
4 Persistence, Privilege, and Parenting

same overall rankings (Atkinson, Piketty, and Saez 2010). Hence, the pat-
tern of inequality orderings across nations is relatively fixed, but the trend
is generally upward—since the early 1980s in some nations and in the
later 1990s and 2000s in almost all others.

High income inequality may be easier to tolerate, and perhaps even be
justified, if it is accompanied by a great deal of mobility across and within
generations. But recent research in economics suggests that higher inequal-
ity may be related to less, not more, mobility (see, for example, Solon 2004).
A worrisome consequence of rising economic inequality, then, is the possi-
bility that its long-run effect is to reduce intergenerational mobility (Sawhill
2010). Families clearly have a strong interest in investing in the future social
and economic well-being of their children. Although some of these invest-
ments may not require financial resources—such as reading to one’s chil-
dren when they are young—many obviously do, including payments for

Figure 1.1 Gini Index (Percentage) of Disposable Income
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8 Persistence, Privilege, and Parenting

the degree of mobility in countries at similar levels of inequality. In fig-
ure 1.2, for example, it might be particularly instructive to consider a
comparison between the United States and United Kingdom versus
Australia and Canada. These countries have Gini coefficients between
.30 and .37, but the income elasticity in the United Kingdom (.42) or the
United States (.45) is more than double that in Canada or Australia
(roughly .25 in each nation). There is less chance for comparison at the
other end of the scale, as Finland, Norway, and Sweden have both low
inequality and low persistence (that is, high mobility). Another two
countries, Denmark and Canada, show intermediate levels of inequality,
but Denmark has much higher rates of mobility. These countries contrast
markedly with a third group of four countries that generally have high
to medium levels of inequality but relatively low levels of intergenera-
tional income mobility (Italy, the United States, France, and the United
Kingdom). This is especially true of the United States and the United
Kingdom, which show particularly low rates of mobility given their lev-
els of inequality.4

How does intergenerational mobility compare with current levels of
inequality? Table 1.1 uses the cross-national harmonized data from the
Luxembourg Income Study (LIS) and from Andrea Brandolini and Timothy
Smeeding (2009) to compare patterns of mobility (from figure 1.2) with
inequality of current adult offspring income, as well as earlier parental (pre-
1980) inequality.

Figure 1.2 Estimates of Intergenerational Income Mobility and Inequality
for Fathers and Sons for Eleven Developed Countries

Source: Authors’ calculations based on Blanden (2009) and Björklund and Jäntti 
(2009).
Notes: See table 1.1 for classifications of high, medium, and low. Japan is not 
included because of lack of data.
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There is a remarkable level of persistence over time in these relation-
ships across nations, even if we know inequality has risen in all of them,
save France, over the period in question. In fact, comparisons of inequal-
ity in both periods suggest a divergence between the four most mobile
nations (the Nordic countries) and the three least mobile countries (the
United States, the United Kingdom, and Italy). Germany has remained in
the middle of both distributions; France has experienced declining
inequality but low mobility; and Canada and Australia have low mobil-
ity for nations with high- to middle-level inequality.

The reason why it is important to emphasize this finding here is that
many of the chapters in this volume, driven by differences in data
sources, explore IGM in very different periods. Some view IGM over a
lifetime, but others examine only outcomes among children whose par-
ents were observed in the late 1990s and early 2000s. Hence, differences
in generations observed are part of the story we tell here and the fact that
across-country inequality rankings are not much changed is important
(though levels within nations do differ over time).

Channels for Transmitting 
Persistence or Mobility

The channels through which intergenerational associations flow are less
well known and more difficult to investigate. What factors matter for

Introduction 9

Table 1.1 Comparing Mobility and Inequality

Persistence Elasticitya Inequalityb Inequality 
Nation (Mobility–Immobility) (Pre-1980) (1980 to 2004)

Finland Low Low Low
Sweden Low Low Low
Norway Low Low Low
Denmark Low Medium Low
Canada Low High High
Australia Low High High–Medium
Germany Medium Medium Medium
United Kingdom High High High
France High High Medium
United States High High High
Italy High High High

Source: Authors’ compilation based on Björklund and Jäntti (2009); Brandolini and
Smeeding (2009); Blanden (2009); and Luxembourg Income Study (LIS) (n.d.).
aThe higher the persistence elasticity, the lower the mobility: “low” = < .3; “medium”
= .3 to .4; and “high” = > .4.
bThe higher the Gini coefficient, the higher the household inequality: “low” = Gini
of .20 to .25; “medium” = Gini of .26 to .30; “high” = Gini of .32 to .37.
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PSID income into categories that are comparable to those in the BCS, and
use midpoints in both cases. Parental income is used rather than parental
earnings because it captures the effect of public cash transfer benefits on
the level of available parental resources. Moreover, parental earnings are
not reported in the BCS.11 We measure offspring economic status by aver-
age earnings at ages thirty and thirty-four, since these are the adult ages
for which surveys are available for the BCS.

Our pathway variables are shown in table 2.1, and like the parental and
offspring economic status variables, the definitions and measures of these
variables are harmonized. For the United States, offspring education is
measured at age thirty and classified as less than high school graduate,
high school graduate, attended college, graduated from college, and
attended graduate school; for Great Britain, education is classified as less
than O level, O level or equivalent, A level, or degree or equivalent.12

We have transformed PSID occupation data into the eight-category
version of the National Statistics Socio-Economic Classification (NS-SEC)

Understanding the Mechanisms Behind Intergenerational Persistence 37

Table 2.1 Pathway Variables

U.S. Data British Data
Education at age thirty

Early marriage

Labor market 
(ages twenty-two to 
twenty-five, ages 
twenty-six to twenty-
eight)

Health at age thirty

Marriage
Occupation at age thirty

Occupation at age 
thirty-four

High school graduate
Some college
College completion
Year of first marriage age
twenty-two or younger

Percentage of years
working less than 500
hours and not attending
school

Percentage of years
working 1,500 hours or
more or primary role is
student

Excellent
Poor or very poor
Married at age thirty
Seven-category occupa-
tion code based on 
NS-SEC

Seven-category occupa-
tion code based on 
NS-SEC

O level or equivalent
A level
Degree or equivalent
Year of first marriage 
is before 1992

Percentage of years
where less than six
months are spent in
full-time work or full-
time education

Percentage of years
with twelve months of
full-time work or at
least six months of
full-time education

Excellent
Poor or fair
Married at age thirty
Seven-category occupa-
tion code based on 
NS-SEC

Seven-category occupa-
tion code based on 
NS-SEC

Source: Authors’ compilation.
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Understanding the Mechanisms Behind Intergenerational Persistence 39

Table 2.2 Descriptive Statistics for Pathway Variables in 
Earnings Regressions

U.S. U.S. British British
Men Women Men Women

At least high school 88.7% 91.2% 74.1% 75.5%
graduate/O levels

At least some college/ 53.0 56.8 43.7 45.5
A levels

Graduate college/degree 29.1 27.4 23.4 23.4
Education missing 1.4 1.3 6.4 3.3
Married at age twenty-two or less 31.3 46.8 5.4 12.9
Missing married at twenty-two 17.3 18.0 5.2 3.3
Ages twenty-two to twenty-five, 22.9 25.2 5.8 13.9
no work/education

Ages twenty-two to twenty-five, 64.5 58.3 88.1 70.9
full-time work/education

Ages twenty-six to twenty-nine, 7.5 19.4 2.8 12.5
no work/education

Ages twenty-six to twenty-nine, 84.5 63.7 71.5 51.8
full-time work/education

Missing labor market information 2.3 0.4 6.2 3.2
Married at age thirty 66.7 63.5 38.3 47.5
Missing married at thirty 2.0 0.3 7.6 4.0
Health excellent at thirty 34.2 27.2 33.2 33.9
Health poor (plus “fair” for 4.2 7.1 13.0 11.7
U.K. respondents) at thirty

Health missing at thirty 3.8 1.9 6.2 3.2
Higher managerial and professional 16.3 11.8 15.4 7.4
level at thirty

Lower managerial and professional 40.0 43.3 45.7 44.9
level or higher at thirty

Intermediate or higher at thirty 49.0 63.6 55.6 70.4
Small employers and own account 58.9 69.9 56.6 71.1
or higher at thirty

Lower supervisory and technical 71.7 72.2 77.7 77.9
level or higher at thirty

Semiroutine or higher at thirty 85.9 86.3 88.2 92.6
Missing occupation at thirty 12.5 16.3 9.2 12.3
Higher managerial and professional 17.7 9.7 22.4 12.8
level at thirty-four

Lower managerial and professional 41.0 41.2 51.9 49.9
level or higher at thirty-four

Intermediate or higher at thirty-four 51.2 63.9 59.3 70.5
Small employers and own account 60.3 69.6 63.1 72.3
or higher at thirty-four

(Table continues on p. 40.)
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40 Persistence, Privilege, and Parenting

and pathway variables have the same magnitude in both nations. Thus,
as long as the model captures the same pathways and error biases in both
nations, our results will be robust with respect to cross-national differ-
ences in effects.

Independence of Linkages

We make two assumptions concerning the independence of the link-
ages. First, we assume that the link between parental income and any
offspring pathway attainment is independent of the linkage between
parental income and other pathway attainments. Second, we assume that
the returns to pathway attainments are constant and independent of
parental income. Both of these assumptions are essential to enable us to
perform the decomposition.

Measures of Economic Status

We focus on parental income as our measure of family background and
on average earnings at ages thirty to thirty-four as the final outcome mea-
sure for adult children. It is more common in the literature to measure the
association between earnings across the two generations (Björklund and
Jäntti 2009). That is not possible here as the British data do not contain sep-
arate information on parental earnings. In some ways, parental income is
a more appropriate variable because it includes the impact of taxes and
transfers, which clearly matter for available parental resources. We study
the asymmetric relationship between parental income and child’s earnings
because we believe that individual earned income better reflects offspring
adult attainment than offspring household income. Later, we examine the
robustness of our model to the use of offspring household income as the
dependent variable.

Table 2.2 Continued

U.S. U.S. British British
Men Women Men Women

Lower supervisory and technical 73.9 70.9 81.1 77.7
or higher at thirty-four

Semiroutine or higher at thirty-four 88.3 86.9 90.4 94.1
Missing occupation at thirty-four 5.4 10.7 19.5 22.9

Sample size 647 801 3,899 3,766

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from the Panel Study of Income
Dynamics (PSID) (2011) for the United States, and the British Cohort Study (BCS)
(n.d.) for Great Britain.
Note: The means of the variables are the means of the observations that are not
missing. This is appropriate because in the main analysis missing values are
replaced with these mean values.
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Measurement error in parental income leads to a downward-biased
estimate of β (Solon 1992). In our case, the British estimate may be rela-
tively more downward-biased because of greater transitory variation in
parental income than in the United States.17

Classical measurement error in the dependent variable does not lead to
any bias in the estimated β. However, if measurement error is related to
parental income, then its effects might be quite different. Steven Haider and
Gary Solon (2006) note that income at young ages is likely to be a particu-
larly poor measure of permanent income for the most educated members
of the sample. We measure offspring earnings at ages thirty and thirty-four,
which may understate permanent income for college graduates. If off-
spring education and parental income are related, then measuring off-
spring income at a young age will lead to a downward-biased estimate of
intergenerational persistence. Again, our results will be most seriously
affected if the magnitude of this bias is different across the two nations.

Estimation Results

In table 2.3, we report the total βs measured as the elasticity of individual
offspring earnings with respect to parental family income from estimates
of equation 2.1. All of these estimates are highly statistically significant.
For males, the U.S. β is .385, and in Great Britain the elasticity for men is
lower at .269. The finding of lower mobility in the United States is consis-
tent with some (but not all) of the recent research on this topic (Blanden
forthcoming).18 The stark contrast between the U.S. and British results for
males is reduced when the intergenerational partial correlation is consid-
ered (.301 for the United States and .275 for Great Britain); it appears that
some of the difference in β is due to the very rapid growth in male earn-
ings inequality in the United States over the period of study.19 The extent
of persistence for women appears to be similar in the United States and

Understanding the Mechanisms Behind Intergenerational Persistence 41

Table 2.3 Comparison of Individual Earnings Persistence Across Countries

United States Great Britain

βs (elasticities)
Men 0.385 (0.047) 0.269 (0.016)
Women 0.349 (0.050) 0.341 (0.025)

Partial correlations
Men 0.301 (0.037) 0.275 (0.017)
Women 0.241 (0.035) 0.220 (0.016)

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from the Panel Study of Income
Dynamics (PSID) (2011) for the United States, and the British Cohort Study (BCS)
(n.d.) for Great Britain.
Note: Standard errors in parentheses.
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Table 2.4 Sequential Models: U.S. Men

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

Part Percentage Part Percentage Part Percentage Part Percentage
of Total β of Total β of Total β of Total β of Total β of Total β of Total β of Total β

Explained components of total β
Education 0.217 56.3% 0.220 57.2% 0.139 36.2% 0.122 31.7%
Early marriage 0.011 2.9 0.010 2.6 0.011 2.9
Labor market attachment, −0.006 −1.7 −0.010 −2.6 −0.010 −2.5
ages twenty-two to twenty-five

Labor market attachment, 0.017 4.4 0.016 4.1
ages twenty-six to twenty-nine

Marriage and health at thirty 0.004 1.0 0.005 1.4
Occupation at thirty 0.076 19.7 0.054 13.9
Occupation at thirty-four 0.044 11.6

Explained β 0.217 56.3 0.225 58.4 0.235 61.3 0.242 63.0
Unexplained β 0.168 43.7 0.160 41.6 0.149 38.7 0.142 37.0
Total β 0.385 0.385 0.385 0.385

Source: Authors’ calculations based on Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID) (2011).
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Table 2.5 Sequential Models: British Men

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

Part Percentage Part Percentage Part Percentage Part Percentage
of Total β of Total β of Total β of Total β of Total β of Total β of Total β of Total β

Explained components of total β
Education 0.093 34.7% 0.095 35.5% 0.053 19.8% 0.037 13.6%
Early marriage −0.0007 −0.3 −0.0003 −0.1 −0.004 −0.1
Labor market attachment, 0.013 4.7 0.007 2.7 0.008 2.9
ages twenty-two to twenty-five

Labor market attachment, 0.009 3.4 0.009 3.1
ages twenty-six to twenty-nine

Marriage and health at thirty 0.004 1.5 0.0034 1.3
Occupation at thirty 0.065 24.2 0.044 16.5
Occupation at thirty-four 0.057 21.1

Explained β 0.094 34.7 0.107 39.9 0.137 51.0 0.155 57.7
Unexplained β 0.175 65.3 0.162 60.1 0.131 48.6 0.112 41.9
Total β 0.269 0.269 0.269 0.269

Source: Authors’ calculations based on British Cohort Study (BCS) (n.d.).
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Table 2.6 Sequential Models: United States Women

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

Part Percentage Part Percentage Part Percentage Part Percentage
of Total β of Total β of Total β of Total β of Total β of Total β of Total β of Total β

Explained components of total β
Education 0.194 55.7% 0.163 46.8% 0.094 27.0% 0.087 24.9%
Early marriage 0.019 5.5 −0.007 −1.9 −0.008 −2.2
Labor market attachment, 0.078 22.4 0.032 9.1 0.031 9.0
ages twenty-two to twenty-five

Labor market attachment, 0.06 17.3 0.054 15.5
ages twenty-six to twenty-nine

Marriage and health at thirty −0.004 −1.0 −0.003 −0.8
Occupation at thirty 0.077 22.1 0.059 17.0
Occupation at thirty-four 0.050 14.4

Explained β 0.194 55.7 0.260 74.7 0.253 72.6 0.272 77.8
Unexplained β 0.155 44.3 0.088 25.3 0.096 27.4 0.077 22.2
Total β 0.349 0.349 0.349 0.349

Source: Authors’ calculations based on Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID) (2011).
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Table 2.7 Sequential Models: British Women

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

Part Percentage Part Percentage Part Percentage Part Percentage 
of Total β of Total β of Total β of Total β of Total β of Total β of Total β of Total β

Explained components of total β
Education 0.175 51.5% 0.158 46.4% 0.075 22.0% 0.054 15.8%
Early marriage 0.003 0.7 −0.002 −0.6 −0.001 −0.4
Labor market attachment, 0.054 15.7 0.007 2.0 0.007 2.0
ages twenty-two to twenty-five

Labor market attachment, 0.061 18.0 0.057 16.8
ages twenty-six to twenty-nine

Marriage and health at thirty −0.0003 −0.1 −0.001 −0.3
Occupation at thirty 0.097 28.6 0.070 20.6
Occupation at thirty-four 0.071 21.0

Explained β 0.175 51.5 0.214 62.8 0.203 70.0 0.257 75.5
Unexplained β 0.163 48.5 0.127 37.2 0.138 30.0 0.083 24.5
Total β 0.341 0.341 0.341

Source: Authors’ calculations based on British Cohort Study (BCS) (n.d.).
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Table 2.8 Double Decomposition Using Education Pathway—Men

Effect Through 
Total Effect (λγ) Education (λedϕγ) Direct Effect (δγ)

Part Percentage Part Percentage Part Percentage 
of Total β of Total β of Total β of Total β of Total β of Total β

Explained components of total β,
United States
Education 0.122 31.7% 0.122 31.7%
Early marriage 0.011 2.9 0.006 1.5 0.005 1.4%
Labor market attachment, −0.010 −2.5 −0.008 −2.2 −0.001 −0.4
ages twenty-two to twenty-five

Labor market attachment, 0.016 4.1 0.008 2.0 0.008 2.1
ages twenty-six to twenty-nine

Marriage and health at thirty 0.005 1.4 0.006 1.5 −0.001 −0.2
Occupation at thirty 0.054 13.9 0.037 9.6 0.016 4.3
Occupation at thirty-four 0.045 11.6 0.030 7.9 0.014 3.7
Explained β 0.242 63.0 0.201 52.2 0.041 10.6
Unexplained β 0.142 37.0
Total β 0.385 100.0

(Table continues on p. 50.)
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Table 2.8 Continued

Effect Through 
Total Effect (λγ) Education (λedϕγ) Direct Effect (δγ)

Part Percentage Part Percentage Part Percentage 
of Total β of Total β of Total β of Total β of Total β of Total β

Explained components of total β,
Great Britain
Education 0.037 13.6% 0.037 13.6%
Early marriage −0.0004 −0.1 −0.0002 −0.1 −0.002 −0.1%
Labor market attachment, 0.008 2.9 −0.0007 −0.2 0.008 3.1
ages twenty-two to twenty-five

Labor market attachment, 0.008 3.1 0.001 0.4 0.007 2.7
ages twenty-six to twenty-nine

Marriage and health at thirty 0.0034 1.3 0.0021 0.5 0.001 0.8
Occupation at thirty 0.044 16.5 0.0241 9.0 0.020 7.5
Occupation at thirty-four 0.057 21.1 0.0272 10.1 0.029 11.0
Explained β 0.156 58.3 0.0893 33.2 0.067 25.0
Unexplained β 0.112 41.7
Total β 0.269

Source: Authors’ calculations based on Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID) (2011) for the United States and British Cohort Study
(BCS) (n.d.) for Great Britain.
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Table 2.9 Double Decomposition Using Education Pathway—Women

Effect Through 
Total Effect Education Direct Effect

Part Percentage Part Percentage Part Percentage
of Total β of Total β of Total β of Total β of Total β of Total β

Explained components of total β,
United States
Education 0.087 24.9% 0.087 24.9%
Early marriage −0.008 −2.2 −0.005 −1.3 −0.003 −0.9%
Labor market attachment, 0.031 9.0 0.001 0.4 0.030 8.5
ages twenty-two to twenty-five

Labor market attachment, 0.054 15.5 0.041 11.8 0.013 3.7
ages twenty-six to twenty-nine

Marriage and health at thirty −0.003 −0.8 0.001 0.3 −0.004 −1.2
Occupation at thirty 0.059 17.0 0.027 7.7 0.032 9.3
Occupation at thirty-four 0.050 14.4 0.020 5.6 0.031 8.8
Explained β 0.271 77.8 0.172 49.3 0.099 28.4
Unexplained β 0.077 22.2
Total β 0.349 100.0

(Table continues on p. 52.)
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Table 2.9 Continued

Effect Through 
Total Effect Education Direct Effect

Part Percentage Part Percentage Part Percentage
of Total β of Total β of Total β of Total β of Total β of Total β

Explained components of total β,
Great Britain
Education 0.054 15.8% 0.054 15.8%
Early marriage −0.001 −0.4 −0.0007 −0.2 −0.0006 −0.2%
Labor market attachment, 0.007 2.0 0.0021 0.6 0.005 1.4
ages twenty-two to twenty-five

Labor market attachment, 0.057 16.8 0.039 11.4 0.018 5.4
ages twenty-six to twenty-nine

Marriage and health at thirty −0.001 −0.3 0.0015 0.4 −0.002 −0.7
Occupation at thirty 0.070 20.6 0.037 10.8 0.033 9.8
Occupation at thirty-four 0.071 21.0 0.037 10.7 0.035 10.3
Explained β 0.257 75.5 0.169 49.6 0.091 25.9
Unexplained β 0.083 24.5
Total β 0.341

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID) (2011) for the United States and British
Cohort Study (BCS) (n.d.) for Great Britain.

1
2
5
8
8
-
0
2
_
C
H
0
2
-
r
e
v
2
.
q
x
d
 
 
8
/
2
3
/
1
1
 
 
2
:
3
3
 
P
M
 
 
P
a
g
e
 
5
2



Appendix
Table 2A.1 United States and British Men, Detailed Decomposition Results

Decomposition
of Total β: 
Percentage 

Parent Income Variation
Influence on Factor (λ) Return to Factor (γ) Ratio (λ/γ) Explained

United Great United Great United Great United Great
Factors States Britain States Britain States Britain States Britain

High school graduate/O levels 0.095 (.020) 0.148 (.013) 0.187 (.084) 0.040 (.018) 0.51 3.73 4.6% 2.2%
Attend college/A levels 0.304 (.030) 0.211 (.015) 0.061 (.070) 0.024 (.019) 4.95 8.61 4.9 1.9
College graduate/degree 0.239 (.027) 0.181 (.013) 0.357 (.073) 0.142 (.022) 0.67 1.27 22.2 9.5
Education total 31.7 13.6

Ages twenty-two to twenty-five, −0.002 (.019) −0.034 (.006) 0.079 (.124) −0.193 (.067) −0.03 0.17 0.0 2.4
no labor/education

Ages twenty-two to twenty-five, −0.032 (.017) 0.019 (.007) 0.297 (.133) 0.063(.050) −0.11 0.30 −2.5 0.5
full-time work/education

Ages twenty-six to twenty-nine, −0.015 (.012) −0.016 (.004) −0.093 (.204) −0.241 (.072) 0.17 0.07 0.4 1.4
no labor/education

Ages twenty-six to twenty-nine, 0.025 (.016) 0.011 (.004) 0.568 (.144) 0.416 (.059) 0.04 0.03 3.7 1.6
full-time work/education

Labor market attachment total 4.5 6.0
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Married at age twenty-two or younger −0.156 (.026) −0.022 (.007) −0.072 (.063) 0.016 (.030) 2.17 −1.34 2.9 −0.1
Married at age thirty −0.008 (.030) 0.016 (.015) 0.061 (.063) 0.074 (.014) −0.13 0.21 −0.1 0.4
Health poor −0.010 (.012) −0.022 (.010) −0.426 (.132) −0.042 (.037) 0.02 0.53 1.1 0.4
Health excellent 0.068 (.030) 0.062 (.015) 0.022 (.055) 0.022 (.015) 3.06 0.10 0.4 0.5
Marriage and health total 4.3 1.2

Occupation 2 or better at thirty 0.089 (.022) 0.089 (.011) 0.086 (.099) 0.055 (.022) 1.04 1.62 2.0 1.8
Occupation 3 or higher at thirty 0.156 (.029) 0.204 (.015) −0.063 (.106) 0.105 (.025) −2.49 1.94 −2.6 8.0
Occupation 4 or higher at thirty 0.191 (.029) 0.211 (.015) 0.416 (.132) −0.052 (.077) 0.46 −4.05 20.7 −4.1
Occupation 5 or higher at thirty 0.169 (.029) 0.208 (.015) −0.374 (.117) 0.070 (.075) −0.45 2.98 −16.4 5.3
Occupation 6 or higher at thirty 0.168 (.026) 0.148 (.012) 0.213 (.109) 0.114 (.026) 0.79 1.30 9.3 6.3
Occupation 7 or higher at thirty 0.085 (.020) 0.069 (.010) 0.040 (.107) −0.040 (.029) 2.13 −1.74 0.9 −1.0
Occupation at age thirty total 13.9 16.5

Occupation 2 or better at thirty-four 0.116 (.023) 0.129 (.012) 0.217 (.094) 0.183 (.021) 0.53 0.71 6.5 8.8
Occupation 3 or higher at thirty-four 0.176 (.030) 0.182 (.014) −0.047 (.101) 0.171 (.030) −3.76 1.07 −2.1 11.5
Occupation 4 or higher at thirty-four 0.192 (.031) 0.172 (.014) 0.157 (.127) −0.096 (.053) 1.22 −1.79 7.9 −6.0
Occupation 5 or higher at thirty-four 0.209 (.030) 0.173 (.014) −0.062 (.115) 0.013 (.048) −3.35 13.02 −3.4 1.0
Occupation 6 or higher at thirty-four 0.191 (.027) 0.114 (.011) 0.115 (.105) 0.170 (.030) 1.66 0.67 5.7 7.2
Occupation 7 or higher at thirty-four 0.094 (.020) 0.049 (.008) −0.121 (.107) −0.070 (.034) −0.77 −0.70 −3.0 −1.3
Occupation at age thirty-four total 11.6 21.1

Total percentage variation explained 63.1 58.3

Source: Authors’ calculations based on Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID) (2011) for the United States and British Cohort Study (BCS)
(n.d.) for Great Britain.
Note: The omitted comparison factors for each categories are: high school dropout/no O levels, part-time worker, occupation = 7, and health
“good” or “very good.” The categorical variables are coded as “at least” high school, and so on. Standard errors are in parentheses.
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Table 2A.2 United States and British Women, Detailed Decomposition Results

Decomposition
of Total β: 
Percentage 

Parent Income Variation
Influence on Factor (λ) Return to Factor (γ) Ratio (λ/γ) Explained

United Great United Great United Great United Great
Factors States Britain States Britain States Britain States Britain

High school graduate/O levels 0.095 (.020) 0.148 (.013) 0.187 (.084) 0.040 (.018) 0.51 3.73 4.6% 2.2%
High school graduate/O levels 0.099 (.016) 0.143 (.014) 0.036 (.102) 0.029 (.022) 2.74 4.89 1.0% 1.2%
Attend college/A levels 0.250 (.026) 0.209 (.016) −0.022 (.066) 0.113 (.023) −11.44 1.85 −1.6 6.9
College graduate/degree 0.218 (.024) 0.195 (.013) 0.406 (.076) 0.134 (.026) 0.54 1.46 25.4 7.6
Education total 24.9 15.8

Ages twenty-two to twenty-five, −0.101 (.022) 0.082 (.012) −0.139(.114) −0.147 (.047) 0.73 0.54 4.0 −1.4
no labor/education

Ages twenty-two to twenty-five, 0.050 (.018) 0.031 (.007) 0.341 (.122) −0.057 (.035) 0.15 −1.44 4.9 −0.7
full-time work/education

Ages twenty-six to twenty-nine, −0.066 (.017) −0.044 (.008) −0.210 (.136) −0.440 (.044) 0.31 0.10 4.0 5.7
no labor/education

Ages twenty-six to twenty-nine, 0.066 (.021) 0.046 (.010) 0.605 (.098) 0.820 (.036) 0.11 0.06 11.5 11.1
full-time work/education

Labor market attachment total 24.5 18.8

Married at age twenty-two −0.148 (.025) −0.079 (.009) 0.051 (.063) 0.025(.026) −2.90 −1.98 −2.2 3.4
or younger
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Married at age thirty 0.073 (.027) 0.010 (.016) −0.198 (.069) −0.084 (.018) −0.37 −0.11 −4.1 −0.2
Health poor/fair −0.030 (.010) −0.034 (.010) −0.223 (.141) 0.028 (.027) 0.14 −1.19 1.9 −0.3
Health excellent 0.049 (.024) 0.045 (.015) 0.095 (.061) 0.018 (.018) 0.51 2.52 1.3 0.2
Marriage and health total −3.0 3.1

Occupation 2 or better at thirty 0.075 (.017) 0.068 (.008) 0.034 (.111) 0.155 (.037) 2.18 0.44 0.7 3.1
Occupation 3 or higher at thirty 0.195 (.025) 0.179 (.015) 0.311 (.084) 0.153 (.024) 0.63 1.17 17.4 8.1
Occupation 4 or higher at thirty 0.193 (.024) 0.161 (.014) 0.131 (.134) 0.221 (.110) 1.47 0.73 7.2 10.5
Occupation 5 or higher at thirty 0.181 (.023) 0.156 (.014) −0.365 (.238) −0.150 (.114) −0.50 −1.05 −19.0 −6.9
Occupation 6 or higher at thirty 0.176 (.022) 0.116 (.013) 0.090 (.222) 0.132 (.041) 1.95 0.88 4.5 4.5
Occupation 7 or higher at thirty 0.098 (.098) 0.044 (.008) 0.220 (.114) 0.106 (.040) 0.45 0.41 6.2 1.4
Occupation at thirty total 17.0 21.6

Occupation 2 or better at thirty-four 0.087 (.016) 0.080 (.010) 0.283 (.117) 0.124 (.032) 0.31 0.64 7.0 2.9
Occupation 3 or higher at thirty-four 0.216 (.025) 0.150 (.014) −0.087 (.080) 0.213 (.027) −2.49 0.71 −5.4 9.4
Occupation 4 or higher at thirty-four 0.220 (.024) 0.142 (.013) 0.188 (.138) 0.074 (.079) 1.17 1.93 11.9 3.1
Occupation 5 or higher at thirty-four 0.189 (.024) 0.140 (.013) 0.013 (.295) 0.003 (.086) 14.97 47.45 0.7 0.1
Occupation 6 or higher at thirty-four 0.183 (.023) 0.114 (.012) 0.003 (.280) 0.115 (.047) 59.71 0.99 0.2 3.9
Occupation 7 or higher at thirty-four 0.120 (.018) 0.038 (.007) 0.002 (.104) 0.144 (.046) 75.94 0.26 0.1 1.6
Occupation at thirty-four total 14.4 21.0

Total percentage variation explained 70.3 75.5

Source: Authors’ calculations based on Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID) (2011) for the United States and British Cohort Study (BCS)
(n.d.) for Great Britain.
Note: The omitted comparison factors for each categories are: high school dropout/no O levels, part-time worker, occupation = 7, and
health “good” or “very good.” The categorical variables are coded as “at least” high school, and so on. Standard errors are in parentheses.
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62 Persistence, Privilege, and Parenting

Table 2A.3 Comparison of Family Income Persistence Across Countries

United States Great Britain

βs (elasticities)
Men .355 (.042) .294 (.020)
Women .472 (.035) .280 (.018)

Partial correlations
Men .315 (.038) .240 (.016)
Women .437 (.033) .240 (.015)

Source: Authors’ calculations based on Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID)
(2011) for the United States and British Cohort Study (BCS) (n.d.) for Great Britain.
Note: Standard errors in parentheses.
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Table 2A.4 Offspring Family Income

United States Men British Men United States Women British Women

Part Percentage Part Percentage Part Percentage Part Percentage 
of Total β of Total β of Total β of Total β of Total β of Total β of Total β of Total β

Explained components of total β
Education 0.116 30.4% 0.027 9.3% 0.101 20.8% 0.043 15.4%
Early marriage 0.024 6.4 0.001 0.3 −0.004 −0.8 −0.001 −0.5
Labor market attachment, −0.002 −0.5 0.012 4.1 0.019 4.0 0.021 7.4
ages twenty-two to 
twenty-five

Labor market attachment, 0.011 3.0 0.011 3.6 0.020 4.2 0.007 2.4
ages twenty-six to 
twenty-nine

Marriage and health at 0.003 0.7 0.077 2.6 0.033 6.8 0.021 7.3
thirty

Occupation at thirty 0.034 8.8 0.036 12.3 0.045 9.3 0.032 11.4
Occupation at thirty-four 0.043 11.3 0.042 14.1 0.036 7.4 0.023 8.1
Employment at thirty and 0.033 11.3 0.026 9.1
thirty-four

Explained β 0.229 60.0 0.169 57.7 0.251 51.7 0.169 60.6
Unexplained β 0.153 40.0 0.124 42.3 0.234 48.3 0.111 39.6
Total β 0.381 0.294 0.485 0.280

Source: Authors’ calculations based on Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID) (2011) for the United States and British Cohort Study (BCS)
(n.d.) for Great Britain.
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Table 2A.5 Robustness Check on British Education Measures

Percentage
Parental Income Variation

Influence on Factor (λ) Return to Factor (γ) Ratio (λ/γ) Explained

Alternative Education Measures Men Women Men Women Men Women Men Women

Low academic qualifications .071 (.010) .073 (.011) −.001 (.052) −.082 (.074) −71.5 −0.90 −0.03% −1.8%
(below O level)

Low vocational qualifications .094 (.011) .090 (.011) .125 (.057) .183 (.080) 0.75 0.49 4.4 4.8
(below O level equivalent)

Vocational qualification .108 (.012) .113 (.013) −.025 (.041) −.162 (.062) −4.3 −0.70 −1.02 −5.4
(O level equivalent)

O level qualification .142 (.014) .143 (.014) .084 (.029) .242 (.048) 1.69 0.59 4.4 10.2
Post-school level .193 (.015) .206 (.016) .056 (.028) .171 (.048) 3.46 1.21 4.0 10.4

vocational qualification
A level .208 (.015) .209 (.016) .095 (.035) .065 (.057) 2.18 3.30 7.4 4.02
Degree-level vocational .185 (.015) .202 (.015) −.020 (.034) .137 (.048) −9.40 1.48 −1.4 8.1

qualification
Degree .179 (.013) .195 (.013) .268 (.025) .380 (.037) 0.67 0.51 17.8 22.8

Education total 35.6 52.2

Source: Authors’ calculations based on Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID) (2011) for the United States and British Cohort Study (BCS)
(n.d.) for Great Britain.
Note: Standard errors in parentheses.
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Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from Corak and Heisz (1999, 520,
table 6); Mazumder (2004, 93, table 2.2).
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Figure 3.1 Earnings Deciles of Sons Born to Top-Decile Fathers: 
Canada and the United States

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from Corak and Heisz (1999, 520,
table 6); Mazumder (2004, 93, table 2.2).
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80 Persistence, Privilege, and Parenting

not describe what it means at all. A ten would mean the statement describes
it perfectly.

Given that it may still be reasonable to question whether the two
prompts are entirely equivalent, the answers to the questions are very
similar and are presented in figure 3.3, which shows the proportion of the
sample answering eight or higher on a ten-point scale.2 Americans and
Canadians have for the most part the very same ranking of these alterna-
tives, and indeed in very much to the same degree. The two options that
garner the greatest consensus—in the neighborhood of 70 percent—refer

Enough income to afford
a few luxuries

Source: Corak (2010, figure 5), reproduced with permission.
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Figure 3.3 Defining the American Dream in the United States 
and Canada: Percentage Responding Eight or Higher on 
a Ten-Point Scale
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84 Persistence, Privilege, and Parenting

Table 3.1 The Characteristics of Families and Parents in Canada and the
United States for Children Thirteen Years of Age or Younger 
in the Late 1990s

Canada United States

Proportion of children born to teenagers 2.1% 8.3%
Proportion of children born to black mothers 1.7 15.7
Proportion of children born to immigrants 17.2 14.3

Current marital status of mothers
Married or common law 84.1 76.9
Single, divorced, or separated 8.9 13.0
Single, never married 6.0 9.1

Family sizea

No siblings 19.3 19.9
One sibling 46.0 40.0
Two siblings 24.5 24.6
Three or more siblings 10.2 15.6

Family size in single-parent familiesb

No siblings 32.9 23.9
One sibling 41.8 33.9
Two siblings 18.7 24.5
Three or more siblings 6.6 17.7

Education attainment of mothersc

Less than high school 12.1 12.9
High school diploma 17.6 31.3
Some postsecondary 27.5 16.3
Postsecondary certificate 25.0 14.5
University or college degree 17.7 25.1

Education attainment of single mothersd

Less than high school 20.6 19.3
High school diploma 14.6 34.5
Some postsecondary 34.4 18.3
Postsecondary certificate 22.0 14.5
University or college degree 8.4 13.4

Source: Authors’ calculations using weighted data from National Longitudinal
Survey of Children and Youth (Statistics Canada n.d.) and the National Survey of
American Families (Urban Institute n.d.).
aAll children age thirteen or younger.
bAll children age thirteen or younger living in single-mother families.
cAll children age thirteen or younger with a mother present.
dAll children age thirteen or younger living in single-mother families.
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More detailed calculations show that, as a result of the patterns docu-
mented in table 3.2, one in ten children of married couples in the United
States have parents who together work over one hundred hours per
week. This high commitment to paid work is much less common in
Canada, where it occurs for only two out of every one hundred children.
The most common arrangement in the United States is for parents to work
from eighty to ninety-nine hours per week. In contrast, Canadian parents
most commonly work between sixty and seventy-nine hours per week.

In the United States, single mothers are more likely to be working than
married mothers. Only about one-fifth of single mothers do not work any
hours per week, but this is the case for almost one-third of married moth-
ers. In Canada, these proportions are almost exactly reversed. Furthermore,
just over 48 percent of single mothers work more than forty hours per week
in the United States, almost double the Canadian proportion.

On the flip side of these employment patterns are differences in care
arrangements for infants and toddlers, preschoolers, and school-age chil-
dren (as documented in table 3.3). The majority of infants and toddlers in
Canada are cared for by their parents; in the United States the majority
are in some other type of care. Fifty-six percent of all children up to two
years of age are cared for exclusively by their parents in Canada, com-
pared to 40.7 percent in the United States. This difference probably reflects
the very different maternity and parental leave policies in Canada for

Economic Mobility, Family Background, and the Well-Being of Children 89

Table 3.2 Distribution of Weekly Hours of Work for Mothers, Fathers,
and Single Mothers of Children Age Thirteen and Younger 
in Canada and the United States

Mothers Fathers Single Mothers

United United United
Canada States Canada States Canada States

Not working 24.8 29.0 5.5 4.0 31.9 20.2
One to twenty- 24.8 16.9 2.9 2.2 18.6 13.7
nine hours

Thirty to thirty- 25.1 13.8 11.6 4.8 23.6 17.6
nine hours

Forty to forty- 20.3 32.8 51.7 50.4 21.0 39.3
nine hours

Fifty or more 5.0 7.4 28.2 38.6 4.9 9.1
hours

Source: Authors’ calculations using weighted data from National Longitudinal
Survey of Children and Youth (Statistics Canada n.d.) and the National Survey of
American Families (Urban Institute n.d.).
Note: Expressed as column percentages of all children thirteen years or younger
in each family type.
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90 Persistence, Privilege, and Parenting

working mothers of newborn children. The labor force participation of
mothers with children younger than one year of age is much higher in
the United States and no different than it is for mothers as a whole. In the
United States, 29.8 percent of women with an infant—or virtually the same
fraction as all mothers—report that they do not work. In Canada, 35.6 per-
cent of mothers with newborns report not working versus 24.8 percent of
all mothers.7

Over three-quarters of American preschoolers are in some type of non-
parental care arrangement, while only about half of Canadian three- and
four-year-olds are in this situation. Preschoolers in the United States are
on average three times more likely to be cared for in formal child care cen-

Table 3.3 Child Care Arrangements in Canada and the United States

United
Canada States

Children zero to two years of agea

Parental care 55.9% 40.7%
Child care center 6.4 13.3
Cared for by a relative 16.0 30.0
Cared for by a nonrelative 21.0 15.5

Children three to four years of agea

Parental care 45.4 23.1
Child care center 12.4 34.3
Cared for by a relative 15.2 21.3
Cared for by a nonrelative 25.1 12.6

Children five to ten years of agea

Parental care 54.6 40.7
Child care center 2.7 5.9
Before- or after-school program 5.2 13.6
Cared for by a relative 17.5 22.2
Cared for by a nonrelative 17.0 12.0

Children five to ten years of age in single-mother familiesb

Parental care 48.1 27.7
Child care center 3.7 5.6
Before- or after-school program 7.7 17.7
Cared for by a relative 18.9 30.9
Cared for by a nonrelative 17.6 12.4

Source: Authors’ calculations using weighted data from National Longitudinal
Survey of Children and Youth (Statistics Canada n.d.) and the National Survey of
American Families (Urban Institute n.d.).
Note: Totals do not add up to 100 as not all child care options are presented.
aExpressed as a percentage of children in the particular age category.
bExpressed as a percentage of children five to ten years of age in single-mother
families.
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94 Persistence, Privilege, and Parenting

Source: Authors’ calculations using 1999 Current Population Survey for the 
United States (U.S. Bureau of the Census 1999) and 1998 Survey of Labour and 
Income Dynamics for Canada (Statistics Canada 2000).
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Figure 3.4 Distribution of Children in Canada and the United States 
in the U.S. Income Distribution

children. At the same time, Canadian children are less likely to have an
income placing them in the bottom of the U.S. income distribution. Only
11.4 percent of Canadian children would find themselves in the bottom
10 percent, a situation faced by 15.6 percent of U.S. children.

Other indicators of material well-being also point to the fact that
Canadian children live in less extreme circumstances. Over three-quarters
(76 percent) of Canadian families with young children own the home in
which they live. In the United States, 63 percent of families with children
own their homes. Rates of homeownership are much lower for low-income
families in both countries. In Canada, four in ten low-income families own
the home in which they live, and in the United States 3.6 of every ten do so.

As well as being a proxy for wealth, homeownership may indicate a
greater overall level of stability. Frequent residential moves, for example,
have been shown to be a correlate of poorer outcomes for children. James
Coleman (1988) treats residential moves as a marker for the disruption of
the social capital and networks available to the family and child. In our
data, over half of children between the ages of two and thirteen moved at
least once in their lifetime, with the proportion being higher in the United
States and higher among low-income children. In Canada, 57.6 percent of
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Table 3.4 Mental Health Indicators for Children Thirteen Years and Younger in Canada and the United States

Canada United States

All Single-Mother Low-Income All Single-Mother Low-Income
Families Families Families Families Families Families

Nervous, high-strung, or tense
Never or not true 71.2% 62.5% 67.2% 71.6% 66.7% 67.3%
Sometimes or somewhat true 25.7 31.7 28.8 25.1 28.2 27.4
Often or very true 3.0 5.8 4.0 3.2 5.1 5.3

Child cannot concentrate for long
Never or not true 60.0 48.5 51.4 57.5 47.9 51.1
Sometimes or somewhat true 33.1 40.4 39.5 34.3 39.3 35.8
Often or very true 6.9 11.2 9.1 8.2 12.8 13.1

Miserable, unhappy, tearful, or distressed
Never or not true 74.5 60.2 71.0 66.3 59.7 62.8
Sometimes or somewhat true 24.5 37.9 27.9 31.9 37.8 34.0
Often or very true 0.9 1.9 1.1 1.9 2.5 3.2

Source: Authors’ calculations using weighted data from National Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth (Statistics Canada n.d.)
and the National Survey of American Families (Urban Institute n.d.).
Notes: Table entries are column percentages of all children thirteen years or younger, except for the middle panel, which refers to chil-
dren between the ages of six and eleven. The responses to survey questions were “never,” “sometimes,” or “often” in Canada, and
“not true,” “somewhat true,” or “very true” in the United States.
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and 26.4 percent in the United States are reported to be in very good
health. At 4 percent versus 1.6 percent, more than twice as many children
in the United States are reported to be in fair or poor health as in Canada.
Although children in single-mother families are worse off relative to all
children in both countries, Canadian children in these families fare bet-
ter than their American counterparts, with 2 percent versus 7 percent
reported being in fair or poor health. A similar pattern emerges with
respect to low-income children: 3 percent in Canada and 7.6 percent 
in the United States are reported to be in either fair or poor health (see
table 3.5).

More Canadian than American children visit the doctor in a given year;
the opposite is true of visits to nurses. Nearly 84 percent of Canadian
children and 77 percent of American children make physician visits.
Children in Canada on average make a greater number of visits to physi-
cians: 3.3 versus 2.7 per year. Nurse visits are higher in the United States:
35 percent of children in the United States and 19 percent of Canadian
children receive care from a nurse. The average number of nurse visits per
child is also greater in the United States. These patterns probably have a
good deal to do with the universal provision of health care in Canada.
Similar patterns are not seen, for example, with respect to visits to dentists,
which in general are not covered by public health insurance in either
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Table 3.5 Indicators of Physical Health for Children in the United States
and Canada

Single-Mother Low-Income
All Families Families Families

United United United
Canada States Canada States Canada States

Child’s health statusa

Excellent 58.1% 57.2% 52.4% 48.6% 52.4% 47.7%
Very good 29.2 26.4 31.5 27.8 29.7 25.8
Good 11.1 12.3 14.1 16.4 14.9 19.0
Fair 1.4 3.5 1.8 6.4 2.5 6.6
Poor 0.2 0.5 0.2 0.8 0.5 1.0

Physician visits 83.6 77.4 86.5 77.9 84.0 69.9
during the year

Hospitalizations 4.5 7.9 5.2 8.1 5.9 8.7
during the year

Source: Authors’ calculations using weighted data from National Longitudinal
Survey of Children and Youth (Statistics Canada n.d.) and the National Survey of
American Families (Urban Institute n.d.). 
Note: Expressed as a proportion of children thirteen years and younger in each
family type.
aHealth status as reported by the mother.

12588-03_Ch03-rev2.qxd  8/23/11  2:35 PM  Page 99



acteristics of parents that underlie the association between wealth and
attainment. For instance, families’ wealth positions may derive from their
level of risk aversion, and risk aversion, in turn, might be transmitted to
children (Dohmen et al., forthcoming), influencing their willingness to
make long-term educational investments, such as college or graduate school,
or to build steady career patterns in highly competitive occupations.3 These
and similar lines of reasoning would thus suggest that instead of carrying
different behavioral implications for children, family wealth derives from
different behaviors of parents that also account for the intergenerational
transmission of advantage.

Although the hypotheses listed so far have been largely devised in
reference to the United States, their importance can be assumed to differ
by national context. In the following section, I outline how specific fea-
tures of the U.S. and German education systems and welfare states may
be expected to intensify or moderate the hypothesized intergenerational
effects of wealth (see table 4.1). I should stress that this chapter does not
investigate cross-national differences in the total degree of intergenerational
mobility, but rather whether different components of social background,
specifically parental wealth, are associated differently with children’s
opportunities. Hence, I do not posit reasons why one country may permit
more or less intergenerational mobility, but rather why the association
between wealth and attainment may be stronger in one country than
the other.

Let us start with the ability to acquire access to educational resources
through homeownership and home equity. Such access is made possible
by the localized funding structure of public education in the United
States, where property taxes are the main revenue for educational expen-
ditures on the primary and secondary levels. By educational resources 
I do not primarily refer to school resources—which have, at best, small
effects on educational outcomes (Hanushek 1986, 1997; but see also Hedges,

Status Attainment and Wealth in the United States and Germany 113

Table 4.1 Summary of Hypotheses

Theoretical Mechanism United States Germany

Homeownership and quality of neighborhood + −
and schools

Direct monetary resource, specifically for + −
higher education

Insurance function for educational decisionmaking + −
and labor market entry and mobility

Unobserved parental characteristics ? ?

Source: Author’s compilation.
Note: +/− denotes that the mechanism is hypothesized to be stronger, weaker, or
similar when the two countries are compared.
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accounts, stocks, business holdings, real estate, home equity, and debts.
Like previous research on intergenerational wealth effects, this analysis
relies on a measure of net worth (total wealth minus debts). Table 4.2
gives a picture of the highly unequal distribution of family wealth. These
inequality measures are reported for the analytic population—that is,
households with school-age children in 1988 or 1989. They confirm what
more recent cross-national comparisons of wealth distributions have also
shown (see Wolff 2006; Jäntti et al. 2008): wealth is very highly unequally
distributed in both the United States and Germany. In fact, the level of
wealth inequality in the GSOEP sample lies between that based on the
NLSY and the PSID when we compare the Gini coefficient of wealth and
the share of wealth held by the top 20 percent of wealth holders. Only at
the very top of the distribution does wealth seem to be more polarized
in the United States compared to Germany. While the wealthiest 5 percent
hold about one-third of all wealth in Germany, they appear to hold up to
(PSID) or even more than (NLSY) half of all wealth in the United States
(see also Jäntti et al. 2008).

For the empirical models, the net worth measure is assigned a ceiling
value of $1 million (1989, purchasing power parity) and log-transformed
to reduce skew. Cases of zero and negative wealth are set to $500.
Additional analyses (not shown) test different floor values and include
the amount of net debt as an additional indicator of a household’s wealth
position and yield the same substantive results. Remaining indicators
of a family’s socioeconomic standing are the highest number of years
of education completed by either parent, the highest socioeconomic index
score (SEI) (Frederick and Hauser 2008) of either parent’s occupation, and
the (natural logarithm of) family income averaged across five income
years (“permanent income”) and adjusted for household size (1/hsize).4

Educational attainment is measured as the total number of years of edu-
cation attained, and occupational attainment as the SEI score of the current
main occupation. The choice of these measures is driven by an effort to
replicate the classical variables used in status attainment research. Missing

Table 4.2 Distribution of Wealth in the United States and Germany

NLSY (1989) PSID (1989) GSOEP (1988)

Gini coefficient 0.85 0.76 0.79
Wealth share of top 5 percent 56.9% 42.1% 33.0%
Wealth share of top 20 percent 83.1% 71.5% 73.2%

Source: Author’s calculations based on data from National Longitudinal Survey
of Youth (Center for Human Resource Research 2008), Panel Study of Income
Dynamics (Brown and Schoeni 2007), and German Socio-Economic Panel
(Wagner, Frick, and Schupp 2007).
Note: Based on analytic sample.

12588-04_Ch04-rev.qxd  8/23/11  2:37 PM  Page 116



Status Attainment and Wealth in the United States and Germany 119

Source: Author’s calculations based on National Longitudinal Survey of Youth
(Center for Human Resource Research 2008).

(b) Wealth Effects
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Figure 4.1 Effect of Wealth on Standard Status Attainment Models: 
The United States (NLSY)

Second, the direct effect of parental wealth on occupational attainment,
when we control for its association with educational attainment, is also
significant and about half the size of its direct effects on education. Other
background effects on occupational attainment differ between the two
data sources, with parental occupation exerting positive effects in the
PSID and family income exerting positive effects and parental education,
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Source: Author’s calculations based on Panel Study of Income Dynamics (Brown
and Schoeni 2007).
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Figure 4.2 Effect of Wealth on Standard Status Attainment Models: 
The United States (PSID)

surprisingly, showing negative effects (when we control for all other
independent variables) in the NLSY.

Third, by adding parental wealth to the classical status attainment
model, the effects of family income are reduced—even to statistical and
substantive nonsignificance in the case of the PSID. This suggests that in
prior research at least a part of the family income measure has functioned
as a rough proxy measure for intergenerational wealth effects. Based on
the PSID results, we might even be tempted to conclude that all income
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Source: Author’s calculations based on German Socio-Economic Panel (Wagner, 
Frick, and Schupp 2007).
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Figure 4.3 Effect of Wealth on Standard Status Attainment Models:
Germany (GSOEP)

effects are in fact wealth effects and subscribe to the claim, offered earlier,
that wealth is just another and more reliable measure of permanent income.
The NLSY results, however, suggest a more cautious conclusion. Here, 
I observe wealth effects while significant income effects remain. Possible
explanations for this difference between the NLSY and PSID results are
less likely to be found in different levels of measurement error, but may
relate to differences in the age structure among parents in the two data sets.7
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Correlations in measurement errors: HighSei89-NetWorth89, HighSei88-NetWorth88, HighSei88-TotInc, Edu04-Sei044.

Figure 4A.1 Full Status Attainment Model: NLSY
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Source: Author’s calculations based on National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (Center for Human Resource Research 2008).

 Edu04  Edu06  Sei04  Seei06  Edu88  Edu89  Sei88  Sei89  Ltincadjln Wealth88 Wealth89
Edu04 1.000
Edu06 0.946 1.000
Sei04 0.407 0.385 1.000
Sei06 0.484 0.506 0.546 1.000
Edu88 0.315 0.332 0.109 0.185 1.000
Edu89 0.315 0.329 0.108 0.176 0.970 1.000
Sei88 0.284 0.305 0.161 0.226 0.423 0.420 1.000
Sei89 0.254 0.267 0.126 0.207 0.413 0.414 0.643 1.000
Ltincadjln 0.325 0.335 0.219 0.256 0.445 0.443 0.429 0.453 1.000
Wealth88 0.305 0.310 0.172 0.224 0.365 0.356 0.318 0.320 0.567 1.000
Wealth89 0.288 0.302 0.186 0.223 0.353 0.349 0.330 0.344 0.597 0.806 1.000 

Correlation Table
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Fit statistics (N = 1,665):  Chi2 = 50.64,  df = 28, p = .00584, RMSEA = .022, BIC = –157.1.
Correlations in measurement errors: HighEdu84-HighSei84, HighEdu84-Wealth84, Wealth84-HighSei84, Edu07-Occ07.

Figure 4A.2 Full Status Attainment Model: PSID
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Source: Author’s calculations based on Panel Study of Income Dynamics (Brown and Schoeni 2007).

 Edu05  Edu07  Sei05  Seei07  Edu84  Edu89  Sei84  Sei89  Ltincadjln Wealth84 Wealth89
Edu05 1.000
Edu07 0.988 1.000
Sei05 0.550 0.546 1.000
Sei07  0.562 0.568 0.696 1.000
Edu84 0.483 0.481 0.373 0.339 1.000
Edu89 0.494 0.490 0.359 0.342 0.826 1.000
Sei84 0.410 0.409 0.328 0.319 0.629 0.597 1.000
Sei89 0.399 0.403 0.312 0.302 0.579 0.604 0.690 1.000
Ltincadjln 0.423 0.421 0.343 0.333 0.538 0.564 0.551 0.569 1.000
Wealth84 0.360 0.361 0.284 0.245 0.446 0.416 0.445 0.418 0.632 1.000
Wealth89 0.372 0.376 0.311 0.270 0.451 0.453 0.426 0.442 0.708 0.726 1.000 

Correlation Table
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Fit statistics (N = 745):  Chi2 = 33.36,  df = 24, p = .09679, RMSEA = .023, BIC = –125.4.
Correlations in measurement errors: HighEdu88-HighSei88, HighSei88-TotInc, Edu06-Occ06.

Figure 4A.3 Full Status Attainment Model: GSOEP
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Source: Author’s calculations based on German Socio-Economic Panel (Wagner, Frick, and Schupp 2007).

 Edu06  Edu07  Sei06  Sei07  Edu87  Edu88  Sei87  Sei88  Ltinc Wealth88
Edu06 1.000
Edu07 0.984 1.000
Sei06 0.605 0.613 1.000
Sei07  0.560 0.582 0.830 1.000
Edu87 0.426 0.441 0.292 0.284 1.000
Edu88 0.425 0.441 0.289 0.280 0.994 1.000
Sei87 0.376 0.376 0.219 0.231 0.664 0.660 1.000
Sei88 0.268 0.268 0.159 0.158 0.468 0.472 0.857 1.000
Ltinc 0.309 0.315 0.193 0.181 0.505 0.506 0.493 0.308 1.000
Wealth88 0.209 0.202 0.165 0.159 0.221 0.215 0.188 0.134 0.288 1.000 

Correlation Table

1
2
5
8
8
-
0
4
_
C
h
0
4
-
r
e
v
.
q
x
d
 
 
8
/
2
3
/
1
1
 
 
2
:
3
7
 
P
M
 
 
P
a
g
e
 
1
3
1



Table 5.1 Data Sources for Intergenerational Mobility Analysis

Survey Period Ages Birth Cohorts Occupational Schemea Sample Size

Occupational Changes in a Generation I (OCG-I) 1962 30 to 64 1898 to 1932 1960 SOC 17,544
Occupational Changes in a Generation II (OCG-II) 1973 30 to 64 1909 to 1943 1960 to 1970 SOC 18,856
General Social Survey (GSS) 1972 to 2006 30 to 64 1908 to 1973 1970 to 1980 SOC 9,986
Survey of Social Stratification and Mobility (SSM) 1955 to 2005 30 to 64 1891 to 1975 Japanese SCO 6,703
Japan General Social Survey (JGSS) 2000 to 2002 30 to 64 1936 to 1972 Japanese SCO 1,917
German Social Survey (ALLBUS) 1980 to 2008 30 to 64 1916 to 1978 ISCO-68, ISCO-88 6,656
German Socio-Economic Panel (GSOEP) 1986, 1999, 2000 30 to 64 1922 to 1970 ISCO-68, ISCO-88 2,887
German Life History Study LV I–III 1981 to 1989 30 to 64 1921 to 1959 ISCO-68 1,234
ZUMA-Standard Demographic Survey 1976 to 1982 30 to 64 1912 to 1952 ISCO-68 2,928
International Social Justice Project (ISJP) 1991, 1996, 2000 30 to 64 1927 to 1970 ISCO-88 888
1970, 1975, 1980, 1985, and 1990 Swedish census 1970 to 1990 30 to 35 1936–1960 NYK 1,244,740

(linked to 1960 and 1970 censuses)

Source Authors’ compilation..
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Table 5.2 Micro-Classes Nested in Manual-Nonmanual Classes, Macro-Classes, and Meso-Classes

Nonmanual Class Manual Class

Professional-Managerial Proprietors Routine Nonmanual Manual Primary

Classic professions Proprietors Sales Craft Fishermen
Jurists Real estate agents Craftsmen, not elsewhere classified Farmers
Health professionals Agents, not elsewhere Foremen Farm laborers
Professors and instructors classified Electronics service and repair
Natural scientists Insurance agents Printers and related workers
Statistical and social scientists Cashiers Locomotive operators
Architects Sales workers Electricians
Accountants Clerical Tailors and related workers
Authors and journalists Telephone operators Vehicle mechanics
Engineers Bookkeepers Blacksmiths and machinists

Managers and officials Office workers Jewelers
Officials, government, and Postal clerks Other mechanics
nonprofit organizations Plumbers and pipe-fitters

Other managers Cabinet-makers
Commercial managers Bakers
Building managers Welders
and proprietors Painters

Other professions Butchers
Systems analysts and Stationary engine operators
programmers Bricklayers and carpenters

Aircraft pilots and navigators Heavy machine operators
Personnel and labor Lower manual
relations workers Truck drivers
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Elementary and Chemical processors
secondary teachers Miners and related workers

Librarians Longshoremen
Creative artists Food processing workers
Ship officers Textile workers
Professional and technical, Sawyers
not elsewhere classified Metal processors

Social and welfare workers Operatives and related workers,  
Workers in religion not elsewhere classified
Nonmedical technicians Forestry workers
Health semiprofessionals Service workers
Hospital attendants Protective service workers
Nursery school teachers Transport conductors
and aides Guards and watchmen

Food service workers
Mass transportation operators
Service workers, not elsewhere 
classified

Hairdressers
Newsboys and deliverymen
Launderers
Housekeeping workers
Janitors and cleaners
Gardeners

Source: Authors’ calculations based on original research. See appendix for data sources.
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Occupations and Social Mobility 151

effects that are net of other confounded effects, allowing us to locate with
some precision the main rigidities in the class structure.

The gradational effect, which is also included in our models, reflects
the degree to which exchange follows a desirability gradient net of micro-
class, meso-class, and macro-class inheritance. There are, of course, some
mobility scholars who would rely exclusively on a gradational parameter
to characterize exchange. By contrast, we treat it as a residual parameter,
one that “mops up” some of the affinities that persist even after micro-class,
meso-class, and macro-class reproduction are fully controlled. This param-
eter is therefore the only one governing flows in the white off-diagonal
zones of figure 5.1 and is likewise the only one distinguishing off-diagonal

Source: Jonsson et al. (2009), reprinted with permission.

Classical
professions

Other
professions

Professional and managerial

Routine nonmanual

Craft

Lower
manual

Service
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Manual
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Clerical

Managers
and officials

Proprietors

Figure 5.1 Nested Forms of Manual-Nonmanual and Macro-Class,
Meso-Class, and Micro-Class Inheritance
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The Japanese result is remarkable given that occupations and occu-
pational reproduction are not typically featured in analyses of Japanese
society. We have examined (see Jonsson et al. 2009) whether this result
simply reflects the large size of the primary sector in Japan. That is, because
farming and fishing are high-immobility occupations, a country with many
such occupations would tend to register much overall immobility. It turns
out, however, that even outside the primary sector Japan’s immobility
rate is quite high, a result that suggests that occupations play a more fun-
damental role in Japan than is typically appreciated.

Modeling Social Fluidity and Reproduction

For a proper test of the association between origin and destination, we turn
to an analysis of relative rates of mobility (or “social fluidity”), an analysis
that speaks to issues of equal opportunity. In such an analysis, the margin-
als of the mobility table are fit, and the class and gradational parameters

Source: Authors’ calculations based on original research. See appendix for data 
sources.
Notes: We have defined an exhaustive meso-class scheme by treating “propri-
etors” and the “primary sector” as meso-classes, and we have defined an exhaus-
tive micro-class scheme by treating “proprietors” as a micro-class. 
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Source: Authors’ figure  based on original research. See appendix for data sources.
Note: Coefficients are drawn from model that standardizes sample size to ten- 
thousand cases in each country. CP = classical professions; MG = managers and 
officials; OP = other professions; PR = proprietors; SA = sales; CL = clerical; CR = 
craft; LM = lower manual; SV = service; PS = primary sector. 
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Figure 5.3 The Contours of Reproduction

of nonmanual and manual plateaus. The manual-nonmanual divide is in
this regard an especially prominent big-class barrier to equal opportunity.

The other big-class effects are less impressive in strength. We have
shown elsewhere that big-class effects appear large in conventional big-
class analyses because of omitted micro-class and gradational reproduc-
tion (Jonsson et al. 2009). That is, when the gradational and micro-class
terms are omitted, the big-class effects loom far larger and create the
appearance of substantial big-class reproduction—which is descrip-
tively true, but largely a function of simple aggregation of occupational
inheritance. This result is important because it implies that, insofar as
one seeks to reduce inequality of opportunity (as manifested in class
inheritance), it is necessary to address both micro-class and gradational
reproduction.
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Cross-National Variation in 
Social Reproduction

We next consider whether this pooled model conceals much cross-national
variability in the structure of mobility. This question can be addressed by
estimating a model that constrains all cross-national variability to be cap-
tured in a set of shift parameters for each immobility coefficient (Erikson
and Goldthorpe 1992; Xie 1992). The core parameters from this model are
presented in table 5.3 and then graphed in figure 5.4 (for model fit statis-
tics, see appendix table 5A.1). For purposes of summary, we have not pre-
sented here the full set of either meso-class or micro-class estimates, and
instead we have simply averaged across them. The meso-class entry for
the United States, for example, implies that the average of the eight meso-
class estimates is 0.18.7

The estimates in table 5.3 are only partly consistent with the conventional
view that big classes are relatively well developed in Europe. Although the
macro-class coefficients are indeed strong in Sweden and Germany, the
other big-class coefficients (meso-class, manual-nonmanual) do not reveal
any corresponding evidence of such European exceptionalism (for a simi-
lar conclusion, see Ishida 2010). The meso-class parameter is in fact signifi-
cantly smaller in Germany than in the United States.

In our opening comments, we did not anticipate much variability in
gradational reproduction, an expectation that is borne out in the quite
similar gradational coefficients for the United States, Japan, and Sweden.
However, the gradational effect for Germany and Sweden is especially
strong, a result that suggests that desirable occupations in these countries
have especially ample resources that allow children born into them to fare
especially well. Although we can at this point merely speculate about the
reasons for this result, we can note that in these two countries many high-
status occupations require university degrees, meaning that it is likely

Table 5.3 Immobility Parameters by Country and Type of Reproduction

Coefficients United States Japan Germany Sweden

Meso-classa 0.18 0.24 0.07* 0.16
Macro-classa 0.39 0.48* 0.66* 0.63*
Manual-nonmanual 0.66 0.51* 0.66 0.54*
Micro-classa 1.29 1.76* 1.82* 1.45*
Gradationalb 1.03 1.06 1.37* 1.33*

Source: Authors’ calculations based on original research. See appendix for data
sources.
*Significantly different from the U.S. coefficient (at α = 0.05).
aParameter estimates averaged across all categories making up this type of class.
bCoefficients multiplied by 1,000.
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that there is an unusually strong association between human capital and
occupational prestige in these countries.

Is the variability in micro-class effects also consistent with our expec-
tations? As shown in table 5.3 and figure 5.4, the micro-class effects are
indeed weak in Sweden and strong in Germany (as predicted), but they
are also surprisingly weak in the United States and surprisingly strong
in Japan. We do not wish to exaggerate such cross-national variability
in micro-class effects. In all four countries, the most extreme departures
from equal opportunity occur at the micro-class level, and much of what
was previously presumed to be big-class reproduction turns out instead
to be a finer form of micro-class reproduction. We explicitly selected two
countries, Japan and Sweden, that would not conventionally be regarded
as home grounds for micro-class processes, yet we find for both that the
micro-class form is quite prominent. Even in Japan, which has long been
represented as a “de-occupationalized” regime, we find evidence of much
micro-class reproduction. Likewise, micro-class reproduction is prominent

Occupations and Social Mobility 157

Source: Authors’ compilation based on original research. See appendix for data
sources.
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Source: Authors’ calculations based on original research. See appendix for data
sources.
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Source: Authors’ calculations based on original research. See appendix for data
sources.
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Source: Authors’ calculations based on original research. See appendix for data
sources.
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Figure 5.7 Immobility in Sweden by Type of Mobility

Source: Authors’ calculations based on original research. See appendix for data
sources.
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Table 5.4 Trends in Social Reproduction

United States Japan Germany Sweden

Coefficients Base Change Base Change Base Change Base Change

Conventional change models
Gradational 2.27 −0.15* 3.12 −0.31* 2.93 −0.18* 2.96 −0.15*
Meso-class 0.98 −0.09 1.41 −0.08* 1.51 −0.09* 1.13 −0.00*

Net change model
Gradational 0.94 −0.05 0.29 0.12 1.38 0.02 1.61 −0.12*
Manual-nonmanual 0.73 −0.05* 0.50 0.00 0.73 −0.03 0.67 −0.06*
Macro-class 0.32 0.03 0.35 0.01 0.62 0.00 0.55 0.05*
Meso-class 0.21 −0.02 0.36 −0.11* −0.02 −0.01 0.16 −0.00
Micro-class 1.48 0.01 2.18 0.02 2.02 −0.14* 1.61 −0.01*

Source: Authors’ calculations based on original research. See appendix for data sources.
*Significantly different from zero (at α = .05).
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go to: http://www.gesis.org/en/allbus/general-information/or https://
social-survey.gesis.org/index.php3 (both accessed May 23, 2011).

German Socioeconomic Panel (GSOEP)
Research Data Center of the SOEP. n.d. German Socioeconomic Panel
(GSOEP). Information available at: http://www.diw.de/en/diw_02.c.
221178.en/about_soep.html and http://www.diw.de/en/diw_02.c.222518.
en/research_data_center_of_the_soep.html (accessed May 23, 2011).

German Life History Study (GLHS) LV I-III
Center for Research on Inequalities and the Life Course. n.d. German Life
History Study (GLHS). Available at: http://www.yale.edu/ciqle/GLHS/
index.html (accessed May 23, 2011).

ZUMA-Standard Demographic Survey
GESI—Leibniz-Institute for the Social Sciences. 2010. ZUMA Standard
Demographic Survey, 1976–1982. Version 1.0.0, 13.04.2010, doi:10.4232/
1.1233. Available at: http://info1.gesis.org/dbksearch18/SDESC2.asp?
no=1233&search=&search2=&DB=E&tab=0&notabs=&nf=1&af=&ll=10
(accessed May 23, 2011).

International Social Justice Project (ISJP)
Wegener, Bernd, and David S. Mason (principal investigators). 1991/1996.
International Social Justice Project, 1991 and 1996. Version 1.0.0, 13.04.2010,
doi:10.4232/1.3522. Universität Heidelberg und Humboldt Universität
Berlin; Butler University, Indianapolis; International Social Justice Project.
Available at: http://www.sowi.hu-berlin.de/lehrbereiche/empisoz/fors
chung/isjp; data from 2000 available upon request (accessed May 23, 2011).

Swedish Census, 1970, 1975, 1980, 1985, and 1990
Statistics Sweden. Various years. Swedish Census, 1970, 1975, 1980, 1985, and
1990 (linked to 1960 & 1970 Censuses). Available at: http://www.scb.se/
Statistik/BE/BE0205/_dokument/BE0205_BS_2000.pdf (accessed May 23,
2011).
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Table 5A.1 Fit Statistics for Selected Models

Model L2 df Δ BIC

1. Cross-nationally constant 137,234 24,880 11.18 −211,892
reproduction (figure 5.3)

2. Cross-nationally variable reproduction 136,520 24,865 11.13 −212,396
(table 5.3 and figure 5.4)

3. Linear trend in the United States 20,816 25,026 20.61 −248,229
(table 5.4)

3. Linear trend in Japan (table 5.4) 8,385 19,592 26.71 −172,951
3. Linear trend in Germany (table 5.4) 11,579 17,403 29.29 −155,499
3. Linear trend in Sweden (table 5.4) 141,380 31,900 11.54 −306,328

Source: Authors’ calculations based on original research. See appendix text for
data sources.
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Table 6.1 Summary of Explanatory Variables

Variable Grouping ECLS-B (United States) MCS (United Kingdom)

Maternal education

Number of children

Race/ethnicity/
country of origin

Family structure

Mother’s age at birth

Parenting
Warmth and 
sensitivity

Less than high school;
high school graduate;
some college; degree
(wave 1)

Number of younger/
same-age children in
household (zero, one, 
or two or more) (wave 3)

Number of older children
(younger than eighteen)
in household (zero, one,
two, or three or more)
(wave 3)

White non-Hispanic
(omitted); black non-
Hispanic; Hispanic;
Asian; mixed; other

Mother born outside the
United States

Other language spoken
in home (wave 1)

Always co-resident mar-
ried biological parents;
always cohabiting bio-
logical parents; always
single mother (no resi-
dent father); some single
mother (resident father
at waves 1 or 2); other
(all waves)

Younger than twenty;
twenty to twenty-four;
twenty-five to twenty-
nine; thirty to thirty-four;
thirty-five and older

Interviewer observations
of mother-child rela-
tionship (wave 2)

Ratings of maternal
responsiveness and sen-
sitivity from videotaped
interactions: NCATS
(wave 1); Two Bags
(waves 2 and 3)a

Less than GCSEb A–C;
GCSE A–C; A level;
degree (wave 1)

As with ECLS-B

White; black/black British;
Indian; Pakistani/
Bangladeshi; mixed; other

Mother born outside the
United Kingdom

Other language spoken in
home (wave 1)

Country of residence
(England, Scotland, Wales,
Northern Ireland) (wave 1)

As with ECLS-B

As with ECLS-B

Interviewer observations
of mother-child relation-
ship (wave 2)

(Table continues on p. 184.)
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Table 6.1 Continued

Variable Grouping ECLS-B (United States) MCS (United Kingdom)

Reading

Out-of-home 
activities

Parenting style

Other

Neighborhood and
material possessions

Material
possessions

Frequency with which
parent reads to child
(waves 2 and 3)

Visited zoo or art gallery
in last month (wave 2)

Visited library with child
in last month (waves 2
and 3)

Number of lessons ever
participated in (sports,
drama, dance, music,
art, performing arts,
crafts) (wave 3)

Expresses affection with
hugs and kisses; easy-
going and relaxed with
child (wave 3)

Has trouble sticking to
rules; lacks energy to
make child behave
(wave 3)

Rules and routines
about bedtime (waves 2
and 3)

Spanked child or used
time-out in last week
(waves 2 and 3)

How far expect child to
go in school—for exam-
ple, less than high
school diploma to com-
plete a Ph.D. (wave 3)

Knowledge of Infant
Development Inventory
(wave 1)

Computer (wave 3)
Car (all waves)
Number of books 
(wave 3)

Household food-
insecure, with or with-
out hunger (all waves)

Frequency with which
mother reads to child
(waves 2 and 3)

Number of places of inter-
est visited in last year
(wave 3)

Frequency with which
child is taken to library
(waves 2 and 3)

Number days per week
child attends sport or
exercise class (wave 3)

Family has lots of rules;
rules strictly enforced
(wave 2)

Proportion of times parent
makes sure child obeys
instruction or request
(wave 3)

Rules and routines about
bedtime (waves 2 and 3)

Spanks child or uses time-
out at least once a month
(waves 2 and 3)

Home is really disorgan-
ized; can’t hear self think;
has calm atmosphere
(waves 2 and 3)

Mother’s beliefs about
good parenting 
practices (wave 1)

Computer (wave 1)
Car (waves 1 and 2)
Working telephone (waves
1 and 2)
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Table 6.1 Continued

Variable Grouping ECLS-B (United States) MCS (United Kingdom)

Savings and 
wealth

Neighborhood 
conditions

Housing 
conditions

Family health and
well-being
Health at birth

Mother’s physical 
health

Mother’s mental 
well-being

Smoking and breast-
feeding

Has savings account 
(all waves)

Owns any stocks (all
waves)

Public housing–rent sub-
sidy (all waves)

Neighborhood good
place to raise children;
safe from crime; most
families lived there long
time (wave 2)

House or building a good
place to raise children
(wave 2)

Birth weight
Gestation less than
thirty-seven weeks

Special care unit at birth
General self-rated health
(all waves)

Mother’s BMI over-
weight; obese (wave 3)

CES-Dc depression scale
(waves 1 and 3)

Breast-fed (never, less
than three months, three
to six months, more
than six months)

Mother smoked during
pregnancy

Saves regularly (waves 2
and 3)

Number of bills behind
with (waves 2 and 3)

Home rented from council
or housing association (all
waves)

Satisfaction with neighbor-
hood; problems with
noise; litter; vandalism
(wave 1)

Interviewer assessment of
local area, for example,
condition of buildings,
vandalism, dog mess,
feeling of safety (wave 2)

Index of Multiple
Deprivation rank decile
(wave 1)

Average persons per room
(all waves)

Problem with dampness 
(all waves)

Access to garden 
(all waves)

As with ECLS-B

Limiting ill health index
(wave 3)

Mother’s BMI overweight;
obese (wave 3)

Malaise scale (wave 1)
Kessler 6 depression scale
(wave 3)

Locus of control (wave 1)
Social support scale (wave 1)
As with ECLS-B

(Table continues on p. 186.)
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Table 6.1 Continued

Variable Grouping ECLS-B (United States) MCS (United Kingdom)

Care arrangements
Pregnancy and 
first year

Two to three years

Four to five years

Mother worked in year
before birth

Mother worked in first
three months

Mother employed (not at
all, less than thirty hours
a week, thirty hours or
more) (wave 1)

Main child care arrange-
ment (parent only, other
relative, nonrelative,
center) (wave 1, work-
ing mothers only)

Mother employed (not 
at all, less than thirty
hours a week, thirty
hours or more) (wave 2)

Main child care arrange-
ment (parent only, other
relative, nonrelative,
center) (wave 2, work-
ing mothers only)

Mother employed (not 
at all, less than thirty
hours a week, thirty
hours or more) (wave 3)

Type of center-based care
(preschool, pre–kinder-
garten, child care center,
other center, none)
(wave 3)

As with ECLS-B

As with ECLS-B

Mother employed (not 
at all, less than thirty
hours a week, thirty hours
or more) (wave 3)

Type of center-based care
(nursery class–school,
day nursery, preschool,
play group, none) 
(wave 3)

Source: Authors’ compilation based on data from Early Childhood Longitudinal
Study–Birth Cohort (National Center for Education Statistics 2007) and
Millennium Cohort Study (University of London 2010a, 2010b, 2010c).
Note: All specifications also include a full set of indicators for missing items and
a control for child gender.
a NCATS = Nursing Child Assessment Teaching Scale. The Two Bags task, like
NCATS, is an instrument in which parent and child cue videotaped engaging in
semi-structured activities, and is designed to assess the parent-child relationships.
It is a modification of the Three Bags task, which was used in the Early Head Start
Research and Evaluation Project and in the NICHD Study of Early Child Care.
b General Certificate of Secondary Education.
c Center for Epidemiological Studies Depression Scale.
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Income and School Readiness in the 
United States and the United Kingdom
Average incomes of this cohort of parents are slightly lower in the United
States ($28,300) than in the United Kingdom ($30,600), although this in
part reflects the younger age of parents in the United States. On average,
U.S. mothers were 27.3 years of age at the birth of the cohort child, com-
pared with 29.7 for U.K. mothers.6 Figure 6.1 provides a graphic illustra-
tion of representative income levels in each income quintile group (see
table 6.A5 of the online appendix for exact figures). The distributions of
gross household income among families with children under age six are
similar in the United States and the United Kingdom, but with some no-
table differences. The average income of the poorest quintile is higher in
the United Kingdom—by 35 percent—than in the United States, and this
difference persists, although less sharply, right up to the fourth income

Income-Related Gaps in School Readiness 187

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from Early Childhood Longitudinal 
Study–Birth Cohort (National Center for Education Statistics 2007) and Millen-
nium Cohort Study (University of London 2010a, 2010b, 2010c).
Notes: Incomes are in March 2005 U.S. dollars. Incomes are averaged over three 
survey waves. Estimates and confidence intervals are weighted to adjust for 
complex survey design. U.S. sample: 7,250 observations; U.K. sample: 8,864 
observations. Quintile 1 is the lowest-income quintile group, quintile 2 the  
second lowest, and so on. The vertical lines at the end of each bar represent
95 percent confidence intervals around the estimates.
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quintile. It is only for the richest income quintile that the confidence in-
tervals around the mean overlap for the two countries. Figure 6.1 illus-
trates the dramatic degree of income inequality in the United States,
where the incomes of the richest quintile are, on average, over ten times
those of the poorest quintile and over three times those of the median
quintile; in the United Kingdom, the comparable multipliers are around
seven and a half and two and a half.

The mean cognitive standardized scores for each quintile group are
shown in figure 6.2 (and online appendix table 6A.6). Again, there are sim-
ilarities and differences across the two countries. The gap in average test
scores between the poorest and richest quintiles is over a standard devia-
tion in both countries: 1.36 in the United States and 1.09 in the United
Kingdom. In contrast to the pattern for income, the gaps in cognitive
development increase linearly, rather than exponentially, from quintile to
quintile. Children in the lowest income quintile score around two-thirds

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from Early Childhood Longitudinal 
Study–Birth Cohort (National Center for Education Statistics 2007) and Millen-
nium Cohort Study (University of London 2010a, 2010b, 2010c).
Notes: Composite score is constructed by principal components analysis (PCA) 
and standarized to mean zero, one standard deviation. Estimates and confidence 
intervals are weighted to adjust for complex survey design. U.S. sample: 7,250 
observations; U.K. sample: 8,864 observations. The vertical lines at the end of 
each bar represent 95 percent confidence intervals around the estimates.
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of a standard deviation below the mean in both the United States and the
United Kingdom, and the confidence intervals provide no evidence of sys-
tematic differences in the relative performance of the lowest-income chil-
dren in the two countries.

The relative cognitive outcomes of children in the second-lowest and
middle-income quintiles appear relatively better in the United Kingdom
than the United States, while the reverse is true for the outcomes of chil-
dren in the second-highest- and highest-income quintiles. The aim of our
analysis is not to compare standardized scores directly across countries,
but rather to focus on the gaps for different groups relative to the country-
specific mean outcome of the middle-income quintile group. It is therefore
notable that the average outcomes of this reference group are relatively
negative in the United States compared with the United Kingdom.

The mean behavior problems standardized scores for each income quin-
tile group are shown in figure 6.3 (and online appendix table 6A.7). The

Income-Related Gaps in School Readiness 189

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from Early Childhood Longitudinal 
Study–Birth Cohort (National Center for Education Statistics 2007) and Millen-
nium Cohort Study (University of London 2010a, 2010b, 2010c).
Notes: Higher scores indicate greater behavioral problems. Composite score is 
constructed by PCA and standarized to mean zero, one standard deviation. 
Estimates and confidence intervals are weighted to adjust for complex survey 
design. U.S. sample: 7,250 observations; U.K. sample: 8,864 observations. The 
vertical lines at the end of each bar represent 95 percent confidence intervals 
around the estimates.
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(Figure continues on p. 192.)

12588-06_Ch06-rev.qxd  8/23/11  2:44 PM  Page 191



192 Persistence, Privilege, and Parenting

The middle panel shows that conditioning on a common set of basic
demographic characteristics—broadly, maternal education; race, ethnicity,
and country of origin; and household composition—reduces the income-
related gaps substantially, by about half in the United States and more in
the United Kingdom. This makes clear that low-income families are much
more likely than their middle- and higher-income peers to have attributes
that are independently associated with lower cognitive scores, and this 
is even more true in the United Kingdom than in the United States.
Nevertheless, all the income-related differences remain significantly dif-
ferent from zero, with the exception of the fourth income quintile in the
United States.

The bottom panel of figure 6.4 shows the result of conditioning on the
full array of explanatory variables in both data sets. The measures included
in this stage are not fully comparable across countries, but it is clear that

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from Early Childhood Longitudinal 
Study–Birth Cohort (National Center for Education Statistics 2007) and Millen-
nium Cohort Study (University of London 2010a, 2010b, 2010c).
Notes: Graphs show coefficients on income quintile group dummies, relative to 
the omitted middle-income quintile group (quintile 3). Shaded bars highlight the 
“low-income penalty” and the “high-income advantage” (the coefficients on the 
lowest and highest quintile groups, respectively) that are the focus of the subse-
quent more detailed analyses. The vertical lines at the end of each bar represent 
95 percent confidence intervals around the estimates.

United KingdomUnited States

All Study-Specific Controls Added

1 2 4 5 1 2 4 5

C
oe

ff
ic

ie
nt

 (S
ta

nd
ar

d
 D

ev
ia

ti
on

s)

Income Quintile Group

–0.2

0.0

0.2

0.4

0.6

0.8

1.0

–0.8

–0.6

–1.0

–0.4

Figure 6.4 Continued

12588-06_Ch06-rev.qxd  8/23/11  2:44 PM  Page 192



194 Persistence, Privilege, and Parenting

United KingdomUnited States

No Controls

1 2 4 5 1 2 4 5

C
oe

ff
ic

ie
nt

 (S
ta

nd
ar

d
 D

ev
ia

ti
on

s)

Income Quintile Group

0.0

0.1

0.2

0.3

0.4

0.5

0.6

–0.3

–0.2

–0.4

–0.1

United KingdomUnited States

Common Demographic Controls Added

1 2 4 5 1 2 4 5

C
oe

ff
ic

ie
nt

 (S
ta

nd
ar

d
 D

ev
ia

ti
on

s)

Income Quintile Group

0.0

0.2

0.4

0.6

–0.2

–0.4

Figure 6.5 Behavioral Outcome Gaps: Alternative Specifications

12588-06_Ch06-rev.qxd  8/23/11  2:44 PM  Page 194



In the second step, each covariate is regressed individually on the set
of income quintile dummies:

The coefficient λqj gives the income-related gap in the value of the jth covari-
ate between children in quintile q and those in the omitted quintile 3.
Substituting equation 6.3 into equation 6.2 gives:
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Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from Early Childhood Longitudinal 
Study–Birth Cohort (National Center for Education Statistics 2007) and Millen-
nium Cohort Study (University of London 2010a, 2010b, 2010c).
Notes: Graphs show coefficients on income quintile group dummies, relative to 
the omitted middle-income quintile group (quintile 3). Shaded bars highlight the 
“low-income penalty” and the “high-income advantage” (the coefficients on the 
lowest and highest quintile groups, respectively) that are the focus of the subse-
quent more detailed analyses. The vertical lines at the end of each bar represent 
95 percent confidence intervals around the estimates.
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gives an indication of the extent to which these mechanisms displace
the effect of income group and other demographic characteristics. In
general, these policy-relevant factors are most strongly associated with
the unexplained within-group influence of income, which drops sub-
stantially. The role of maternal education is also noticeably reduced in
both countries.
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Mother’s Age
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0.2 0.3 0.4 0.5

Low-income penalty High-income advantage

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from Early Childhood Longitudinal 
Study–Birth Cohort (National Center for Education Statistics 2007) and Millen-
nium Cohort Study (University of London 2010a, 2010b, 2010c).
Notes: “Low-income penalty” refers to the gap in outcomes between quintile 1 (the 
lowest-income quintile group) and quintile 3 (the middle-income reference group). 
“High-income advantage” refers to the gap in outcomes between quintile 5 (the 
highest-income group) and quintile 3.

Figure 6.6 Breakdown of Cognitive Outcome Gaps, Conditional on 
Basic Demographic Characteristics Only
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United Kingdom
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Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from Early Childhood Longitudinal 
Study–Birth Cohort (National Center for Education Statistics 2007) and Millen-
nium Cohort Study (University of London 2010a, 2010b, 2010c).

Figure 6.7 Breakdown of Cognitive Outcome Gaps, Conditional on 
All Study-Specific Controls
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Differential parenting behaviors between low- and higher-income fam-
ilies are clearly key predictors of the behavioral, as well as the cognitive,
outcome gaps in both countries. Parenting style emerges as a particularly
important dimension here. Harsh discipline, a noisy and chaotic home
environment, and inconsistent enforcement of rules are all more common
in low-income families and are associated strongly with more behavioral
problems, although the possibility of reverse causation must be recog-
nized here (if children with more difficult behavior evoke harsher parent-
ing on the part of their caregivers).
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Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from Early Childhood Longitudinal 
Study–Birth Cohort (National Center for Education Statistics 2007) and Millen-
nium Cohort Study (University of London 2010a, 2010b, 2010c).

Figure 6.8 Breakdown of Behavioral Outcome Gaps, Conditional on 
Basic Demographic Characteristics Only
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Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from Early Childhood Longitudinal 
Study–Birth Cohort (National Center for Education Statistics 2007) and Millen-
nium Cohort Study (University of London 2010a, 2010b, 2010c).

Figure 6.9 Breakdown of Behavioral Outcome Gaps, Conditional on 
All Study-Specific Controls
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Economic Deprivation in Early Childhood and Adult Attainment 217

Table 7.1 Descriptive Statistics: Norwegian Registry and 
U.S. Panel Study of Income Dynamics

NR PSID

Mean or Standard Mean or Standard 
Proportion Deviation Proportion Deviation

Childhood income
Prenatal to age five 34,846 16,829 47,842 28,341

[26,722]
Age six to age ten 45,779 20,336 54,226 39,013

[33,538]
Age eleven to age fifteen 46,732 22,788 59,068 45,369

[37,007]

Demographics
Female 49% — 47% —
Firstborn 42% — 42% —
Number of siblings 1.97 1.29 2.21 1.79
Mother’s education 10.87 2.03 — —
Father’s education 11.46 2.7 12.09 2.94
Age of mother at birth 26.22 5.37 24.84 5.76
Mother married at birth 92% — 84% —

Outcomes
Completed schooling 12.89 2.21 13.39 2.14
(years)

Average annual earnings 30,245 18,593 34,564 30,932
[24,230]

Percentage of years spent 11.88 18.34 9.92 18.00
any time unemployed

N 496,110 1,589

Source: Authors’ calculations based on the Panel Study of Income Dynamics (2010)
and administrative data compiled by Statistics Norway (Akselsen, Lien, and
Sivertstøl 2007).
Note: Norwegian childhood income is in kroner converted annually to U.S. dollars
using exchange rates (PPP-adjusted income is shown in brackets), and then to fixed
2005 dollars using the U.S. CPI. PSID is weighted using the attrition-adjusted
weights provided in the data set.

has more zero earners than the United States, but that, apart from the zeroes,
the United States has more low earners.

Comparing Income Distributions

Both of our data sets provide annual income measures between children’s
prenatal years and late adolescence. As shown in table 7.1, average
household income increases across childhood in both countries, but more

12588-07_Ch07-rev.qxd  8/23/11  2:45 PM  Page 217



218 Persistence, Privilege, and Parenting

rapidly in Norway (by 38 percent between the birth-to-age-five and age-
eleven-to-fifteen periods) than in the United States (where the comparable
increase is 23 percent).6 This difference is presumably related to the
higher economic growth in Norway compared with the United States
over the period. As expected, there are lower within-period variances in
the Norwegian data.

Childhood income distributions for the two countries are shown for
early childhood (prenatal to age five) in figure 7.2 and for the entire child-
hood period (prenatal to age fifteen) in figure 7.3. To focus exclusively on
distributional differences, we convert kroner into dollars using the ratio
of the medians in the two data sets. Compared with the U.S. income dis-
tribution, the Norwegian distribution is compressed, with relatively small
right and left tails. Though it is well documented that these differences
largely reflect important and actual differences in the income distribution
between the two countries (see, for example, Aaberge et al. 2002), we can-
not rule out the possibility that some of the differences in the distributions
can be attributed to minor differences in how income is measured in the
two data sets.

Although we can see that average income rises more quickly across
childhood for Norwegian children than for U.S. children, table 7.2 pre-
sents a more complete picture of income mobility between early and late

Source: Authors’ calculations based on Panel Study of Income Dynamics (2010) 
and administrative data compiled by Statistics Norway (Akselsen, Lien, and 
Sivertstøl 2007). 
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Source: Authors’ calculations based on Panel Study of Income Dynamics (2010) 
and administrative data compiled by Statistics Norway (Akselsen, Lien, and 
Sivertstøl 2007). 
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Source: Authors’ calculations based on Panel Study of Income Dynamics (2010) 
and administrative data compiled by Statistics Norway (Akselsen, Lien, and 
Sivertstøl 2007). 
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Table 7.2 Family Income Mobility Across Childhood

Ratio of Median Income 
(Prenatal to Age Five) 

Average Family Income Between (Lowest) (Highest) to Quintile Break Point 
the Prenatal Year and Age Five Quintile 1 Quintile 2 Quintile 3 Quintile 4 Quintile 5 (Prenatal to Age Five)

Norway (NR)
Quintile 1 46% 26% 15% 9% 5% 100% 0.76
Quintile 2 22 30 25 16 6 100
Quintile 3 15 23 27 24 11 100
Quintile 4 11 14 22 30 24 100
Quintile 5 7 7 11 21 54 100 1.18

United States (PSID)
Quintile 1 56 30 10 3 1 100 0.76
Quintile 2 29 32 22 12 5 100
Quintile 3 9 21 33 25 12 100
Quintile 4 4 11 23 38 24 100
Quintile 5 1 6 12 23 58 100 1.22

Source: Authors’ calculations based on Panel Study of Income Dynamics (2010) and administrative data compiled by Statistics Norway
(Akselsen, Lien, and Sivertstøl 2007).
Note: Table entries show proportion of the prenatal-to-age-five income group in the later-period income group. Rows add up to 
100 percent.

Average Family Income Between Age Eleven and Fifteen
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Table 7.3 Standardized Regression Coefficients from Various Models of Childhood Income and Adult Outcomes

Percentage of 
Years of Years Spent 

Schooling Annual Any Time 
Completed Earnings (ln) Unemployed

Model Period NR PSID NR PSID NR PSID

Model 1: No controls; seventeen- Prenatal to age fifteen .20** .34** .08** .27** −.13** −.12**
year average childhood income

Model 2: Background controls; Prenatal to age fifteen .08** .18** .08** .18** −.07** −.04
seventeen-year average 
childhood income

Model 3: Background controls; Prenatal to age fifteen .10** .28** .11** .27** −.07** −.09*
natural logarithm of seventeen-
year average childhood income

Model 4: Background controls; Prenatal to age five .01* .15** .09** .21** −.04** −.04
natural logarithm of average Age six to age ten .01** −.04 .00 .07 .00 .04
stage-specific childhood income Age eleven to age fifteen .10** .20** .06** .02 −.04** −.10

Source: Authors’ calculations based on Panel Study of Income Dynamics (2010) and administrative data compiled by Statistics Norway
(Akselsen, Lien, and Sivertstøl 2007).
*p < .05; **p < .01
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224 Persistence, Privilege, and Parenting

Source: Authors’ calculations based on Panel Study of Income Dynamics (2010) and
administrative data compiled by Statistics Norway (Akselsen, Lien, and Sivertstøl 2007).
Notes: Regressions include controls for birth year fixed effects, child sex (female = 1),
whether the child was the firstborn of his or her mother, the total number of siblings, the
age of the mother at the time of the birth, and whether the child’s mother was married at
the time of the birth (and whether the child’s mother was cohabiting at the time of the
birth in NR). To account for parental schooling, both mother’s and father’s education at
birth were included in the NR regressions, and head-of-household schooling was included
in the PSID regressions. Finally, about 430 fixed effects for mother’s municipality of
residence around the time of birth were included in the NR regressions, and PSID
regressions included controls for region of residence in the year of the child’s birth. PSID
regressions are weighted. In both sets of analyses standard errors (SE) are corrected to
account for the presence of siblings by clustering on the mother’s ID. The columns
labelled “Different Slopes” provide the significance of the test that the low-income (less
than $25,000) and higher-income (more than $25,000) slopes are different.
+p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01

Table 7.4 OLS Spline Regression Models of Childhood Income 
and Years of Completed Schooling, Adult Earnings,  
and Percentage of Years Spent Any Time Unemployed

Years of Completed Schooling

NR PSID

Coefficient Different Coefficient Different
(SE) Slopes (SE) Slopes

Average annual Less than $25,000 .17** ** .30 n.s.
income, prenatal (.01) (.33)
to age five More than $25,000 .00 .05

(.00) (.04)

Average annual Less than $25,000 .13** ** .78** **
income, age (.02) (.25)
six to age ten More than $25,000 −.01** −.06

(.00) (.04)

Average annual Less than $25,000 .29** ** −.26 *
income, age (.02) (.20)
eleven to age More than $25,000 .08** .10**
fifteen (.00) (.03)

Test of equality ** *
of three “less 
than $25,000” 
coefficients
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Percentage of Years Spent Any 
Annual Earnings (ln) Time Unemployed

NR PSID NR PSID

Coefficient Different Coefficient Different Coefficient Different Coefficient Different
(SE) Slopes (SE) Slopes (SE) Slopes (SE) Slopes

.23** ** .56* * −.62** ** −4.89 n.s.
(.01) (.24) (.11) (4.31)
.02** .04* −.07 −.08

(.01) (.02) (.05) (.27)

.06** ** .13 n.s. −.41** ** 1.78 n.s.
(.01) (.17) (.11) (3.54)
−.01** .01 −.10+ .31
(.01) (.02) (.05) (.28)

.16** ** −.09 n.s. −.14 .83 n.s.
(.01) (.13) (.16) (2.36)
.02** .00 −.31** −.32

(.01) (.02) (.10) (.26)

** * ** n.s.
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238 Persistence, Privilege, and Parenting

of parents’ years of education and those of their children.1 With the
Norwegian Registry (NR) data that we use in this chapter (described fur-
ther later in the chapter), the corresponding correlation is 0.38.2 The corre-
lation for the United States is clearly much higher.

Such a correlation, or a corresponding coefficient from a regression of
children’s education against that of their parents, is unlikely to reflect solely
a true causal effect of parents’ education on their children’s education.3 For
instance, if people’s abilities affect their educational attainment and parents’
and children’s abilities are correlated, then the regression coefficient also
reflects this correlation. Recent studies of the correlations in cognitive test
results between parents and their children indicate substantial correlations,
on the order of 0.4 (Anger and Heineck 2009; Björklund, Eriksson, and Jäntti
2010; Black, Devereux, and Salvanes 2008). Ability may reflect not only
genes but also skills acquired during childhood. Aspects of the family envi-
ronment that promote the acquisition of such skills may also be correlated
with parents’ educational attainments and their abilities, further under-
mining a causal interpretation of the intergenerational correlation.4 The
results of the twins analyses reported later in the chapter indicate that, at
least for Norway, the United States, and Sweden, the correlations reported
in table 8.1 overstate the causal impact of parents’ education on children’s
education, and we suspect that this is also the case for other countries.

We use the theoretical framework provided here to structure empiri-
cal analyses that may allow us to identify the causal impact of mother’s

Table 8.1 Average Parent-Child Years of Education Correlation

Country Correlation

Italy 0.54
United States 0.46
Switzerland 0.46
Ireland 0.46
Poland 0.43
Belgium (Flanders) 0.40
Sweden 0.40
Czech Republic 0.37
Netherlands 0.36
Norway 0.35
New Zealand 0.33
Finland 0.33
United Kingdom 0.31
Denmark 0.30

Source: Authors’ adaptation of Hertz et al. (2007).
Note: Average of mother’s and father’s education, ages twenty to sixty-nine, sur-
veyed 1994 to 2004.
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and father’s education on their children’s education. Before doing that,
however, it is helpful to put parents’ education in the general context of
family background.

Sibling Correlations

The correlation between siblings in some outcomes such as educational
attainment is a broader measure of family background and community
effects on that outcome than the parent-child correlation (Björklund,
Eriksson, and Jäntti 2010; Björklund, Lindahl, and Lindquist 2010). The
Norwegian Registry data described in detail later in the chapter allows
us to compute correlations in years of education between siblings born
in the years 1973 to 1978 (age twenty-three to twenty-eight in 2001, when
we observe their educational attainment). Table 8.2 shows these correla-
tions for twins, combining monozygotic (MZ) and dizygotic (DZ) twins,
nontwin siblings, and siblings born close together (between nine and
thirteen months’ difference in age) and distinguishing between brothers
and sisters.

Focusing on same-sex correlations, the correlations are about 0.6 for
twins and 0.4 for nontwins, with the nontwin sibling correlation being

Causal Effects of Parents’ Education on Children’s Education 239

Table 8.2 Sibling Correlations in Years of Education: Norway, 2001

Correlation N

Twins
All 0.53 2,807
Pair of brothers 0.59 932
Pair of sisters 0.62 1,027
One brother, one sister 0.35 848

Siblings with at most five years’ 
difference in age
All 0.37 68,957
Pair of brothers 0.38 18,225
Pair of sisters 0.41 16,256
One brother, one sister 0.32 34,476

Siblings with nine to thirteen months’ 
difference in age
All 0.42 2,798
Pair of brothers 0.46 714
Pair of sisters 0.42 656
One brother, one sister 0.39 1,428

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from the Norwegian Registry (not
publicly available).
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The first row of table 8.3 shows the sibling correlation, and the second
row shows the between-family variance net of covariates (that is, the vari-
ance of fj). In the first column, we control only for the child’s age (in Xij); in
the second we also control for parents’ education, and in the third we con-
trol for a number of other parental attributes (measured in 1993) as well,
including their incomes, work experience, family size, and whether or not
they were separated. The third row shows the percentage reduction of
between-family variance that occurs when we control the family covariates.
Controlling for parents’ education reduces the between-family variance by
40 percent, and adding the other covariates reduces it by an additional 6 to
9 percent. The sibling correlation also falls from about 0.4 to about 0.25. That
is, about one-half of the between-family variance is attributable to factors
that are common to brothers and sisters but not correlated with the parental
attributes that we are able to measure from the Norwegian Registry data.

A similar exercise can be performed with the small British sample of
siblings described earlier, but we can compare only the equivalent of the
first two columns in table 8.3 (where we also control for gender in the first
column). Adding parents’ education to the regression reduces the sibling
correlation from 0.36 to 0.24 and reduces the between-family variance by
43 percent (from 1.547 to 0.881). The similarities with the Norwegian
results are striking. Again, parents’ education is an important part of the

Causal Effects of Parents’ Education on Children’s Education 241

Table 8.3 Decomposition of Family Variance

Age and Parents’ 
Age Education All 
Only Only Covariates

Sistersa

Sibling correlation 0.397 0.286 0.256
Between-family variance 2.226 1.355 1.160
Percentage reduction in family 39.1% 47.9%
variance relative to first column

Brothersb

Sibling correlation 0.373 0.261 0.240
Between-family variance 1.871 1.111 0.996
Percentage reduction in variance 40.6% 46.7%
relative to first column

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from the Norwegian Registry (not
publicly available).
Notes: In addition to age, mother’s and father’s education, parental covariates are
father’s earnings, mother’s earnings, mother’s years of work, father’s years of work,
mother’s transfer income, father’s transfer income, number of children, and whether
separated or not, all measured as of 1993 (that is, history variables are as of 1993).
a N of families = 27,736; N of children = 13,655.
b N of families = 31,166; N of children = 15,349.

12588-08_CH08-rev.qxd  8/23/11  2:47 PM  Page 241



cation than estimates based on twin-mothers, and with these estimates
mother and father effects are nearly identical. The coefficient of the earnings
endowment (not shown) is positive (and larger in the twin-fathers’ esti-
mate) but has only a small effect on the estimates of the effects of parents’
education. We also tested whether effects of parental education differ by the
sex of the child and found no evidence of significant differences using the
twins’ samples.11

The bottom panel of table 8.4 shows analogous estimates for U.S. twins
from Behrman and Rosenzweig (2002), using a sample of MZ twins from
the Minnesota Twin Register, with information obtained from a mail sur-
vey. Children of twins from both countries’ samples were born around
the same time—the early 1970s. The estimated effect of father’s education
from the U.S. sample is significantly larger than that of mother’s educa-
tion.12 The effect of mother’s education is estimated to be small, if not neg-
ative. These results are strikingly different from the Norwegian estimates,
although the small U.S. samples, particularly for twin-fathers, produce
fairly imprecise estimates of the effects, even when the estimates differ
significantly from zero.

For both countries, the larger estimated impacts of both parents’ edu-
cation found with the twin-fathers’ sample are consistent with the unob-
served mother’s parenting skills endowment being correlated positively

Causal Effects of Parents’ Education on Children’s Education 247

Table 8.4 Twins Estimates of Parents’ Education on Child’s Education

Twin-Mothers Twin-Fathers

No No 
Endowment Endowment Endowment Endowment 

Method Control Control Control Control

Norwegian dataa

Mother’s 0.104 0.101 0.157 0.156
education (0.040) (0.040) (0.030) (0.030)

Father’s 0.118 0.119 0.159 0.157
education (0.025) (0.025) (0.033) (0.033)

U.S. datab

Mother’s −0.274 −0.263 0.043 0.016
education (0.145) (0.145) (0.139) (0.145)

Father’s 0.133 0.141 0.344 0.350
education (0.071) (0.072) (0.162) (0.162)

Source: For Norwegian data, Pronzato (2010); for U.S. data, Behrman and
Rosenzweig (2002, tables 4 and 5).
Notes: All specifications include the gender and age of the child and an indicator
of parents’ not living together in 1993. Standard errors in parentheses.
a N = 1,575 twin-mothers, 1,582 twin-fathers.
b N = 424 twin-mothers, 244 twin-fathers.
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250 Persistence, Privilege, and Parenting

mother’s experience in paid employment is not correlated with the vari-
ables that define the cluster. Data from 1997 on hours and wages indicate
that pension points are significantly correlated with wages and hours and
so represent a proxy for them.

Theoretically, an additional year in employment has potentially oppos-
ing impacts on children’s education: it reduces parents’ time spent at home
with their children, but it increases family income (that is, less time inputs
to children but more goods inputs). The results reported in table 8.5 indicate
that more employment experience increases children’s years of education,
contrary to the hypothesis put forward by Behrman and Rosenzweig (2002)
to explain the small effect of mother’s education estimated with their data.
It appears that the income effect dominates or that the actual reduction in
time spent with children is small, with other nonmarket time being reduced
in response to more employment time (as suggested by Guryan, Hurst, and
Kearney 2008).

One way in which children of mothers who spent more time in paid
employment have higher educational attainments is by doing better in
school, thus increasing their chances of pursuing higher education. We have
data on grades obtained by children at the end of lower secondary school
for the 1986 cohort of children, who finished lower secondary school in 2002.
For this group of children, we form clusters based on the same criteria as ear-
lier and perform a fixed-effects regression that exploits within-cluster vari-
ation to estimate the impact of parents’ years of employment on the child’s
grades. We focus on grades in three subjects, Norwegian, mathematics, and
English, and results for math grades are reported in table 8.6.

The explanatory variables are the same as in table 8.5, with two excep-
tions: (1) because the unit of observation is the child, not the mother, per-

Table 8.5 Fixed-Effects (by Cluster) Estimates of Impacts of Parents’
Employment Experience on the Average Years of 
Children’s Education

Parameter Estimate Standard Error

Percentage daughters 0.349 0.007
Parents separated −0.537 0.008
Mother’s pension years 0.014 0.001
Mother’s average pension points 0.043 0.004
Father’s pension years 0.011 0.001
Father’s average pension points 0.143 0.003
Constant 11.812 0.023

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from the Norwegian Registry (not
publicly available).
Note: Cluster is defined so that all mothers in the cluster have the same level of
education and age, the same number of children, the same age of oldest child, and
the same level of education for the father.
N observations = 454,943; N clusters = 34,365

12588-08_CH08-rev.qxd  8/23/11  2:47 PM  Page 250



centage of daughters is replaced by a dummy variable for being female;
and (2) we split parents’ work experience and average pension points
into two segments of childhood: (a) up to the child’s fourth birthday, and
(b) the next three years of childhood (from the child’s fourth to seventh
birthdays). While the later segment refers precisely to a phase in the
development of the child whose outcome is observed, the earlier segment
summarizes the whole career of the parent, from its beginning to the
fourth birthday of the child. Therefore, the effects of pension years and
pension points may not seem easy to interpret since they depend on how
mothers distribute their time at work between the years prior to the child-
birth and the four years following it. However, by clustering for the age
of the oldest child and the number of older children, the comparison is
among women who are most likely experiencing a first career interrup-
tion at the same time (given by the same age of the oldest child) and the
same number of interruptions due to maternity (given by the same num-
ber of older children). These two variables, used for the clustering, should
help to compare women with potentially similar careers.

The results indicate that mother’s employment experience up to age
four of the child is not statistically significant, with the exception of English
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Table 8.6 Fixed-Effects (by Cluster) Estimates of Impacts of Parents’
Employment Experience on the Math Grade of 
Their Children at Age Sixteen

Parameter Standard 
Estimate Error

Female 0.138 0.011
Parents separated −0.255 0.016
Mother’s pension years, up to age four of child 0.003 0.002
Mother’s average pension points, up to age 0.044 0.008
four of child

Father’s pension years, up to age four of child −0.001 0.002
Father’s average pension points, up to age 0.021 0.006
four of child

Mother’s pension years, ages four to seven of child 0.018 0.007
Mother’s average pension points, ages four to −0.007 0.006
seven of child

Father’s pension years, ages four to seven of child 0.000 0.012
Father’s average pension points, ages four to 0.023 0.005
seven of child

Constant 3.151 0.035

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from the Norwegian Registry (not
publicly available).
Note: Cluster is defined so that all children in the cluster have the same mother’s
level of education and age, the same number of siblings, the same age of oldest
sibling, and the same level of education for the father.
N observations = 1, 057; N clusters = 5,886
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while mother’s education does not have a significant causal impact. In
contrast, studies of reforms of compulsory schooling (for example, Black,
Devereux, and Salvanes 2005) find a significant positive effect of mother’s
education, but a negligible effect of father’s education.19 This pattern is repli-
cated in a study that uses both of these ways of identifying causal effects
with the same source of Swedish register data (Holmlund, Lindahl, and
Plug 2008). The larger effect of father’s education for those with higher
levels of education may reflect more father-child interaction among higher-
educated fathers, in both intact and separated-parent families. Here we
exploit the data on Norwegian twins to estimate the effects of parents’
education for two groups: one in which both parents have eleven or fewer
years of education, and one in which both have more than eleven years
of education. The results are shown in table 8.7.

From the twin-fathers’ samples, the pattern from previous studies is
replicated in the following sense: in the low-education sample, mother’s
education has a relatively large and statistically significant effect, in con-
trast to father’s education, while in the high-education sample, the effect
of father’s education is larger than that of mother’s, although both are sta-
tistically significant. The patterns are less consistent with previous studies
when using the twin-mothers’ samples, from which it appears that each
parent’s education has similar effects, if any. From this evidence, it is diffi-
cult to come to clear conclusions about which part of the parental educa-
tion distribution has larger effects, if any.

Another aspect of heterogeneity is different effects of parental educa-
tion for daughters and sons. Claudia Buchman and Thomas DiPrete’s
(2006) analysis suggests that this could be important, and gender-specific
effects may differ according to the level of the parent’s education. Because
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Table 8.7 Twins’ Estimates of Effects of Parents’ Education on 
Child’s Education, Norwegian Data, by Parents’ Education Level

Twin-Mothers Twin-Fathers

Eleven or More Than Eleven or More Than 
Fewer Years Eleven Years Fewer Years Eleven Years 

Method of Education of Education of Education of Education

Mother’s 0.121 0.102 0.192 0.180
education (0.083) (0.118) (0.048) (0.056)

Father’s 0.124 0.064 0.096 0.287
education (0.031) (0.076) (0.099) (0.079)

N children 2,187 270 1,529 602
N families 573 79 389 173

Source: Authors’ adaptation of Pronzato (2010).
Notes: All specifications include the gender and age of the child and an indicator
of parents not living together in 1993. Standard errors in parentheses.
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Conclusions
We have shown that parents’ education is an important, but hardly exclu-
sive, part of the common family background that generates positive corre-
lation between the educational attainments of siblings from the same
family. But the correlation between the educational attainments of parents
and those of their children overstates considerably the causal effect of par-
ents’ education on the education of their children. Our estimates based
on Norwegian twin-mothers indicate that an additional year of either
mother’s or father’s education increases their children’s education by as
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Table 8.8 Siblings’ Estimates of Effects of Parents’ Education on Child’s
Education, Norwegian Data

Eleven or More Than 
Fewer Years Eleven Years 

Overall of Education of Education

Sisters born thirteen to  
sixty months apart
Mother’s education 0.096 0.113 0.046

(0.007) (0.015) (0.025)
Mother’s education × daughter 0.063 0.115 0.045

(0.008) (0.017) (0.030)
Father’s education 0.162 0.162 0.170

(0.006) (0.007) (0.016)
Father’s education × daughter −0.005 0.016 −0.055

(0.007) (0.009) (0.019)
N families 29,029 18,679 2,677
N children 101,396 72,753 8,922

Brothers born thirteen to 
sixty months apart
Mother’s education 0.162 0.173 0.157

(0.006) (0.009) (0.012)
Mother’s education × daughter 0.064 0.094 0.030

(0.007) (0.012) (0.015)
Father’s education 0.133 0.159 0.121

(0.006) (0.016) (0.014)
Father’s education × daughter −0.007 0.029 −0.025

(0.006) (0.018) (0.016)
N families 30,491, 14,566 5,840
N children 121,413 62,025 20,728

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from the Norwegian Registry (not
publicly available).
Notes: All specifications include the gender and age of the child, an indicator of
parents’ not living together in 1993 and the earnings endowment of partner.
Standard errors in parentheses.
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Table 8A.1 Descriptive Statistics on Norwegian Parents and Children
(Twins and Overall Population)

Mothers Fathers

Twins Population Twins Population

Parent’s level
Age (1993) 44.3 47.1 47.5 50.8

(6.1) (8.6) (6.9) (9.4)
Number of siblings (1993) 3.45 3.72 3.42 3.89

(3.42) (4.99) (3.87) (5.37)
Years of schooling (1993) 10.9 11.2 11.5 11.6

(2.1) (2.2) (2.6) (2.6)
Earnings (1993) (in euros) 13,342 12,382 23,216 20,423

(10,287) (10,312) (17,750) (19,381)
Transfers (1993) (in euros) 3,067 3,210 2,281 3,437

(4,329) (4,275) (4,900) (6,025)
Self-employed (1993) 0.103 0.097 0.224 0.260
Number of children (1993) 2.45 2.42 2.44 2.51

(0.94) (1.02) (0.94) (1.07)
N parents 1,575 278,390 1,582 303,703

Child’s level
Age (2001) 27.0 29.4 27.8 29.7

(7.0) (8.8) (7.2) (9.3)
Years of schooling (2001) 12.9 12.9 12.9 12.9

(2.4) (2.4) (2.4) (2.4)
Other parent’s schooling 11.6 11.5 11.1 11.0
(1993) (2.6) (2.6) (2.2) (2.2)

Divorce (1993) 0.205 0.176 0.187 0.159
Earnings (2001) (in euros) 25,111 25,540 25,488 25,740

(17,999) (19,289) (17,571) (19,360)
Transfers (2001) (in euros) 3,235 3,393 3,177 3,365

(5,520) (5,673) (5,339) (5,655)
Self-employed (2001) 0.076 0.097 0.083 0.105
N children 3,857 674,507 3,853 764,256
N children over twenty-two 2,914 545,523 3,020 618,550

Source: Authors’ adaptation of Pronzato (2010).
Notes: Average values with standard deviations in parentheses; “self-employed”
is a dummy variable indicating whether part of the income is from self-employment
work; “number of children” comprises children of any age; “age” at the child’s
level is measured for all children, whereas the other variables at the child’s level
are summarized only for children over age twenty-two.
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trating that a substantial part of the association of final schooling with
parental education does not come through the child’s ability in the early
teenage years.2

How might the impact of mother’s and father’s education differ within
this framework? Much of the interest to date in distinguishing the sepa-
rate contributions of each parent to intergenerational transmission of
socioeconomic status has been motivated by a desire to give due recogni-
tion to the role of women (see, for example, Behrman 1997; Beller 2009;
Johnston, Ganzeboom, and Treiman 2005; Korupp, Ganzeboom, and van
der Lippe 2002). More-educated mothers, it is argued, are more likely
than fathers with the same level of education to make higher investments
in the production function of their children’s cognitive achievement, in
terms of quantity and quality of both time and goods. The more educated
the mother, the more efficient her use of the time she spends with her
child. Education may also increase women’s bargaining power within the
household, giving them more control over family income—again increas-
ing home investments in the child. And the impact of each parent may
differ for sons and daughters, it is reasoned, owing to differences in aspi-
rations and expectations. A well-educated mother may act as a stronger
role model for her daughters than for her sons, for example. Finally, the
importance to children of each parent may vary over their childhood. If
the mother’s schooling has a greater association than the father’s with the
ability scores of their high school–age children, this could reflect the par-
ticular advantage to those children (if that is the case) of having a more-
educated mother in their early childhood—for example, in the time she
spent reading to them, the books in the home, the use made of preschool,
or the choice of elementary school.3
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Source: Authors’ adaptation of Haveman and Wolfe (1995, figure 1). 
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Figure 9.1 The Determination of Children’s Ability and Final 
Schooling Levels
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Table 9.1 Mother’s and Father’s Years of Education

Correlation
Between
Mother’s Mother’s

and Education = One Parent’s
Sample Father’s Father’s Education

Country Label Size Values Education Is Missing

Iceland ISL 2,108 0.36 42% 1%
England ENG 1,891 0.40 43 5
Australia AUS 4,745 0.41 46 2
Norway NOR 2,116 0.41 51 2
New Zealand NZL 1,540 0.41 43 7
Northern Ireland NI 1,745 0.41 42 4
Finland FIN 3,789 0.42 52 1
France FRA 2,086 0.42 51 3
Sweden SWE 2,345 0.43 53 2
Belgium BEL 4,656 0.44 53 3
United States USA 2,158 0.44 64 0
Canada CAN 14,418 0.45 51 1
Scotland SCOT 1,219 0.45 42 4
Austria AUT 2,801 0.46 50 1
Germany DEU 2,365 0.46 51 3
Netherlands NLD 2,484 0.47 52 3
Denmark DNK 2,276 0.48 46 2
Ireland IRL 2,522 0.48 46 1
Switzerland CHE 3,612 0.50 54 2
Luxembourg LUX 1,226 0.51 54 9
Czech Republic CZE 4,243 0.53 54 1
Greece GRC 2,506 0.53 48 0
Italy ITA 8,329 0.53 49 1
Slovakia SVK 5,473 0.54 78 1
Spain ESP 7,885 0.57 51 3
Poland POL 3,682 0.58 59 0
Turkey TUR 2,752 0.58 43 1
Hungary HUN 3,135 0.62 53 2
Korea KOR 3,861 0.68 61 1
Portugal PRT 2,905 0.76 60 1

Total 106,873 0.61 54 2

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from Programme for International
Student Assessment 2003 (see OECD 2004).
Notes: Based on data after sample selection rules have been applied (no migrants,
children living with natural parents only, at least one parent’s education coded).
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Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from Programme for International 
Student Assessment 2003 (OECD 2004).
Note: The horizontal lines at the end of each bar represent 95 percent confidence 
intervals around the estimates. 
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country dummies). Of course, this has the disadvantage of restricting the
impact for fathers and mothers to be the same in each country—in effect,
we are averaging across both the vertical and horizontal dimensions in
the graph. The p-values reported in table 9.2 show that we reject the null
of no difference in this pooled sample at the 5 percent level (but never at
the 1 percent level) for all three subjects (math, science, and reading). And
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Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from Programme for International 
Student Assessment 2003 (OECD 2004).
Notes: The forty-five-degree line represents where mother’s and father’s educa-
tion have equal influence on their children’s math score. Circles (squares) 
indicate countries where the effect of mother’s and father’s education is statisti-
cally different at the 5 percent (10 percent) significance level. The x and y axes 
show the standardized effect of mother’s and father’s education—that is, by how 
many (international) standard deviations a child’s test score changes with a 
four-year increase in the parent’s education. 
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Figure 9.3 H1: Mother’s and Father’s Education and Child’s Math Score
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in this pooled sample, fathers on average have more effect (not shown).
For example, for math, the standardized coefficient estimates are 0.238 for
fathers and 0.208 for mothers.

Distinguishing Between Sons and Daughters

Our review of the literature suggested that parents may be more effective
at transferring their human capital to children of the same gender. The
next model takes this into account by introducing interactions between
each parent’s education and the child’s gender:

We begin by comparing the effect of mothers and fathers separately for
sons and daughter; hence, we test two hypotheses.

H2: Mothers and fathers have the same effect on daughters (β1 = β2).
H3: Mothers and fathers have the same effect on sons (β1 + β3 = β2 + β4).17

Figures 9.4 and 9.5 show the results of testing these hypotheses for each
country for math, and tables 9.2 and 9.3 give the results for each subject
for the pooled sample of all countries. The pooled sample results show a
clear difference between sons and daughters. For daughters, we always
fail to reject the null hypothesis, while for sons we always reject it.
Father’s education is more important than mother’s for sons. For exam-
ple, table 9.3 shows that four additional years of mothers’ education is
estimated to increase their sons’ math score by 0.163 (= 0.202 − 0.039) of
an international standard deviation. The same addition in fathers’ educa-
tion leads to an increase of 0.232 (= 0.198 + 0.034), about 40 percent more.

Ai i i i i i= + + + +

+

α γ β β β

β

g g g g g

g

BOY PA MA BOY PA

BO

1 2 3

4 YY MA (9.2)i i ig + ξ

Table 9.2 Tests of Hypotheses for the Three PISA Domains, Pooled
Sample of Thirty Countries (p-values)

Hypothesis Math Reading Science

H1 Mother → Child = Father → Child 0.04 0.03 0.02
H2 Mother → Daughter = Father → Daughter 0.24 0.42 0.31
H3 Mother → Son = Father → Son 0.00 0.02 0.02
H4 Father → Son = Father → Daughter 0.04 0.13 0.21
H5 Mother → Son = Mother → Daughter 0.03 0.31 0.25
H6 Mother ↔ Father Interaction = 0 0.00 0.00 0.00

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from Programme for International
Student Assessment 2003 (OECD 2004).
Notes: Figures in the table refer to p-values; estimation of standard errors allows
for clustering of children within schools.
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The picture for individual countries in part reflects these results—there
are fourteen countries above the forty-five-degree line in figure 9.4 for
daughters, signifying that fathers are more important, but twenty coun-
tries in figure 9.5 for sons. (The Nordic countries are all below the line in
figure 9.4, but not in figure 9.5.) In most countries, however, the null can-
not be rejected, whether for sons or for daughters. Germany and Australia
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Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from Programme for International 
Student Assessment 2003 (OECD 2004).
Notes: The forty-five-degree line represents where mother’s and father’s educa-
tion have equal influence on their children’s math score. Circles (squares) 
indicate countries where the effect of mother’s and father’s education is statisti-
cally different at the 5 percent (10 percent) significance level. The x and y axes 
show the standardized effect of mother’s and father’s education—that is, by how 
many (international) standard deviations a child’s test score changes with a 
four-year increase in the parent’s education. 
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Figure 9.4 H2: Mother’s and Father’s Education and Daughter’s Math Score
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are the only countries significantly above the line for both sons and
daughters.

We now test two further hypotheses based on the same model:

H4: Fathers have the same effect on sons as on daughters (β3 = 0).
H5: Mothers have the same effect on sons as on daughters (β4 = 0).

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from Programme for International 
Student Assessment 2003 (OECD 2004).
Notes: The forty-five-degree line represents where mother’s and father’s educa-
tion have equal influence on their children’s math score. Circles (squares) 
indicate countries where the effect of mother’s and father’s education is statisti-
cally different at the 5 percent (10 percent) significance level. The x and y axes 
show the standardized effect of mother’s and father’s education—that is, by how 
many (international) standard deviations a child’s test score changes with a 
four-year increase in the parent’s education. 
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Figure 9.5 H3: Mother’s and Father’s Education and Son’s Math Score
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Note the difference between H2 and H3 on the one hand and H4 and H5
on the other. The first pair of hypotheses focuses on the differences in effects
of mothers and fathers for children of a specified gender. Now we consider
one parent at a time, but compare their effect on sons and daughters.

Figure 9.6 suggests that there is little evidence against H4 and not
much variation from country to country. Countries sit quite tightly round
the forty-five-degree line. The null hypothesis is rejected nowhere,
although it is just barely rejected for math at the 5 percent level in the
pooled sample (tables 9.2 and 9.3), with fathers having somewhat more
effect for sons. Figure 9.7 for girls also shows less scatter than the earlier
graphs, but the obvious change from figure 9.6 for boys is that most coun-
tries are now to the right of the forty-five-degree line (twenty-three out of
thirty). Mothers appear to have more influence on girls’ ability in math
than on boys’ ability, although only in France and Denmark is the differ-
ence statistically significant. The broad pattern in figure 9.7 is reflected in
the results for math in tables 9.2 and 9.3. An increase of mother’s educa-
tion of four years is associated with an increase in a daughter’s math score
of 0.202 of a standard deviation, compared to a 0.163 increase for sons
(= 0.202 − 0.039), a modest difference. However, for reading and science
we cannot reject the null of no difference in effect.
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Table 9.3 Standardized Regression Coefficients for the Three PISA
Domains, Pooled Sample of Thirty Countries

Math Reading Science

Boy (γ) 0.114 (0.046) −0.372 (0.046) 0.039 (0.048)
Father’s years of 0.198 (0.011) 0.186 (0.011) 0.218 (0.012)
education (β1)

Boy × father’s years 0.034 (0.016) 0.025 (0.017) 0.022 (0.018)
of education (β3)

Mother’s years of 0.202 (0.013) 0.173 (0.012) 0.198 (0.014)
education (β2)

Boy × mother’s years −0.039 (0.016) −0.015 (0.016) −0.018 (0.017)
of education (β4)

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from Programme for International
Student Assessment 2003 (OECD 2004).
Notes: Standard errors in parentheses. Their estimation allows for clustering of
children within schools. The models include a dummy variable for each country,
although the coefficients are not reported. The β coefficients represent the stan-
dardized effect of that variable: by how many (international) standard deviations
a child’s test score changes with a four-year increase in mother’s or father’s edu-
cation. The γ coefficient shows the difference between boys and girls using the
same metric; for example, boys are estimated to have reading scores that on aver-
age are 0.372 of an international standard deviation lower than those of girls,
holding other factors constant.
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278 Persistence, Privilege, and Parenting

Complementarities Between Parents

The preceding models have constrained mother’s and father’s education
to have independent effects on children’s cognitive ability. However,
the influence of one may depend on the other. There could be substitu-
tion possibilities between mother’s and father’s schooling, as described
by Behrman (1997). This would mean that the effect of having a highly
educated mother is smaller if the father is also highly educated. On the
other hand, mother’s and father’s education could be complementary.
In this case, better-educated mothers are more effective at passing on

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from Programme for International
Student Assessment 2003 (OECD 2004).
Notes: The forty-five-degree line represents where father’s education has equal
influence on boys’ and girls’ math scores. See also figure 9.3.
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Figure 9.6 H4: Father’s Education and Son’s and Daughter’s Math Scores
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their human capital to children if the father is also better educated.
There seems only a scant existing literature on this issue.18

We test for these effects by including an interaction between mother’s
and father’s education in our first model (which restricts the parental
effects to be the same for sons and daughters). (As before, by “effect” we
mean “association.”) The model is now specified:

Ai i i i i i i= + + + + +α γ ψ ψ ψ ξg g g g gBOY PA MA PA MA (9.31 2 3 ))
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Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from Programme for International 
Student Assessment 2003 (OECD 2004).
Notes: The forty-five-degree line represents where mother’s education has equal 
influence on boys’ and girls’ math scores. See also figure 9.3. There is a statisti-
cally significant difference at the 10 percent level in Finland, though this is not 
clearly illustrated in the graph owing to the overlapping country labels.
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Table 10.1 Money Given by Parents to All Their Children in 2004, by Country (in 2004 Euros)

Trimmed at 98th Percentile

Unconditional Conditional Unconditional Conditional

N Percentage Mean 90th 95th Mean Median Mean 90th 95th Mean

Austria 1,161 26.4 €1,062 €2,000 €4,057 €4,021 €1,500 €476 €2,000 €3,000 €1,941
Belgium 2,186 19.1 2,688 3,000 7,500 14,109 3,114 723 2,000 5,000 4,237
Denmark 1,027 25.2 1,219 3,125 7,125 4,838 2,561 708 2,689 4,033 3,037
France 1,801 18.7 1,439 2,400 6,000 7,716 2,602 577 1,587 4,000 3,429
Germany 1,676 26.9 968 2,600 5,000 3,603 2,000 603 2,000 4,000 2,380
Greece 1,712 24.8 1,174 3,000 6,000 4,738 2,000 636 2,000 4,000 2,740
Italy 1,530 16.1 841 1,038 4,000 5,233 1,695 307 1,000 2,000 2,169
Netherlands 1,708 19.1 1,037 2,000 5,000 5,427 2,500 507 1,545 3,840 2,897
Spain 1,492 8.4 467 0 1,803 5,549 3,000 139 0 744 2,256
Sweden 1,936 27.4 660 2,179 3,268 2,410 1,307 450 1,634 2,723 1,737
U.S. 11,861 38.9a 1,862 4,484 8,969 4,795 1,794 1,098 4,077 6,523 2,939
All SHARE 16,229 19.7 1,012 2,000 5,000 5,127 2,000 463 1,500 3,000 2,579

countries

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from SHARE Project (2004) and 2004 HRS (University of Michigan 2004).
Note: Weighted results.
aU.S. percentage giving based on average over two years. Estimated one-year giving is 25.2 percent.
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Table 10.2 Characteristics of Parents by Country, 2004

Mean (Euros)

Percentage Percentage Mean 2004 2006

Country N Married College Children Wealtha Incomeb Incomec

Austria 1,161 56% 21% 2.26 €167,037 €26,356 €31,306
Belgium 2,186 65 25 2.43 305,576 28,193 36,051
Denmark 1,027 56 30 2.45 279,279 43,714 55,695
France 1,801 59 18 2.53 299,710 36,284 29,337
Germany 1,676 59 24 2.22 165,006 28,816 26,920
Greece 1,712 62 12 2.16 191,152 14,222 36,444
Italy 1,530 66 6 2.35 220,543 16,332 24,741
Netherlands 1,708 65 17 2.71 221,017 31,507 35,718
Spain 1,492 66 9 2.75 307,708 32,451 31,879
Sweden 1,936 58 20 2.50 245,206 33,025 43,842
United States 11,861 54 22 3.22 330,404 48,589 n.a.
All SHARE countries 16,229 62 16 2.42 234,242 28,007 30,115

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from SHARE Project (2004) and 2004 HRS (University of Michigan 2004).
Note: Weighted results.
aNet wealth is sum of stocks, bonds, IRAs, checking and savings accounts, business, house, and “other,” less debt and mortgage.
bIncome is sum of household income from earnings, pensions, transfers, assets, and “other”; it includes only regular payments (for
example, no lump sums or support by family members). Income in SHARE wave 1 had substantial nonresponse. Although imputa-
tions were computed with a conditional hot deck for responses bracketed into income categories, there was also substantial nonresponse
to the brackets; thus, the mean values reported for wave 1 should be interpreted with caution.
cBecause of income nonresponse in wave 1, we also report 2006 net income for 81 percent of the SHARE sample for which it is avail-
able in wave 2 release 2.3.0 (weighted).
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figure 10.2). High-wealth parents in Belgium and Denmark give just under
€1,500 annually, high-wealth parents in Italy give €400, and in Spain they
give only €162 annually.

Cultural values, social institutions, and, more generally, the strength of
the welfare state may explain some of the cross-country differences in
parental monetary transfers to adult children (Albertini, Kohli, and Vogel
2007; Attias-Donfut and Ogg 2005). The relationship between the welfare
state and family transfers is inconclusive and depends on the motives for
giving. On the one hand, services offered by the state may “crowd out” or
substitute for giving by families if families are altruistically linked. For
example, state-financed higher education may crowd out financing of
higher education by parents. On the other hand, families and institutions
may complement each other by providing services or income simultane-
ously, or the existence of public support may be neutral on parental giving.

The United States and the SHARE countries vary considerably with
respect to social expenditures. Table 10.3 reports social expenditures as
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Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from SHARE Project (2004) and 2004 
HRS (University of Michigan 2004).
Notes: Amounts in 2004 euros trimmed above the ninety-eigth percentile. Weighted 
results.
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298 Persistence, Privilege, and Parenting

a percentage of GDP, by country and purpose: old age, health, unem-
ployment, tertiary education, and family. Old age and tertiary education
expenditure (−0.83) are highly (and negatively) correlated. Social expen-
diture on old age, unemployment, and family is lower in the United
States than in the ten European countries we study. The United States
spends slightly more on tertiary education as a percentage of GDP. There
is variation across the European countries in social expenditure. Public
expenditure on old age support as a percentage of GDP is high in Austria,
Germany, and Italy; the Netherlands and the United States spend about
half of what these three countries spend. Belgium and Denmark spend
more than the other countries on unemployment, and the United States
and Greece spend the least (0.40). Public expenditure on tertiary educa-
tion as a percentage of GDP is the highest in Austria (3.6 percent) and the
lowest in Italy (0.8 percent). The United States spends 1.3 percent of GDP
on tertiary education. Public expenditure on family is much higher in
Denmark (3.5 percent) and Sweden (3.2 percent) than in the United States,
which spends less than 1 percent of GDP for these purposes (0.65 per-
cent). If transfers are earmarked for assisting with homeownership, then
the size of the mortgage market may be correlated with cross-country

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from SHARE Project (2004) and 2004 
HRS (University of Michigan 2004).
Notes: Amounts in 2004 euros trimmed above the ninety-eigth percentile. Weighted 
results.
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Table 10.3 Country-Level Social Expenditure and Population-Level Statistics, 2004

For Population Ages
Twenty-Five to Thirty-Four

Attained 
Old Tertiary Mortgage Tertiary Fertility 

Country Age Health Unemployment Educationa Family Debtb Unemployed Education Rate

Austria 12.7% 6.7% 1.2% 3.6% 2.9% 19.0% 5.5% 20.3% 1.42
Belgium 7.1 7.5 3.4 1.3 2.6 27.9 10.0 40.7 1.72
Denmark 7.1 5.9 3.3 2.4 3.5 74.3 5.8 37.6 1.78
France 10.7 7.8 1.8 1.2 3.0 22.8 9.7 38.4 1.90
Germany 11.2 7.6 1.7 1.1 1.9 54.0 11.5 22.9 1.36
Greece 10.4 5.1 0.4 1.4 1.2 13.9 12.4 25.3 1.31
Italy 11.5 6.6 0.5 0.8 1.3 11.4 10.3 14.8 1.33
Netherlands 5.6 5.8 1.6 1.4 1.6 78.8 4.6 34.5 1.73
Spain 7.9 5.8 2.2 0.9 2.1 32.3 9.6 38.1 1.33
Sweden 9.8 6.8 1.3 1.9 3.2 40.4 8.7 42.3 1.75
United States 5.4 6.9 0.4 1.3 0.7 58.0 5.1 39.0 2.05
All SHARE countries 10.2 6.9 1.5 1.2 2.1 34.5 10.0 28.3 1.50

Sources: Authors’ calculations based on data from OECD Social Expenditure Database—social and welfare statistics, Employment, Labour,
and Social Affairs pensions, labor force statistics, and general statistics (OECD 2008b); OECD Education at a Glance 2008 (OECD 2008a); res-
idential mortgage debt from OECD Economic Outlook 2004 (OECD 2004); Austria data from IMF World Economic Outlook (IMF 2008).
Notes: The OECD Social Expenditure Database groups benefits with a social purpose into the following areas: “old age”—pensions, early
retirement pensions, and home help and residential services for the elderly; “health”—spending on in- and outpatient care, medical goods,
and prevention; “family”—child allowances and credits, child care support, income support during leave, and single-parent payments;
“unemployment”—unemployment compensation, severance pay, and early retirement for labor market reasons; and “housing”—housing
allowances and rent subsidies. “Tertiary education” is defined here as direct public expenditure on educational institutions plus public
subsidies to households (which include subsidies for living costs) and other private entities. The fertility rate is the number of children born
to women ages fifteen to forty-nine.
aFor 2005.
bFor 2002.
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Unequal Giving 301

Table 10.4 Linear Regression Model of Amount of Money That Parents
Give to All Children (2004 Euros)

Ninetieth 
Mean Mean Percentile

Model (1) (2) (3)

Constant 2,630.4** 91.4 3,398.6**
Male 27.2 27.8 63.3*
Age −57.8** −57.9** −146.0**
Age-squared 0.337** 0.338** 0.889**
Married −83.1** −82.4** −116.9**
College 491.9** 491.9** 1,565.5**
[One child]
Two children 106.9** 106.9** 135.3**
Three or more children 120.5** 120.0** 54.6
[Income quartile 1]
Income quartile 2 88.5** 88.4** 183.5**
Income quartile 3 180.1** 179.7** 564.7**
Income quartile 4 580.3** 579.7** 1,886.1**
[Wealth quartile 1]
Wealth quartile 2 130.9** 130.8** 189.3**
Wealth quartile 3 310.4** 310.2** 743.2**
Wealth quartile 4 635.2** 634.9** 1,985.9**
[United States]
Austria −475.3**
Belgium −226.2**
Denmark −319.9**
France −330.9**
Germany −308.7**
Greece −211.1**
Italy −520.7**
Netherlands −365.5**
Spain −726.1**
Sweden −458.2**
Social expenditures 
(as percentage of GDP)
Old age −13.7 15.1
Health −10.5 −2.1
Tertiary education 261.7** 358.5**
Family −217.3* −358.3**
Unemployment 71.4 41.7

Population ages twenty-five to thirty-four
Percentage unemployed 94.9** 105.9**
Percentage attained tertiary education −10.2 3.4

Fertility rate 1,086.4** 925.4**
Mortgage debt (as percentage of GDP) 2.6* 4.4**

(Table continues on p. 302.)
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302 Persistence, Privilege, and Parenting

percentile, confirming that the largest amounts of giving are concentrated
among high-income and high-wealth parents (model 3).8

Parents in all European countries represented in the SHARE data give
less to children than do parents in the United States. Comparing the
model estimates of country effects to the mean values in table 10.1 (uncon-
ditional trimmed values), the difference in transfer amount between the
United States and the European countries in the SHARE data is reduced
by between 20 and 50 percent. Thus, the difference in giving to children
between the United States and the SHARE countries is explained in part
by cross-country differences in parents’ socioeconomic and demographic
characteristics.

Estimates of social policy expenditures (table 10.4, models 2 and 3)
show some relationship to transfer amount, but do not provide strong
evidence in favor of a “crowd-out” of family transfers by government
expenditures. Spending on tertiary education is positively related to
parental monetary gifts to children, although the amounts are small rela-
tive to these social expenditures. For example, a 1 percent increase in GDP
spending on tertiary education increases transfers by €262 (on a base of
€691). Public spending on family policies has a negative effect on giving
by parents (−€217) that is higher at the ninetieth percentile (−€358), but is
again overall a small effect. The percentage of the population ages twenty-
five to thirty-four who are unemployed is associated with an increase in
transfers, although again, the magnitude is small. The fertility rate is pos-
itively associated with money given to all children: an additional child
increases the amount of money given to children by €1,000 at the mean
and just under that amount at the ninetieth percentile. The size of the
mortgage market has a very small, positive effect on the money given to
children and thus, as measured here, does not appear to be an important
source for generating differences in giving across countries.

Table 10.4 Continued

Ninetieth 
Mean Mean Percentile

Model (1) (2) (3)

N 27,472 27,472 27,472
R-squared 0.086 0.086 0.15
Value of dependent variable 690.78 690.78 2178.65

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from SHARE Project (2004) and 2004
HRS (University of Michigan 2004).
Notes: Dependent variable “amount of money” trimmed at the ninety-eighth per-
centile. See table 10.3 note for definitions of social expenditures.
*significant at 5 percent; **significant at 1 percent.
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Table 10.5 Amount of Money That Parents Give to All Children over Time in the United States (2006 Dollars)

Percentile Two Years Four Years Six Years Eight Years Ten Years Twelve Years Fourteen Years Sixteen Years

Tenth $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 $0
Twenty-fifth 0 0 0 0 0 0 560 1,575
Fiftieth 0 0 1,437 2,874 4,482 6,184 8,908 12,368
Seventy-fifth 2,474 6,614 11,266 16,337 22,187 27,426 33,635 40,630
Ninetieth 11,707 24,075 35,403 47,358 58,853 68,534 80,551 92,164
Ninety-fifth 23,869 45,091 62,119 80,817 96,367 110,385 126,097 141,636
Ninety-ninth 70,244 122,134 172,595 221,010 265,333 295,793 326,740 367,318
Mean 5,102 9,885 14,623 19,450 24,413 28,770 33,595 37,765
N 88,168 68,206 51,450 38,257 26,816 16,868 9,926 3,903

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from HRS waves 1992 to 2006 (University of Michigan 2006).
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Table 10.6 Amount of Money That Parents Give to One Child over Time in the United States (2006 Dollars)

Percentile Two Years Four Years Six Years Eight Years Ten Years Twelve Years Fourteen Years Sixteen Years

Tenth $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 $0
Twenty-fifth 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Fiftieth 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 500
Seventy-fifth 0 585 1,437 2,597 3,927 5,215 6,614 8,622
Ninetieth 2,561 6,376 10,471 13,976 18,387 21,879 25,865 29,905
Ninety-fifth 7,421 15,019 22,454 29,134 35,379 40,863 47,411 54,602
Ninety-ninth 28,738 49,472 66,523 83,799 100,732 110,599 125,376 137,641
Mean 1,559 3,025 4,444 5,907 7,376 8,577 9,981 11,122
N 300,669 229,373 171,771 126,807 88,571 55,612 32,661 12,830

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from HRS waves 1992 to 2006 (University of Michigan 2006).
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Is the Amount of Money Given to Children Large? On average, the amount of
money a child receives each year is small, about $780. The average age of
children in the HRS is thirty-two, and average income is $45,000. In terms
of life-cycle events, the average child is not in school, is married, and has a
child, and just under half of them do not yet own a home. (Appendix table
10A.2 shows mean characteristics for the children of HRS respondents.)
Thus, many children in the HRS have aged past the life-cycle events that
might generate parental giving, particularly college and higher education.
Table 10.7 shows the amount of money received by a child in school and
between the ages of seventeen and eighteen over the next six years. Within
this age group, the average amount that a child receives is about $9,000 over
two years, $18,374 over four years, and slightly more ($21,651) over
six years, or about $4,600 per year. This is about 50 percent more than all
children in this age group receive (that is, including those not in school).
Annual parental transfers for college-age children of $4,600 are 50 percent
of average college tuition costs in 2005 ($9,144) and 30 percent of average
tuition plus room and board expenses of $16,048 (College Board 2005).
Many students receive some form of financial aid, which thereby reduces
tuition and room and board expenses to an average of $11,286. Thus,
parental financial transfers represent 40 percent of annual college expenses
after financial aid. A child in the highest 5 percent receives $39,488 or more
over two years. The annual tuition for a private, four-year college is approx-
imately $20,000. Appendix table 10A.3 provides a summary of average
public and private college costs for 2005. For children in college, the level
of parental transfers is significant; however, the question remains of how
essential parental financing is in the school decision.

Table 10.8 shows the average income and wealth for households
based on their position in the distribution of giving to children. As
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Table 10.7 Amount of Money That Parents Give to a Seventeen- or
Eighteen-Year-Old Child in School over the Next Six Years
(2006 Dollars)

Percentile Two Years Four Years Six Years

Tenth $0 $0 $0
Twenty-fifth 0 1,360 2,341
Fiftieth 2,474 8,392 11,336
Seventy-fifth 11,206 24,736 29,776
Ninetieth 27,206 48,681 54,973
Ninety-fifth 39,488 74,440 82,397
Ninety-ninth 84,047 136,841 140,439
Mean 9,216 18,374 21,651
N 2,000 1,523 1,144

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from HRS waves 1992 to 2006
(University of Michigan 2006).
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Table 10.8 Average Income and Wealth of Parents Who Make Positive Transfers, Based on Position in Transfer Distribution
(2006 Dollars)

Two Four Six Eight Ten Twelve Fourteen Sixteen 
Transfer Percentile Years Years Years Years Years Years Years Years

Average income
Tenth
Twenty-fifth $53,918 $57,742
Fiftieth $63,456 $65,371 $65,783 $66,352 69,351 73,930
Seventy-fifth $79,963 $85,833 84,920 88,082 89,861 91,159 91,088 93,228
Ninetieth 129,328 103,399 107,299 109,144 107,403 97,645 106,830 115,898
Ninety-fifth 134,160 149,612 144,170 153,037 142,747 149,762 148,081 146,638
Ninety-ninth 207,954 203,318 244,447 263,879 266,910 249,607 269,637 245,059
N 88,168 68,206 51,450 38,257 26,816 16,868 9,926 3,903

Average wealth
Tenth
Twenty-fifth 230,276 239,125
Fiftieth 323,373 323,120 322,224 314,206 302,363 310,426
Seventy-fifth 483,665 508,441 500,075 524,088 501,630 492,904 497,107 468,133
Ninetieth 738,121 679,024 694,924 668,382 663,007 640,974 585,190 590,030
Ninety-fifth 968,004 1,023,683 1,070,261 1,051,883 982,176 935,639 867,894 856,740
Ninety-ninth 2,349,257 2,339,929 1,930,942 2,110,465 2,114,367 1,980,913 1,963,744 2,071,066
N 88,168 68,206 51,450 38,257 26,816 16,868 9,926 3,903

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from HRS waves 1992 to 2006 (University of Michigan 2006).
Notes: Income and wealth of parents that make positive transfers. See table 10.5.
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expected, households that give to children have higher income and
wealth than those that do not. For example, households at the ninety-
fifth percentile have $134,160 annual income and $968,004 in wealth.
Households that give substantially to children give more as a percent-
age of their income and wealth. At the seventy-fifth percentile of the
transfer distribution, annual household giving represents 1.5 percent of
household annual income, and total household giving over sixteen
years is 8.7 percent of average household wealth. At the ninety-fifth per-
centile of the transfer distribution, annual household giving represents
8.9 percent of household annual income, and total household giving
over sixteen years is 16.5 percent of average household wealth.

Are Transfers Persistent Over Time? Table 10.5 shows that after sixteen
years fewer households give no money to children than after two years,
which suggests that giving by households is not persistent over time.
This is not true for households that give large amounts of money to
children. Table 10.9 shows, for the parental households in the seventy-
fifth and ninetieth percentiles of the sixteen-year transfer distribution,
the percentage giving in at least one wave, at least two waves, and
through eight waves. Almost three-quarters (73.5 percent) of house-
holds at the seventy-fifth percentile or higher of sixteen-year giving
gave in at least five waves of data (sixteen years). Households further
up in the distribution gave more persistently. Eighty-eight percent of
households at the ninetieth percentile or higher of sixteen-year trans-
fer amounts gave in at least five waves, while 94 percent gave in at least
half of the eight waves.
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Table 10.9 Persistence of Monetary Giving by High-Giving Households

Sixteen-Year Transfers at Sixteen-Year Transfers at
Parents Who Seventy-Fifth Percentile Ninetieth Percentile 
Gave in at Least: and Above and Above

Eight waves 14.8% 24.2%
Seven waves 33.3 49.6
Six waves 54.3 73.2
Five waves 73.5 87.5
Four waves 85.1 93.9
Three waves 94.4 99.0
Two waves 98.3 99.7
One wave 100.0 100.0

N 937 351

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from HRS waves 1992 to 2006
(University of Michigan 2006).
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310 Persistence, Privilege, and Parenting

To illustrate how the distribution of money given to all children changes
over time, we plot in figure 10.3 the ratio of the seventy-fifth percentile to the
median, the ninetieth percentile to the median, and the ninetieth to the
seventy-fifth percentile. Transfer amounts across households become
substantially more equal over time. Six-year amounts of money given to
all children at the seventy-fifth percentile are almost eight times the
median amount, while the ratio of sixteen-year amounts reduces to just
over three. Six-year amounts of money given to children at the ninetieth
percentile are over twenty-four times the median amount, while the ratio
of the ninetieth percentile to the median of sixteen-year amounts reduces
to seven and a half times. Even at the top quarter of the distribution,
there are large differences in the amount of money given to all children
over two years that reduces when the time horizon is sixteen years. The
ratio of the ninetieth percentile to the seventy-fifth is 4.7, but it declines
to 2.3 after sixteen years. We find that over time the amount of money

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from SHARE Project (2004) and 2004 
HRS (University of Michigan 2004).
Note: Unconditional transfer amounts based on table 10.5.

10

15

20

25

30

0

5

Two
Years

Four
Years

Six
Years

Eight
Years

Ten
Years

Twelve
Years

Fourteen
Years

Sixteen
Years

Ratio of seventy-fifth to median

R
at

io

Years Summed

Ratio of ninetieth to median

Ratio of ninetieth to seventy-fifth 

Figure 10.3 Money Given to All Children in the United States: Ratio of
Nineteeth and Seventy-Fifth Percentiles to Median and
Nineteeth to Seventy-Fifth

12588-10_Ch10-rev.qxd  8/23/11  2:50 PM  Page 310



Table 10.10 Multi-Child Households Giving Money to All Children in the Household

Households with Four 
All Households Two-Child Households Three-Child Households or More Children

All No Some All No Some All No Some All No Some 
Time Children Children Children Children Children Children Children Children Children Children Children Children

Two years 11.6% 51.4% 37.0% 22.5% 48.3% 29.1% 9.6% 52.7% 37.7% 3.6% 53.0% 43.3%
Four years 19.3 33.6 47.1 36.1 30.9 33.0 16.7 35.0 48.3 6.6 35.0 58.3
Six years 25.4 23.1 51.5 46.2 20.6 33.2 22.6 24.4 53.0 9.7 24.3 66.1
Eight years 30.1 16.1 53.8 53.6 14.2 32.2 27.1 17.2 55.7 12.3 16.8 70.8
Ten years 33.8 11.0 55.2 59.1 9.8 31.1 30.9 11.7 57.4 14.6 11.5 73.9
Twelve years 37.2 6.6 56.2 63.9 5.8 30.3 34.4 7.1 58.5 16.8 7.0 76.2
Fourteen years 39.8 3.0 57.3 67.3 2.1 30.6 36.9 3.4 59.7 18.9 3.4 77.8
Sixteen years 42.8 0.0 57.2 70.6 0.0 29.4 40.3 0.0 59.7 21.5 0.0 78.5

Source: Authors’ calculation based on data from HRS waves 1992 to 2006 (University of Michigan 2006).
Note: The sample comprises those born in the years from 1931 to 1941 who entered the HRS in 1992 and had given money to children at some
time over the eight waves. The pattern is the same for other cohorts.
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and for low and high wealth and income in figures 10.5 and 10.6, respec-
tively. Two distinct patterns emerge. First, as the number of children in
a family increases, so does inequality in transfer amount (level differ-
ences by number of children across all time periods). For example, for
a two-year time period, the mean ratio for a two-child family is 0.74,
and for a family with four or more children it is 1.43. The increasing
ratio by family size is driven in part by the greater opportunity for
more than one child in the family to receive no transfers as the number
of children increases.

Second, for all family sizes, the amount of money that children receive
becomes more equal over time. For example, over a two-year period,
child i in family j receives 75 percent more (less) than her sibling, but after
sixteen years she receives only 50 percent more (less). Thus, the level of
inequality in inter vivos giving to children is to an extent an artifact of the
time period over which transfers are observed. High-wealth or high-
income parents give more equally to their children than low-wealth and
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Figure 10.4 Within-Household Equality of Money Given to Children over
Time in the United States

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from 2004 HRS (University of Michi-
gan 2004).
Note: Mean of ratio: absolute value of difference in amount of money given to 
child i in family j and average amount given to all children in family j, divided 
by average amount given to all children.

Two
Years

Four
Years

Six
Years

Eight
Years
Years Summed

Ten
Years

Twelve
Years

Fourteen
Years

Sixteen
Years

0.5

1

1.5

M
ea

n 
of

 R
at

io

0

Four or more children

Three children

Two children

12588-10_Ch10-rev.qxd  8/23/11  2:50 PM  Page 313



314 Persistence, Privilege, and Parenting

low-income parents (figures 10.5 and 10.6), and more so over time (see the
steeper slope of the high-wealth and high-income lines in figures 10.5 and
10.6). In sum, the child who is most likely to be receiving the same amount
of money as his or her siblings has only one sibling and has high-income
and high-wealth parents.

Multivariate Model Results for Short- and 
Long-Term Money Transfers to 
Children in the United States

Next, we study the factors associated with receipt of money from a par-
ent over different lengths of time. We model the probability that a child
will get money from her parents and the amount of money she actually

Figure 10.5 Within-Household Equality of Money Given to Children over
Time in the United States, by Household Wealth

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from 2004 HRS (University of Michi-
gan 2004).
Note: Mean of ratio: absolute value of difference in amount of money given to 
child i in family j and average amount given to all children in family j, divided 
by average amount given to all children.
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gets, conditional on receiving, for a sample of children who were present
in seven waves, for a total of 32,661 child-year observations.10 We estimate
three models for the probability that a child receives money (and three
additional models for the amount of money received), one for each of
three time periods: two years, eight years, and fourteen years; we report
marginal effects of covariates in table 10.11. All covariates are measured at
the initial wave. In order to interpret our findings in the context of increas-
ing average probabilities of giving and amount given with time, we
describe results in terms of percentage change from the baseline probabil-
ity or amount as well as in terms of overall level. Estimates of the mar-
ginal effects for key covariates are provided in table 10.11 and for all in
appendix table 10A.1.

Unequal Giving 315

Figure 10.6 Within-Household Equality of Money Given to Children over
Time in the United States, by Household Income

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from 2004 HRS (University of Michi-
gan 2004).
Note: Mean of ratio: absolute value of difference in amount of money given to 
child i in family j and average amount given to all children in family j, divided 
by average amount given to all children.
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Table 10.11 Linear Regression Model Results for Money That Parents Give a Child over Two, Eight, and Fourteen Years

Probability Child Receives Money Amount of Money

Two Years Eight Years Fourteen Years Two Years Eight Years Fourteen Years

Parent covariate
Parent wealth quartiles

1 −0.052** −0.127** −0.138** −2,196** −2,925** −3,367*
2 −0.023** −0.049** −0.051** −1,445* −1,411* −1,381
[3 omitted]
4 0.037** 0.081** 0.097** 2,171** 7,879** 14,600**

Parent income quartiles
1 −0.079** −0.129** −0.147** −165 −3,201** −6,488**
2 −0.041** −0.062** −0.060** −998 −1,373* −3,073*
[3 omitted]
4 0.055** 0.059** 0.054** 2,578** 5,687** 11,657**

Child covariate
In school 0.069** 0.058** 0.058** −1,744 4,200* 2,980
Education at baseline

Less than high school −0.012 −0.014 −0.022* −1,462 −453 455
Some college 0.008 0.021** 0.024** 139 531 −386
College 0.010 0.003 −0.000 1,583* 1,463* 3,005*

In school × high education
In school × less than high school −0.034 0.006 −0.006 3,253 −2,799 −3,190
In school × some college 0.123** 0.070** 0.026 6,176** 4,033* 8,307*
In school × college 0.077** 0.037 0.003 3,729* −657 1,367
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Homeownership
Own home −0.021** −0.060** −0.055** 2,331** 1,367 1,360
New home 0.018 0.041* 0.023 157 −894 −2,408
Same home −0.029** −0.020 −0.027* −1,105 43 −2,540
Lose home 0.005 0.022 0.025 4,362* 1,373 2,765

Number of children
One to three 0.022** 0.055** 0.067** −862 468 2,616
Four or more 0.049** 0.072** 0.075** 318 501 2,267

Coresides with parent 0.006 0.068** 0.085** 1,405* 2,192** 3,180
Lives close to parent 0.017** 0.035** 0.048** 539 1,613** 1,455
Earnings quartiles

[1 omitted]
2 −0.024** −0.016* −0.002 −343 −957 −526
3 −0.079** −0.064** −0.037** −256 −2,378** −2,849
4 −0.101** −0.099** −0.073** −189 −1,619 −1,168

N 32,661 32,661 32,661 5,300 11,768 14,409
R-squared 0.152 0.213 0.234 0.087 0.124 0.069
Mean dependent variable 0.162 0.36 0.441 9,368 14,455 19,858

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from HRS 1992 to 2006, sample of respondents present in seven waves (University of
Michigan 2006).
Notes: All covariates measured at baseline. Model also includes other parent and child characteristics; see appendix table 10A.1. All
amounts CPI-adjusted (transfers, income, wealth, earnings).
*significant at 5 percent; **significant at 1 percent
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Table 10A.1 Model Results for Money That Parents Give a Child over Two, Eight, and Fourteen Years in the United States

Probability Child Receives Money Amount of Money

Two Years Eight Years Fourteen Years Two Years Eight Years Fourteen Years 

Intercept 0.720** 0.909** 1.201** 23,337 19,533 −36,675

Parent Characteristic
Married 0.254** 0.267* 0.315** −9,390 −4,034 59,592**
Male −0.000 0.013* 0.015** −1,208** −444 −1,474
Respondent age −0.004 −0.008* −0.010** 77 351 2,606**
Respondent age-squared 0.000 0.000** 0.000** 0 −2 −24**
Spouse age −0.009** −0.010** −0.011** 321 −21 −2,536**
Spouse age-squared 0.000** 0.000** 0.000** −3 1 25**
Respondent less than high school −0.017** −0.045** −0.066** −508 −1,377 −1,996
Respondent some college 0.020** 0.053** 0.052** −149 −1,576* −4,000**
Respondent college 0.044** 0.064** 0.050** 394 2,050** 690
Spouse less than high school −0.013* −0.039** −0.047** 2,049** 717 320
Spouse some college −0.007 0.002 0.003 148 59 273
Spouse college 0.027** 0.026** 0.022* 1,522* 3,523** 9,534**
Two to four children −0.159** −0.197** −0.196** −1,381 −8,773** −9,823**
Five or more children −0.226** −0.321** −0.338** −2,327** −11,767** −14,879**
Wealth lowest quartile −0.052** −0.127** −0.138** −2,196** −2,925** −3,367*
Wealth second quartile −0.023** −0.049** −0.051** −1,445* −1,411* −1,381
Wealth top quartile 0.037** 0.081** 0.097** 2,171** 7,879** 14,600**
Income lowest quartile −0.079** −0.129** −0.147** −165 −3,201** −6,488**
Income second quartile −0.041** −0.062** −0.060** −998 −1,373* −3,073*
Income top quartile 0.055** 0.059** 0.054** 2,578** 5,687** 11,657**

Appendix

(Table continues on p. 322.)
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Table 10A.1 Continued

Probability Child Receives Money Amount of Money

Two Years Eight Years Fourteen Years Two Years Eight Years Fourteen Years

Child characteristic
Child is stepchild −0.060** −0.131** −0.146** −1,528 −3,146** −8,544**
Child age −0.004 0.011* −0.002 −1,455* −688 570
Child age-squared −0.000 −0.001** −0.000 36 10 −53
Male 0.001 −0.005 −0.006 −65 5 −772
Coupled −0.016** −0.040** −0.045** 529 −189 −426
Work part-time 0.042** 0.049** 0.038** −93 509 979
Work full-time −0.006 −0.002 −0.003 −1,890** −1,549* −1,384
In school 0.069** 0.058** 0.058** −1,744 4,200* 2,980
Less than high school −0.012 −0.014 −0.022* −1,462 −453 455
Some college 0.008 0.021** 0.024** 139 531 −386
College 0.010 0.003 −0.000 1,583* 1,463* 3,005*
In school × less than high school −0.034 0.006 −0.006 3,253 −2,799 −3,190
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In school × some college 0.123** 0.070** 0.026 6,176** 4,033* 8,307*
In school × college 0.077** 0.037 0.003 3,729* −657 1,367
Own home −0.021** −0.060** −0.055** 2,331** 1,367 1,360
New home 0.018 0.041* 0.023 157 −894 −2,408
Same home −0.029** −0.020 −0.027* −1,105 43 −2,540
Lose home 0.005 0.022 0.025 4,362* 1,373 2,765
One to three children 0.022** 0.055** 0.067** −862 468 2,616
Four or more children 0.049** 0.072** 0.075** 318 501 2,267
Coresides with parent 0.006 0.068** 0.085** 1,405* 2,192** 3,180
Lives close to parent 0.017** 0.035** 0.048** 539 1,613** 1,455
Income second quartile −0.024** −0.016* −0.002 −343 −957 −526
Income third quartile −0.079** −0.064** −0.037** −256 −2,378** −2,849
Income top quartile −0.101** −0.099** −0.073** −189 −1,619 −1,168

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from HRS 1992 to 2006, sample of respondents present in seven waves (University of
Michigan 2006).
Notes: All covariates measured at baseline. Model includes missing and cohort indicators. All amounts CPI-adjusted (transfers, income,
wealth, earnings).
*significant at 5 percent; **significant at 1 percent.
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324 Persistence, Privilege, and Parenting

Table 10A.2 Descriptive Statistics of U.S. Sample for Regression Model

Variable Mean

Parent covariates
Married 0.75
Male 0.41
Respondent age 59.33
Spouse age 44.00
Respondent less than high school 0.34
Respondent some college 0.18
Respondent college 0.14
Spouse less than high school 0.22
Spouse some college 0.13
Spouse college 0.12
Two to four children 0.55
Five or more children 0.42
Household income (mean) $61,169
Household wealth(mean) $284,124

Child covariates
Child is stepchild 0.11
Child age 32.28
Male 0.51
Married 0.55
Work part-time 0.10
Work full-time 0.68
In school 0.09
Less than high school 0.12
Some college 0.21
College 0.24
In school × less than high school 0.005
In school × some college 0.04
In school × college 0.02
Own home 0.44
New home 0.03
Same home 0.14
Lose home 0.01
One to three children 0.53
Four or more children 0.06
Coresides with parent 0.15
Lives close to parent 0.27
Earnings or income $44,287

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from HRS waves 1992 to 2006 (Univer-
sity of Michigan 2006).
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Notes

1. The first survey, the Health and Retirement Study (HRS), began as a national
sample of about 7,600 households (12,654 individuals) with at least one per-
son in the birth cohorts of 1931 through 1941 (about fifty-one to sixty-one
years old at the wave 1 interview in 1992). The second, the Assets and Health
Dynamics of the Oldest Old (AHEAD), began in 1993 and included 6,052
households (8,222 individuals) with at least one person born in 1923 or ear-
lier (age seventy years or older in 1993). In 1998, HRS was augmented with
baseline interviews from at least one household member from the two birth
cohorts 1924 through 1930 and 1942 through 1947 and was representative of
all birth cohorts born in 1947 or earlier. In 2004 the HRS was again aug-
mented with interviews from the birth cohort 1948 through 1953.

2. For the original HRS respondents from the 1992 survey wave, we use a total
of eight waves of transfer data from 1992 to 2006, which accounts for money
given to children over sixteen years. For the original AHEAD respondents
from 1993, we have seven waves of data for a total of fourteen years of trans-
fers. For respondents added in 1998, we have five survey waves from 1998
to 2006, or ten years of transfer data, and for the most recent cohort added,
the early baby boomers, we have two waves of data from 2004 and 2006 (four
years of transfer data).

3. In the 1992 and 1994 survey waves of the original HRS, the transfer questions
varied slightly from the more recent waves. In 1992, HRS asked about finan-
cial help of $500 or more over one year, and in 1994 the threshold was $100.
To make transfers over waves comparable, we make the simplistic assump-
tion that two-year transfer amounts are two times the annual giving amount
in 1992 and censor to zero amounts less than $500 for the survey year 1994.

4. The SHARE data collection has been primarily funded by the European
Commission. Additional funding came from the U.S. National Institute on
Aging. Data collection for wave 1 was nationally funded in Austria, Belgium,
France, and Switzerland.
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Table 10A.3 College Costs in 2005

Private Public Both

Percentage of enrolled populationa 0.232 0.768 1.00
Tuition $21,235 $5,491 $9,144
Tuition plus room and board 29,026 12,127 16,048
Financial aid 9,600 3,300 4,762
Tuition plus room and board, less aid 19,426 8,827 11,286
Parental annual transfer 4,608

Source: Authors’ compilation based on data from College Board (2005) and U.S.
Bureau of the Census (2007).
aU.S. Bureau of the Census (2007).
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