
Hall, 1992): a concept that defines elite privilege in terms 
of its obligations to advance the common good.

This suggests that the fiduciary model may be uniquely 
apt to lead the professions in undoing some of the 
destructive inequalities created by expertise in thrall to 
the commercial imperative. This model would also allow 

professions to live up to their potential as the great sta-
bilizing force in secular capitalism, as envisioned by 
Durkheim (1992 [1898-1900]). Strangely, given the sig-
nificance of fiduciaries as the historical link to the ‘civic 
morals’ tradition in the professions, there is virtually no 
research on these actors outside of niche publications in 
law review journals (e.g., Boxx, 2012) and seminal work 
in the anthropology of finance (e.g., Marcus, 1983). The 
Journal of Professions and Organization stands out as one 
of the only journals publishing work on this issue for a 
broad social scientific audience (e.g., Bierman et al., 
2019, 2015, 2017). This article will therefore conclude 
with a simple but urgent call to build on this record with 
more research on fiduciary professionals who represent a 
model on which the legitimacy and authority of expertise 
can be re-established, for the benefit of all.

P RO F E S S I O N S  A N D  I N EQ UA L I T Y—
TO WA R D S  A N  A G E N DA  F O R  R E S E A RCH 

A N D  CH A N G E

Stefan Heusinkveld, Stefanie Gustafsson and  
Daniel Muzio

This special topic forum has set out to stimulate debate 
on how professions may exacerbate existing societal ine-
qualities, while also critically assessing their potential to 
offer solutions to tackling inequality as a grand challenge. 
In doing so, we show how professions’ scholarship criti-
cally interrogates extant understandings of inequality as 
a broad, multifaceted concept, whilst providing fruitful 
directions for research on inequality and its potential 
solutions, including the role and responsibilities of organ-
ization and management scholars. Based on the essays, 
we see at least four important ways in which professions’ 
research can inform theoretical scholarship on inequality 
and offer several propositions for practical change.

Unpacking the complexities of inequality via transparency-
driven change?

The sub-plenary showed how professions’ research can 
contribute by exposing the complexity inherent to the 
relevant mechanisms and dynamics driving inequal-
ity: first, by investigating supply-side resources and dispo-
sitions (e.g., professional workers inherited social and 
economic capitals) in addition to demand-side processes 
(e.g., cultural matching and intra-occupational sort-
ing); and second, by analysing variance across profes-
sions. Furthermore, we also complemented studies on 
access to professions with a focus on internal progression. 
Specifically, as Friedman has argued, workforce data on 
the socio-economic background of professional organ-
izations’ staff composition may contribute to theorizing 
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how pay gaps and class ceilings may vary between organ-
izations or sectors, or how the class may intersect with 
race and gender. This is in line with recent overviews that 
have emphasized the need to go beyond single-category 
explanations and better account for intersectionality 
(Amis et al., 2021; Benschop, 2021; Janssens and Zanoni, 
2021; Tomlinson et al, 2018). Disclosing workforce data 
may also serve a practical goal as it may enhance public 
awareness about inequalities and, as such, contribute to 
some form of political and collective pressure through 
enhancing transparency. Indeed, research has shown how 
PSFs seem increasingly inclined to make workforce data 
publicly available whilst using this to display their own 
goals and policies in addressing inequality. Yet, there is 
still little understanding of when and how such pressures 
may shape decision-makers’ attitudes towards inequality 
within and outside of their firms. In terms of an agenda 
for change, and based on Friedman, we see possibilities 
for better understanding how enhancing transparency 
through generating and disclosing data—both on what 
professions do internally and externally—may contribute 
to driving policy changes. At the same time, it is important 
to follow how and why these ‘policies designed to ensure 
greater equality’ (Amis et al., 2021, p. 432 are translated 
into organizational practice (van Grinsven, Heusinkveld 
and Cornelissen, 2016) and how, in turn, these may lead 
to positive change (especially within the context of vast 
literature documenting policy failure in this area—see 
Ashley—in this piece and Ashley, 2022).

Radical change through broadening our theoretical toolkit and 
language to define inequality

Our collection also suggests additional conceptual 
tools to study inequality in the professions. In particu-
lar, Louise Ashley indicates that whilst, for instance, the 
work of Bourdieu is extremely useful, there has been the 
tendency to apply Bourdieusian concepts selectively, on 
the one hand, while failing to critically engage with its 
theoretical blind spots on the other. To counteract this 
limitation, research not only needs to better articulate the 
possibilities and limitations of prevailing socio-cultural 
explanations of inequality and their associated vocab-
ulary (cf. Amis, 2021) but also consider alternatives. In 
particular, we need to pay more attention to theorising 
the role of dominant structures of capitalism (Burawoy, 
2019), emphasising how power relations work at the 
expense of the marginalised and adopting a more holis-
tic theoretical approach by combing thinking of promi-
nent sociologists and philosophers such as Max Weber, 
Karl Marx, Foucault as well as Pierre Bourdieu (Wright, 
2009). In other words, whilst scholars have more or less 
explicitly connected inequality to commercial pressures, 

Ashley’s essay provides important directions to explore 
how the system of financialized capitalism relates to ine-
quality; suggesting that studying and addressing inequal-
ity is difficult without management and organizational 
scholars further developing a perspective and vocabulary 
of radical (system) change.

Extending geographical scope and internal resource-driven 
change

Responding to calls to develop understandings of ine-
quality by studying organizations as value distributors 
(Amis et al., 2021), Boussebaa provides an overview 
and critique of extant work on how GPSFs contribute 
to global inequality. In his essay, he shows how powerful 
GPSFs reproduce global inequality through processes of 
value distribution as well as through ‘new colonial prac-
tices’: (1) providing services to support powerful (MNE) 
clients undermining societies’ resources availability, (2) 
internally redistributing resources to advance priorities of 
Northern professionals within the firm and (3) influenc-
ing governments and legislations in line with their own 
interest. In line with Ashley’s position, he emphasizes the 
need to explore how institutionalized discourses of (posi-
tive) globalization are maintained and how these relate to 
professionals’ perception of their raison d’être as well as 
the way these are translated into organizational practices. 
Yet, rather than relying on external pressures, Boussebaa 
considers the possibilities of (radical) change arising 
from within professional organizations from the Global 
South. In particular, by arguing for Southern professions’ 
potential to engage in cultural and economic resistance 
to current western dominated value distribution regimes 
through insider activism, he highlights the need to bet-
ter account for intra-organizational dissatisfaction with 
the status quo concerning the distribution of resources 
(Greenwood and Hinings, 1996). Here, the role and 
responsibility of organizational scholars are to show how 
resources-driven changes regarding inequality in profes-
sional organizations from the grassroots level may con-
stitute viable alternatives compared to top-level ones, 
particularly in the Global South.

Re-connecting with professional ethos and the case for 
normative change

While professions’ scholars have explored commerciali-
zation and the increased power of the client in the context 
of capitalist society (e.g., Gustafsson, Swart and Kinnie, 
2018), Harrington sees possibilities for normative 
change emerging from the grassroots. Rather than ema-
nating from primarily external organizational pressures 
or internal resource-driven change efforts, she highlights 
the need to re-engage with the professions raison d’être 
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as a critical mechanism to address inequality within and 
beyond professional organizations. In particular, in addi-
tion to considering professional organizations as serving 
elite clients—and thereby unavoidably enhancing ine-
quality—Harrison highlights the professions’ obligation 
to serve the common good as part of their social contract. 
In her essay, she argues for the need to account for and 
explore the role of the fiduciary model in facilitating nor-
mative change, and how fiduciary professionals relate to 
internal and external organizational practices (cf. Amis et 
al., 2021). This suggests developing a strong normative 
base for both scholars and teachers of professional organ-
izations who must use university curricula to enhance 
students’ historical awareness of the professions’ ancient 
social contract and of their role-related expectations to 
serve the common good. Importantly, such a normative 
base may also inform broader debates on the meaning 
and award of ‘merit’ in PSFs (cf. Friedman), in teaching, 
research but also amongst powerful decision-makers.

CO N CLU S I O N

Inequality is one of the grand challenges of our times. 
Our aims in this forum were twofold: to investigate the 
relationship between inequality and professions and pro-
fessional organizations in different contexts and from dif-
ferent theoretical perspectives; and to critically examine 
the role of professionals and professional organizations 
in enabling meaningful solutions to the challenges posed 
by inequality. Our contributors showed that professions’ 
research has much to offer in developing a scholarly under-
standing of inequality while the opportunities for future 
research and policy development are manifold—ranging 
from broadening our theoretical toolkits and geographical 
scope to re-engaging with core debates around the mean-
ing and purpose of professions. However, our forum has 
also exposed considerable doubt and uncertainty regard-
ing the potential of professional organizations to generate 
meaningful solutions that address the profound inequal-
ities characterizing the field. Sam Friedman argued that 
professions continue to be ‘restricted by a narrow focus 
on equality’. Louise Ashley emphasized the limited evi-
dence of social mobility programs in improving the 
careers and working lives of under-represented groups. 
Mehdi Boussebaa proposed that it was unlikely that (G)
PSFs offer meaningful solutions as doing so would bring 
about their own demise, while Brooke Harrington con-
nects this issue back to the declining attention to pro-
fessional ethics and the lack of sanctions for unethical 
behaviour. Developing new research agendas is clearly a 
way forward in addressing some of these challenges, yet 
the persistence of inequality also asks us, as scholars and 

educators to take an active role. Moving ahead, we need 
to design curricula that build on the earlier era of profes-
sionalism and engage in teaching practices that encourage 
students to question dominant capitalist views in relation 
to the implications for inequality. Another important 
area is our interaction with practitioners where we could 
become more active advocates for change and create fora 
for collaborative action across professions. We hope that 
this paper will give inspiration to scholars interested in 
the theorizing of inequality and offer new impetus for 
actively addressing inequality as a grand challenge within 
the professions and beyond.

N OT E S
1. For example, Goldthorpe (2016) has calculated that the chances of men 

in the UK whose parents did professional or managerial jobs ending 
up in professional or managerial jobs themselves rather than in work-
ing-class routine and semi-routine jobs have remained, over the last 
60 years, around six times greater than the chances of men born in the 
working class ending up in professional or managerial jobs rather than 
the working class.

2. Strictly speaking, Poland is, of course, not part of the Global South, but 
this example nevertheless serves well as an illustration of the inequalities 
being discussed here.
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