
What is social mobility? Concepts, trends and
contributing factors

Lauren Jones, The Ohio State University, Junior Fellow at the
Martin Prosperity Institute

April 4, 2018



Mobility is fundamental

”Pulling one’s self up by the bootstraps”

”Climbing the social ladder”

”Rags to riches”

”The American Dream”

”Equal opportunity”

etc.



What is social mobility?

Relative mobility Do my parents’ resources dictate my resources?

Absolute mobility Am I better off than my parents were?

Changes in inequality What’s the payoff to being rich in my
generation compared to my parents’?

Income...but also health, education, occupation, etc.



An example: Income

Suppose a society of 10 couples.

I Order them by income; each gets a rank in the income
distribution.

Poorer Richer



Intergenerational comparison

Now suppose each couple has a child.

Poorer Richer

Let’s think about the children’s income as adults...



Relative mobility: Changes in rank

We can rank the children in their own income distribution.

I How does the child’s rank compare to her parents’ rank?

Poorer
Families

Richer 
Families

Poorer
Adults

Richer
Adults



No relative mobility

Poorer
Families

Richer 
Families

Poorer
Adults

Richer
Adults



Lots of relative mobility

Poorer
Families

Richer 
Families

Poorer
Adults

Richer
Adults



Absolute mobility: Changes in overall income

I How does the child’s income compare to her parents’ income?

Poorer Richer



Absolute mobility

Poorer Richer



Income inequality

I How big is the payoff to being rich for the child compared to
her parents?

Poorer Richer



Increased inequality

Poorer Richer



Levers of mobility

Relative 
mobility

Absolute 
mobility

Changes in
inequality



Trends in relative mobility

(Chetty et al. 2014. Is the United States Still a Land of Opportunity? Recent Trends in Intergenerational Mobility)



Trends in absolute mobility

 

  

Fig. 1. Baseline estimates of absolute mobility by birth cohort. (A and B) The fraction of children earning 
more than their parents (“absolute mobility”) by parent income percentile for selected child birth cohorts (A) 
and on average by child birth cohort (B). Only parents with positive income are included in (A); within this group, 
parent income percentiles are constructed according to their ranks in the distribution of parents’ incomes within 
each child cohort. Parents with zero income are included in (B), defining absolute mobility as 100% for that 
subgroup when computing the mean rate of absolute mobility by cohort. Child income is measured at age 30 in 
the CPS March supplement as the sum of individual and spousal income, excluding immigrants after 1994. 
Parent income is measured in the census as the sum of the spouses’ incomes for families in which the highest 
earner is between ages 25 and 35. Children’s and parents’ incomes are measured in real 2014 dollars using the 
CPI-U-RS. Absolute mobility is calculated by combining these income distributions with the copula estimated for 
the 1980 to 1982 cohorts in tax data by (12). 
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(Chetty et al. 2017. The fading American dream: Trends in absolute income mobility since 1940)



Trends in growth

(https://aneconomicsense.org)



Trends in income inequality

(Piketty 2013. Capital in the 21st Century)



Inequality and relative mobility



Inequality and absolute mobility

Figure: People born in 1940

  

  

Fig. 2. Effects of copula on absolute mobility by birth cohort. (A) Plot of bounds on absolute mobility for each 
cohort over all copulas satisfying first-order stochastic dominance of child income distributions as parent income 
rises. The bounds are estimated separately by cohort. Solid circles replicate the baseline estimates shown in Fig. 
1B, with the section to the right of the dashed vertical line corresponding to the cohorts (1971 to 1984) for which 
copula stability is documented in (15). (B) Plot of the marginal family income distributions of children in the 1940 
birth cohort and their parents, measured at approximately age 30. Corresponding to the analysis in Fig. 1A, 
parents with zero income are excluded, but children with zero income are included when estimating these kernel 
densities. For scaling purposes, incomes above $200,000 are excluded. (C) Plot of analogous income 
distributions for children in the 1980 birth cohort and their parents. (D) Plot of the income percentile that a child 
must reach in order to earn more than his or her parents for the 1940 and 1980 cohorts, with labels 
corresponding to the examples shown by the dashed vertical lines in (B) and (C). Also shown is a heat map of the 
baseline copula for the 1980 to 1982 birth cohorts. The copula is a 100 × 100 matrix where each cell (x, y) gives 
the probability of a child being in income percentile y and having parents in income percentile x (conditional on 
parents having positive income). Darker colors represent areas with higher density in the copula. 
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Figure: People born in 1980

  

  

Fig. 2. Effects of copula on absolute mobility by birth cohort. (A) Plot of bounds on absolute mobility for each 
cohort over all copulas satisfying first-order stochastic dominance of child income distributions as parent income 
rises. The bounds are estimated separately by cohort. Solid circles replicate the baseline estimates shown in Fig. 
1B, with the section to the right of the dashed vertical line corresponding to the cohorts (1971 to 1984) for which 
copula stability is documented in (15). (B) Plot of the marginal family income distributions of children in the 1940 
birth cohort and their parents, measured at approximately age 30. Corresponding to the analysis in Fig. 1A, 
parents with zero income are excluded, but children with zero income are included when estimating these kernel 
densities. For scaling purposes, incomes above $200,000 are excluded. (C) Plot of analogous income 
distributions for children in the 1980 birth cohort and their parents. (D) Plot of the income percentile that a child 
must reach in order to earn more than his or her parents for the 1940 and 1980 cohorts, with labels 
corresponding to the examples shown by the dashed vertical lines in (B) and (C). Also shown is a heat map of the 
baseline copula for the 1980 to 1982 birth cohorts. The copula is a 100 × 100 matrix where each cell (x, y) gives 
the probability of a child being in income percentile y and having parents in income percentile x (conditional on 
parents having positive income). Darker colors represent areas with higher density in the copula. 
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(Chetty et al. 2017. The fading American dream: Trends in absolute income mobility since 1940)



Post-secondary education and relative mobility

(Source: Author, using data from Chetty et al. and ELS; Bruce McPherson for graph ad-on)



Thank you!

Comments? Email me at jones.2846@osu.edu



Relative mobility across places

Figure: Canada
Figure: USA

(Corak 2017. Divided Landscapes of Economic Opportunity: The Canadian Geography of Intergenerational Income
Mobility; Chetty et al. 2018. The Impacts of Neighborhoods on Intergenerational Mobility Ii: County-Level
Estimates)



Characteristics of places with more relative mobility
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(Chetty et al. 2018. The Impacts of Neighborhoods on Intergenerational Mobility Ii: County-Level Estimates;
Jones 2018)


