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The relationship between social inequality 
and intergenerational mobility has received 
increasing attention over recent years. Econo-
mists have presented evidence that intergen-
erational income mobility is lower in coun-
tries where income is more unequally distrib-
uted (Andrews and Leigh 2009; Björklund 
and Jäntti 1997; Corak 2013). Based on these 
findings, politicians have grown concerned 
about the Great Gatsby curve (Krueger 2012): 
that is, a strong correlation between countries’ 
intergenerational earnings elasticity and the 
Gini index of inequality in disposable house-
hold income.

Our study provides a sociological perspec-
tive on this issue by examining whether inter-
generational class mobility covaries with 
between-class inequality across 39 countries 
in five continents (Blanden 2013; Wodtke 
2017). Following sociological approaches to 
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intergenerational class mobility, we focus on 
relative mobility chances rather than absolute 
mobility flows. In other words, we study indi-
viduals’ chances of reaching certain destina-
tion classes given their origin class (Breen 
2010b; Bukodi and Goldthorpe 2018).

A few dated sociological studies have 
examined the relationship between class 
mobility and various forms of inequality, but 
a systematic empirical analysis is still lacking 
(Bukodi and Goldthorpe 2018; Hout 2004; 
Mitnik, Cumberworth, and Grusky 2016). 
Some have concluded that inequality is nega-
tively correlated with class mobility (Erikson 
and Goldthorpe 1992; Tyree, Semyonov, and 
Hodge 1979), but others have not (Breen and 
Luijkx 2004b). These conflicting findings are 
troublesome, not least in light of increasing 
economic inequality in a number of countries 
and the potentially negative consequences for 
mobility (Chetty et al. 2017; Mayer 2001).

We argue that previous studies have reached 
conflicting results partly because they have 
confounded inter- with intra-class inequalities by 
using concepts of overall (i.e., inter-individual) 
economic inequality—as captured, for 
instance, by the Gini coefficient (Breen and 
Luijkx 2004b). Linking overall economic ine-
quality to class mobility and economic mobil-
ity in similar ways can be misleading, because 
these phenomena are only weakly related 
(Blanden, Gregg, and Macmillan 2013; Breen, 
Mood, and Jonsson 2015; Mood 2017).1 
Hence, social-class mobility might more 
appropriately relate to between-class inequal-
ity than to other types of inequality.

Building on social mobility theory, we pro-
pose that larger between-class resource dis-
tances affect families’ risk assessment and their 
ability to follow through on mobility decisions, 
resulting in lower social mobility chances. To 
the extent that between-class distances reflect 
barriers to mobility as well as resource inequal-
ities, we hypothesize that families with fewer 
resources both prefer and are constrained to 
less ambitious but relatively safe mobility strat-
egies, because failure is more consequential in 
high-inequality countries. By the same token, 
wealthy families are able and forced to use 

additional resources to maintain their status in 
highly unequal societies. In other words, the 
larger the resource distance between any two 
classes, the lower the propensity for intergen-
erational mobility between them.

Our study is limited to a cross-sectional 
analysis. We did not obtain sufficient meas-
urement points for inequality and mobility to 
investigate their coevolution over time, that 
is, the effect of changing inequality on mobil-
ity within countries. Hence, we cannot estab-
lish a causal relationship between inequality 
and mobility. Instead, we consider variations 
in inequality and mobility for individuals 
born between 1950 and 1989 across 39 coun-
tries in five continents, and we arrive at the 
first empirical estimates for the relationship 
between inter-class inequality and relative 
mobility chances. The results of our first set 
of analyses show that class mobility is nega-
tively correlated with between-class inequal-
ity. In a second set of analyses, we also study 
the cross-country covariation of between-
class resource distance and intergenerational 
associations for each origin-destination (OD) 
class combination. The results demonstrate 
that long-range upward mobility is negatively 
related to larger resource distances between 
the highest and lowest classes.

PAST ReSeARCH
Research has thus far considered two main 
hypotheses with regard to cross-national vari-
ation in class mobility, also referred to as 
social fluidity.2 Proponents of the industrial-
ization hypothesis suggest that social mobil-
ity differs across countries depending on their 
level of socioeconomic development and 
modernization (Blau and Duncan 1967; Trei-
man 1970; Treiman and Yip 1989). Other 
researchers, however, argue that cross-country 
differences in relative mobility chances are 
negligible because of countries’ similarities in 
terms of class structure, the predominance of 
nuclear families, and capitalist economic sys-
tems based on private property and markets 
(Featherman, Jones, and Hauser 1975; Lipset 
and Zetterberg 1959).
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Scholars have presented empirical research 
supporting both theories. Ganzeboom, Lui-
jkx, and Treiman’s (1989:47) comparative 
analysis of class mobility in 35 countries—
the largest such study to date—found a sub-
stantial degree of cross-country variation: 
“about a third of the variance across mobility 
tables is attributable to societal differences in 
mobility regimes.” The credibility of some of 
their data, however, was severely undermined 
upon further analysis (Erikson and Goldthorpe 
1992; Jones 1992). Whether variation in flu-
idity is in fact so large is therefore question-
able yet hard to evaluate because later studies 
have focused on more culturally and histori-
cally similar (i.e., Western or European) 
countries.

Erikson and Goldthorpe (1992) found that, 
once national peculiarities are adjusted for, 
relative mobility chances are similar across 
industrialized countries, representing a pat-
tern of “core fluidity.” This core model 
describes a universal mobility pattern charac-
terized by hierarchical barriers, class inherit-
ance, sectoral boundaries, and (dis)affinity 
between specific origin and destination 
classes. Erikson and Goldthorpe do find sig-
nificant country-level deviations from their 
core model, but they do not attribute them to 
variation in between-class inequality but 
rather to the impact of institutions, sociocul-
tural peculiarities, or political interventions at 
the country level (Bukodi and Goldthorpe 
2018). Nevertheless, between-class differ-
ences in terms of available resources, occupa-
tional closure, and enumeration are at the core 
of the argument about hierarchical barriers to 
mobility between higher and lower classes 
(Erikson and Goldthorpe 1992:123ff.). More 
recent studies have corroborated that social 
fluidity is still structured according to this 
pattern (see country chapters in Breen 2004).

In light of later studies, these opposing 
hypotheses are probably too far-fetched (Wong 
1992). Revisiting Erikson and Goldthorpe, 
Breen and Luijkx (2004b) conclude there has 
been at least some (albeit very moderate) 
increase in social fluidity in 9 of the 12 West-
ern countries in their study. They also note 

significant cross-country differences and little 
convergence in social mobility (Breen and 
Luijkx 2004a). A more recent study of 30 
European nations concludes that “where the 
inequalities of conditions are the most marked 
in terms of access to economic, social, and 
cultural resources . . . relative mobility chances 
are the most unequal” (Bukodi, Paskov and 
Nolan 2017:27–28). In a related paper, Bukodi 
and Goldthorpe (2018) argue that social fluid-
ity differs in high- and low-inequality coun-
tries, even though they do not systematically 
quantify such differences.

There are two prime candidate explana-
tions for cross-country variation in mobility. 
The first is economic inequality (Breen and 
Luijkx 2004b; Erikson and Goldthorpe 1992; 
Tyree et al. 1979); the second is a combina-
tion of cross-country differences in class 
structure, welfare-state regime type, and edu-
cational system (Beller and Hout 2006; 
Bukodi and Goldthorpe 2018; Erikson and 
Goldthorpe 1987; Grusky and Hauser 1984). 
We will separately discuss findings that sup-
port each of these explanatory accounts.

Economic Inequality and Social 
Mobility

Findings regarding the effect of economic 
inequality on social mobility are inconclusive. 
Many studies have found that inequality is 
negatively related to social fluidity, such that 
greater economic inequality is related to more 
unequal mobility chances (Erikson and Gold-
thorpe 1992; Grusky and Hauser 1984; Tyree 
et al. 1979). Others have found no correlation 
between the two (Breen and Luijkx 2004b).

Studying relative mobility chances between 
blue- and white-collar occupations in 22 
countries, Tyree and colleagues (1979) found 
that inequality, measured as the percentage of 
total income accrued by the top 5 percent of 
households, negatively correlates with 
chances of mobility from manual to non-
manual classes. Using the same definition of 
inequality and three origin and destination 
classes in a comparative analysis of 16 coun-
tries, Grusky and Hauser (1984) estimate that 
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income inequality ranks third out of five pos-
sible mechanisms accounting for cross-country 
variation in mobility chances, and inequality 
is mainly related to class inheritance. Using a 
more differentiated model for class stratifica-
tion—the Erikson-Goldthorpe-Portocarero 
(EGP) class scheme—Erikson and Goldthorpe 
(1992) reaffirm the previously posited eco-
nomic inequality–mobility relationship. They 
regress the Unidiff parameter for social fluid-
ity on income inequality, among other explan-
atory factors. To measure inequality, they use 
a trichotomized composite indicator taken 
from Treiman and Yip (1989) based on the 
ratio of high-prestige professionals’ incomes 
relative to those of low-prestige production 
workers and the income shares of the top 10 
percent of family income-earners (Erikson 
and Goldthorpe 1992:381ff).3

More recent studies offer descriptive evi-
dence of this link without jointly modeling 
economic inequality and mobility. Jackson 
and Evans (2017) found that relative mobil-
ity chances became more unequal between 
the early 1990s and 2007 in the vast major-
ity of 13 transitional Eastern European 
countries. Although they did not find a cor-
relation between income inequality and rel-
ative mobility chances within their sample, 
they attribute the substantial decline in flu-
idity to marketization and the abolishment 
of socialist affirmative action programs 
(Jackson and Evans 2017:60). Finally,  
Mitnik and colleagues (2016) showed that 
intergenerational associations increased 
substantially from the 1990s to the 2000s in 
the United States among the professional 
and managerial classes but did not change 
much among all other classes. This was par-
ticularly true among age groups that experi-
enced the sudden rise in income inequality, 
so the authors infer a relationship between 
both phenomena.

At least one comparative study, however, 
found evidence against a relationship between 
economic inequality and relative mobility 
chances. Breen and Luijkx (2004b) regressed 
11 countries’ overall intergenerational asso-
ciation (measured by the Unidiff parameter) 

on income inequality (measured by the GINI 
index). They did not find a significant corre-
lation between the two but reported a positive 
coefficient sign, indicating that countries with 
higher levels of inequality show more equal 
relative mobility chances (see also Grusky 
and Hauser 1984).

These conflicting results leave open the 
question of whether economic inequality is in 
fact related to cross-country differences in 
social-class mobility. A key issue is that dif-
ferent studies use alternative ways of measur-
ing economic inequality. Studies supporting 
the view that inequality is not related to 
mobility use global measures of average 
inter-individual inequality. Studies arguing 
for an inverse relationship between inequality 
and class mobility use inequality measures 
based on specific inter-group differences in 
economic resources. Such local measures of 
inequality are based on similar—albeit not 
identical—units between which mobility is 
studied. We argue that the latter is a better 
approach in analyzing the relationship 
between inequality and mobility.

Educational Systems and Social 
Mobility

Recent research on social mobility focuses 
primarily on the role of educational attain-
ment (Breen 2010a; Breen and Karlson 2014). 
This is based on the assumption that educa-
tion is the single most important factor in 
status transmission and class reproduction 
outside of self-employment and farming 
(Blau and Duncan 1967; Featherman and 
Hauser 1978; Hout 1988; Ishida, Müller, and 
Ridge 1995; Treiman and Yip 1989). To 
explain changes in relative mobility, research-
ers often study the effects of declining 
inequality in educational opportunity (Beller 
and Hout 2006; Breen and Jonsson 2007; 
Erikson and Jonsson 1996; Jonsson and Erik-
son 2007), declining class returns on educa-
tional attainment (Torche and Ribeiro 2010), 
and the general rise in educational attainment 
(Hertel and Pfeffer 2016; Hout 1988; Pfeffer 
and Hertel 2015; Torche 2011, 2016).
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These studies, however, focus on social 
mobility trends among cohorts rather than 
among countries. Beller and Hout (2006) 
found that cross-country differences in rela-
tive mobility chances covary with the level of 
secondary educational attainment and with 
inequalities in educational opportunity (Trei-
man and Yip 1989). Researchers have attrib-
uted this correlation to the “compositional 
effect” (Breen and Jonsson 2005:234): Hout 
(1988) demonstrated that growing shares of 
college graduates weakened overall intergen-
erational association in the United States—a 
finding that was later corroborated by Torche 
(2011) for class mobility but not for intergen-
erational income mobility (Zhou 2019). More 
recently, Torche (2016) has argued that this 
compositional effect originates from more 
meritocratic selection procedures in higher 
labor market segments. From a cross-country 
perspective, Beller and Hout (2006) show that 
high levels of secondary education have the 
largest impact on fluidity in liberal welfare 
states, which would otherwise feature the 
lowest levels of social fluidity. Given that 
cohort differences in educational inequality 
are drivers of social mobility within countries 
(Breen 2010a), they might also correlate with 
cross-country variation in mobility.

From the perspective of between-class 
educational inequality, the research reviewed 
thus far suggests that mobility chances across 
countries are related to cross-national varia-
tion in educational attainment, both among 
origin classes (as a proxy for inequality in 
educational opportunities) and among desti-
nation classes (as a result of credentialism, 
i.e., occupational closure given the increasing 
request for educational entrance certificates).

Welfare Regimes and Social Mobility

Welfare states’ ability to affect social mobility 
hinges on the relationship between the latter 
and the inequality of conditions and opportu-
nities (Sørensen 2006). Welfare states can 
reduce inequality of conditions through redis-
tributive strategies such as social transfers, 
progressive taxation, and social security 

contributions. They can influence primary 
market inequalities by implementing labor 
market policies such as minimum wages, 
employment protection legislation, and active 
labor market policies, and by setting the legal 
framework for bargaining systems (Esping-
Andersen 1990, 1999; Hall and Soskice 2001; 
Kerrissey 2015). On the other hand, social 
and educational policies designed to foster 
equal opportunities—such as public school 
systems, affirmative action programs, and 
antidiscrimination laws—can affect social 
mobility beyond a state’s influence on the 
equality of material living conditions (DiPrete 
and Grusky 1990; Hout 2009).

Researchers frequently group countries 
into welfare-state regime types based on the 
shape and extent of their welfare systems and 
the role of states, markets, and households in 
welfare provision (Esping-Andersen 1990, 
1996; Kim 2014). Comparative mobility stud-
ies of such welfare state regimes have found 
more equal mobility chances in Northern 
European social-democratic “statist” regimes 
relative to conservative “familiaristic” regimes 
in continental Europe (Beller and Hout 2006; 
Breen and Luijkx 2004a; Bukodi et al. 2017; 
Erikson and Goldthorpe 1992). Researchers 
have suggested that more generous universal 
welfare provisions equalize mobility rates by 
decreasing the disadvantages associated with 
lower-class origins without reducing higher-
class mobility advantages (Esping-Andersen 
2014; Esping-Andersen and Wagner 2012).

Based on this research, we expect substan-
tial variation in mobility chances across wel-
fare state regimes. We take this variation to 
partially result from the extent to which wel-
fare states reduce inequality. In addition, 
these states may influence equality in educa-
tional and occupational opportunities directly 
(Erikson and Jonsson 1996). Hence, it is 
important to account for inequality in study-
ing welfare state policies’ direct impact on 
social mobility (Nolan et al. 2011). To that 
effect, we shall evaluate the power of institu-
tional settings against the different types of 
inequality. Specifically, we will test the extent 
to which inequalities mediate welfare states’ 
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effect on social mobility (Esping-Andersen 
2014).

COnCePTuAlIzInG THe  
lInK BeTween InequAlITy 
And MOBIlITy

Erikson and Goldthorpe’s (1992) core model 
of social mobility assumes that industrialized 
countries display common relative social 
mobility patterns because, net of national 
idiosyncrasies, their class structures stratify 
mobility chances in similar ways. The socio-
logical theory of mobility decisions and status 
maintenance explains these similarities at the 
micro-level of rational decision-making under 
resource constraints imposed by the class 
structure.

Goldthorpe (2007b) suggests status main-
tenance is the ultimate driving force behind 
micro-level mobility decisions. This relies on 
the prospect theory axiom, whereby losses are 
weighted higher than gains of equivalent mag-
nitude (Kahneman, Slovic, and Tversky 1982; 
Tversky and Kahneman 1989). From this per-
spective, mobility strategies are primarily 
guided by risk-averse decision-making. As a 
result, higher social classes’ motivation to 
avoid downward mobility will always be 
stronger than lower social classes’ motivation 
to achieve upward mobility. As a consequence 
of cross-country similarities in class structures 
constraining mobility decisions, “endogenous 
mobility regimes will tend towards uniform-
ity” (Goldthorpe 2007a:166).

This explanation, however, rests on cross-
country similarities in relative between-class 
inequality as dictated by class structure as 
such; it thus neglects the (additional) possible 
effect of cross-country variation in absolute 
between-class inequality on mobility. Such 
variation likely moderates the role of the 
explanatory elements of social mobility theory. 
Risk aversion is a pervasive feature of rational 
decision-making, but between-class resource 
distances should directly affect assessment of 
the risks involved in mobility strategies, 
including the (opportunity) costs of failing 
(Tyree et al. 1979). In more unequal societies, 

advantaged families have more to lose in cases 
of downward mobility. Consequently, they use 
all available assets and resources to maintain 
their status and thus increase immobility at the 
top (Erikson and Goldthorpe 1992; Mitnik  
et al. 2016). This renders upward mobility 
even more difficult and costly for the lower 
classes, because of heightened competition for 
limited privileged positions (Putnam 2015). In 
contrast, failing upward mobility strategies 
from below are less costly in more equal socie-
ties because “existing intermediate statuses 
provide alternative compromise destinations” 
(Tyree et al. 1979:413).

From a comparative perspective, it follows 
that not only relative but also absolute 
between-class inequalities affect countries’ 
class mobility patterns, leading to country-
specific deviations from the core model of 
social fluidity. The service class is (relatively) 
more privileged than the working class in 
every country, but the (absolute) resource 
distance between these classes can vary sub-
stantially among countries. Where absolute 
resource distances between classes are higher, 
mobility will be less likely and, at the same 
time, alternative mobility destinations may 
become more attractive. Accordingly, we 
hypothesize an inverse relationship between 
cross-country variations in inter-class resource 
distances and mobility.

Several empirical studies are consistent 
with this hypothesis. Larger between-class 
inequalities, for example, are associated with 
greater status anxiety (Dragolov and Delhey 
2013; Grusky and MacLean 2015) in upper- 
and middle-class individuals, who, on average, 
have more to lose than do members of less 
privileged classes and thus face a greater “fear 
of falling” (Ehrenreich 1989). Given higher 
inequality, greater status anxiety, and fiercer 
status competition, the middle and upper 
classes will use relatively more resources to 
achieve status maintenance and prevent status-
seeking in the lower classes (Paskov, Gërx-
hani, and van de Werfhorst 2016; Schneider, 
Hastings, and LaBriola 2018).4 Increasing 
competition might arguably render it more dif-
ficult for lower-class families to achieve 
upward mobility, because the advantaged can 
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better adapt to the institutional settings that 
shape competition (Alon 2009; Delhey, Sch-
neickert, and Steckermeier 2017). The ability 
of “advantaged and powerful” families to 
“maintain their . . . position by setting their 
superior resources strategically against what-
ever changes—in institutional arrangements, 
public policy, etc.—may appear threatening to 
them” (Erikson and Goldthorpe 1992:394) 
varies with the extent of their resources rela-
tive to others.

Most previous research ignores such 
between-class inequality as the key explanans 
for cross-country variation in relative class 
mobility. Studies either neglect between-class 
inequality altogether (by assuming that class 
stratification itself sufficiently “represents” 
variations in inequality), or they confound 
inter- with intra-class inequalities by using 
aggregate measures of economic inequality 
such as the Gini index. The latter approach 
has, in general, resulted in a refutation of the 
inequality-mobility relationship, but the for-
mer approach has been unable to fully 
acknowledge its existence in the first place.

Inequality as Between-Class  
Resource Distance

To empirically investigate the relationship 
between inter-class inequality and social 
mobility, we use a simple but powerful mea-
surement: the distance in mean levels of 
available resources between any two classes, 
also termed “resource distance,” that must be 
overcome in social mobility processes (Keller 
and Zavalloni 1964).5 The reviewed literature 
and micro-sociological mobility model sug-
gest that unequal economic and educational 
resources are both important factors in 
explaining unequal social mobility between 
classes. We therefore consider the resource 
distance between two classes to comprise 
multiple dimensions of inequality (Mood 
2017). All other things being equal, the larger 
the distance between origin and destination 
classes, the less likely social mobility will be.

We take the resources in question here as 
those parents can command to support their 
offspring’s mobility decisions (e.g., by 

investing in educational careers, accessing 
certain social networks, bridging waiting 
times, buffering failures) and, by doing so, 
collectively shield their position against aspi-
rational newcomers. Hence, given two other-
wise comparable countries, the one with larger 
between-class resource distances should dis-
play lower social-class mobility for two rea-
sons: first, the privileged have greater 
advantages and the population at large has 
uneven starting conditions; second, between-
class barriers in such a country are more pro-
nounced. We shall investigate three types of 
between-class inequalities, and additionally a 
composite measure of total inter-class resource 
distance.

First, we use available household income 
as an indicator of between-class economic 
inequality. Household income allows parents 
to provide their children with a good start and 
continued support in their educational and 
occupational careers (Chetty and Hendren 
2018a, 2018b; Chetty et al. 2014; Mayer 
2001; Mitnik et al. 2016). All other things 
being equal, the larger the between-class 
income difference, the more likely parents in 
advantaged classes will be to secure their 
children’s status against the upward mobility 
aspirations of the lower classes, and the less 
likely the latter will be to successfully com-
pete with the former.

Second, the same holds for educational 
gaps between classes, given the importance of 
parents’ education (i.e., their “cultural capi-
tal”) in advancing their children’s educational 
and occupational opportunities (Bourdieu 
1984; Jæger and Breen 2016; Pfeffer and 
Hertel 2015). Higher parental educational 
attainment may help families realize and exe-
cute mobility strategies by granting them 
privileged access to information about the 
educational system (Baker and Stevenson 
1986; Lareau 1989; Pfeffer 2008) and better 
learning environments, but also by providing 
a reference point for educational aspirations 
(Breen and Goldthorpe 1997; Davies, Heinesen, 
and Holm 2002).

Third, class differences in economic 
rewards are an important additional dimen-
sion of between-class inequalities. Whereas 
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class differences in household income are 
affected by household composition, working 
hours, and welfare state redistribution, class 
differences in hourly wages directly reflect 
unequal economic returns from occupations. 
As Erikson and Goldthorpe (1992:124) argue, 
hierarchical differences between classes are 
“essentially reflecting differences in rewards 
and in entry requirements.” Such differences 
are, among other factors (e.g., productivity), 
related to different levels of closure, limiting 
access to occupations (Collins 1979; Parkin 
1974, 1979). Hence, we use hourly wages as 
an additional indicator for between-class ine-
qualities, assuming a negative effect on 
mobility chances due to efforts to shield 
higher occupations from increased influx.

Other potentially important dimensions of 
between-class inequality—such as those 
related to the ownership of business, land, 
and other forms of wealth, or to regulations 
such as business and (inheritance) tax laws—
might also explain cross-country differences 
in mobility. However, these are beyond the 
scope of this article to consider (Wright 1989, 
1997). In the following, we study the relation-
ship between social mobility and each of the 
three dimensions of inequality described 
above; we also consider these dimensions 
jointly, as a more comprehensive measure of 
the overall socioeconomic distance between 
classes. We use this composite measure in the 
second set of analyses, where we investigate 
OD class combinations separately.

Hypotheses

Informed by our review of past research and 
our theoretical model, we conduct two differ-
ent types of analysis. First, we explore 
whether between-class inequality relates to 
social fluidity:

Hypothesis 1: Greater inequality in economic 
and cultural resources is linked to lower 
relative mobility chances.

As mentioned, we conjecture that past stud-
ies’ contradicting results regarding the effect 

of inequality on class mobility might be due 
to their confounding inter-individual with 
between-class inequalities. This assumption 
leads to our second hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2: The impact of inequality on 
social fluidity is driven by the extent of 
between-class inequalities, rather than by 
overall economic inequality.

Finally, given our previous discussion of 
the impact of structural measures on mobility, 
we study whether welfare state regimes can 
enhance mobility beyond what they do to 
reduce resource inequalities:

Hypothesis 3: Welfare state regimes have a di-
rect impact on relative mobility, beyond their 
indirect impact through inequality reduction.

The assumed differential effects on higher 
and lower classes further suggest that we need to 
study disaggregated mobility chances instead of 
only analyzing uniform patterns (Goodman and 
Hout 1998). Hence, we move beyond aggregat-
ing between-class inequality and mobility on the 
country level and instead directly assess the 
covariance of the overall resource distance and 
the intergenerational association between all 
pairs of social classes across countries. We deem 
such an approach more consistent with the insti-
tutionally embedded class-structural explanation 
of the link between inequality and mobility out-
lined earlier.

Hypothesis 4: Relative mobility chances be-
tween any two (different) social classes vary 
according to the resource distance between 
said classes.

As stated earlier, we expect the effect of 
between-class inequality to be especially pro-
nounced between the highest and lowest 
classes, because resource differences are used 
to foster immobility at the top and therefore 
reduce mobility from below:

Hypothesis 5: The relationship between re-
source distance and relative mobility chanc-
es is strongest between the highest and low-
est class positions.
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In short, we conceptualize social space as 
delimited by classes that coincide with typical 
resource endowments and mobility-deflecting 
boundaries related to exclusionary investment 
practices and social closure. We consider three 
dimensions of inequality as relevant to mobil-
ity, namely disposable household income, edu-
cation, and hourly wages (including earnings 
from self-employment). The larger the overall 
between-class inequality in one of these dimen-
sions, the less open a society will be. Similarly, 
the larger the overall distance between any two 
classes, the lower their respective intergenera-
tional association will be.

dATA, VARIABleS, And 
MeTHOdS
Data

To test our hypotheses, we compiled a cross-
country mobility dataset (MDS) with nation-
ally representative samples from surveys 
conducted between 1999 and 2010 that were 
specifically designed for cross-country com-
parisons: the European Social Survey (ESS) 
fielded biannually between 2002 and 2010 
(ESS 2016), the European Value Study (EVS) 
fielded in 2008 (EVS 2016), the International 
Social Survey Programme (ISSP) fielded in 
1999 and 2009 (ISSP Research Group 2014), 
the EUREQUAL surveys (EU-EQ) conducted 
in 2007 in Central and Eastern European 
countries (Whitefield and Evans 2015), the 
Adult Literacy and Life Skills Survey (ALL) 
conducted in 2003 and 2008 (OECD 2013), 
and, for the United States, the biannually col-
lected data from the General Social Survey 
(GSS) from 2000 to 2010 (Smith et al. 2018). 
According to the international survey pro-
grams that coordinated cross-country data 
collection efforts, the resulting surveys are 
highly comparable and frequently adminis-
tered by the same national teams across pro-
grams, or else modeled after each other 
among programs (e.g., the GSS offering a 
blueprint for other surveys). The tables in Part 
B of the online supplement provide informa-
tion on the field method, sampling universe, 

and response rates for the 216 national sur-
veys used here, as well as information on 
missing data and sample sizes.

In total, we obtained social mobility data for 
39 different countries (the country list and 
country codes are available in Part A of the 
online supplement). We selected countries 
based on three criteria: (1) samples were nation-
ally representative, (2) surveys included either 
EGP classes for social origins and current occu-
pations, or else the occupational codes and 
additional information on employment status 
required to construct them using the routine 
provided by Ganzeboom and Treiman (2003, 
2013),6 and (3) we were able to construct 
between-class inequality measures based on the 
inequality dataset described below.

The MDS contains information from 
respondents born between 1949 and 1985, 
that is, age 25 to 65 between 1999 and 2010 
when the surveys took place, and not enrolled 
in any kind of educational program at the 
time. After performing a list-wise deletion of 
individuals for whom we lacked information 
regarding origin (22,965), destination (21,107), 
or gender (62), we obtained a sample of 
83,618 men and 92,777 women. These 
176,395 individuals are the basis for our 
measurements of social mobility in the 39 
countries for which we additionally obtained 
inequality data.7

To construct the inequality measures used 
in our analyses, we further included national 
samples from the European Union Survey on 
Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC), 
conducted annually between 2005 and 2010.8 
The EU-SILC waves and the national samples 
from all seven survey programs comprise our 
inequality dataset (IDS), which we use to cal-
culate the between-class inequality measures 
described below. We measure income inequal-
ity using data from the EVS, the ISSP, and the 
GSS; wage inequality with data from the EU-
SILC, the ISSP, the EU-EQ, and the GSS; and 
educational inequality with data from all sur-
veys except the EU-SILC (Tables D.1, D.2, 
and E.1 in the online supplement provide 
information on data sources by country). The 
IDS country samples used to construct 
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inequality measures were generally larger 
than the samples in the MDS because we do 
not condition on available origin data and we 
use different age ranges (details below).

Note that measures of between-class ine-
quality based on the IDS pertain to contempo-
rary inequality. In general, it would have been 
preferable to measure between-class inequali-
ties when respondents were growing up. After 
extensive debate, we abandoned this idea due 
to data limitations, similar to many previously 
published studies (Andrews and Leigh 2009; 
Björklund and Jäntti 1997; Breen and Luijkx 
2004b; Erikson and Goldthorpe 1992). The 
available data for some countries would have 
allowed us to at least approach the time in 
which respondents were teenagers. This advan-
tage, however, would have entailed a decrease 
or even loss in the comparability and quality of 
the data due to the considerable increase in 
economic inequalities over time. Therefore, 
retrieving inequality data for all countries at the 
same point in time seemed more important than 
retrieving data for each individual country as 
close as possible to respondents’ time of birth, 
which would have resulted in confounding 
inter-country differences with intertemporal 
ones.9 Although this constitutes an important 
restriction, it is the least bad choice regarding 
comparability and data availability. The chosen 
approach assumes that cross-country variation 
(or ranking) in between-class inequality 
remained largely stable over time (see Part F of 
the online supplement for an analysis of this 
assumption for the few countries where we 
obtained comparable data over a longer period).

In constructing the MDS and IDS, we 
decided to pool observations from different 
sources, in some cases even for the same 
country. This decision allows us to study more 
countries than are usually included in com-
parative mobility research. Moreover, the 
larger sample sizes in the MDS allows us to 
observe more mobility between classes, 
increasing the likelihood of detecting country 
differences in mobility and helping avoid esti-
mation problems associated with zero cell 
counts in mobility tables (Fienberg and 
Rinaldo 2007). Regarding the IDS, combining 
different surveys for most countries was 

necessary to ensure the best data quality. For 
instance, EU-SILC generally has the largest 
sample sizes and comparable data on wages, 
but it only collects highly aggregated data on 
educational attainment that cannot be used to 
construct (acceptable) between-class educa-
tional inequality measures. Our strategy of 
mixing surveys, however, is not unproblem-
atic given survey differences in sampling and 
data collection. We discuss specific issues 
regarding measurement differences in more 
detail in the following section, and we address 
potential concerns about this strategy in exten-
sive robustness and sensitivity analyses that 
overall validate the presented findings.

In the MDS and IDS, the six-fold version 
of the EGP class scheme serves as an indica-
tor of respondents’ origin and current classes 
(Erikson and Goldthorpe 1992; Goldthorpe 
2007a). Depending on employment status, 
supervisory function (if available), and num-
ber of employees, working individuals were 
allocated to one of the following six classes: 
high service class (HSC), low service class 
(LSC), routine nonmanual class (RNM), 
(small) self-employed and farmers (SEF), 
skilled working class (SWC), or unskilled 
working class (UWC). Arguably, these classes 
reflect the basic vertical differentiation 
between occupational positions in developed 
countries with market economies, as well as 
the horizontal differentiation between self-
employed (in- and outside agriculture) and 
employees. This scheme has achieved para-
digmatic status in (comparative) mobility 
studies over the years (Beller and Hout 2006; 
Breen 2004; Bukodi et al. 2017; Erikson and 
Goldthorpe 1992). In this article, “destination 
class” refers to each respondent’s class at the 
time of the survey, that is, some year between 
1999 and 2010; “origin class” refers to retro-
spectively collected (highest) class attained 
by respondents’ parents while respondents 
grew up. If information for mother’s class 
was unavailable in the MDS, social origins 
refer to the father’s occupation only.

To test our hypotheses, we performed two 
separate sets of analyses and hence used two 
sets of dependent and independent variables. In 
the first analysis, we examined the relationship 
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between overall societal openness to inter-
generational mobility and multidimensional 
between-class inequality on the macro level 
(Hypotheses 1, 2, and 3); in the second analysis, 
we focus on cross-country variation in the rela-
tionship between overall resource distance and 
intergenerational association for all OD class 
combinations (Hypotheses 4 and 5).10

Variables and Methods I: Aggregated 
Social Mobility and Between-Class 
Inequality

The dependent variable in the first analysis is 
the uniform difference (Unidiff) (Erikson and 
Goldthorpe 1992) or log-multiplicative layer 
effect (Xie 1992) parameter as an overall mea-
sure of the openness of a society’s class struc-
ture. We calculate this parameter based on the 
cross-classification of origin and destination 
classes by country provided in the MDS. 
Assuming a similar pattern of intergenera-
tional association across countries, the Unidiff 
model allows us to estimate a parameter 
accounting for cross-country differences in 
the strength of this association, net of cross-
country differences in origin and destination 
class distributions. Because intergenerational 
associations related to immobility are gener-
ally much larger than association parameters 
in off-diagonal cells, we control for this by 
fitting the diagonal cells (collapsed across 
countries) with immobility parameters; we did 
this to avoid confounding social mobility 
chances with the propensity for immobility.11 
A more detailed explanation, including model 
specifications and fit statistics, is provided in 
Part C of the online supplement. Throughout 
the analysis, we report the additive inverse of 
the Unidiff parameter, so that a higher value 
indicates higher mobility chances (i.e., weaker 
intergenerational associations).

The main independent variables in the first 
set of analyses are between-class inequality 
measures based on the IDS data. Following 
our earlier reasoning, we consider between-
class inequality in terms of differences in 
education, household income, and wages. We 
measure each dimension as follows: we aver-
age the number of years for which formal 

education was received, counterfactually  
predict gross hourly wages (including self-
employment earnings) for a standard 40-year-
old, and calculate disposable household 
incomes for each EGP class in every country. 
To obtain the distance measures, we took the 
ratio of resource averages for each possible 
OD class combination (further information on 
the calculation of between-class inequality 
measures is provided in Part F of the online 
supplement).

We chose to work with ratios because they 
are unit-free and therefore independent from 
cross-country differences in currency, pur-
chase power, inflation, and (to a limited 
extent) measurement scale issues. These 
ratios constitute our core independent varia-
bles. In the first set of analyses, we use the 
standard deviation of the 15 inequality ratios 
(6 times 6 classes minus 6 immobility cells, 
divided by 2 because of the symmetry of the 
distance ratios) in each country as a measure 
of the overall dispersion of class distances in 
each of the three inequality dimensions. We 
also perform sensitivity analyses for alterna-
tive choices of the measure of aggregated 
between-class inequality, detailed in the Sen-
sitivity Checks section.

Because our number of observations is 
limited, we can only control for a limited 
number of factors. Hence, we chose two 
broad institutional variables that might cor-
relate with mobility chances and are theoreti-
cally interesting. First, we include the average 
United Nations (2015) Human Development 
Index (HDI) recorded between 2000 and 2010 
as a proxy for countries’ overall level of 
development. These figures account for cross-
country variations in combined levels of eco-
nomic development, educational expansion, 
and health—all factors that supposedly vary 
with the intergenerational transmission of 
advantage according to modernization theory 
(Breen 2010a; Eriksson, Bratsberg, and 
Raaum 2005; Yaish and Andersen 2012). Sec-
ond, we account for systematic cross-country 
differences in welfare state systems. We con-
sulted the work of Beller and Hout (2006) 
when matching countries to Esping-Andersen’s 
(1990, 1996) welfare-state regime typology 
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and used additional literature for countries 
not covered in their study (Huber 1996; Kim 
2014; Stambolieva and Dehnert 2011; Lee 
and Ku 2007). In addition to the three basic 
regime types—social democratic, liberal, and 
conservative (including southern European 
countries)—we added the Eastern European 
transitional welfare state model (Standing 
1996). As a reference, we chose the conserva-
tive continental welfare-state regime type as 
the most frequent and least mobile one (Bel-
ler and Hout 2006).

To gauge the significance of multidimen-
sional between-class inequalities vis-à-vis 
more established inequality measures, we 
compare the former’s effect on mobility with 
that of four conventional measures for 33 of 
our 39 countries, as registered between 2000 
and 2010 by the World Bank. All four indica-
tors are common measures of economic ine-
quality: the Gini coefficient represents income 
distribution between households ranging 
from zero (i.e., all households in one country 
obtain the same income) to one (i.e., one 
household commands all income); the two 
income shares measure concentration of 
incomes at the top and bottom of the distribu-
tion, respectively; and the poverty rate repre-
sents the population share at less than 50 
percent of the median household income. We 
provide all data points in Tables E.1 and E.2 
in the online supplement.

Regression Models I

In our first set of analyses, we regress the Uni-
diff parameter for overall strength of intergen-
erational class association on different 
aggregated country-level inequality measures 
(Breen 2004; Pfeffer 2008). Following Ber-
nardi and Ballarino (2014), we apply a weighted 
least-squares design, with weights equaling the 
inverse of the squared (quasi-)standard errors 
from the Unidiff model, to account for the 
uncertainty with which the dependent variable 
is estimated (Firth 2003; Lewis and Linzer 
2005). We report standardized beta coefficients 
with robust standard errors.

This analysis aims to establish between-
class inequalities as important drivers of over-
all societal openness, while also controlling 

for individual countries’ socioeconomic devel-
opment (as per the HDI) and dominant  
welfare-state regime type (Hypotheses 1 to 3). 
Our central independent variables are the 
(intra-country) standard deviation of between-
class average resource ratios, where resources 
include the average number of years of formal 
education received, (post-government) house-
hold incomes, and predicted (market) wages.

Variables and Methods II: Mobility 
Chances and Between-Class 
Inequality

In the second set of analyses, we move beyond 
aggregate correlations between inequality and 
fluidity and look at the direct links between 
resource distances and intergenerational asso-
ciations for specific OD class combinations. 
We do so to identify pairs for which inequali-
ties particularly constrain mobility (Hypothe-
ses 4 and 5). Forgoing the assumption of a 
uniform pattern of social mobility, the depen-
dent variables considered in our second set of 
analyses are the association parameters per-
taining to the 30 OD combinations for which 
O ≠ D (i.e., the off-diagonal cells); the latter 
were obtained by fitting a saturated log-linear 
model calculated separately by country and 
gender (Tyree et al. 1979). We ignore immo-
bility parameters because we are interested in 
the relationship between inter-class inequali-
ties and mobility.

Our focal predictor in the second set of 
analyses is the between-class distances for the 
respective OD combinations. We obtained 
these distances by creating an additive scale 
for the three inequality ratios corresponding to 
each OD combination, after inverting the ine-
quality ratios that are smaller than 1 for OD 
combinations in the lower half of the mobility 
table. A Cronbach’s alpha of .87 for men and 
.83 for women across all OD combinations 
indicates acceptably high internal consistency 
of the three ratios, and an exploratory factor 
analysis confirms there is only one latent con-
struct underlying the three inequality meas-
ures (results are available upon request). We 
take the sum of the three ratios as our pre-
ferred measure of total distance (the reported 
substantial conclusions are unaffected by 
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standardization of the items prior to forming 
the index).12 We again control for the HDI in 
our analyses, but we also include welfare-state 
regime type controls in additional models 
(reported in Table H.5 in the online 
supplement).

Regression Models II

As in our first set of analyses, we proceed in 
two steps. We first calculate, separately for 
gender, the dependent variable as the net 
association between origin and destination 
classes in any OD pair, based on a saturated 
log-linear model fitted to each country’s 
mobility table obtained from the weighted 
MDS data (Powers and Xie 2008; see Part C 
of the online supplement for the log-linear 
model and Part G for all intergenerational 
association parameters and inequality ratios).

As a second step, we regress each of the 30 
country-specific intergenerational association 
parameters on the between-class inequality 
distances obtained by adding the three 
resource ratios. To allow for comparison of 
the regression coefficients across models for 
each OD combination, we report standardized 
beta coefficients. All 30 regression models 
account for cross-country differences in socio-
economic development by including the HDI. 
The cross-country regression is again a 
weighted least-squares regression with robust 
standard errors; it is weighted by the inverse 
of the squared standard errors of the OD asso-
ciation parameter, to account for heterosce-
dasticity and imprecision due to estimation of 
the parameter of interest in the first step.

ReSulTS: HOw BeTween-
ClASS InequAlITy IS 
RelATed TO SOCIAl 
MOBIlITy
Covariation of Social Mobility and 
Between-Class Inequality across 39 
Countries

Our first set of analyses examines whether 
between-class inequality in education, 

income, and wages account for cross-country 
differences in social fluidity. Figure 1 shows 
the distribution of the focal dependent vari-
able in our first analysis: the country-specific 
Unidiff parameter representing the strength of 
intergenerational associations. A value of zero 
equals the mean associational strength for 
each gender-specific sample. We grouped 
country parameters according to the type of 
welfare state regime.

Relative social mobility varies between and 
within welfare state regimes. Countries with 
conservative welfare state regimes are the 
most similar, and they typically display below-
average social fluidity (Beller and Hout 2006). 
Countries with social-democratic welfare state 
regimes, on the other hand, have above-average 
fluidity levels (Esping-Andersen and Wagner 
2012). Countries with liberal or Eastern Euro-
pean transitional welfare state regimes exhibit 
greater heterogeneity. Those with liberal wel-
fare state regimes tend to rank above average 
in terms of social fluidity, particularly regard-
ing women, for whom the intergenerational 
association is on par, on average, with that 
observed in social-democratic welfare state 
regimes. The cluster of countries with transi-
tional welfare states shows no clear openness 
patterns, substantiating doubts about whether 
these countries conform to a cohesive type of 
welfare state or mobility regime in the first 
place (Bukodi and Goldthorpe 2018; Haggard 
and Kaufman 2009).

Figure 2 displays the predictor variables of 
interest: the standard deviations of between-
class inequality ratios for wages (rectangles), 
education (diamonds), and household income 
(triangles). Countries are ranked according to 
total between-class distance. We again find 
some variation in between-class inequalities 
across and within welfare state regimes. In 
general, countries in the Nordic cluster dis-
play lower inequalities (the one exception is 
Sweden). Conservative welfare states cluster 
below average, and Eastern European and 
liberal welfare states display both the lowest 
and highest between-class inequalities. The 
highest inequalities are found in Chile and the 
Philippines, which, according to the World 



1112  American Sociological Review 84(6) 

Bank, also rank high with regard to household 
income inequality as measured by the Gini 
coefficient.

Figure 3 displays the analog of the Great 
Gatsby curve based on our 39 countries. It 
shows the bivariate distribution of between-
class resource distances (i.e., the sum of the 
standard deviations of the three inequality 
ratios) and the level of social mobility as 
summarized by the (additively inverted) 
Unidiff parameter for men (upper panel) and 
women (lower panel).13 As shown by the fit-
ted regression line, the results support the 
idea of a moderate correlation between ine-
quality and mobility across countries 
( ρmen = −.522  and ρwomen = −.523 ). Chile, 
Portugal, and Poland exhibit particularly high 
levels of between-class inequality combined 
with low levels of social fluidity, whereas 
Iceland, Denmark, New Zealand, and Norway 
exhibit higher levels of fluidity and lower 
class inequalities.

Our results (based on 39 countries) largely 
resemble the Great Gatsby curve (based on 21 
countries; see Corak 2016), with some excep-
tions. Most notably, Sweden and Finland are 
among the most equal and mobile countries 
with regard to (men’s) individual earnings 
inequality and earnings elasticities, but they 
occupy the middle of the distribution regard-
ing class inequality and mobility.

Relationship between Aggregated 
Between-Class Inequality and Social 
Fluidity

To test our hypotheses regarding the relation-
ship between multidimensional between-class 
inequality and social fluidity (Hypothesis 1), 
the role of inter-class inequality vis-à-vis 
global measures of inequality (Hypothesis 2), 
and the mediating role of welfare states 
(Hypothesis 3), we use multiple regression 
and structural equation models. Tables 1 and 

Figure 1. Unidiff Parameter for 39 Countries Grouped by Welfare State Regime and Sex
Note: Mobility dataset; authors’ own calculations. We obtained the (additively inverted) Unidiff 
parameter by fitting the Unidiff model separately for men and women with immobility parameters 
on the diagonal (see Part C of the online supplement for model details). The gray line at zero denotes 
the average social fluidity for all countries. Country codes are provided in Table A.1 in the online 
supplement.
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3 report results obtained from models regress-
ing the Unidiff parameter on the three 
between-class inequality measures, the type 
of welfare state regime, and the human devel-
opment index. Tables 2 and 4 present results 
from additional models to compare the per-
formance of inter-class inequality measures 
with that of more conventional measures of 
aggregate inequality.

The baseline model (M1 in Table 1) 
includes only the control variables. In line 
with the literature, social fluidity among men 
is significantly higher in countries with 
social-democratic welfare regimes than in 
those with conservative welfare regimes (Bel-
ler and Hout 2006). Although substantial in 
size, the (standardized) level of moderniza-
tion as measured by the human development 

index is not significantly associated with 
higher relative mobility. This finding offers 
little support for the industrialization thesis 
(Ganzeboom et al. 1989).

Models 2 through 4 present evidence of an 
inverse relationship between the dispersion of 
between-class inequality ratios and mobility 
chances for each of the three dimensions under 
study. A difference of one standard deviation in 
between-class educational inequality is associ-
ated with a reduction in relative mobility 
chances of –.612 standard deviations, which is 
roughly the difference in intergenerational 
mobility chances between (more mobile) Nor-
wegian and (less mobile) Chilean men. Corre-
spondingly, a larger variation in between-class 
inequality of household incomes and wages is 
associated with a reduction in relative mobility 

Figure 2. Multidimensional Between-Class Inequality in 39 Countries
Note: Inequality dataset (refer to Methods section and Part F of the online supplement for detailed 
information); authors’ own calculations. The standard deviations of the 15 between-class resource ratios 
by country are depicted. The larger the standard deviation, the more unequally distributed are resources 
of that type between classes. The countries are ordered according to the total between-class inequality 
distance. Pearson’s correlation coefficient ρ and Spearman’s rank correlation coefficients rs equal: 

ρ ρ ρWages Educ Wages HH Inc Educ HH Inc
s
Wagesr− − − − −= = =. ; . ; . ;51 67 40 −− − − − −= = =Educ

s
Wages HH Inc

s
Educ HH Incr and r. ; . ; .35 51 30

 
for men, and ρ ρ ρWages Educ Wages HH Inc Educ HH Inc

s
Wagesr− − − − −= = =. ; . ; . ;47 49 37 −− − −= =Educ

s
Wages HH Incr. ; . ;39 42

and rs
Educ HH Inc− − = .46 for women.
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chances of –.374 and –.419 standard devia-
tions, respectively. When we include all three 
inequality dimensions in the model (M5), edu-
cational and household income inequalities 
remain statistically significant, whereas the 
effect of the dispersion of inter-class wage 
ratios is substantially reduced (Dbearn = –.463, 
s.e. = .172, p = .007).

Finally, as shown in models M6 and M7, 
the statistically significant effect of educa-
tional and household income inequalities on 

mobility chances remains even when we con-
trol for type of welfare state regime and level 
of modernization. Further mediation analysis 
using the product method (VanderWeele 
2016) reveals that 41.4 percent of the mobility-
enhancing effect associated with social- 
democratic welfare states is mediated by their 
reduction of between-class inequalities 
(DbWFR–SD = –.113, s.e. = .067, p = .091). 
Whereas educational inequality accounts for 
34.4 percent of social-democratic welfare 

Figure 3. The Great Gatsby Curve of Intergenerational Class Mobility and Between-Class 
Inequality
Note: Mobility dataset and inequality dataset; authors’ own calculations. We obtained the (additively 
inverted) Unidiff parameter by fitting the Unidiff model separately for men and women controlling 
for immobility parameters on the diagonal (see Part C of the online supplement for model details). 
Between-class distances equal the sum of the standard deviations of the three inequality ratios by 
country. Country codes are provided in Table A.1 in the online supplement. Figures G.3 and G.4 in the 
online supplement show one graph for each dimension and unlogged distances.
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states’ effect, household income accounts for 
merely 7.0 percent. This result indicates that 
social-democratic welfare states can increase 
social fluidity beyond their equalizing eco-
nomic effects (Nolan et al. 2011; Sørensen 
2006).

In our assessment of between-class ine-
quality measures relative to more conven-
tional aggregate measures (Table 2), we 
disregard countries for which the World Bank 
does not publish inequality measures: Bul-
garia, Belarus, Cyprus, the Philippines, 
Romania, and—depending on the measure—
either New Zealand or Russia.14 Our results 
emphasize the importance of between-class 
inequality. None of the parameters for alter-
native measures are statistically significant on 
their own. Additionally, conventional meas-
ures explain cross-country variation in mobil-
ity chances to a far lesser degree than do 
between-class inequality measures (the 
adjusted R2 for M5 in Table 1 amounts to 45.7 
percent compared to the R2 in Table 2, which 
is mostly negative or equal to zero). Once we 
control for inter-class inequality, all four 
alternative measures change their leading 
sign. Based on these results, we may con-
clude that the dispersion of between-class 
inequality provides a better aggregate meas-
ure of inequality where class mobility is con-
cerned than either the global average 
inequality measure (Gini) or the more con-
ventional distributional indices.

Tables 3 and 4 present corresponding 
parameter estimates from the regression mod-
els for women. We find almost no gender-
based differences, except for a stronger and 
more persistent effect of welfare-state regime 
type for women. The baseline model (M1 in 
Table 3) and bivariate relationships between 
social fluidity and the inequality dimensions 
(M2, M3, and M4) show that relative mobil-
ity chances for women are higher in less 
unequal societies and in countries with social-
democratic welfare regimes. Additionally, 
unlike men, women have greater mobility 
chances under liberal welfare state regimes 
than under conservative ones. Greater fluidity 
in the former might be due to the wider range 
of opportunities available to well-educated 

women (Beller and Hout 2006; DiPrete 2002). 
A one standard deviation increase in educa-
tional inequality reduces mobility chances by 
–.628 standard deviations, which equals the 
degree to which Latvian women are more 
mobile than U.S. women. Once we include all 
three inequality measures (M5), educational 
inequality remains the sole significant nega-
tive predictor of relative mobility chances, 
emphasizing the mediating role educational 
inequality plays with regard to social fluidity 
(Dbearn = –.423, s.e. = .155, p = .006, and  
DbHHInc = –.192, s.e. = .095, p = .044).

Adjusting for the HDI (M6) and welfare 
regime type (M7) does not reduce the effect 
of inequality on intergenerational fluidity, 
although once we control for regime type, 
educational and household income inequali-
ties are significantly related to social fluidity 
among women. A mediation analysis, however, 
reveals that liberal and social-democratic 
welfare regimes’ mobility-enhancing effects 
are not significantly reduced after accounting 
for inequality (DbWFR–Lib = –.028, s.e. = .074, 
p = .706, and DbWFR–SD = –.094, s.e. = .070,  
p = .182). These results demonstrate that 
inter-class inequality reduction is not the only 
way in which welfare states increase wom-
en’s fluidity. The aforementioned study by 
Beller and Hout (2006) suggests that cross-
country variation in higher educational attain-
ment might substantially explain the 
remaining effects of welfare regimes. The 
final model explains roughly 60 percent 
(adjusted 50 percent) of cross-country varia-
tion in women’s social fluidity.

The comparison of conventional inequality 
measures with those based on educational, 
income, and wage differences yields similar 
findings for women as for men. Again, we find 
that accounting for between-class inequalities 
accounts for cross-country variation in social 
fluidity to a much greater degree than do con-
ventional measures (compare the adjusted R2 
between any two consecutive models in Table 
4). On their own, conventional inequality 
parameters are not significantly related to 
mobility chances. Once we control for inter-
class inequality, all but one parameter linked to 
conventional measures changes signs. Hence, 
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for both men and women, dispersion of 
between-class resource inequalities provides a 
more accurate predictor of mobility than do 
conventional inequality measures, which con-
flate inter- and intra-class inequalities.

Results support Hypotheses 1 to 3: there is 
a strong negative relationship between the dis-
persion of inter-class inequality and social 
fluidity for each of the three dimensions of 
inequality under consideration (Hypothesis 1); 
between-class inequality measures signifi-
cantly outperform conventional inequality 
measures when it comes to explaining cross-
country variations in social fluidity (Hypothe-
sis 2); and social-democratic (and, for women, 
also liberal) welfare state regimes can increase 
relative mobility chances beyond their inequality-
muting effects (Hypothesis 3).

Relationship between Inter-Class 
Resource Distances and Relative 
Mobility Chances

Our second set of analyses aims to identify 
which intergenerational associations are spe-
cifically limited by between-class inequalities 
(Hypotheses 4 and 5). Hence, we regress the 
intergenerational association for each OD 
class combination on the respective total 
inter-class distance (i.e., the sum of the three 
resource ratios under consideration) while 
controlling for the HDI. Tables 5 and 6 dis-
play the standardized regression coefficients 
for between-class distance and modernization 
level in the first two panels. The R2 for each 
of the 30 weighted-regression models is 
reported in the bottom panel.

In the vast majority of OD class combina-
tions, and in all cases in which the inequality 
parameter turns out to be significant, larger 
between-class resource distances are linked to 
lower intergenerational associations for men 
(see Table 5). In particular, distances are 
negatively related to associations pertaining 
to downward mobility chances from LSC to 
RNM and from RNM to UWC. They are also 
negatively related to horizontal mobility 
chances from RNM to SEF and from SEF to 
SWC. Finally, there are three significantly 
negative effects pertaining to upward 

mobility from both UWC and SEF to HSC, 
and from SWC to LSC.

Similarly, resource distances are mostly 
negatively related to intergenerational associ-
ations for women (Table 6), although the 
relationship is only significant in five cases: 
from LSC to SWC and from RNM to UWC 
(downward mobility); and from SWC to LSC, 
UWC to LSC, and UWC to HSC (upward 
mobility). In addition, and contrary to our 
theoretical model, we find one significant 
positive association between resource distance 
and mobility chances, from RNM to LSC.

These results indicate that inter-class 
resource distances are inversely related to 
intergenerational associations between classes. 
However, we could not find complete support 
for Hypothesis 4, that larger resource distances 
between classes are always accompanied by 
lower intergenerational associations. Likewise, 
we could not find a clear-cut reason for why 
some OD class combinations are significantly 
negatively related to between-class inequality 
while others are not. A consistent finding is 
that the intergenerational association between 
unskilled working-class origins and high  
service-class destinations is significantly 
reduced for both men and women in countries 
where these classes fall apart more strongly in 
terms of their distance. In general, intergenera-
tional associations pertaining to mobility from 
the working classes to the service classes 
appear more strongly related to between-class 
distances than corresponding downward 
mobility chances. Hence, Hypothesis 5, stating 
that mobility between the service and working 
classes would be particularly affected by inter-
class distances, is only partially supported. Our 
finding, however, does support our proposal 
that larger between-class distances might espe-
cially hinder upward mobility in the lowest 
social classes, as such a transition is riskier in 
highly unequal regimes where competition is 
more pronounced.

Sensitivity Checks and Stability  
of Results

Given the limited number of observations, the 
considerably noisy data expected to arise 
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from the diverse surveys we pooled together, 
and the differences in resource measure-
ments, we carried out various robustness and 
sensitivity analyses.

First, we excluded all countries with sparse 
mobility tables (no zero cell counts and fewer 
than 10 cells below 30 observations) and ran our 
models again based on 36 mobility tables for 
men and 35 mobility tables for women. The 
restricted sample analysis again reveals a nega-
tive relationship between the dispersion of inter-
class inequality and overall social fluidity, as 
well as between resource distance and intergen-
erational associations pertaining to mobility 
from the unskilled working classes to the service 
classes for both men and women (results are 
presented in Tables H.1 to H.4 in the online sup-
plement). We also checked for country outliers 
and influential cases using robust regressions, 
and we found little indication that our results 
might be driven by our selection of countries 
(mostly because the weighting of the regressions 
already accounts for imprecise samples).

Second, we used different model specifi-
cations to study the OD association parame-
ter, including leaving out the HDI and 
controlling for type of welfare state regime or 
for survey-related measurement effects 
(results are presented in Table H.5 in the 
online supplement for different specifications 
of regression models pertaining to working-
class and service-class intergenerational asso-
ciations). Different model specifications had 
little influence on the results, in particular 
between the highest and lowest classes.

Third, we addressed concerns about pool-
ing various data sources for the MDS and 
IDS. We recalculated our main analyses for a 
subsample of mobility data from the ESS  
(N = 29) with our original inequality meas-
ures and on a further reduced subset of coun-
tries for which inequality data based solely on 
EU-SILC were available (N = 26). We pro-
vide the results of these additional analyses 
covering only European countries in Tables 
H.6 to H.13 in the online supplement. Results 
are largely robust, with the restriction that 
several coefficients do not reach statistical 
significance if the sample size is reduced.

Fourth, we addressed possible concerns 
regarding our country-level inequality meas-
ure by using the average (instead of the 
standard deviation) of resource ratios and 
additionally with the coefficient of variation 
of the underlying class resources (i.e., avoid-
ing the calculation of pairwise ratios). Both 
analyses confirm the robustness of our results 
with coefficients pertaining to inequality 
being negative and, except for household 
incomes in the full model, statistically sig-
nificant (results available in Tables H.14 to 
H.17 in the online supplement). We defend 
our choice to use the standard deviation of 
between-class ratios because of its sensitivity 
regarding larger deviations from the mean, 
thereby accounting more accurately for 
polarization of between-class inequalities. In 
light of these robust results, we expect better 
data to more conclusively demonstrate even 
stronger correlations between inequality and 
relative mobility chances.

Counterfactual Absolute Mobility 
under Different Inequality Regimes  
in the United States

It has become standard practice in social 
mobility research to show how differences in 
relative mobility chances affect mobility flows. 
To determine the effects of inequality on abso-
lute mobility, we built counterfactual mobility 
tables for the United States, assuming between-
class resource distances to equal those found in 
either the least unequal countries (i.e., Den-
mark for women and Slovakia for men) or the 
most unequal country (i.e., Chile for both). 
Using these distances, we predicted counter-
factual association parameters for each off-
diagonal cell in the United States mobility 
table. We then reconstructed cell frequencies 
based on these counterfactual association 
parameters and the observed marginal cell 
frequencies for the United States. The resulting 
differences in the mobility table are hence 
solely due to varying resource distances.

Figure 4 presents the data for upward and 
downward mobility between the UWC and 
the HSC as they were actually observed 
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(observed bar) and as they would be in a 
hypothetical, low-inequality United States 
(minimum) and a hypothetical, higher- 
inequality United States (maximum) for men 
and for women. If the resource distance 
between the HSC and the UWC were equal to 
that of Denmark or Slovakia, then downward 
mobility would be substantially more likely 
among privileged U.S. women (at 12.7 percent) 
and men (at 26.8 percent) than it currently is 
(8.8 percent and 12.0 percent, respectively). If, 
on the contrary, educational and economic 
resources between the most and least privileged 
classes were as unequally distributed as they 
are in Chile, no privileged Americans would 
experience downward mobility.

Counterfactual results for upward mobility 
mirror those for downward mobility. If 
resource distances between the UWC and the 
HSC in the United States were equal to that of 
Slovakia or Denmark, roughly 8.8 percent of 
men and 10.2 percent of women from the 
UWC would achieve the so-called American 

dream, whereas only 7.9 percent of men and 
6.6 percent of women currently do according 
to observed data. On the other hand, long-
range upward mobility would drop to 5.4 
percent for men and 5.0 percent for women 
from the least privileged backgrounds if 
between-class inequalities were to increase to 
Chilean levels. These simple simulations 
illustrate the importance of inter-class ine-
quality for absolute long-range upward and 
downward mobility.

COnCluSIOnS And 
dISCuSSIOn
Summary and Implications  
of the Results

The regression models reported in the first 
step of our analyses provide support for 
Hypothesis 1: countries with higher inequality 
levels display lower levels of social fluidity. 
They also show that the impact of inequality 

Figure 4. Counter-Factual Absolute Mobility of U.S. Men and Women
Note: Observed and predicted absolute upward and downward mobility of U.S. men and women based 
on observed and counterfactual maximum and minimum inequality distances. We use the partial 
effect of inequality distances on the intergenerational association based on 39 countries to predict the 
counterfactual mobility flows between selected classes.
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on social fluidity is driven by between-class 
inequalities rather than by overall economic 
inequality (Hypothesis 2). Mediation analyses 
also show that welfare state regimes can 
enhance mobility chances beyond their reduc-
tion of economic inequalities (Hypothesis 3). 
Net of inter-class inequalities, social-democratic 
welfare regimes and, for women, liberal ones 
are linked to higher social fluidity compared 
to continental welfare regimes. Regarding 
multidimensionality of inequality, results 
emphasize the importance of educational and 
household income inequalities.

The second set of analyses provide partial 
support for a direct link between inter-class 
distances and intergenerational association 
for specific OD class combinations. Thus, 
Hypothesis 4 cannot be entirely rejected. 
However, cross-country correlations between 
distances and mobility chances are neither 
significant nor negative for all class combina-
tions. Given the uncertainty in our measure-
ments, we take these inconclusive and partly 
mixed results as providing support for the 
idea that the link between inequality and 
mobility can be found in between-class dis-
tances. Our analysis does not fully support 
Hypothesis 5—namely, that the aforemen-
tioned link is particularly strong between 
working and service classes. Although we 
found a strong correlation between inequality 
and mobility chances from unskilled working-
class origins to (high) service-class destina-
tions, associations pertaining to downward 
mobility chances are not significantly related 
to between-class distances. Regarding abso-
lute mobility in the United States, however, 
our counterfactual exercise shows that, every-
thing else equal, larger inter-class inequality 
considerably reduces downward mobility.

Cross-national variation in social mobility 
has not been systematically linked to between-
class inequality in prior empirical research 
(Bukodi and Goldthorpe 2018). Likewise, 
there is sparse theoretical literature on the 
potential mechanism linking inequality and 
class mobility. We argued that inter-class ine-
quality reduces mobility chances by increasing 
the distances between classes that must then be 

overcome in mobility processes. These dis-
tances directly affect mobility strategies by 
moderating risk-averse decision-making: when 
resource distances are large, the propensity for 
mobility is lower because related strategies 
carry greater risk in more competitive environ-
ments. Consequently, aggregated intergenera-
tional associations are lower. Our finding that 
larger inter-class inequalities are connected to 
lower intergenerational associations in both 
upward and downward mobility provide sup-
port for these hypotheses, especially when it 
comes to mobility from the lowest to highest 
classes. Children from more disadvantaged 
backgrounds seem, on average, to refrain from 
ambitious mobility decisions if favorable class 
destinations are “too far” for them (Paskov  
et al. 2016). We cannot directly show this cor-
relation on the individual level, but the regres-
sion results support its possibility.

Limitations and Suggestions 
for Future Research

A caveat to our study is that we could not 
empirically test our theoretical conjecture on 
the micro level; we could only study aggre-
gated results. Although we did find the 
expected relationship between inequality and 
mobility chances, there might be factors other 
than between-class resource distance that also 
shape mobility chances. In particular, it is 
likely that cross-country differences in class 
composition based on race, ethnicity, or other 
ascriptive traits additionally shape the 
inequality distribution and significantly con-
strain mobility opportunities for minorities 
(Chetty et al. 2018). Moreover, the role of 
within-class inequality requires further inves-
tigation, in particular from a micro-level per-
spective. The evidence presented here 
supports the idea that levels of within-class 
inequality do not affect class mobility chances 
once between-class inequality is accounted 
for, but the potential role of within-class 
inequality for class mobility remains to be 
scrutinized. Further research is required to 
establish whether there is, in fact, a causal 
link between inter-class distances and 
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mobility chances. Preliminary analyses 
exploiting longitudinal data of consecutive 
intra-country cohorts are consistent with our 
results, albeit at the aggregate class level.

An important limitation to note is the het-
erogeneity of the data sources. Both the mobil-
ity dataset (MDS) and the inequality dataset 
(IDS) are based on various different surveys. 
We used this strategy to study more than just 
the usual European countries and to include 
populations that are far too often ignored in 
comparative mobility research, like the popu-
lations of Chile, Philippines, and Belarus, as 
well as Canada, the United States, Israel, and 
Australia (Breen 2004; Bukodi and Goldthorpe 
2018; Erikson and Goldthorpe 1992). Regard-
ing the multiple sources of the IDS, we were 
forced to use this strategy because none of the 
datasets provided good measurements for all 
three indicators. The EU-SILC provides the 
best (i.e., largest) samples to calculate 
between-class wage inequality measures, and 
the EVS provides a reasonably good measure 
of household income, but neither the EVS nor 
the EU-SILC allow one to construct between-
class educational inequalities, either due to 
lacking years in education or because of 
highly aggregated (and in some countries 
poorly measured) educational categories. The 
ESS and the ISSP, on the other hand, do not 
provide good income measures for the pur-
pose of calculating between-class inequality. 
Hence, we followed the least bad and most 
exhaustive strategy of obtaining inequality 
measures for each country from the surveys 
that appeared to us most appropriate for the 
construction of each measure.

Our inequality measures could also be 
improved upon in future work. The lack of 
significant data on the effects of between-
class wage inequality calls for a more direct 
measurement of cross-country differences in 
social closure, potentially via microclasses 
(Weeden and Grusky 2012). Finally, we 
would have preferred to use household 
income measurements taken closer to the 
time in which survey respondents grew up. 
Due to large cross-country variation in available 

first measurements and a lack of comparable 
income data in older surveys, we had to reg-
ister income inequalities based on contempo-
rary data, much like comparable mobility 
studies have done (Andrews and Leigh 2009; 
Björklund and Jäntti 1997; Breen and Luijkx 
2004b; Erikson and Goldthorpe 1992). 
Although this is regrettable in terms of the fit 
between our theoretical conjecture and our 
empirical conceptualization, it implies that 
our findings are not driven by differences in 
the timing of the measurements; they follow 
from using between-class distance measure-
ments instead of global average inequality 
measurements.

The lack of correlation between resource 
distances and mobility chances for all OD com-
binations may be due to other issues, such as 
the limited number of between-class resource 
measures we could use (i.e., education, house-
hold income, and wages). Other stratifying 
resources, such as wealth, property ownership, 
cross-country parenting styles, or inter-class 
affinities might help to better understand the 
correlations presented here (Lareau 2015; Pfef-
fer 2018). Future research should attempt to use 
a wider range of measures to adjust for cross-
country institutional differences, which might 
affect mobility and account for unobserved 
heterogeneity among countries.

Keeping these caveats in mind, it is impor-
tant to note that we did not aim to provide a 
causal analysis of the relationship between 
inequality and mobility, but rather a concep-
tually innovative, descriptive account from a 
sociological perspective. Sociologists have 
only recently concluded that there has been a 
modest rise in social fluidity in most coun-
tries over the course of the prosperous dec-
ades following World War II (Breen 2004; 
Hertel 2017), but this subtle trend toward 
openness may mean little to individuals born 
in this era of increasing inequality. Although 
we cannot evaluate such a conjecture based 
on this analysis, we can state with certainty 
that current mobility chances are more une-
qually distributed in countries marked by 
larger between-class inequalities.
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notes
 1. Faced with the paradox of constant social-class 

mobility and decreasing economic mobility in the 
United Kingdom, Blanden and colleagues (2013) 
use a decomposition method to show that different 
trends are due to a declining correlation between 
individual income and parental class. Breen and 
colleagues (2015) further demonstrate that eco-
nomic and class mobility are only weakly corre-
lated. It is worth noting, however, that inter-class 
inequality might have risen alongside (individual) 
earnings and (family) income inequality, at least in 
the United States (Morgan and Cha 2007; Morgan 
and Tang 2007; Weeden et al. 2007; Wodtke 2015).

 2. In the following, we use (relative) class mobility, 
social mobility, and social fluidity synonymously. 

Relative mobility refers to the net associations 
between origin and destination classes as typically 
represented by parameters from log-linear models 
or odds ratios. Social fluidity refers to the overall 
strength of these associations as typically measured 
by the Unidiff parameter, which scales all associa-
tion parameters uniformly up or down.

 3. Comparing the partial correlations of industrial-
ization, political system, educational inequality, 
and income inequality with the strength of inter-
generational class association, they obtained three 
noteworthy results: only income inequality was 
coherently linked to relative mobility; this effect 
was independent of educational inequality; and it 
drove the more equal mobility chances in socialist 
countries.

 4. Using between- and within-country variation in 
European societies, Paskov and colleagues (2016) 
found a negative association between economic 
inequalities and status-seeking. This somewhat puz-
zling finding, they argue, might suggest that larger 
inequalities discourage individuals from status-seeking 
behavior. They further show that status-seeking is 
lowest among low-status groups, and the effect of 
inequality on status-seeking is strongest for these 
groups relative to middle- and high-status groups.

 5. By studying resource distances between classes, 
we do not aim to replace the notion of class with 
some measure of vertical difference (Rytina 1992). 
Erikson and Goldthorpe (1992) explicitly distin-
guish their approach from mobility studies that 
use a continuous hierarchical scale, but we take a 
middle ground: we acknowledge the mobility barri-
ers inscribed in the class structure as such (and thus 
are considered equal across different countries), 
and we additionally consider the resource distances 
between classes (which vary across countries), but 
we do not suggest that distances are either linear 
across classes or uniform across countries.

 6. To provide a coherent class conceptualization, 
we first transformed ISCO codes from 1968 and 
2008 classifications into the 1988 format; we then 
applied the algorithm provided by Ganzeboom 
and Treiman (2003, 2013) to assign working indi-
viduals to a class, using additional information on 
self-employment and—where available—on super-
visory tasks (Mitnik and Cumberworth 2018).

 7. Listwise deletion is not a preferable strategy 
because data are rarely missing at random, but these 
surveys provide us with little information for study-
ing the processes that result in missing data on class 
origin, class destination, and inequality between 
classes. In this case, an imputation model would 
result in artefactual country differences due to dif-
ferent imputation models used for each survey or 
country. Hence, we handle missing data by listwise 
deletion, acknowledging that we might underesti-
mate both immobility and inequality. Our results on 
the association between inequality and mobility are 
therefore most likely conservative.

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9557-9283
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9557-9283
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5745-4466
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5745-4466
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 8. All datasets provide us with either the EGP codes 
or three- to four-digit ISCO codes so we could con-
struct the EGP class scheme, but the EU-SILC data 
contain only occupational information with lower 
precision on a two-digit level. We used the cross-
walk provided by Bernardi and Ballarino (2014) to 
construct a rough version of the EGP class scheme.

 9. In additional robustness analyses, we calculated 
inter-class inequalities and resource distances based 
on information gathered as close as possible to 
respondents’ year of birth. Results are similar com-
pared to those presented in this article with respect 
to effect directions, but due to the more heteroge-
neous nature of sources and the data noise resulting 
from cross-country differences in the earliest avail-
able measurements, most of these effects are not 
statistically significant.

10. All Stata and R syntax files required for replication 
of the analyses are available in a public Open Sci-
ence Framework repository at https://osf.io/thw34/. 
Please note that we are unable to share some of 
the micro data used in the analyses due to access 
regulations of data distributors (e.g., EU-SILC). 
The country-level statistics required for replication 
studies are all provided in the online supplement.

11. We thank an anonymous reviewer for this suggestion.
12. Standardizing the three indicators would account 

for the different dispersion in each dimension 
and result in an equally weighted index. Because 
between-class inequality measures are unit-free 
resource ratios with the same order of magnitude, 
we argue that the extent to which one ratio is larger 
than the other suggests its relative importance for 
stratifying mobility chances.

13. For this plot, we log-transformed the aggregated dis-
tances for the sake of readability. We provide sepa-
rate plots for each dimension and the unlogged total 
plot in Figures G.3 and G.4 in the online supplement.

14. The results presented in Table 1 (for men) and Table 
3 (for women) also hold if restricted to the subset of 
countries studied in the analyses presented in Tables 
2 and 4.
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