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Why should we care about inequality?
Mobility varies with inequality

The Great Gatsby Curve
mobility is lower where inequality is higher, but what are the underlying causes?
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Policy goals

Earnings mobility and Equality of Opportunity

The degree of generational earnings mobility may be related to
“equality of opportunity”, but only when we appreciate the
underlying reasons

Equality of Opportunity means that inequities of outcome are not
defensible when they are the result of different “circumstances”

What “circumstances” should policy makers seek to level?

eliminate the influence of social connections and family income in
facilitating access to health care, education, employment?
eliminate the influence of parental investments (time and money)
that develop skills, beliefs and motivation?
eliminate the consequences of the genetic transmission of ability?
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Policy goals

A public policy target?

A completely flat parent-child earnings gradient or a flatter
gradient in a particular country is not necessarily a goal for
public policy without this appreciation

MilesCorak.com Inequality, Opportunity, Mobility

http://MilesCorak.com


Introduction
Social mobility and public policy

The determinants of social mobility
Social mobility in an era of rising inequality

Three concluding comments

A framework
The labour market and the family

The nature of public policy is a social choice determining
social mobility ...

Public policies that are of relatively more advantage to the
disadvantaged will promote upward mobility

offering insurance by buffering families from shocks
offering investment in human capital

But public policy can also be of relatively more advantage to the
advantaged, or reinforce market tendencies

this is more likely in more unequal societies
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A framework
The labour market and the family

... but three broad institutions determine life chances
the overlap and interaction between families, markets, and the state together determine
social mobility – there is no “silver” bullet
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A framework
The labour market and the family

A higher return to education encourages more investment ...
changing opportunities and incentives, and thereby determining the degree of mobility
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A framework
The labour market and the family

... but who has the capacity to make these investments?
Families with more human capital invest more in their children
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The relatively advantaged

Money matters ....
American families with more money invest more in their children enriching their lives
outside of formal public schooling

“Enrichment expenditures” in the United States: the amount of money families spend on books,
computers, high-quality child care, summer camps, private schooling, and other things that promote the
capabilities of their children. Source: Duncan and Murnane (2011).
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The relatively advantaged

... money also implies “connections” to jobs
most jobs are found through family and friends, and this constrains mobility particularly
at the bottom and top

Source: Bingley, Corak and Westergård-Nielsen (2012).
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Three concerns in an era of higher inequality

1 Social mobility as measured by generational earnings mobility
varies across countries, and this variation should be a public
policy concern

2 It varies with inequality but income inequality is not the sole
cause, it is a signal of a whole set of forces associated with
family, market, and state

3 But with growing inequality, the more unequal societies will
likely not experience more mobility without concerted and
effective public policies

MilesCorak.com Inequality, Opportunity, Mobility

http://MilesCorak.com


Introduction
Social mobility and public policy

The determinants of social mobility
Social mobility in an era of rising inequality

Three concluding comments

References

Bingley, Corak and Westergård-Nielsen (2012). “The Intergenerational Transmission of Employers
in Canada and Denmark” In Ermisch, Jantti and Smeeding (editors), From Parents to Children.
New York: Russell Sage Foundation.

Corak, Miles (2013). "Inequality from Generation to Generation: The United States in
Comparison," in Robert Rycroft (editor), The Economics of Inequality, Poverty, and
Discrimination in the 21st Century, ABC-CLIO.

Corak, Miles (2013). “Income Inequality, Equality of Opportunity, and Intergenerational Mobility.”
Journal of Economic Perspectives. Vol. 27, no. 3 (Summer).

Duncan, Greg J. and Richard Murnane, editors (2011). Whither Opportunity? Rising Inequality,
Schools, and Children’s Life Chances, New York: Russell Sage Foundation.

Hertz, Tom et al. (2007), “The Inheritance of Educational Inequality: International Comparisons
and Fifty Year-Trends,” The B.E. Journal of Economic Analysis & Policy. Volume 7, Issue 2,
Article 10.

OECD (2011). Divided We Stand: Why Inequality Keeps Rising. Paris: OECD.

MilesCorak.com Inequality, Opportunity, Mobility

http://www.iza.org/en/webcontent/publications/papers/viewAbstract?dp_id=5593
http://www.iza.org/en/webcontent/publications/papers/viewAbstract?dp_id=5593
http://milescorak.com/2012/01/12/here-is-the-source-for-the-great-gatsby-curve-in-the-alan-krueger-speech-at-the-center-for-american-progress/
http://milescorak.com/2012/01/12/here-is-the-source-for-the-great-gatsby-curve-in-the-alan-krueger-speech-at-the-center-for-american-progress/
http://www.aeaweb.org/articles.php?doi=10.1257/jep.27.3.79
https://www.russellsage.org/publications/whither-opportunity
https://www.russellsage.org/publications/whither-opportunity
http://www.oecd.org/document/51/0,3746,en_2649_33933_49147827_1_1_1_1,00.html
http://MilesCorak.com

	Introduction
	Why should we care about inequality?
	Mobility varies with inequality

	Social mobility and public policy
	Policy goals

	The determinants of social mobility
	A framework
	The labour market and the family

	Social mobility in an era of rising inequality
	The relatively advantaged

	Three concluding comments

