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Why talk about intergenerational mobility today?

Looking at average outcomes from one generation to the next is just one of a vast set of
measures looking at how outcomes in one generation relate to those that came before.

Might tell us how a generation does on average but misses:

Who does well?
Who does well relative to where they come from?
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Measuring intergenerational mobility

Rank-rank slope: b as estimated from:

r1i = a+ br0i + νi (1)

where r1i , r0i are the incomes of an individual i and their parent(s) respectively, converted to
national percentile ranks.

Larger b implies more persistence in incomes, less mobility.

b = 0.2 ⇒ If my parents earn 10 percentile rank points more, I expect to earn 2
percentile rank points more.

Now illustrate this for around 1 million individuals born in Australia between 1978-82...
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Australia among the more mobile countries
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Source: Deutscher and Mazumder (2020) “Intergenerational mobility across Australia...” Labour Economics, 66, 101861.
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Australia among the more mobile countries

Australian rank-rank slope = 0.21
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Source: Deutscher and Mazumder (2020) “Intergenerational mobility across Australia...” Labour Economics, 66, 101861.
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Australia among the more mobile countries

Australian rank-rank slope = 0.21
Swedish = 0.21
US = 0.34
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Source: Deutscher and Mazumder (2020); Bratberg et al (2017) (Sweden); Chetty et al (2014) (United States).
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If Australia is so mobile...
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...why mightn’t we feel like it?

1 Mobility varies along other dimensions.

Geography – over 70% of young adults live in the same labour market they grew up in.
Family background – Australia’s mobility partly reflects 2nd generation migrants, outcomes
are more persistent among those whose parents were born here.

2 Mobility is a lagged indicator.

3 And different measures of mobility will tell different stories.
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Mobility across Australia
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Mobility across Australia

30
40

50
60

70
M

ea
n 

ch
ild

 ra
nk

0 20 40 60 80 100
Parent rank

WA
Qld
National

Deutscher (TTPI, ANU) Intergenerational mobility 20 July 2026 11 / 23



Different measures of mobility

Chetty et al (2017) introduce a new ‘absolute mobility’ measure – the probability an individual
has a higher real income than their parents did at a comparable age.

people’s frustrations [. . . are] rooted in the fear that their kids won’t be better off
than they were. (Obama 2013)
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Absolute mobility has been falling in Australia...

themselves. For the youngest (1987) birth cohort,
we observe the same downward-sloping pattern,
but with lower probabilities throughout. Children
whose parents’ incomes were at the 20th, 50th
and 80th percentiles, respectively, had an 85 per
cent, 69 per cent and 55 per cent probability of
upward mobility, respectively. Those with par-
ents at the 95th percentile had a 39 per cent
probability of higher income. Unsurprisingly, the
patterns for the 1968 and 1987 cohorts are
similar.

(ii) Robustness to Alternate Copulas
As discussed above, the main results are

contingent on the assumed copula and its stability
across cohorts. We now explore sensitivity of key
results to alternate copulas, similar to Berman’s
(2020) approach. We only consider realistic
copulas, which are well-approximated by bivari-
ate log-normal distributions (Berman, 2020). For
this purpose, we construct three alternate series of
absolute mobility estimates. For each alternate
series, we impose copulas derived from assumed

FIGURE 1
Estimated Proportions of Children with Higher Income than their Parents (at Ages 30–34) [Colour figure can be

viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com].
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(a) Mobility by Birth Cohort
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(b) Mobility by Parent Income Percentile

.5
.6

.7
.8

.9
1

P
ro

po
rti

on
 w

ith
 h

ig
he

r i
nc

om
e 

th
an

 th
ei

r p
ar

en
ts

1950 1960 1970 1980 1990
Child birth year

Main Bivariate log-normal
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(c) Mobility with Alternate Copulas
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(d) Mobility with Imputed Child Income

Note: (a) shows the preferred estimates of absolute mobility by birth cohort; (b) shows absolute mobility for three cohorts by
percentile of parent income; (c) shows the original estimates alongside three alternate series, each derived using bivariate log-
normal copulas, including bounds with extreme high and low relative mobility; and (d) shows alternate estimates derived using child
incomes derived using the same imputation approach as used for the parent income distributions. For cohorts where estimates from
the Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) and an ABS income survey are both available, (c) shows the
average of the two.

© 2021 Economic Society of Australia.
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Source: Kennedy and Siminski (2022) “Are we richer than our parents were?...” Economic Record, 98(320), pp.22-41.
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...and across advanced economies74	 AMERICAN ECONOMIC JOURNAL: APPLIED ECONOMICS� JULY 2022

France, detailed tax data from 1970 onward (Garbinti, Goupille-Lebret, and Piketty 
2018) allow us to test the robustness of the estimates to this assumption for three 
cohorts. (See online Appendix E.2.) We also find that our results closely match the 
existing empirical evidence for Canada (Ostrovsky 2017). The results also accord 
well with recent working papers on other countries (Blanden, Machin, and Rahman 
2019b; Liss, Korpi, and Wennberg 2019; Manduca et al. 2020; see online Appendix G 
for a comparison with these papers).

A more systematic sensitivity test is done for the United States in online 
Appendix E.2. It compares absolute mobility estimates in which the marginal dis-
tributions are taken from the Current Population Survey (CPS) in various specifi-
cations. This allows us to restrict the marginal distributions to certain age groups. 
It also enables us to consider individual income and family income separately. It 
shows that in multiple relevant specifications, the absolute mobility results are close 
in terms of both levels and even more so in trends. Additional robustness checks are 
detailed in online Appendix C and online Appendix E.10

Figure 4 Figure 4 presents the main results. It shows that absolute mobility decreased in all 
countries studied during the second half of the twentieth century. In some countries, 
especially France, Japan, and the United States, the decrease is very dramatic. In 
these countries, absolute mobility decreased from more than 90 percent for 1940s 

10 We note that one specification in online Appendix E.2 leads to somewhat higher estimates of absolute 
mobility when using the CPS data. This is obtained when comparing 40-year-old “children” to 30-year-old “par-
ents” (i.e., considering the populations of 30-year-olds at year ​X​ and of 40-year-olds at year ​X + 30​). This specifi-
cation aims to address the fact that age-30 income was closer to permanent income in the past than it is nowadays 
while age-40 income is currently closer (e.g., because increasing shares of people are completing postsecondary 
education; see Bloome, Dyer, and Zhou 2018). While this specification leads to estimates that are consistently 
higher than the baseline by about 6 percentage points, the trend remains similar.

Figure 4. The Evolution of Absolute Intergenerational Mobility in Advanced Economies

Note: See Appendix H for the baseline estimates values.

1900 1910 1920 1930 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990

Cohort

50

55

60

65

70

75

80

85

90

95

100

50

55

60

65

70

75

80

85

90

95

100

A
bs

ol
ut

e 
m

ob
ili

ty
 (p

er
ce

nt
)

A
bs

ol
ut

e 
m

ob
ili

ty
 (p

er
ce

nt
)

1900 1910 1920 1930 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990

Cohort

Australia

Canada

Denmark

Finland

France

Japan

Norway

Sweden

UK

US

Source: Berman (2022) “The long-run evolution of absolute intergenerational mobility” American Economic Journal:
Applied Economics, 14(3): 61–83.
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Theory of ‘absolute mobility’

Absolute mobility falls with:

Slowing growth

Rising inequality

Rising relative mobility

Child generationParent generation
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Income

Lower growth and rising inequality mean increasing incentives to hoard opportunity.

Chinoy et al (2026) find less upward mobility is associated with more ‘zero-sum thinking’ –
believing gains for an individual or group tend to come at the expense of others.

→ Zero-sum thinking is itself strongly associated with more support for interventionist
policies (redistribution, affirmative action, restrictive migration, trade protections).
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Future directions in mobility
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Human capital theory origins

Becker and Tomes (1979, 1986): children inherit ability, parents invest in human capital
and leave bequests.

Persistence arises from heritability of talent, possibly credit constraints.
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But support is across the lifecycle

Figure: Proportion of individuals receiving support from parents (%)
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Note: Based on the HILDA panel survey data. This figure shows the average annual incidence of parental support in
five-year age bands from 0-4 years, 5-9 years and so on.
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But support is across the lifecycle

Parental time is associated with transmission of:

Risk and trust attitudes (Dohmen et al 2012).
Socio-emotional skills (Attanasio et al 2025).

Parental support can act as insurance:

Parental housing can allow riskier occupational choices for children (Kaplan 2012).
Parental income more broadly may allow offspring to choose higher quality occupations (Boar
and Lashkari 2025).
Parents save to insure children (Boar 2021).
Parents often make transfers in response to job loss and divorce (McGarry 2016).
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And not just traditional ‘economic’ outcomes that matter for wellbeing

Figure: Correlations between satisfaction with aspects of life and overall life satisfaction
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Notes: Illustrates the coefficients and 95% confidence intervals from a regression of overall life satisfaction on the stated
aspects of life, all measured on a 0-10 scale.
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Conclusion
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Conclusion

Australia has been one of the more mobile advanced economies.

But experiences vary a lot, and salient measures of absolute mobility have fallen.

Future directions include improving our understanding of how (dis)advantage persists
across the lifecycle and different dimensions of wellbeing.
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Disclaimer

These slides use unit record data from the Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA)
Survey and the Australian Taxation Office (ATO). The unit record data from the HILDA Survey was obtained
from the Australian Data Archive, which is hosted by the Australian National University. The HILDA Survey
was initiated and is funded by the Australian Government Department of Social Services (DSS) and is managed
by the Melbourne Institute of Applied Economic and Social Research (Melbourne Institute). The findings and
views based on the data, however, are those of the author and should not be attributed to the Australian
Government, DSS, the Melbourne Institute, the Australian Data Archive or the Australian National University
and none of those entities bear any responsibility for the analysis or interpretation of the unit record data from
the HILDA Survey or the ATO provided by the author.
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