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Americans like to believe that theirs is the land of opportunity, but the hard facts are that children born into poor 
families in the United States tend to stay poor and children born into wealthy families generally stay rich. Other 
countries have shown more success at lessening the effects of inequality on mobilitypossibly by making public 
investments in education, health, and family well-being that offset the private advantages of the wealthy. What can the 
United States learn from these other countries about how to provide children from disadvantaged backgrounds an 
equal chance in life? Making comparisons across ten countries, Persistence, Privilege, and Parenting brings together a 
team of eminent international scholars to examine why advantage and disadvantage persist across generations. The 
book sheds light on how the social and economic mobility of children differs within and across countries and the 
impact private family resources, public policies, and social institutions may have on mobility.In what ways do parents 
pass advantage or disadvantage on to their children? Persistence, Privilege, and Parenting is an expansive exploration 
of the relationship between parental socioeconomic status and background and the outcomes of their grown children. 
The authors also address the impact of education and parental financial assistance on mobility. Contributors Miles 
Corak, Lori Curtis, and Shelley Phipps look at how family economic background influences the outcomes of adult 
children in the United States and Canada. They find that, despite many cultural similarities between the two countries, 
Canada has three times the rate of intergenerational mobility as the United Statespossibly because Canada makes more 
public investments in its labor market, health care, and family programs. Jo Blanden and her colleagues explore a 
number of factors affecting how advantage is transmitted between parents and children in the United States and the 
United Kingdom, including education, occupation, marriage, and health. They find that despite the two nations having 
similar rates of intergenerational mobility and social inequality, lack of educational opportunity plays a greater role in 
limiting U.S. mobility, while the United Kingdoms deeply rooted social class structure makes it difficult for the 
disadvantaged to transcend their circumstances. Jane Waldfogel and Elizabeth Washbrook examine cognitive and 
behavioral school readiness across income groups and find that pre-school age children in both the United States and 
Britain show substantial income-related gaps in school readinessdriven in part by poorly developed parenting skills 
among overburdened, low-income families. The authors suggest that the most encouraging policies focus on both 
school and home interventions, including such measures as increases in federal funding for Head Start programs in the 
United States, raising pre-school staff qualifications in Britain, and parenting programs in both countries.A significant 
step forward in the study of intergenerational mobility, Persistence, Privilege, and Parenting demonstrates that the 
transmission of advantage or disadvantage from one generation to the next varies widely from country to country. This 
striking finding is a particular cause for concern in the United States, where the persistence of disadvantage remains 
stubbornly high. But, it provides a reason to hope that by better understanding mobility across the generations abroad, 
we can find ways to do better at home.

In the last decade, the growing body of research by sociologists and economists showing that advantages in one 
generation are inherited by the next has clearly filtered through to policymakers who now consider economic mobility 
to be an important policy objective. Persistence, Privilege, and Parenting breaks new ground by probing deeper into 
the various factors over the life course that contribute to differences in intergenerational mobility across countries. The 
work in this volume advances our knowledge and will contribute to policy discussions going forward. --BHASH 
MAZUMDER, senior economist, Federal Reserve Bank of ChicagoThis eye-opening collection of papers on cross-
national research on social mobility is an invaluable contribution to the literature. It is no exaggeration to say that it is 
a must-read volume for students of stratification and the family. --FRANK F. FURSTENBERG, Zellerbach Family 
Professor of Sociology, University of PennsylvaniaThat growing up poor does not mean one s children will be poor is 
a source of pride in America, the land of opportunity. But how does intergenerational mobility in education and 
income in the United States stack up against mobility in other advanced industrialized countries? What are the sources 
of differences across countries in rates of intergenerational mobility? What roles do public policies and social 
institutions play in leveling the playing field in particular countries? Making use of rich recent data from a variety of 
countries, Persistence, Privilege, and Parenting addresses these questions and provides striking and compelling 
evidence with important implications for debates about public tax and expenditures policies. --RICHARD J. 
MURNANE, Thompson Professor of Education and Society, Harvard Graduate School of EducationAbout the 
AuthorTIMOTHY M. SMEEDING is director of the Institute for Research on Poverty and Distinguished Professor of 
Public Affairs at the University of WisconsinMadison.ROBERT ERIKSON is professor of sociology at the Swedish 
Institute for Social Research, Stockholm University.MARKUS JANTTI is professor of economics at the Swedish 
Institute for Social Research, Stockholm University. 


