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Figure 1. Perceived and actual social mobility  
are closely related 

 
Note: Perceived persistence = share of people who believe that it 
is important to have well-educated parents to get ahead in life. 
Earnings persistence = elasticity of earnings between fathers and 
sons. The higher the elasticity, the lower is intergenerational 
mobility. Perception data are for 2009; earnings persistence data 
are for sonsô earnings in the early 2010s, with regard to fathers 
earnings.  
Source: ñA Broken Social Elevator?ò, Chapter 1, Figure 1.3. 

What exactly is social mobility? 

Why social mobility matters 
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ñSticky floorsò and ñsticky ceilingsò ï  
How parents pass on privilege and 
disadvantage to their children 

ñSticky floorsò: low upward mobility at the 
bottom: 
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ñSticky ceilingsò: low downward mobility at the 
top: 
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Privilege and disadvantage also persist over 
the life course 

Figure 2. It could take on average four to five generations for the offspring of a low-income family to reach the 
average income 

 
Note: These estimates intended to be illustrative and are based on earnings persistence (elasticities) between fathers and sons and the 
current level of household incomes of the bottom decile and the mean, assuming constant elasticities. Low-income family is defined as 
the first income decile, i.e. the bottom 10% of the population. 
Source: ñA Broken Social Elevator?ò, Chapter 1, Figure 1.5.  

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

0

2

4

6

8

10

12



Greater opportunities and higher risks in the 
middle 

 

What does low social mobility imply for 
inequality? 

Figure 3. Earnings mobility across generations tends 
to be higher when income inequality is lower 

 
Note: Intergenerational earnings mobility is proxied by 1 minus the 
intergenerational earnings elasticity of fathers with respect to their 
sons. Gini coefficients are for the mid-1980s/early 1990s. 
Source: ñA Broken Social Elevator?ò, Chapter 1, Figure 1.13. 

What can be done? 


