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• The conventional wisdom, even among mobility researchers, is
that the US has less mobility than other countries.

• Most mobility research compares the earnings of fathers and
sons.

• But the review above should dispel the idea that American men
have significantly lower relative earnings mobility.

• This conclusion is reinforced below in the section on summary
measures of relative mobility, where only small differences of
uncertain validity appear.

• Figures 1 and 2 summarize the cross-national evidence on
upward male earnings immobility from the bottom and
downward immobility from the top.
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Figure 1: Summary of Cross-National Differences in Upward Male
Earnings Relative Immobility (Percent in Bottom Fifth of Father Earnings
Remaining in Bottom Fifth)
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Notes: Based on author’s review of the literature. Bars indicate the point estimate or range of estimates that best characterize male earnings downward 
immobility from the top fifth. Bars are shown as outlines when the research on a country is inconclusive or of potentially limited comparability. The US 
estimates are selected from studies that use the methodological decisions most typical of the research from other countries, rather than the best available 
US estimates. Often, these estimates are from studies that attempt to use harmonized methods and data to compare the US to its peers. The evidence on 
Germany typically involves West Germany specifically, and the research on the United Kingdom rarely includes Northern Ireland with Great Britain.

Figure 2.  Summary of Cross-National Differences in Downward Male Earnings Relative Immobility  
(Percent in Top Fifth of Father Earnings Remaining in Top Fifth)
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Notes: Based on author’s review of the literature. Bars indicate the point estimate or range of estimates that best characterize male earnings upward 
immobility from the bottom fifth. Bars are shown as outlines when the research on a country is inconclusive or of potentially limited comparability. The US 
estimates are selected from studies that use the methodological decisions most typical of the research from other countries, rather than the best available 
US estimates. Often, these estimates are from studies that attempt to use harmonized methods and data to compare the US to its peers. The evidence on 
Germany typically involves West Germany specifically, and the research on the United Kingdom rarely includes Northern Ireland with Great Britain.

Figure 1.  Summary of Cross-National Differences in Upward Male Earnings Relative Immobility 
(Percent in Bottom Fifth of Father Earnings Remaining in Bottom Fifth)
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Notes: Based on author’s review of the literature. Bars indicate the point estimate or range of estimates that best
characterize male earnings upward immobility from the bottom fifth. Bars are shown as outlines when the research on a
country is inconclusive or of potentially limited comparability. The US estimates are selected from studies that use the
methodological decisions most typical of the research from other countries, rather than the best available US estimates.
Often, these estimates are from studies that attempt to use harmonized methods and data to compare the US to its peers.
The evidence on Germany typically involves West Germany specifically, and the research on the United Kingdom rarely
includes Northern Ireland with Great Britain.
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Figure 2: Summary of Cross-National Differences in Downward Male
Earnings Relative Immobility (Percent in Top Fifth of Father Earnings
Remaining in Top Fifth)
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Notes: Based on author’s review of the literature. Bars indicate the point estimate or range of estimates that best characterize male earnings downward 
immobility from the top fifth. Bars are shown as outlines when the research on a country is inconclusive or of potentially limited comparability. The US 
estimates are selected from studies that use the methodological decisions most typical of the research from other countries, rather than the best available 
US estimates. Often, these estimates are from studies that attempt to use harmonized methods and data to compare the US to its peers. The evidence on 
Germany typically involves West Germany specifically, and the research on the United Kingdom rarely includes Northern Ireland with Great Britain.

Figure 2.  Summary of Cross-National Differences in Downward Male Earnings Relative Immobility  
(Percent in Top Fifth of Father Earnings Remaining in Top Fifth)
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Notes: Based on author’s review of the literature. Bars indicate the point estimate or range of estimates that best characterize male earnings upward 
immobility from the bottom fifth. Bars are shown as outlines when the research on a country is inconclusive or of potentially limited comparability. The US 
estimates are selected from studies that use the methodological decisions most typical of the research from other countries, rather than the best available 
US estimates. Often, these estimates are from studies that attempt to use harmonized methods and data to compare the US to its peers. The evidence on 
Germany typically involves West Germany specifically, and the research on the United Kingdom rarely includes Northern Ireland with Great Britain.
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Notes: Based on author’s review of the literature. Bars indicate the point estimate or range of estimates that best
characterize male earnings upward immobility from the bottom fifth. Bars are shown as outlines when the research on a
country is inconclusive or of potentially limited comparability. The US estimates are selected from studies that use the
methodological decisions most typical of the research from other countries, rather than the best available US estimates.
Often, these estimates are from studies that attempt to use harmonized methods and data to compare the US to its peers.
The evidence on Germany typically involves West Germany specifically, and the research on the United Kingdom rarely
includes Northern Ireland with Great Britain.
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Other Distributional Measures of Relative Mobility
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• Figures 3 and 4 summarize the evidence for upward and
downward relative mobility when parental family income is
compared with sons’ earnings, individual income, or family
income.

• Since these results are generally similar regardless of which
outcome is used for sons, pooling these studies provides a
reasonably reliable assessment of how parental family income
relates to sons’ outcomes.
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Figure 3: Summary of Cross-National Differences in Upward Relative
Immobility Comparing Parental Family Income to Sons’ Outcomes
(Percent in Bottom Fifth of Parental Income Remaining in Bottom Fifth)
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mobility similar to that in West Germany and Britain 
but less downward mobility than either country.36

Corak (2017) and Connolly, Corak, and Haeck (2016) 
both report upward and downward immobility estimates 
of 30 and 32 percent for Canada, comparing parent 
and child family incomes.37 In comparison, Chetty et 
al. (2014) find estimates of 34 and 37 percent for the 
US. More generally, American estimates that pool sons 
and daughters range from 30 to 44 percent (upward 
immobility), and from 35 to 47 percent (downward).

Jonsson, Mood, and Bihagen (2011) show transition 
matrices for Sweden using deciles. They find that 15 
percent of adult children raised in the bottom tenth of 
parent family income remain in the bottom tenth, and 
21 percent starting in the top tenth are immobile. The 
corresponding American figures in Chetty et al. (2014), 
which may not be comparable, are 20 percent and 26 
percent.38 Hertz (2005) reports US estimates of 32 to 
37 percent for upward immobility and 27 to 30 percent 
for downward.

The literature pooling sons and daughters and estimat-
ing transition matrices is sparse, precluding strong con-

clusions about how countries fare against each other. 
Studies estimating IRAs after pooling sons and daugh-
ters yield a similarly frustrating conclusion, but they 
suggest that the US may fare worse in terms of family 
income mobility. 

Figures 3 and 4 summarize the evidence for upward 
and downward relative mobility when parental family 
income is compared with sons’ earnings, individual 
income, or family income. Since these results are gen-
erally similar regardless of which outcome is used for 
sons, pooling these studies provides a reasonably reli-
able assessment of how parental family income relates 
to sons’ outcomes. 

OTHER DISTRIBUTIONAL MEASURES  
OF RELATIVE MOBILITY
Corak, Lindquist, and Mazumder (2014) present 
other measures of relative mobility in their paper. For 
instance, the shares of sons starting in the bottom fifth 
of father earnings who exceeded their father’s rank in 
the male earnings distribution were 83–85 percent in 

Notes: Based on author’s review of the literature, including studies comparing parental family income to sons’ earnings, individual income, and family 
income. Bars indicate the point estimate or range of estimates that best characterize the upward immobility of sons with respect to their parental family 
income. Bars are shown as outlines when the research on a country is inconclusive or of potentially limited comparability. The US estimates are selected 
from studies that use the methodological decisions most typical of the research from other countries, rather than the best available US estimates. Often, these 
estimates are from studies that attempt to use harmonized methods and data to compare the US to its peers.

Figure 3.  Summary of Cross-National Differences in Upward Relative Immobility Comparing Parental Family  
Income to Sons’ Outcomes (Percent in Bottom Fifth of Parental Income Remaining in Bottom Fifth)
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upward immobility of sons with respect to their parental family income. Bars are shown as outlines when the research on a
country is inconclusive or of potentially limit comparability. The US estimates are selected from studies that use the
methodological decisions most typical of the research from other countries, rather than the best available US estimates.
Often, these estimates are from studies that attempt to use harmonized methods and data to compare the US to its peers.
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Figure 4: Summary of Cross-National Differences in Downward Relative
Immobility Comparing Parental Family Income to Sons’ Outcomes
(Percent in Top Fifth of Parental Income Remaining in Top Fifth)
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Sweden, 84 percent in Canada, and 85 percent in the 
US. The shares who exceeded their father’s rank by 20 
percentiles or more were 56–58 percent, 56 percent, 
and 55 percent. Among those sons starting in the bottom 
who exceeded their father’s rank, the average amount by 
which they surpassed their father was 36–39 percentiles 
in Sweden, 37 in Canada, and 34 in the US.

The corresponding shares of sons starting in the top 
who rank lower than their fathers were 79–80 percent 
in Sweden, 82 percent in Canada, and 81 percent in 
the US. The shares falling at least 20 percentiles below 
their father were 48–51 percent, 54 percent, and 48 per-
cent. Among those starting in the top fifth who ranked 
lower than their fathers, the average drop was 35–37 
percentiles in Sweden, 37 percentiles in Canada, and 
35 percentiles in the US. These estimates temper the 
conclusion above that Canada has more downward male 
earnings relative mobility than the US.

Another measure of relative mobility is the average child 
rank at each percentile of parental income (or, equiv-
alently, the average increase in ranks for a given part 
of the parental income distribution). These estimates 

are related to the income rank association estimates 
discussed in the next section, but they do not impose 
any parametric relationship between parent and child 
ranks.39 

Bratberg et al. (2017) provide such results for Norway, 
Sweden, West Germany, and the US, comparing parent 
and child family incomes. They find very similar mobil-
ity levels in Norway and Sweden, lower upward rela-
tive mobility in the US below the 25th percentile and 
lower downward mobility above the 66th percentile of 
parental income, and imprecisely measured mobility 
in West Germany. One inconsistency that could affect 
the comparability of the cross-national estimates is that 
those for Norway and Sweden are based on administra-
tive data, while the American and German ones come 
from surveys. Attrition from those surveys is a concern, 
as are imputation of missing data (for West Germany) 
and item nonresponse (for the US).40 Still, the results 
reinforce the findings above that relative family income 
mobility is lower in the US.

Chetty et al. (2014) compare this measure of relative 
mobility in the US, Canada (using estimates from Corak 

Notes: Based on author’s review of the literature, including studies comparing parental family income to sons’ earnings, individual income, and family 
income. Bars indicate the point estimate or range of estimates that best characterize the downward immobility of sons with respect to their parental family 
income. Bars are shown as outlines when the research on a country is inconclusive or of potentially limited comparability. The US estimates are selected 
from studies that use the methodological decisions most typical of the research from other countries, rather than the best available US estimates. Often, these 
estimates are from studies that attempt to use harmonized methods and data to compare the US to its peers.

Figure 4.  Summary of Cross-National Differences in Downward Relative Immobility Comparing Parental  
Family Income to Sons’ Outcomes (Percent in Top Fifth of Parental Income Remaining in Top Fifth)
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Notes: Based on author’s review of the literature, including studies comparing parental family income to sons’ earnings,
individual income, and family income. Bars indicate the point estimate or range of estimates that best characterize the
downward immobility of sons with respect to their parental family income. Bars are shown as outlines when the research on a
country is inconclusive or of potentially limited comparability. The US estimates are selected from studies that use the
methodological decisions most typical of the research from other countries, rather than the best available US estimates.
Often, these estimates are from studies that attempt to use harmonized methods and data to compare the US to its peers.
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Summary Measures of Relative Mobility — The
Intergenerational Rank Association
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• Summarizing the male earnings evidence, the Scandinavian
countries and Canada may have somewhat higher mobility than
the US.

• But the difference between these countries’ IRAs appears no
larger than 0.05 or 0.06 when measured similarly.

• That is equivalent to the gap between the richest and poorest
children narrowing by an additional five or six percentiles in
adulthood.

• Given all the comparability issues discussed in the introduction,
strong claims about lower relative mobility in the US are
unwarranted, at least when the focus is male earnings.

• Figure 5 summarizes the literature on male earnings IRAs.
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Figure 5: Summary of Cross-National Differences in Relative Male
Earnings Mobility (Intergenerational Rank Association)

18www.ArchbridgeInstitute.org

Italy’s male earnings IRA is unlikely to be lower than 
in these countries. Comparing fathers’ and sons’ total 
individual income, Acciari, Polo, and Violante (2017) 
report an IRA of 0.23. However, it is based on averaging 
just two years of father income.

Consistent with the Corak, Lindquist, and Mazumder 
(2014) American estimate, Grawe (2004a) reports a 
male earnings IRA of 0.25 to 0.34 for the US, but he 
finds an IRA of just 0.11 for Germany. The sons in his 
German data were, however, primarily in their twenties.

Summarizing the male earnings evidence, the Scandina-
vian countries and Canada may have somewhat higher 
mobility than the US. But the difference between these 
countries’ IRAs appears no larger than 0.05 or 0.06 
when measured similarly. That is equivalent to the gap 
between the richest and poorest children narrowing by 
an additional five or six percentiles in adulthood. Given 
all the comparability issues discussed in the introduc-
tion, strong claims about lower relative mobility in the 
US are unwarranted, at least when the focus is male 
earnings. Figure 5 summarizes the literature on male 
earnings IRAs.

COMBINED PARENT INCOME VS.  
SON EARNINGS

Other research compares parental family income to 
sons’ earnings or income. Markrussen and Roed (2017) 
estimate a Norwegian IRA between combined parental 
earnings and sons’ earnings of 0.21 to 0.24, consistent 
with the Norwegian estimates comparing father and son 
earnings. Heidrich (2017) estimates a corresponding 
IRA for Sweden of 0.24—also consistent with the male 
earnings IRAs. Gregg, Jonsson, Macmillan, and Mood 
(2017) estimate an IRA as high as 0.26 for Sweden. 

The latter paper finds the IRA for Great Britain is 0.34 to 
0.35, and the US has a slightly higher IRA (0.35 to 0.39). 
According to Gregg, Macmillan, and Vittori (2017), the 
British IRA ranges from 0.18 to 0.35, with the range for 
the more recent of two cohorts analyzed between 0.30 
and 0.35. Belfield et al. (2017) provide estimates of 0.23 
for the earlier cohort and 0.32 in the more recent one. 
However, the British estimates in these papers only use 
one or two years of parental income and examine sons’ 
monthly earnings. Both of these issues are likely to lead  
 
 

Notes: Based on author’s review of the literature. Bars indicate the point estimate or range of estimates that best characterize male earnings IRA. The US 
estimates are selected from studies that use the methodological decisions most typical of the research from other countries, rather than the best available US 
estimates. Often, these estimates are from studies that attempt to use harmonized methods and data to compare the US to its peers.

Figure 5.  Summary of Cross-National Differences in Relative Male Earnings Mobility  
(Intergenerational Rank Association)
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• Figure 6 summarizes the evidence on IRAs comparing parental
family income to the earnings, individual income, or family
income of sons.

• Pooling these studies together allows for a reasonably reliable
picture to emerge about cross-national differences, particularly
given that the results looking at sons’ earnings are similar to
those looking at sons’ family income.
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Figure 6: Summary of Cross-National Differences in Relative Mobility
Comparing Parental Family Income to Sons’ Outcomes (Intergenerational
Rank Association)
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higher Danish estimates—0.21 and 0.19 to 0.27, respec-
tively—using no more than five years of parent family 
income. The range of Danish IRA estimates compar-
ing parent family income to child individual income is, 
then, between 0.14 and 0.27. These estimates all suggest 
less mobility in the US than in Denmark, though the 
Landerso and Heckman (2016, 2017) results suggest 
that the gap might be smaller (or nonexistent) if years 
with no income are excluded from averaging.

Chetty et al. (2014) also contrast their American IRA 
estimate comparing parental family income to child 
individual income against a Canadian estimate for male 
earnings that they derive from Corak and Heisz (1999), 
which they report as 0.17. But Connolly et al. (2016) 
show that the IRA in Canada comparing parental family 
income to child income is between 0.20 and 0.25—closer 
to Chetty et al.’s 0.29 estimate for the US (and Connolly 
et al. use American percentiles rather than Canadian 
ones, which pulls the Canadian IRA downward). 

Acciari et al. (2017) gives the Italian IRA comparing 
parent family income to child individual income as 0.20 
to 0.26, but the study uses just two years of parental 
income, so this range is likely too low.

PARENT FAMILY INCOME VS. CHILD  
FAMILY INCOME

Turning to IRAs comparing parent and child family 
incomes, Connolly et al. (2016) report a range for 
Canada from 0.19 to 0.22. However, as noted above, 
those estimates use American percentile ranks rather 
than Canadian ones. Other analyses in the paper sug-
gest that using Canadian percentile ranks would show 
lower mobility.

An Australian study (Murray, Clark, Mendolia, and 
Siminski, 2017) estimated IRAs for parent–child 
family income comparisons ranging from 0.22 to 0.32. 
Attempting to create comparable US estimates, they 
obtained a range from 0.32 to 0.39.

Pooling sons and daughters, Bratberg et al. (2017) 
estimate a family income IRA of 0.22 for Norway and 
Sweden, 0.25 for Germany, and 0.40 for the US. When 
the authors restricted the sample to married chil-
dren (not possible in Sweden), the IRAs were 0.26 for 
Norway, 0.25 for West Germany, and 0.34 for the US. 
Chetty et al. (2014) estimate an IRA of 0.34 for the US, 
which dropped to 0.29 if the sample was restricted to 

Notes: Based on author’s review of the literature, including studies comparing parental family income to sons’ earnings, individual income, and family 
income. Bars indicate the point estimate or range of estimates that best characterize the IRA comparing parental family income to sons’ outcomes. Bars are 
shown as outlines when the research on a country is inconclusive or of potentially limited comparability. The US estimates are selected from studies that use 
the methodological decisions most typical of the research from other countries, rather than the best available US estimates. Often, these estimates are from 
studies that attempt to use harmonized methods and data to compare the US to its peers.

Figure 6.  Summary of Cross-National Differences in Relative Mobility Comparing Parental Family Income to  
Sons’ Outcomes (Intergenerational Rank Association)
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3. Absolute Economic Mobility
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Distributional Measures of Absolute Mobility — Surpassing
Parental Income
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• Table 1 attempts to summarize the cross-national literature on
absolute mobility, showing the measures and countries most
commonly analyzed.

• The male earnings IGE is the measure most often estimated.

• Table 1 displays the range of IGEs I find in my review as well as
the point estimates offered by the leading previous review
(Corak, 2016).
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Table 1: Cross-National Differences in Summary Measures of Absolute
Mobility
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2. Distributional Measures of Economic Mobility
Rather than starting with the most commonly used mobility measures, which 
summarize the association between parent and child incomes in a single number, it 
makes sense to begin with more disaggregated measures.13 A single-number summary 
provides a convenient overall picture of mobility, but at a cost. Namely, it is often of 
interest whether mobility is high or low for children depending on the level of their 
parental income, and we often care specifically about upward or downward mobility. 
In other words, we care about the distribution of mobility—how much there is from 
some income levels to other income levels. Table 1 summarizes the results of the new 
mobility analyses in this section.

Men’s 
Earnings

Women’s 
Earnings

Family 
IncomeMeasure

Relative Mobility
Of those with parents in the bottom fifth, % in bottom fifth as adults 44 30 46
Of those with parents in the top fifth, % in top fifth as adults 50 33 41

Of those with parents in the middle fifth, % below the middle fifth as adults 37 37 34

Of those with parents in the middle fifth, % above the middle fifth as adults 31 42 43

Absolute Mobility
% with real income higher than their parents’ at the same age 60 76 73

Sibling Similarity
Of those in the bottom fifth with a same-sex sibling, % of siblings in the 
bottom fifth 35 34 43

Of those in the top fifth with a same-sex sibling, % of siblings in the top fifth 48 32 40

Earnings estimates compare grown children to their same-sex parent or sibling. Family incomes are adjusted for family 

size. Incomes are adjusted for inflation, which matters only in the absolute mobility analyses.

Table 1. Summary of Key Distributional Measures of Economic Mobility

Source: Authors’ review of the cross-national literature on intergenerational absolute mobility. The US estimates are selected
from studies that use the methodological decisions most typical of the research from other countries, rather than the best
available US estimates. Often, these estimates are from studies that attempt to use harmonized methods and data to
compare the US to its peers. The evidence on Germany typically involves West Germany specifically, and the research on the
United Kingdom rarely includes Northern Ireland with Great Britain.
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Other Distributional Measures of Absolute Mobility
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Summary Measures of the Persistence of Absolute Economic
Inequality — The Intergenerational Elasticity
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• Once such estimates are produced, it seems reasonable to think
that they will be higher than the estimates reviewed above.

• Nevertheless, in contrast to the male earnings IRA estimates,
which are fairly similar across countries, the US has a higher
male earnings IGE than Canada, Norway, Sweden, Finland, and
Denmark, and there is no reason to think that it has a lower
IGE than West Germany, Great Britain, Australia, or Italy.

• In the US, absolute childhood inequalities decline less in
percentage terms by adulthood than they do in other nations.

• Figure 7 displays a summary of this evidence.
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Figure 7: Summary of Cross-National Differences in Absolute Male
Earnings Mobility (Intergenerational Elasticity)
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Italy—Preferred Estimate of 0.45–0.55  
(Lower Confidence)

Four studies using the Bank of Italy Survey on House-
hold Income and Wealth and TSTSLS techniques esti-
mate a male earnings IGE of between 0.32 and 0.60. 
Roccisano (2013) and Cavaglia (2016) are able to use 
more recent waves than Piraino (2007) and Mocetti 
(2007). Roccisano (2013) estimates an IGE of 0.44, 
while Cavaglia’s estimates range from 0.39 to 0.60, 
depending on the cohort (with recent cohorts ranging 
from 0.50 to 0.55). The Cavaglia range compares with 
0.46 to 0.55 for the US (with recent cohorts around 
0.50).

Corak (2016) uses a preferred IGE of 0.50 (from 
Mocetti, 2007). There is not enough evidence to deter-
mine whether Italy has higher or lower mobility than 
the US.

Summary of Male Earnings IGEs

This review of the evidence on male earnings IGEs 
demonstrates that the estimates presented by Corak 
(2006, 2016) are out-of-date for several countries. His 

given point estimate falls within my preferred range for 
Sweden, Great Britain, and Italy. However, his estimates 
likely understate the IGE for Canada, Norway, Finland, 
Denmark, West Germany, and Australia. 

A reasonable range of estimates for the US that are 
comparable to the estimates reviewed above is 0.45 to 
0.55, which encompasses Corak’s point estimate of 0.47. 
In the appendix of Part One of this primer, my review 
of the literature indicated a range of 0.32 to 0.79 for 
studies published since 2004. My preferred range for 
the US in Part One was 0.44 to 0.78. The high upper 
bound reflects the fact that IGE estimates are higher 
when more years of earnings are averaged over a long 
age span centered on age 40. Research estimating the 
IGE of other nations has not mimicked the approach I 
take in Part One, which is inspired by Mazumder (2016).  
 
Once such estimates are produced, it seems reason-
able to think that they will be higher than the estimates 
reviewed above. 

Nevertheless, in contrast to the male earnings IRA esti-
mates, which are fairly similar across countries, the US 

Notes: Based on author’s review of the literature and Corak (2016). Green dots represent the preferred estimate from Corak’s review. Bars indicate the point 
estimate or range of estimates that best characterize male earnings IGE. The US estimates are selected from studies that use the methodological decisions 
most typical of the research from other countries, rather than the best available US estimates. Often, these estimates are from studies that attempt to use 
harmonized methods and data to compare the US to its peers. The evidence on Germany typically involves West Germany specifically, and the research on 
the United Kingdom rarely includes Northern Ireland with Great Britain.

Figure 7.  Summary of Cross-National Differences in Absolute Male Earnings Mobility (Intergenerational Elasticity)
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• Figure 8 summarizes this research comparing fathers’ and
daughters’ earnings. Several of these studies also estimate
mother–daughter earnings IGEs, which are substantially lower
than father–daughter elasticities.
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Figure 8: Summary of Cross-National Differences in Absolute
Father–Daughter Earnings Mobility (Intergenerational Elasticity)
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these against an American range of 0.28 to 0.31, com-
paring parental family income to daughters’ earnings. 
They also estimate an IGE based on weekly father and 
daughter earnings for Great Britain—0.33. 

More recent Norwegian estimates are higher (0.14 to 
0.23), with the highest estimate coming from the best 
study (Nilsen et al., 2012, which averaged up to 25 years 
of father earnings).76 Newer Swedish estimates generally 
range from 0.18 to 0.24.77 Finnish estimates run from 
0.04 to 0.28.78 Three additional studies estimate Danish 
IGEs, ranging from 0.11 to 0.27.79 

Two other British studies find IGEs of 0.35 to 0.36 
(Dearden, Machin, and Reed, 1997 and Bidisha et al., 
2013, the former using weekly earnings, the latter the 
annual earnings of fulltime workers). The Dearden, 
Machin, and Reed paper also reports an estimate of 0.70 
using TSTSLS methods.80

Three Canadian estimates range from 0.20 to 0.23, 
while the range comparing fathers’ and daughters’ indi-
vidual incomes is from 0.23 to 0.29.81 Ermisch et al. 
(2006) report a father–daughter monthly earnings IGE 
of 0.15 for West Germany. 

Figure 8 summarizes this research comparing fathers’ 
and daughters’ earnings. Several of these studies also 
estimate mother–daughter earnings IGEs, which are 
substantially lower than father–daughter elasticities.82

Just six studies estimate family income IGEs for daugh-
ters. Raaum et al. (2007) compare combined parent 
earnings to the combined earnings of daughters and 
their partners, reporting IGEs of 0.21 for Norway, Fin-
land, and Denmark (at median parent earnings). In 
Great Britain, they estimate the IGE at 0.33. Blanden 
et al. (2004) report an IGE of 0.22 to 0.31 for Britain, 
comparing parent income to daughters’ family income 
(both weekly). Two Canadian studies report IGEs of 
0.19 to 0.29.83 Hirvonen (2008) finds a Swedish IGE 
of 0.23 to 0.25, and Ermisch et al. (2006) report an 
IGE of 0.21 for West Germany. Only the Ermisch et al. 
study looks at both father–daughter earnings IGEs and 
family income IGEs for daughters; the IGE is higher for 
family income. The Ermisch study averages ten years of 
parental income, and the Canadian studies average five 
years, but the other family income IGEs in the literature 
are based on just one or two years.

Notes: Based on author’s review of the literature. Bars indicate the point estimate or range of estimates that best characterize the father–daughter earnings 
IGE. Bars are shown as outlines when the research on a country is inconclusive or of potentially limited comparability. The US estimates are selected from 
studies that use the methodological decisions most typical of the research from other countries, rather than the best available US estimates. Often, these 
estimates are from studies that attempt to use harmonized methods and data to compare the US to its peers. The evidence on Germany typically involves 
West Germany specifically, and the research on the United Kingdom rarely includes Northern Ireland with Great Britain.
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research from other countries, rather than the best available US estimates. Often, these estimates are from studies that
attempt to use harmonized methods and data to compare the US to its peers. The evidence on Germany typically involves
West Germany specifically, and the research on the United Kingdom rarely includes Northern Ireland with Great Britain.
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• As discussed in the appendix of Part One, the best American
studies find family income IGEs of 0.45 to 0.71 when sons and
daughters are pooled.

• Estimates comparing family income to child earnings are similar.

• My preferred estimates from Part One range from 0.58 to 0.83.

• Figure 9 summarizes the evidence on family income IGEs,
incorporating information from studies on sons, daughters, and
pooled children.
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Figure 9: Summary of Cross-National Differences in Absolute Family
Income Mobility (Intergenerational Elasticity)
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ranking is ambiguous using post-transfer income (0.18 
or 0.45 in the US, versus 0.29 or 0.27 in Denmark). 
These estimates all compare combined parental income 
to individual child income.

As discussed in the appendix of Part One, the best 
American studies find family income IGEs of 0.45 to 
0.71 when sons and daughters are pooled. Estimates 
comparing family income to child earnings are similar. 
My preferred estimates from Part One range from 0.58 
to 0.83. Figure 9 summarizes the evidence on family 
income IGEs, incorporating information from studies 
on sons, daughters, and pooled children.

SUMMARY MEASURES OF THE PERSISTENCE 
OF ABSOLUTE ECONOMIC INEQUALITY— 
THE INTERGENERATIONAL CORRELATION
As discussed in Part One of this primer, the intergener-
ational correlation (or IGC) also summarizes the extent 
to which absolute mobility is inequality-reducing over 
a generation. It is technically the IGE multiplied by 

the ratio of the standard deviation of logged parental 
income to the standard deviation of logged grown child 
income. In Part One, I interpreted it as the extent to 
which absolute mobility patterns reduce initial child-
hood inequalities after taking account of the change in 
point-in-time inequality between generations. Roughly, 
it assesses the absolute mobility (in percentage terms) 
that is caused by people changing ranks and ignores 
the absolute mobility that occurs because point-in-time 
inequality grows or shrinks. Another technical defini-
tion of the IGC is that it is the IGE after “standardiz-
ing” logged parental and child incomes (subtracting 
them from the generational mean and dividing by the 
generational standard deviation). The IGC may also be 
thought of as measuring how well parental income pre-
dicts grown child income.

The ICG ranges from -1 to 1, where 0 indicates that 
parental income has no linear relationship to grown 
child income. An IGC of 1 or -1 indicates that the linear 
relationship between parent and child income perfectly 
predicts the latter. If negative, the IGC indicates that 
childhood inequalities are reversed in adulthood, so 
that richer children end up poorer than low-income 

Notes: Based on author’s review of the literature. Bars indicate the point estimate or range of estimates that best characterize the family income IGE. Bars 
are shown as outlines when the research on a country is inconclusive or of potentially limited comparability. The US estimates are selected from studies that 
use the methodological decisions most typical of the research from other countries, rather than the best available US estimates. Often, these estimates are 
from studies that attempt to use harmonized methods and data to compare the US to its peers. The evidence on Germany typically involves West Germany 
specifically, and the research on the United Kingdom rarely includes Northern Ireland with Great Britain.

Figure 9.  Summary of Cross-National Differences in Absolute Family Income Mobility  
(Intergenerational Elasticity)

0.80

0.70

0.60

0. 50

0. 40

0. 30

0. 20

0. 10

0. 0
United States Canada Norway Sweden Finland Denmark West 

Germany
Great Britain

0.40
0.31

0.19

0.24

0.19

0.30

0.21

0.25

0.18

0.50

0.23

0.25

0.21

0.30

0.70

0.48

Notes: Based on author’s review of the literature. Bars indicate the point estimate or range of estimates that best characterize
the father–daughter earnings IGE. Bars are shown as outlines when the research on a country is inconclusive or of potentially
limited comparability. The US estimates are selected from studies that use the methodological decisions most typical of the
research from other countries, rather than the best available US estimates. Often, these estimates are from studies that
attempt to use harmonized methods and data to compare the US to its peers. The evidence on Germany typically involves
West Germany specifically, and the research on the United Kingdom rarely includes Northern Ireland with Great Britain.
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Summary Measures of the Persistence of Absolute Economic
Inequality — The Intergenerational Correlation
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• As reviewed in the appendix to Part One of this primer, other
American estimates in studies since 2000 range from 0.31 to
0.51 for brother earnings correlations and from 0.14 to 0.36 for
sister correlations.

• My preferred estimates produced for Part One ranged from
0.27 to 0.45 for brothers and from 0.22 to 0.46 for sisters.

• The evidence, then, suggests that sibling correlations are higher
in the US than in our peer nations, but there is considerable
overlap across countries in the generally wide-ranging estimates
within countries.

• Figures 11 and 12 summarize the literature on brother and
sister correlations, respectively.
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Figure 10: Summary of Cross-National Differences in Absolute Male
Earnings Mobility (Intergenerational Correlation)
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children. In practice, the IGC typically is less than 0.60, 
and almost always positive. It is even more sensitive to 
attenuation bias than the IGE, because classical mea-
surement error in both the parent and the grown child 
income measures will bias the correlation downward, 
while only error in parent income will lead to attenua-
tion of the IGE.

SONS
FATHER EARNINGS VS. SON EARNINGS

The starting point is once again the Corak, Lindquist, 
and Mazumder (2014) study, which reported IGCs of 
0.26 for the US, 0.23 for Canada, and 0.16 to 0.21 for 
Sweden. Blanden (2005) used the Canadian administra-
tive data (when the sons were younger) and compared 
it with estimates from similarly aged men in American 
survey data. She found a bigger gap between the two 
countries, reporting IGCs of 0.16 in Canada and 0.34 
to 0.36 in the US. These estimates may be less com-
parable to those in Corak, Lindquist, and Mazumder  
(2014), given Blanden’s American figures do not come 

from administrative data. Further, Blanden averages 
fewer years of Canadian sons’ earnings than do Corak, 
Lindquist, and Mazumder (2014).

Blanden (2005) also reports a lower IGC for adults 
raised in the former West Germany (0.25 to 0.28) 
than those in the US, though the German estimates 
use monthly earnings. Sons raised in West Germany 
have higher mobility than the US in Brenner (2007)—
0.21 to 0.42 versus 0.41 to 0.52—but not in Dunn and 
Couch (2000), where the range is 0.33 to 0.40 for West 
Germany and 0.30 to 0.40 in the US.84 Both of these 
studies use annual earnings. The latter study, however, 
measures father and son earnings in the same calendar 
years, so the fathers are unusually old when their earn-
ings are observed.

Dunn and Couch (2000) report IGCs ranging from -0.07 
to 0.57 in Great Britain. More recently, Nicoletti and 
Ermisch (2007) reported a range of 0.10 to 0.25 (using 
TSTSLS methods).85

 
 

Notes: Based on author’s review of the literature. Bars indicate the point estimate or range of estimates that best characterize the male earnings IGC. Bars 
are shown as outlines when the research on a country is inconclusive or of potentially limited comparability. The US estimates are selected from studies that 
use the methodological decisions most typical of the research from other countries, rather than the best available US estimates. Often, these estimates are 
from studies that attempt to use harmonized methods and data to compare the US to its peers. The evidence on Germany typically involves West Germany 
specifically, and the research on the United Kingdom rarely includes Northern Ireland with Great Britain.
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attempt to use harmonized methods and data to compare the US to its peers. The evidence on Germany typically involves
West Germany specifically, and the research on the United Kingdom rarely includes Northern Ireland with Great Britain.
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Summary Measures of Sibling Similarity in Terms of
Absolute Income — The Sibling Correlation
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Figure 11: Summary of Cross-National Differences in Brother Income
Similarity (Sibling Correlation)
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SUMMARY MEASURES OF SIBLING 
SIMILARITY IN TERMS OF ABSOLUTE 
INCOME—THE SIBLING CORRELATION
As discussed in Part One of this primer, the correla-
tion between sibling incomes is a measure of inter-
generational mobility in that it captures the extent to 
which the influences shared between siblings produce 
similar incomes for them in adulthood. It is only an 
indirect measure of the intergenerational association 
of incomes, because rather than compare parent and 
child incomes, it compares the incomes of two children 
raised by the same parents. The shared influence of 
parental income on sibling incomes is behind the sib-
ling correlation. But so, too, is everything else that sib-
lings have in common—genes, home and neighborhood 
environments, schools, intersecting peer groups, and 
a variety of other shared influences. In this way, the 
sibling correlation is a broader measure of the extent to 
which “family background” affects grown-child income 
(though family background factors not shared by sib-
lings can also affect income, so the sibling correlation 

does not fully capture the effects of family background). 
A higher sibling correlation indicates that brothers’ or 
sisters’ incomes are more similar, meaning that family 
background is more important.

A disproportionate amount of sibling correlation 
research has been conducted comparing brothers. Two 
studies estimate brother earnings correlations across 
multiple countries, including the US. Bjorklund et al. 
(2002) report correlations of 0.39 to 0.56 for the US, 
compared with 0.14 to 0.19 for Norway, 0.23 to 0.28 for 
Sweden, 0.22 to 0.36 for Finland, and 0.14 to 0.31 for 
Denmark. Schnitzlein (2011, 2014) estimates an Amer-
ican correlation ranging from 0.45 to 0.50, a Danish 
correlation between 0.16 and 0.20, and a West German 
correlation between 0.34 and 0.43. The sparse literature 
on individual countries is largely consistent with these 
results.97

Schnitzlein (2014) also estimates sister earnings cor-
relations. He finds that the US has a higher correlation 
than Denmark (0.22–0.29 versus 0.15–0.19) but a 
lower correlation than West Germany (0.39–0.40).98 

Notes: Based on author’s review of the literature. Bars indicate the point estimate or range of estimates that best characterize the correlation between brother 
incomes. The literature on sibling correlations is sparser than the literatures on other mobility measures. The evidence on Germany typically involves West 
Germany specifically.

Figure 11.  Summary of Cross-National Differences in Brother Income Similarity (Sibling Correlation)
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Figure 12: Summary of Cross-National Differences in Sister Income
Similarity (Sibling Correlation)
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Two studies report a sister earnings correlation of 0.11 
for Finland (Bjorklund, Eriksson, Jantti, Raaum, and 
Osterbacka, 2004 and Osterbacka, 2001). Bjorklund et 
al. (2004) also report correlations for Norway (0.12) and 
Sweden (0.15).99 

As reviewed in the appendix to Part One of this primer, 
other American estimates in studies since 2000 range 
from 0.31 to 0.51 for brother earnings correlations and 

from 0.14 to 0.36 for sister correlations. My preferred 
estimates produced for Part One ranged from 0.27 to 
0.45 for brothers and from 0.22 to 0.46 for sisters. The 
evidence, then, suggests that sibling correlations are 
higher in the US than in our peer nations, but there is 
considerable overlap across countries in the generally 
wide-ranging estimates within countries.100 Figures 11 
and 12 summarize the literature on brother and sister 
correlations, respectively.

4. Other Evidence on Cross-National  
Mobility Differences
While this report cannot offer a complete treatment of 
the research on cross-national comparisons of other 
dimensions of intergenerational mobility, before con-
cluding, it is worth a brief discussion of this literature.

A number of researchers have compared educational 
mobility across countries. This literature does not con-
sistently show the United States as having especially low 
mobility. One the one hand, Naranyan et al. (2018) find 

that the US ranks 17th to 21st (out of 23 peer nations) 
on five different absolute mobility measures.101 Hertz et 
al. (2007) found that in cohorts from the late 1960s and 
early 1970s, the US had relatively low absolute educa-
tional mobility compared with 12 other European and 
Anglosphere countries, in that the pattern of individ-
ual absolute mobility tended to reduce the educational 
inequality between the children of high- and low-edu-
cated parents by less in the US.102 

Notes: Based on author’s review of the literature. Bars indicate the point estimate or range of estimates that best characterize the correlation between sister 
incomes. The literature on sibling correlations is sparser than the literatures on other mobility measures. The evidence on Germany typically involves West 
Germany specifically.

Figure 12.  Summary of Cross-National Differences in Sister Income Similarity (Sibling Correlation)
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