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THE DIFFICULTY OF TEASING OUT SOCIOLOGY’S NET CONTRIBUTIONS

The rise of a single mobility field ... makes it harder to identify sociology’s 
net contributions

Forces behind this convergence
• Shared tools: Cross-disciplinary methods and data (esp. administrative data)
• Mixed teams: Cross-disciplinary research teams 
• Shared period effects: A common zeitgeist in favor of rigorous causal inference, 

qualitative work, and so forth



OUTLINE

Key Developments
• A more expansive examination of the many types of mobility
• A return to the field’s demographic roots
• A shift from descriptive to causal analysis
• A new capacity to understand the long arc of history
• The rise of qualitative work on intra-organizational processes (family, primary 

school, college)
New Directions
• Build an integrated mobility model
• Build formal theory for integrated mobility model
• Illuminate key inequality trends (e.g., trends in segregation) via 

intergenerational processes
• Integrate qualitative and quantitative mobility research
• Prepare for the big data storm



DEVELOPMENT #1: NO LONGER LASER-FOCUSED ON CLASS MOBILITY
(VIEWED IN RELATIVE TERMS)

A more expansive examination of many types of mobility

Illustrative new findings pertaining to these many types
• Absolute mobility
• Educational mobility
• Income mobility
• Wealth mobility



EXPLOSION OF RESEARCH ON DECLINING ABSOLUTE MOBILITY

Dramatic decline in absolute 
socioeconomic mobility (see, e.g., 
Hout 2018)

Occupational causes
• Decline in middle-status 

occupations (e.g., production 
occupations) 

• Increase in low-status service 
occupations

Other illustrative examples:
Manduca et al. 2020; Hell and 
Jackson 2021

https://www.pnas.org/content/pnas/115/38/9527.full.pdf
https://docs.iza.org/dp13456.pdf


EXPLOSION OF RESEARCH ON EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT AND MOBILITY

U-turn in educational mobility 
that mimics U-turn in income 
inequality (see Jackson and 
Holzman 2020)

Also see Breen and Müller 
2020; Hertel and Pfeffer 2020

Long-term trend in effects of origins on college 
enrollment

https://www.pnas.org/content/117/32/19108/tab-article-info
https://www.sup.org/books/title/?id=30634
https://www.sup.org/books/title/?id=30634


EXPLOSION OF RESEARCH ON INCOME MOBILITY (WITHIN SOCIOLOGY)

Corrected intergenerational 
elasticity reveals extreme 
immobility in US (see Mitnik 
and Grusky 2020)

Also see Bloome 2018; 
Torche 2018)

Intergenerational elasticity for U.S. men born 
between 1972 and 1975

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/0081175019886613
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/0003122418809374
https://sociology.stanford.edu/sites/sociology/files/torche18_mobility_educational_elite_0.pdf


A NEW STREAM OF RESEARCH ON WEALTH MOBILITY

The wealth gap 
between Black 
and white people 
is generated by 
unequal starting 
points and racial 
differences in 
transmission 
processes (see 
Pfeffer and 
Killewald 2019)

The intergenerational sources of the Black-white gap in wealth

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/2378023119831799


DEVELOPMENT #2: A RETURN TO THE FIELD’S DEMOGRAPHIC ROOTS

The key question: How do changes in family structure, fertility, and other 
demographic processes affect mobility? 

Illustrative examples
• Family structure models
• Family disruption models
• Multigenerational models (but I’ll let Joe Ferrie talk about this ... see Ferrie 

et al. 2021; for relevant work in sociology, see Song 2021; Pfeffer and 
Killewald 2017)

https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/doi/epdf/10.1086/711038
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/0081175020973054
https://scholar.harvard.edu/files/akillewald/files/generations_of_advantage.pdf


TRENDS IN MOBILITY MAY PARTLY DEPEND ON TRENDS IN FAMILY STRUCTURE

If two-earner families come
to dominate, mobility will
decline

If mother-only families come
to dominate, mobility will
increase

See Hout 2018

Both parents

Mother only
Father only

https://www.pnas.org/content/pnas/115/38/9527.full.pdf


TRENDS IN MOBILITY MAY PARTLY DEPEND ON FAMILY STABILITY

If children transition more
frequently into new family
types (via, e.g., divorce and 
remarriage), mobility will 
increase

See Bloome 2017

https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/45047260.pdf


DEVELOPMENT #3: THE CAUSAL TURN

Field has historically been very descriptive

Growing interest on causal effects

Illustrative examples
• Causal effects of college 
• Causal effects of neighborhood
• Causal effects of mobility (will omit for reasons of time)



COLLEGE PREMIUM BY AGE AND PROPENSITY TO GRADUATE FROM COLLEGE

Class effect: Large 
premium when 
propensity is low

Gender effect: Decline 
in premium over life 
course (motherhood 
penalty?)

See Cheng et al. 
2021

Men

Women

Men

Women

Men

Women

Low propensity                     Medium propensity                High propensity

large 
premium!

declining
premium!

https://www.science.org/doi/epdf/10.1126/sciadv.abg7641


NEIGHBORHOOD EFFECTS ON SCHOOLING

Strong effect of exposure to 
a low-amenity neighborhood 
during adolescence on HS 
graduation (for all levels of 
family income but especially 
for poor families)

See Wodtke, Harding, and 
Elwert 2016

Compare to Chetty et al.
2016

https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/doi/epdf/10.1086/684137
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/aer.20150572


NEIGHBORHOOD EFFECTS ON ACADEMIC PERFORMANCE

What happens when there’s 
a homicide in close proximity 
(within block group, census 
tract, or neighborhood 
cluster)?

Lower performance on 
vocabulary and reading 
assessments when
• the exposure is recent
• the exposure is close

See Sharkey 2018

https://www.patricksharkey.net/


DEVELOPMENT #4: LONG ARC OF HISTORY

It’s been very difficult  – until recently – to reach back into pre-survey history, 
with the result that trend analyses have covered relatively limited period

WIth administrative data, researchers can now reach back into the more 
distant past



SHARP DECLINE IN MOBILITY WITH INDUSTRIALIZATION

See Song, Massey, 
Rolf, Ferrie, 
Rothbaum, and Xie
2019

For results in other
countries, see
Breen and Müller 
2020;  Bukodi et al. 
2019; Jackson and 
Evans 2017

Correlation reduced by  massive 
outflow of children from 

agricultural sector

https://www.patricksharkey.net/
https://www.sup.org/books/title/?id=30634
https://academic.oup.com/sf/article-abstract/98/3/941/5477829
https://sociologicalscience.com/articles-v4-3-54/


DEVELOPMENT #5: THE RISE OF QUALITATIVE STUDIES OF MOBILITY

Increasing prominence of qualitative studies of class reproduction

Illustrative examples
• Early childhood nutrition
• Primary and secondary school
• College



QUALITATIVE WORK ON NUTRITIONAL DISPARITIES

Low-income parents resort to 
unnourishing food because it’s the 
main affordable treat at their disposal

See Fielding-Singh 2021

http://priyafs.com/


QUALITATIVE WORK ON PRIMARY AND SECONDARY SCHOOL

High-income “helicopter parents” 
ensure that their children are 
evaluated well

Primary schools are not the great 
equalizer!

See Colarco 2018

http://www.jessicacalarco.com/


QUALITATIVE WORK ON COLLEGES

Low-income students who haven’t 
attended elite secondary schools 
(e.g., Exeter, Andover) are left to 
flounder on their own

Colleges are not the great equalizer!

See Jack 2020

https://www.hup.harvard.edu/catalog.php?isbn=9780674976894#:%7E:text=The%20Privileged%20Poor%20reveals%20how,these%20students%20are%20to%20thrive.&text=In%20The%20Privileged%20Poor%2C%20Anthony,they've%20arrived%20on%20campus.
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New Directions
• Build an integrated mobility model
• Build formal theory for integrated mobility model
• Illuminate key inequality trends (e.g., trends in segregation) via 

intergenerational processes
• Integrate qualitative and quantitative mobility research
• Prepare for the big data storm



NEW DIRECTIONS #1: AN INTEGRATED MOBILITY MODEL

Simultaneously model all types of 
intergenerational reproduction (e.g., 
education, occupation, class, 
earnings, income, wealth, 
neighborhood). See Breen et al. 2016.
Integrate intergenerational and intra-
generational mobility
Include multiple generations
Measure marital mobility and
individual mobility
Represent assortative mating for origin 
and destination families

Changing left-side associations: Rising income 
inequality induces “artifactual” rigidification in occ. 
mobility
Conflated mobility trends: Declining occ. immobility 
induces artifactual trend in income immobility

https://sociologicalscience.com/download/vol-3/february/SocSci_v3_39to90.pdf


NEW DIRECTIONS #2: BUILD A FORMAL THEORY FOR THE INTEGRATED
MOBILITY MODEL

Goal of formal model: To understand how mobility is affected by changes in 
public and private human capital investments and other institutional forces 
(see Becker and Tomes 1979; Solon 2018, Mitnik 2018)

What we need: An analogue to formal theory for an integrated mobility 
model that incorporates the requisite institutional detail (e.g., residential 
segregation, incarceration, college admissions policy, safety net policy)

https://www.jstor.org/stable/1833328?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/ecoj.12495


NEW DIRECTIONS #3: BUILD IN INTERGENERATIONAL PROCESSES TO
UNDERSTAND KEY INEQUALITY TRENDS

Example:  An intergenerational account of trends in occupational gender segregation 
Is the stalling-out of the long-standing decline in occupational gender segregation due to 
new types of familial mobility?  Are fathers no longer willing to pass on their male-typed 
occupations to their daughters? 

Other examples: Examine role of intergenerational processes in accounting for trends in 
occupational racial segregation, assortative mating, residential segregation



NEW DIRECTIONS #4: INTEGRATE QUALITATIVE AND QUANTITATIVE
APPROACHES

The two forms shouldn’t move on 
completely parallel tracks and simply 
“inform” one another

Typical mixed-method approach: A single 
study embodies a separate qualitative 
and quantitative component

Pathway to integration
• Link qualitative and administrative 

data and thereby merge the two forms
• Allow for secondary analysis
• Rely on representative samples



NEW DIRECTIONS #5: PREPARE FOR THE BIG DATA STORM

Linked census data will be available 
reasonably soon (see Katie Genadek’s 
presentation)

Illustrative new analyses
• Integrated mobility model
• Detailed occupational inheritance 

(i.e., micro classes)
• Disaggregated analysis of racial and 

ethnic disparities in mobility (based 
on, e.g., 100-category schemes) 

• Effects of neighborhood 
interventions
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