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Executive Summary

Numerous studies have shown that composite or summary measures of intergenerational
mobility, such as the intergenerational elasticity, can mask important differences in life chances
for children whose parents fall along various points of the status distribution. For example, the
same intergenerational elasticity can characterize both a society with high levels of mobility in
the middle of the parental distribution and less mobility in the tails, as well as a society with
moderate levels of mobility throughout the distribution.

Using data from the Health and Retirement Study (HRS), we consider how parental education
relates to four separate outcomes in the children’s generation: education, lifetime earnings, health
and (financial) wealth. We relate parents’ educational ranks to children’s ranks on these four
outcomes. By focusing on ranks, we are able to see full distributions of outcomes and can pick
up within-group differences that even a relatively disaggregated analysis, like a quintile-based
transition matrix, can obscure. We particularly focus on the tails of the children’s distribution—
the 10th and 90th percentiles—plus the median.

The “children” in this study are Americans who have recently retired or are approaching
retirement age. We are thus observing them at a point when their outcomes reflect accumulated
life experience. Although this age range is superior in several respects to point-in-time
observations earlier in life, it does limit our ability to make inferences about future cohorts. It
also raises some selection issues.

We find a mixed story. For a wide swath of the middle of the parental education distribution, the
distribution of children’s outcomes is extremely broad: for a given level of parental education,
the most successful children (that is, those at the 90th percentile) end up at the top of the overall
education, wealth, health and earnings distributions, and the least successful children (that is,
those at the 10th percentile) for that same level of parental education end up at the bottom. This
suggests a fluid and mobile society since children in the middle do not just end up in the middle:
they end up at all points in the distribution in nearly equal measures. At both tails of the parental
distribution, however, we see far closer correspondence between parents’ and children’s
outcomes. The most successful children of parents with low educational ranking (that is, the 90th
percentile of the children whose parents have the least education) have only average wealth,
health or education; they attain about the median outcome. This pattern seems to be more
pronounced for education, health and wealth than for lifetime earnings, which is arguably a
poorer measure because of data limitations, most notably top-coding in the administrative
earnings history data. The top-coding is quite pronounced for part of the period.

To provide a preliminary look at educational outcomes for three generations, we include the
eldest children of the near-retiree HRS children in the first analysis. We find that persistence in
the tails across three generations is higher than we would expect if we assumed that transition
probabilities stayed the same across both generations. This suggests the need to use caution when
making inferences about how many generations it takes to overcome the effects of parental
privilege or disadvantage based on measures estimated using data from just two generations.
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