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Equality of opportunities is a widely accepted aim of economic and social poli-
cies. It points toward a society with high intergenerational mobility, i.e., a so-
ciety that is egalitarian in the sense that its members’ chances of success do not
depend too much on family background. There is a large empirical literature
on this topic focusing on (individual or household) earnings, generally showing
that intergenerational mobility varies considerably both between and within in-
dustrialized nations. The highest mobility is typically found in the Nordic wel-
fare states, and the lowest mobility is observed in the U.S., with the central
European countries somewhere between (Corak, 2006; Jéntti et al., 2006; Black
and Devereux, 2011, Blanden, 2013; Bratberg et al., 2017). However, the vari-
ation within countries is also large, and some regions in the U.S. appear to have
mobility levels similar to the Nordic countries (Chetty et al., 2014a).

In the paper “Egalitarianism under Pressure — Toward Lower Economic
Mobility in the Knowledge Economy?” (Markussen and Reed, 2017), we
provide an in-depth study of social and economic mobility trends in a typical
welfare state economy, namely Norway. Our analysis is based on fully com-
parable and virtually attrition-free parent-offspring data for all offspring born
between 1952 and 1975. We examine the origins of trends in intergenera-
tional class mobility in terms of the transmission of, as well as the returns
to, cognitive ability (IQ) and educational attainment. Our analysis incorpo-
rates an exceptionally wide range of offspring outcomes measured up to age
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40, such as earnings rank, earnings share, employment, disability program
participation, family formation, and mortality. Moreover, we take advantage
of complete administrative registers covering almost a 50-year period to ex-
plore and assess alternative rank-based social background indicators, meas-
ured at alternative stages of the parents’ lifecycle and grounded on alternative
earnings concepts.

The literature on trends in intergenerational earnings mobility have been
held back by methodological difficulties associated with imperfect and asym-
metric data, which has raised questions about comparability across birth co-
horts. These difficulties involve the selection of earnings/income concept and
age of measurement, the comparison of earnings obtained at different stages
of the lifecycle, the treatment of attrition and (possibly time-varying) sample
selectivity, and the handling of observations with zero earnings. In our paper,
we exploit the long series of register based earnings data to assess a number
of alternative ranking algorithms, and then choose the algorithms that we con-
sider offer the best combined properties in terms minimizing lifecycle and at-
tenuation biases, facilitating a stable social class interpretation over time, and
ensuring a symmetric and attrition-free implementation for all cohorts. Our
preferred parental background ranking ends up being based on the sum of both
parents’ earnings during their respective ages 52—58, whereas the offspring
ranking is based on individual earnings during age 28—40. Conditional on sur-
vival to age 40 and continued residency in Norway at that point, our data then
include consistently defined earnings ranks for both generations for more than
99 % of every cohort born between 1952 and 1975.

Our findings show that the intergenerational earnings rank correlation
has been relatively stable for sons born between 1952 and 1975, with a slight
increase between the 1952 and the 1965 birth cohorts, followed by a corre-
sponding decline afterwards. For daughters, however, there has been a con-
sistent and significant increase in the intergenerational earnings rank
correlation throughout the period. As a result, the mobility patterns for sons
and daughters have converged, and toward the end of the period we find that
class mobility is even lower for women than for men. When we look at eco-
nomic outcomes by class background in more detail, we identify some quite
powerful developments at the tails of the parental class distribution, the most
conspicuous being that persons born into the lower classes have fallen con-
siderably behind. For both sons and daughters, we find that those born into
the lower economic classes do gradually worse, in terms of own economic
rank as well as in terms of earnings share (measured at age 28—40). For sons,
this development is accompanied by a sharp decline in employment. For ex-



Toward lower economic mobility in Norway? 323

ample, while men born into the lowest class vigintile in 1952 were 8 percent
less likely to be employed at prime age (28—40) than those born into the
highest class vigintile, this differential had increased to 18 percent for men
born in 1975. For both men and women, we identify a sharp increase in the
class gradient of disability program participation (at age 40), and also a small
increase in the class gradient of mortality (between age 18 and 40). Mortality
rates dropped for all classes, but the drop was smaller at the bottom of the
class distribution.

For all generations, we identify a marked class gradient in the chances of
finding a life partner (becoming married and/or a parent by age 40) for men,
but no such gradient for women. This is in line with theories of hypergamy,
suggesting that women give higher priority to a prospective partner’s eco-
nomic potential than men do when they choose a life companion. Based on
this theory, we would expect the class gradient in men’s marital chances to
become steeper in line with the class gradient in economic outcomes. And this
is exactly what we see. In particular, we show that men born into the bottom
of the economic class distribution have reduced their marital chances consid-
erably relative to men with more advantageous family background. Hence,
lower class men have apparently lost out along all the quality-of-life dimen-
sions of employment, earnings, health, companionship, and life expectancy.

The theoretical literature on economic mobility highlights that intergene-
rational persistence in economic outcomes operates through the heritability
of earnings-related traits as well as through investments in human capital;
see, e.g., Becker and Tomes (1979; 1986) and Solon (1999; 2004). Hence,
in order to identify the mechanisms behind the changing patterns of class
mobility, we examine the trends in the intergenerational transmission of
human capital and its economic returns. Human capital has two dimensions
in our analysis. The first is innate cognitive ability, which we measure by
ability scores obtained in 1Q tests administered by the armed forces to all
Norwegian boys aged 18—19. The second is educational attainment, which
we measure as the highest completed education at age 40.

From a policy perspective, it is important to find out why mobility out
of the lower classes has declined, and in particular to understand the distinct
roles of the intergenerational transfer of ability, on the one hand, and the
transfer of opportunities given ability, on the other. While we normally think
of higher class persistence as undesirable, as it reflects less equality of op-
portunities in the offspring generation, it may also arise from a transition
toward a more mobile and fluid society in the parent generation. In particu-
lar, to the extent that class immobility originates from the transfer of ability,
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we would expect that societal changes in the parent generation toward me-
ritocracy lead to a period of declining observed class mobility for their off-
spring, as the higher correlation between class and ability in the parent
generation — through genetic/social heritability — induces a higher correlation
between ability and class also in in the offspring generation; see Nybom and
Stuhler (2014). However, our findings do not support this meritocracy hy-
pothesis. The stronger association between parent and offspring outcomes
at the bottom of the class distribution is not an artefact of a higher correlation
between economic success and cognitive ability within the parent generation.
While there is indeed a strong class gradient in cognitive ability, there is no
evidence that it has become steeper over time. In particular, the share of low
ability offspring has not systematically shifted toward the bottom classes.
Yet, it could still be the case that the declining mobility out of the bottom
classes tells a story that is more about ability than about class. Even a stable
class gradient in the ability distribution may be responsible for declining
mobility if the economic returns to cognitive ability increase. However, re-
cent empirical evidence suggests otherwise. If anything, the economic re-
turns to cognitive ability has declined over the past few decades; see, e.g.,
Castex and Dechter (2014) and Edin et al. (2017). This is also confirmed by
our data. We find that the difference in earnings rank outcomes between sons
with high and low cognitive ability has been significantly reduced over time.
The larger share of low ability offspring in the lower economic classes has
therefore been a force for increased earnings rank mobility, ceteris paribus.
Why have the returns to cognitive ability declined? Recent research point
to the rising value of social skills in the labor market, as computers are still
a poor substitute for human interaction (Deming, 2017); and empirical evi-
dence indicates a considerable increase in the economic returns to non-cog-
nitive abilities over the past few decades (Edin et al., 2017). While our data
do not allow us to investigate the role of non-cognitive skills, we present
evidence indicating that one important (additional) explanation is found in
the massive expansion of educational capacity during the post-war period,
which made secondary and tertiary education accessible to a much larger
share of the population, including those with lower cognitive ability. The in-
creasing supply of educational opportunities substituted for (lack of) innate
cognitive ability in the production of offspring’s outcomes, and this levelled
the playing field across ability groups. However, it did not level the playing
field across classes in the same fashion. While low-ability offspring raised
their relative educational attainment considerably, there was no such edu-
cational upgrading in the lowest classes — despite their higher share of low-
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ability offspring. At the same time, the economic returns to education in-
creased sharply, thus enlarging the handicap of being at the bottom of the
educational attainment distribution.

Given that education at all levels in Norway is provided by the govern-
ment, free of charge and with a purely qualification-based admittance policy,
it is perhaps surprising that there is a steep social gradient in educational at-
tainment, and that the large expansions of the educational system in the post-
war period have not managed to lift the relative educational achievements of
the lower classes. However, the finding that the class gradient in educational
attainment is not eradicated by the removal of tuition fees accords well with
existing evidence showing that the influence of family background on edu-
cational attainment is fairly similar in countries with and without such fees;
see, €.g., Landersg and Heckman (2017) for a comparison of Denmark and
the U.S. The reason is that there is a class gradient in the capability to take
advantage of free educational opportunities also. A plausible explanation for
this is found in empirical literature showing that family support and encour-
agement are important inputs in the production of educational outcomes, and
that lower-class families provide less such encouragement and support; see
Mayer et al. (2015). In particular, it has been documented that economically
advantaged parents on average produce more cognitively stimulating home
learning environments, and spend more time on supporting their children’s
education (Guryan et al., 2008; Kalil et al., 2012). Ceteris paribus, this implies
that as educational attainment becomes a more critical ingredient of economic
success, the handicap of being born into a less resourceful family increases,
and the economic mobility out of the lower classes declines.

Our findings add to a small empirical literature on post-war trends in in-
tergenerational economic mobility. Most of the contributions to this literature
have examined the development of intergenerational earnings elasticities
and/or brother correlations, and have thus, in contrast to our own contribution,
primarily focused on economic mobility conditional on employment (or pos-
itive earnings/income). Important contributions to this literature include Hertz
(2007) and Lee and Solon (2009) for the U.S., Blanden et al. (2004) and Nico-
letti and Ermisch (2007) for the U.K., Lefranc and Trannoy (2005) for France,
Bjorklund et al. (2009) for Sweden, Pekkala and Lucas (2007) for Finland,
and Bratberg et al. (2005) and Hansen (2010) for Norway.

More recent contributions also incorporate trends in intergenerational
rank-rank associations, and are thus more similar to the approach used to
study earnings mobility in the present paper. For the U.S., this includes
Chetty et al. (2014b), who present intergenerational family income rank-
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rank slopes for offspring born between 1971 and 1993, based on adminis-
trative tax returns data. Offspring incomes are recorded somewhat differently
for different birth cohorts, however, due to incomplete data. The main con-
clusion is that intergenerational mobility has been stable throughout the pe-
riod, with rank-rank correlations around 0.30. Pekkarinen et al. (2017),
report trends in intergenerational rank-rank earnings mobility for sons born
in Norway between 1932 and 1974. In the main part of the analysis, off-
spring earnings are recorded at age 35 for all cohorts, whereas the earnings
of fathers are recorded between age 55 and 64. A key finding is that the rank-
rank correlation coefficient has remained remarkably stable around 0.19 for
all post-war birth cohorts.

It follows from this brief review that there is a small existing literature
studying mobility trends in Norway (Bratberg et al., 2005; Hansen, 2010;
Pekkarinen et al., 2017). Our research complements this literature in at least
three ways: First, we examine a wide range of quality-of-life outcomes, not
only to earnings, but also to health, companionship (family formation), and
mortality. This is important in our context, as it reveals a remarkably sys-
tematic deterioration of quality-of-life outcomes for offspring born into the
lowest economic classes. Second, as outlined above, we present a novel
analysis of the mechanisms behind the observed decline in the relative eco-
nomic performance of lower class offspring, with a focus on the intergene-
rational transfer of and the economic returns to both the (largely inherited)
cognitive ability (IQ) and educational attainment. A key finding is that while
the educational revolution has made the largely genetic transmission of abil-
ity less critical for intergenerational mobility, it has magnified the influence
of the social/environmental transmission mechanism. Finally, as a founda-
tion for our analysis, we offer a systematic assessment of how mothers’ and
fathers’ earnings can be combined to provide the best and most stable class-
ranking algorithm. This is critical for the assessment of trends in intergen-
erational mobility, as the economic roles of mothers and fathers have
changed considerably over time. For example, while Bratberg et al. (2005)
use the father’s earnings only to identify economic background, and report
increased economic mobility for sons born in the period from 1950 to 1965,
Hansen (2010) uses the sum of the mother’s and the father’s earnings and
show that this leads to the conclusion of stable intergenerational earnings
elasticities for the same period.

Dette manuset er et utdrag fra en artikkel skrevet av Knut Roed i samarbeid
med Simen Markussen, Frischsenteret.
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