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Tiivistelmä 

Tämä väitöskirja tarkastelee, millaisia rooleja hyvinvointivaltioiden 
instituutioilla on ylisukupolvisessa eriarvoisuudessa. Tutkimus osoittaa 

erilaisten instituutioiden vaikutuksia sosioekonomisten resurssien 

eriarvoiseen ylisukupolviseen välittymiseen. 
Yhteiskunnallinen tutkimus yhdistää yksilöt ja yhteiskunnan rakenteet 

sosiaalisten stratifikaatioprosessien kautta, tuoden instituutiot 
eriarvoisuustutkimuksen keskiöön. Vertaileva tutkimus on löytänyt 

hyvinvointivaltioiden välillä samankaltaisuuksia sosiaalisen liikkuvuuden 
kehityssuunnissa. Eroavaisuuksia on kuitenkin löydetty ilmiön 

voimakkuudessa, mikä korostaa ylisukupolvisen eriarvoisuuden pysyvyyttä. 

Selitykset näille tuloksille, etenkin instituutioerojen näkökulmasta, ovat vielä 
vähäisiä. 

Väitöskirja koostuu neljästä tutkimusosasta. Ylisukupolvista eriarvoisuutta 
tutkitaan vanhempien sosioekonomisten resurssien ylisukupolvisina 

siirtyminä jälkikasvun koulutuksen, ammatin, tulojen ja 

perheenmuodostuksen näkökulmista. Kaikissa tutkimusosissa yhteys 
perhetaustan ja elämänkulun varhaisten siirtymien välillä on selkeä. Näiden 

lisäksi tutkimusosat tarkastelevat monenlaisten instituutioiden rooleja, 
ulottuen yksittäisestä politiikasta, kuten perhe- ja koulutuspolitiikasta, 

laajempiin institutionaalisiin konteksteihin, kuten työmarkkinoihin. 
Tutkimusosissa on käytetty useita eri lähestymistapoja, 

tutkimusmenetelmiä sekä mikro- ja makro-tason aineistoja. Osat I ja II 

tutkivat koulutus- ja perhepoliittisten muutosten vaikutuksia perhetaustan ja 
ammattiaseman yhteyteen Euroopan maissa soveltaen 

monitasoregressiomalleja ESS-aineistoon. Osa III selvittää 
vaihtoehtoiskustannusten ja perhetaustan yhteyttä korkeakouluun 

siirtymisessä käyttäen logistista regressiota PSID-aineistolla. Osa IV tutkii, 

eroaako perhetaustan, naisten tulojen ja perheen perustamisen väliset suhteet 
sosiaalidemokraattisen ja liberaalin hyvinvointivaltiotyyppien välillä, 
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hyödyntäen Coxin regressiota yhdysvaltalaisella NLSY79-aineistolla sekä 
Suomen rekisteriaineistolla. 

Tulokset osoittavat, että instituutioilla on sekä positiivinen että 

negatiivinen vaikutus ylisukupolviseen eriarvoisuuteen. Tuloksista voidaan 
johtaa kolme eri roolia. Kompensoivassa roolissa instituutio vaikuttaa huono-

osaisiin perheisiin tarjoamalla mahdollisuuksia ylöspäin suuntautuvaan 
liikkuvuuteen ja katkaisemalla huono-osaisuuden ylisukupolvisuutta. Toiseksi, 

hyväosaisuutta ylläpitävässä roolissa instituutio tukee tai turvaa 
hyväosaisuuden periytymistä sukupolvien välillä. Kolmanneksi, tasa-

arvoistavassa roolissa instituutiot tasoittavat ylisukupolvisia siirtymiä 

vahvistamalla sekä ylös- että alaspäin suuntautuvaa sosiaalista liikkuvuutta. 
Kaiken kaikkiaan instituutiot vähensivät ylisukupolvista eriarvoisuutta 

mutta ne myös kannattelivat ylisukupolvista hyväosaisuutta. Tästä voi 
päätellä, että perinteiset hyvinvointivaltioinstituutiot, kuten 

koulutuspolitiikat, eivät välttämättä aina vaikuta eriarvoisuuteen odotetulla 

tavalla. 
 

Avainsanat: ylisukupolvinen eriarvoisuus, instituutiot, sosiaalinen liikkuvuus, 
koulutus, perhepolitiikka, mikro-makro yhteys, regressioanalyysi 
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Abstract 

This dissertation studies the roles of institutions in intergenerational 
inequalities in modern societies. The aim is to provide empirical evidence on 

the influences of different kinds of institutions in the transmission of 

socioeconomic resources between generations in multiple country settings. 
Institutions have been at the centre of sociological research, as they link 

individuals and the structures of society through the processes of social 
stratification. Previous comparative literature has concluded that there are 

similarities in social mobility patterns but differences in the strength of the 
association across western societies, stressing the persistence of 

intergenerational inequalities. However, evidence to explain these results, 

particularly considering institutional differences, is lacking. 
This dissertation comprises four research parts. Intergenerational 

inequalities are studied in relation to the impacts of the transmission of 
parental socioeconomic resources on educational, occupational, income and 

family formation outcomes. In all four parts, the association between parental 

resources and early life transitions and outcomes is apparent. The four parts 
examine the roles of a variety of institutions, from specific policies, such as 

educational and family policies, to wider context institutions, such as the 
labour market. 

A variety of research designs, datasets and methods are applied in this 
research. Parts I and II use multilevel regression models to study the impacts 

of education and family policies on origin-destination associations with 

European Social Survey in multiple European countries. Part III applies 
logistic regression to investigate the unequal transition into college and 

analyses the impact of lower opportunity costs with the Panel Study of Income 
Dynamics, while part IV compares the impacts of family background on the 

income-childbirth association of two countries, Finland and the United States, 

with different levels of public family support using Finnish register data and 
the 1979 National Longitudinal Survey of Youth. 

5
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The results of the research parts demonstrate that institutions can have 
both positive and negative impacts on intergenerational transmissions 

through three different roles. First, institutions can have a compensatory role, 

i.e., have a positive influence on families with few resources and break the 
inheritance of disadvantage by providing opportunities for upward mobility. 

Second, institutions can secure advantages by helping to maintain or secure 
the intergenerational inheritance of advantage. Third, institutions can have an 

equalising role where the intergenerational transmission is reduced at both 
ends of the resource distribution by simultaneously strengthening upward 

mobility and increasing downward mobility. 

To conclude, institutions diminish intergenerational inequality, but they 
can also maintain the persistence of intergenerational advantage. This 

suggests that traditional welfare state institutions, such as educational 
policies, may not always work as expected in promoting better equality. 

 

Keywords: intergenerational inequality, institutions, social mobility, 
education, family policy, micro-macro links, regression analysis   
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1 Introduction 

 
 
 
Social science research focusing on social stratification within societies has 
emphasised the structures and settings that generate, maintain or alleviate 
inequalities. Classical theorists of stratification have demonstrated how interactions 
and events occurring at the individual level are influenced and reformed by the 
surrounding society and its institutional settings, and vice versa (Coleman 1990; 
Davis & Moore 1945; Kerr et al. 1960; Lenski 1966; Sorokin 1957). Although 
modernisation theory - that industrialism and modernisation create more equally 
functioning labour markets - is largely contested and debated, these early discussions 
designated the focus of the sociological literature on the interdependence of 
inequalities in the connections between individuals and institutions. 

The concept of an institution in sociological discussions is manifold. In this 
dissertation, institutions are defined as the structures of a society that contain, create 
or hold established laws or practices that, alone or in an aggregate form, stand as an 
institution in the public sphere. In this regard, the comparative focus on how 
stratification and social mobility occur and evolve in different kinds of societies 
sparked new approach on the institutional aspects of the unequal distribution of 
resources (Lenski 1966; Lipset and Zetterberg 1959). The sociological literature 
applying these institutional aspects have included various measures of institutions, 
providing diverse information on the processes and relationships between institutions 
and inequalities. Although institutions have long been at the centre of sociological 
research, recognising that different measures of institutions provide somewhat 
different information can aid in understanding the interactions between institutions 
and intergenerational inequalities. 

As the institutional approach to studying inequalities motivated the stratification 
discussions from early on, the comparative literature provided valuable information 
on changes in social mobility. Although comparative studies found similarities in 
mobility patterns, suggesting a ‘common social fluidity’ hypothesis (Feathermann et 
al. 1975) that there are no cross-national differences in mobility, there is evidence of 
significant differences in the strength of social mobility across the western countries 
(Erikson et al. 1979; Erikson & Goldthorpe 1992; Grusky & Hauser 1984). However, 
evidence to explain these results, particularly from the view of institutional 
differences, is lacking. Therefore, this dissertation studies the roles of institutions in 
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intergenerational inequalities and provides empirical evidence on the influences of 
different kinds of institutions in the transmission of socioeconomic resources between 
generations. 

The extensive comparative welfare state literature provides information on how 
different or similar institutional settings influence social mobility across nations. The 
welfare state categorisation was employed as a tool of comparison according to how 
the national institutions create and influence stratified welfare (Esping-Andersen 
1990). As the influence of family background through education is one of the most 
vital factors that determines the socioeconomic opportunities and outcomes of an 
individual (Blau & Duncan 1967; Goldthorpe 2003; Treiman & Ganzeboom 1990), 
cross-national studies have largely focused on education and educational institutions 
(Pfeffer 2008; Triventi 2013). The well-known comparative pieces by Shavit and 
Blossfeld (1993) and Shavit et al. (2007) contribute to this area of study by 
untangling the inequalities in educational opportunity across modern societies. 

While comparative research has focused on the (in)different results of institutions 
between countries, multiple country-cases have examined how national institutions or 
changes within them are linked with the inequalities in the country. For example, 
Whelan and Layte (2002) studied meritocracy and social mobility in Ireland, and 
Boliver (2011) examined the relationship between educational expansion and class 
inequalities in Britain. Some studies focused on the effect of more detailed meso- or 
macro-level variables on the intergenerational transmission (see, e.g., Havnes & 
Mogstad 2015, on universal child care in Norway; Minello & Blossfeld 2017, on 
adult education in Germany and Pekkarinen et al. 2009, on school tracking in 
Finland). These types of case studies have demonstrated the effect of a specific 
institution on intergenerational inequalities and have sparked discussions on how the 
results within a country can be generalised or applied in other contexts and 
institutional settings. 

With the developments in quantitative methodology and the availability of 
comparative micro- and macro-level data, stratification research has extended 
institutional measures from country studies to cross-national research. This new 
approach in mobility literature has provided wider causal knowledge on the 
associations between institutions and intergenerational inequalities (Yaish & 
Andersen 2012). For example, educational arrangements that provide more equal 
access to higher education, i.e., a lower level of educational tracking, have been 
found to increase educational mobility (Pfeffer 2008; Schlicht et al. 2010). Even 
though analysis of how specific policies or institutional characteristics contribute to 
inequalities in different societies is vital, this literature is very recent and concrete 
evidence on how specific institutions, other than educational institutions, have 
affected intergenerational inequalities is scarce due to the lack of detailed information 
on national institutions. One of the contributions of this dissertation is providing 
empirical evidence on how specific education and family policies have influenced the 
intergenerational transmission of socioeconomic resources. 

12
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The aim of this dissertation is to analyse what kinds of roles institutions have in 
the intergenerational transmission of resources. By studying micro-level events, i.e., 
educational transitions, socioeconomic outcomes and family formation, in relation to 
macro-level factors, i.e., institutions, with an intergenerational approach, this 
dissertation contributes to the knowledge of how institutions and inequalities are 
connected. This extends the previous policy discussions in which the links to micro-
level events have not been analysed in detail, and widens the sociological perspective 
of stratification by describing the institutional aspect in the mechanisms of social 
inequalities. Further, this dissertation combines three institutional approaches - policy 
reforms, institutional context and welfare state regimes - to disentangle the 
complexity of the roles of institutions in social stratification and obtain a more 
comprehensive view. The results demonstrate three different institutional roles in 
transmission of resources in the reproduction or dissolution of intergenerational 
inequalities: institutional compensation, securing advantage and narrowing 
differences. This provides information on how institutions could promote greater 
openness in a society by influencing unequal intergenerational pathways. 

This dissertation consists of two parts; an overview of the four research parts 
followed by the original publications. Chapters 2 and 3 discuss the existing literature 
on intergenerational inequalities and the institutional approaches within, providing 
theories and evidence on how inequalities are formed, maintained or diminished, and 
how they are related to the institutional settings. Chapter 4 describes the research 
designs of the individual research parts of this dissertation, as well as the 
methodological approaches and datasets, including the measures of the main micro- 
and macro-level variables. Chapters 5 and 6 demonstrate the results of the research 
parts and introduce the three different roles of institutions in intergenerational 
transmission. Finally, the results are linked to previous findings and theories, 
concluding with a discussion of the limitations of the study, future research and 
policy implications 
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2 Inequalities in intergenerational 
transmission 

 

Inequalities and outcomes 

There are two main lines of thought about why social inequalities exist in 
industrialised societies. First, conflict theory claims that inequality arises from the 
powers of competing interests of different groups, namely, the privileged elites and 
the workers, providing an approach of exploitation and division into social 
inequalities (Mills 1956). Second, functionalist theory argues that stratification and 
inequalities arise from the needs of the society; that is, higher positions are acquired 
by highly qualified workers, and thus, hierarchies are vital for the functioning of any 
human society (Davis & Moore 1945). This emphasises the differing skills and 
qualities of the populations, which become socially structured inequalities. These 
theories raise the question of whether inequalities should be addressed by breaking 
the power relations or by increasing equal access to higher positions. 

In more recent discussions, the ways to promote equality can be divided into two 
goals: equality of outcomes and equality of opportunity. By focusing on the equality 
of outcomes, society aims to promote the equal division of resources among all 
citizens, whereas equality of opportunity focuses on securing equal chances to 
achieve the desired outcome, disregarding family background and other ascribed 
characteristics (Breen & Jonsson 2005; Roemer 1998). To combine these principles, 
the idea of meritocracy highlights fair competition and achievement, suggesting that, 
if a person’s outcome is based on their skills and effort, inequality of outcomes is a 
result of merit selection rather than ascription (Miller 1996). The idea of a 
meritocratic society underlines equality of opportunity, particularly achieved through 
educational equality. However, studies that demonstrate the persistence of ascription 
due to cumulative advantage (Bernardi & Boado 2014; DiPrete & Eirich 2006) and 
that show non-merit characteristics to have a high value in the labour market (Jackson 
2007) question the limits of education-based equality of opportunity in promoting 
equal chances (Goldthorpe 2003; Goldthorpe & Jackson 2008). 

Not only there exists discussion on how to achieve inequality, but also on what 
kind of inequality can be observed and measured. First distinction can be made 

14
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between the types of inequality. The most common type, inter-individual inequality is 
usually measured as distributions, distances and rankings between individuals. For 
example, the GINI index measures income distribution of a population, and is often 
used in both economic and social research, particularly with comparative aspects. 
Group-based inequality, on the other hand, is observed as inequality between groups 
of people according to a specifc characteristic of the groups. This type of inequality is 
applied in this dissertation as inequality is measured according to social origin, that is 
according to the level of parental resources, of an individual.  

Further conceptual differences of inequality rise from what measures of 
resources, parental in this dissertantion, are used. Particular focus of sociological 
inequality research has been on the differences in the measures of labor market 
outcomes; class, occupation and income. Although class is a contested phenomenon 
and outcome, social class can be thought as the individual position or prestige at the 
labour market, whereas occupational status considers more of the employment 
relations, and income associates with the financial gains of work (Blau and Duncan 
1967; Hout 2008; Wright 2008). In this dissertation, education, occupational status 
and income are the main measures of individual resources and parental background 
used to study intergenerational inequalities. Hence, a discussion on the unequal 
distribution of these resources throughout western societies is in place. 

Education, as a resource and an institution, has obtained a great deal of interest 
and empirical evidence in stratification research. Global educational expansion has 
led to higher levels of educational attainment; finishing basic education, and usually 
higher secondary education as well, has become universal in many societies (Schofer 
& Meyer 2005). This has led to a decrease in the inequalities of educational 
opportunities in multiple societies (Ballarino et al. 2009; Breen & Jonsson 2005; 
Breen et al. 2009; Doorn et al. 2011), but there is also some evidence on persistent 
inequalities (Boliver 2011; Raftery & Hout 1993; Triventi 2013; Whelan & Layte 
2002). Additionally, the multifaceted pathways of education extend the educational 
decision-making of families from a two-way decision of whether or not to pursue 
further education to deciding between quality differences, such as private-public or 
vocational-academic pathways. These decisions, which are often based on 
performance, knowledge, expected utility, costs, preferences, goals and perceived 
success, create different educational outcomes and inequalities in educational 
opportunities (Boone & Van Houtte 2013; Breen & Goldthorpe 1997; Goldthorpe 
1998; Hillmert & Jacob 2010; Jackson 2013). 

Educational attainment has been found to be a strong mediating factor for other 
socioeconomic destinations. Education is considered the corner stone of any modern 
society. An individual’s educational attainment is heavily linked with the labour 
market position and income, but it also influences other aspects of life such as health 
and family formation (Kravdal & Rindfuss 2008; Lochner 2011; Lundborg 2008). 
For example, people with higher educational attainment earn more, have more stable 
family lives and live longer, but the extent of these returns on education vary between 
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countries (Aakvik et al. 2010; Hout 2012). Further, the socioeconomic returns of 
education can vary according to societal factors such as labour market regulations 
and other factors related to income inequality.  

The measure of occupational status strongly relies on the occupational structure 
of the society. This measure is derived from the idea that people on a similar level in 
occupational hierarchies share similar interests and exist co-dependently (Blau & 
Duncan 1967; Hout 2008). The International Labor Organisation introduced one of 
the first standardised classifications for occupations, the ISCO58, which has been 
extended on multiple occasions. A well-known measure for occupational status, the 
International Socio-economic Index of Occupational Status (ISEI) uses the ISCO88 
categories and focuses on the average wages and educational attainment of the 
occupation (Ganzeboom et al. 1992). Thus, it extends the idea of people operating on 
an occupational ladder to consider occupations as a status. There is extensive 
literature on the definitions of class and status (see, e.g., Hout, 2008, for discussion); 
briefly, status refers to a measure that contains various aspects of occupational 
conditions rather than a mere position. Another example of occupational 
classifications that use a broader approach is the Erikson–Goldthorpe–Portocarero 
(EGP) class scheme, which stresses the employer-employee relationships of the 
occupations (Erikson et al. 1979).  

Income is a measure of an individual’s material resources that is often used in 
determining the unequal distribution of resources within a society. Studies of income 
inequality, on individual or intergenerational level, are one of the main aspects in 
stratification research, particularly in the United States, where income is seen as an 
objective position in the resource distribution (Wright 2008). Although income 
inequality is strongly linked to inequalities in the occupational structures and other 
social hierarchies, and the educational and occupational transitions of early life 
course shape the income prospects of an individual, it can have more nuanced 
dimensions than occupational inequalities. For example, a person with low 
educational attainment can obtain a high income and move from low to high 
socioeconomic standing. However, the opportunities for income mobility have 
decreased, income inequality has been on the rise in the past few decades within the 
western societies, and advantages and resources are accumulating among the few 
(Chetty et al. 2017; McCall & Percheski 2010). 

Transmission of parental resources  

Family background is one of the most significant factors that influence the life course 
decisions and outcomes of an individual. Parents’ resources impact almost all vital 
life events such as educational attainment, labour market position, social networks, 
health and family formation (Morgan et al. 2006; Starfield et al. 2002; Schoen et al. 
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2009). These can be considered the effects of environmental factors, but genetic 
factors have also been found to influence individual outcomes, including the 
intergenerational transmission of socioeconomic resources (Björklund et al. 2005). 
Regarding the inequality of educational opportunity, family background is argued to 
impact on educational attainment in two ways. Primary effects are seen as the 
impacts of cultural and genetic factors of family background on educational 
performance, whereas secondary effects are considered as the family background 
differentials in the educational choices that are made at least partially based on the 
achieved performance  (Boudon 1974; Jackson et al. 2007).  

The overall pattern of social origin, i.e., the resources of the family of birth, 
affecting socioeconomic outcomes of an individual, exists in all modern societies, 
although the extent and volume may vary (Björklund & Jäntti 2000; Breen & Luijkx 
2004; Hout & DiPrete 2006; Jäntti et al. 2006). However, there has been a common 
trend of increasing social mobility, to which educational expansion has contributed 
(Breen 2010; Breen & Jonsson 2007; Pfeffer & Hertel 2015). Despite this, previous 
research has shown that the intergenerational associations are the strongest and most 
persistent at the top and bottom of the social strata (Esping-Andersen & Wagner 
2012; Sirniö et al. 2013; Torche 2011). That is, parents’ socioeconomic resources 
affect their offspring’s life course the most among highly disadvantaged and 
advantaged families.  

A large part of the stratification and social inequality literature has studied how 
social origin, i.e., parental class, education or income, is associated with their 
offspring’s socioeconomic outcomes. The widely recognised origin-education-
destination (OED) model focuses on two different paths of parental influence: First, 
the indirect path where the influence of parents’ socioeconomic resources mainly 
affects the educational attainment (OE) of the child and thus influences the 
socioeconomic destination. Second, the direct path where parents have a direct 
influence on the labour market positioning of the child (net OD), e.g., via networks. 
In addition, the model acknowledges the relationship between an individual’s 
education and socioeconomic destination (ED). This leads to questions of 
meritocracy, inflation of educational qualifications and other employment-related 
issues in stratification research (Van de Werfhorst & Andersen 2005). 

The influence of parental background on their offspring’s education (OE relation) 
has been demonstrated by strong empirical evidence in multiple country contexts. 
The broad literature on social mobility often applies the idea of indirect parental 
influence, or the total parental influence (gross OD), in places where the association 
between social origin and offspring’s destination include the parental impact through 
education. This strong mediating effect of education has been acknowledged in recent 
studies and the study of direct effect of parental resources (net OD) has brought new 
aspects on the persistent inequalities (see, e.g., Bernardi & Ballarino 2016). Net OD 
associations have been found in many western societies (Blau & Duncan 1967; 
Iannelli 2002; Torche 2011), and the findings, where education is controlled, 
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demonstrate that individuals from advantaged backgrounds have a better start in their 
careers (Bukodi & Goldthorpe 2011) and obtain higher wages in the labour market 
(Hällsten 2013) than their counterparts from disadvantaged backgrounds.  

Although the OED model mainly focuses on education and labour market 
outcomes, the influence of parents’ socioeconomic resources occurs from early 
childhood through education and labour market positioning, spanning to family 
formation and health behaviour. The importance of early life circumstances in later 
life decisions and outcomes has been related to income mobility (Corak 2013) and 
health (Ross & Wu 1996; Willson et al. 2007) for instance. Additionally, parental 
resources can directly affect later life events. One well-studied event is family 
behaviour: women from advantaged backgrounds are found to delay childbirth, have 
longer relationships and divorce less (Berrington & Pattaro 2014; Breen & Ermisch 
2017; Rijken & Liefbroer 2009). Thus, it can be assumed that parents with high 
resources provide direct support to help their offspring in risky life events, such as 
housing and childbearing costs.  

There are findings on how the intergenerational transmission can vary according 
to the level of the parents’ resources and the resource in question. Bukodi & 
Goldthorpe (2013) found that different types of parental resources, namely, 
education, class and status, have distinctive independent effects on their children’s 
educational attainment. Additional evidence shows that different measures of parental 
resources have varying effects on children’s early life-course and socioeconomic 
outcomes (Erola et al. 2016). Therefore, this research focus on several aspects of 
parental resources - income, education and occupational status - to shed light how 
these resources influence offspring’s educational pathways, labour market positioning 
and family formation behaviour. 

Persistent parental influence  

Stratification research has provided strong evidence on the persistence of inequalities 
over generations (Boliver 2011; Erikson & Goldthrope 1992; Raftery & Hout 1993; 
Shavit & Blossfeld 1993). Although there have been positive changes in the influence 
of social origin on educational attainment and increased social mobility in the 
western world, the effect of family background throughout the life-course is still 
substantial (Breen & Luijkx 2004; Hout & DiPrete 2006; Pintelon et al. 2013). 
Recent literature has revealed why intergenerational inequalities are so persistent 
over time. Even though these theories mainly focus on educational outcomes, they 
are generalised here to explain how parents maintain their influence on children’s life 
course outcomes.  

Rational action theory argues that individuals gather information to make the best 
rational and acknowledged decision to maximise their expected utility (Breen & 
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Goldthorpe 1997; Goldthorpe 1998). This information on the costs and benefits of the 
decision can be acquired during early life. As Easterlin (1975; 1976) argues, 
individuals have aspirations for the standard of living based on the levels of resources 
in their childhood. Therefore, they will try to obtain the same level of living standards 
before a particular transition or avoid risks that reduce these standards. Similarly, the 
relative risk aversion (RRA) theory claims that parents influence the transitions of 
their offspring in a desired direction to avoid downward mobility and obtain at least 
the same position on the resource distribution for their offspring as they have 
themselves (Breen & Goldthorpe 1997; Holm & Jæger 2008).  

The most persistent social immobility is often found at the ends of the social 
strata (Esping-Andersen & Wagner 2012; Jäntti et al. 2006; Sirniö et al. 2013; Torche 
2011). The downward mobility opportunities among the richest and most highly 
educated population, and the upward mobility opportunities among the poorest, 
unemployed and otherwise marginalised population are extremely limited. Although 
the factors creating these might differ, the mechanism of cumulative intergenerational 
transmission can be considered to function in both. In broad terms, cumulative 
advantage takes place when children born into a high-class family obtain and 
accumulate their resources throughout their life course and are less affected by risky 
life events than their peers (DiPrete & Eirich 2006). Within this path, attending 
tertiary education, for example, is an automatic transition for the child (Hartlaub & 
Schneider 2012). Cumulative disadvantage, on the other hand, occurs, for example, 
when children living in poverty with few financial resources are exposed to other 
vulnerabilities and risks such as low levels of education or dropping out of school and 
obtaining a low-skilled occupation (Almquist 2016; Peruzzi 2015; Vauhkonen et al. 
2017). This intergenerational transmission of disadvantages prevents children from 
obtaining higher educational attainment or having possibilities for upward mobility. 

The persistence of intergenerational transmission has been found to be 
particularly strong among the most advantaged families, which has led to specific 
theories on how this process is formed and maintained. The theory of maximally 
maintained inequality (MMI) suggests that parents will maintain their influence on 
children’s education unless the level of educational enrolment increases to universal 
levels (Raftery & Hout 1993). Thus, the educational inequalities are maintained until 
a saturation of a certain level of education is reached for the advantaged families, and 
the parents’ ability to impact the transition of that educational level is diminished. 
Built on this theory, Lucas (2001) demonstrates a theory of efficiently maintained 
inequality (EMI) for how parents use other measures of influence if the quantitative 
advantage is diminished. For example advantaged families can try to pursue more 
prestige higher education institution as educational expansion has increased the 
attainment of secondary education to near universal levels. 

If the process of securing a certain transition, or the quality of it, is not successful, 
some empirical evidence have shown how families can compensate for the lacking 
resources or low achievements of the offspring (Bernardi 2014; Erola & Kilpi-

19

31178238_Vaitoskirja_Heta_Poylio_Yht_kuntatiet_tdk_sisus_B5_2607.indd   19 26.7.2019   14.45



Inequalities in intergenerational transmission 

20 

Jakonen 2017). Because high-status parents have stronger pressure to avoid 
downward mobility, and better means to compensate unsuccessful transitions, this 
applies mainly among advantaged families. Recent studies on compensatory 
advantage have revealed that parents with high resources can compensate the failures 
of the offspring in educational achievements (Bernardi & Boado 2014; Bernardi & 
Grätz 2015) or the negative effect of the lacking resources, such as parental 
separation (Grätz 2015). 
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3 Institutions tackling inequality 

 
 
 
 
Stratification analysis emphasises the major roles of macro-level structures of 
opportunity, power and privilege in micro-level processes of life chances and 
inequality (Wright 2008). Coleman’s boat presents a theory of the macro- and micro-
level propositions where a certain society-level setting influences the values of 
individuals, and thus their behaviour, which returns back to the organisation of the 
society (Coleman 1990, p8). The operation of intergenerational inequalities can be 
put within this frame. For example, the policies and power relations of a society 
define the limits and possibilities of the transmission of values and resources of the 
family (macro-to-micro transition), affecting the educational and occupational 
behaviour of the individual and resulting in social inequalities that shape the 
hierarchies of the labour market (micro-to-macro transition). This demonstrates the 
modern social system in which the interests and goals of individuals and institutions 
influence each other. 

The many faces of an institution  

The concept of an institution is deeply rooted in the social sciences. In sociological 
discussions, institutions are often determined through norms, rules and establishment 
that enable and shape social interactions (Gronow 2008; Hodgson 2006; Scott 2008). 
For this dissertation, the definition that “an institution is a set of roles graded in 
authority” by C. Wright Mills (2000, p.30) is highly applicable. This authority can be 
given by individuals through their social action in a way that family can be seen as a 
(social) institution (see, e.g., Laslett 1973). In this dissertation, the authority can be 
seen as given by an authoritative power, such as the government, in the way that 
education operates as an institution (Meyer 1977). The main focus is on the 
institutions that contain, create or hold established laws or practices, which alone or 
as an aggregate form stand as an institution in the public sphere. Three different 
approaches to institutions are significant here: policy arrangements, established 
concepts and welfare regimes.   

First, the most explicit legal institution is a specific policy such as family policy, 
education policy and social policy, and the institutional arrangements within these 
policies. This is the most concrete of the three dimensions of an institution; a policy 
arrangement is often written into a law or otherwise documented and has an official, 
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regulated and legal role in the society. These institutions have long been a part of 
industrialised societies and have been central in studying the links between policies 
and inequalities in a country. The recent advancements in the digitalisation and 
availability of comparative data on national policy arrangements, although still very 
scarce, has enabled examination of the roles of specific policies and institutional 
changes in individual or aggregate level social phenomena across countries (see, e.g., 
Brunello et al. 2009; Checchi & Van de Werfhorst 2018). This dissertation 
contributes to this new line of literature by examining the associations between 
specific educational and family policies and intergenerational transmission in 
research parts I and II.  

The second approach acknowledges the connectedness of specific policies, as 
they form an aggregate set of norms, rules or opportunities and become a concept 
institution. For example, the labour market and higher education can be considered 
concept institutions because they contain various policy and regulatory institutions 
and have an established role in society. These compilations of institutions can have 
their own characteristics, such as “highly regulated” or “gendered”, based on the 
point of view the institution is studied from. Due to the abstract nature of these 
institutions, they often have merely a speculative role in empirical research. This 
means that their influence on the studied phenomena is acknowledged, and possibly 
compared between countries, but implicit conclusions on the influences of these 
institutions in changing inequalities are troublesome (see, e.g., Beller & Hout 2006; 
Esping-Andersen 2002). The research part III of this dissertation uses this approach 
and analyses how changes in the concept institutions of higher education and labour 
market, namely, changes in opportunity costs, have influenced educational 
inequalities.  

The third institutional approach regards a whole national system as an institution. 
In other words, typologies of countries are formed according to the institutions they 
possess or the institutional ways they represent, and this typology can be considered 
an institution. One country may represent an assemblage of a wide array of 
institutional arrangements such as political systems, specific policy measures, 
transfers, regulations and provisions. This approach to institutions is often used in 
studies where the focus is on individual-level events but multiple countries are 
compared and the country-specific institutional arrangements affecting the events 
must be acknowledged (Birkelund 2006; Pfeffer 2008). After the popularity of the 
welfare state regimes introduced by Esping-Andersen (1990, see the following 
chapter 3.2 for a broader discussion), this approach has become a legitimate part of 
the comparative stratification literature. The research part IV of this dissertation 
compares two different welfare state regimes, with an emphasis on family support 
and the labour market, to study intergenerational transmission in family formation 
transitions. 
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Welfare state and inequality  

In today’s modern societies, governments try to address inequalities and promote 
equality of opportunity with various means. The interest in how these societies, or 
welfare states, operate is strongly focused on obtaining evidence on the ways and 
processes they affect the multidimensional stratification of society. The idea of the 
welfare state has long historical roots and multifaceted paths of development in each 
society, which has resulted in a combination of health, social and labour market 
institutions that aim to secure the livelihood and welfare of the people. One of the 
first emphases on the welfare state was written by Marshall (1950) who discussed 
social rights and social citizenship as the basis of the welfare state. Extending this, 
Titmuss (1958) introduced the first welfare state categorisation, the “residual” state, 
i.e., a system relying on safety-nets, and the “institutional” state, which includes a 
comprehensive provision of social rights. This raised the idea of providing more 
general protection and services to citizens, not only addressing the marginalised 
population.   

The best-known welfare state typology today was presented by Esping-Andersen 
(1990) in Three Worlds of Welfare, where he examined the extent of social rights and 
stratification via the power-play between the state, market, and family. Three 
different regimes were categorised based on the level of decommodification, which is 
the extent to which people are dependent on the market to maintain a livelihood: 
liberal, corporatist and social democratic regimes. Liberal welfare state regimes, such 
as the United Kingdom, rely heavily on the market to provide social security and thus 
most of the public social protection systems only target those in need. The corporatist 
welfare states, e.g., Germany, have a more powerful state and a stronger emphasis on 
the family, following that the state will intervene only if the market fails and the 
family is exhausted. The social democratic welfare state regime, i.e., the 
Scandinavian countries, includes more universal benefits and general social 
protection. Since the introduction of this typology, multiple publications have 
introduced new welfare state regimes, for example, for the Mediterranean countries 
(Ferrera 1996) and East Asian modern societies (Aspalter 2006; Walker & Wong 
2005), and extended the categorisation to include other welfare state aspects such as 
gender (Korpi 2000; Trifiletti 1999).  

The welfare state categorisation is helpful in understanding the institutional 
differences and ways to influence social inequalities between modern societies. 
Comparative studies have demonstrated that intergenerational socioeconomic 
inequalities are generally low in social-democratic welfare states, slightly higher in 
corporatist regimes and high in liberal ones (Beller & Hout 2006; Breen & Luijkx 
2004; Esping-Andersen & Wagner 2012). For example, income inequality is 
significantly higher in liberal welfare states such as the US and the UK whereas the 
Nordic countries rank high in earnings elasticity (Jäntti et al. 2006). The argument for 
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high mobility in social democratic countries is based on the universal provision of 
social protection and equalising institutional arrangements, such as comprehensive 
family policies and high equality of opportunity in education (Beller & Hout 2006; 
Esping-Andersen 2015; Korpi 2000; Sorensen 2006). Liberal societies often suffer 
from higher inequality of opportunity and more unequal division of resources. 

Social sciences have become comfortable in using welfare regimes as institutions 
and have provided valuable information on country differences in the interplay 
between society and individuals. In particular, comparative literature has raised valid 
evidence on how welfare regimes are linked with different aspects of inequalities 
(Birkelund 2006; Chauvel & Schröder 2014; Esping-Andersen 2015). Although this 
approach can be a result of the lack of access to comparative policy data, the 
availability of aggregate measures on welfare and social policies has increased 
enormously. For example, Jæger (2006) used total public social spending and benefit 
generosity to measure the welfare regimes, whereas Yaish & Andersen (2012) 
examined the effects of multiple political and economic context measures on social 
mobility. Hence, analysing the relationship between particular institutions, rather than 
the country context, and the individual-level mechanisms of stratification can provide 
a more explicit approach to study the ways that welfare states tackle inequalities. 

Institutions in intergenerational transmissions 

Depending on the countries of interest and the approach to inequalities, empirical 
research on social mobility has demonstrated varying trends for both cross-national 
differences and the changes within countries (Breen & Luijkx 2004; Chauvel & Bar-
Haim 2016; Emmenegger et al. 2012; Pfeffer 2008). This might be an outcome of the 
significant variation of institutions between countries, which can influence 
inequalities differently in specific national settings, diminishing or strengthening the 
intergenerational transmission. This redirects the focus from the welfare state 
approach to the specific policies and changes in them when studying how inequalities 
have developed and how specific institutional factors have influenced in the process. 
This section discusses how certain institutions and national policies have been found 
to impact intergenerational transmissions that lead to unequal pathways and 
outcomes. 

Many of the welfare state institutions aim to compensate for a lack of resources, 
promote life chances and increase the mobility opportunities of marginalised 
individuals and families. Starting from early life, policies targeted at early 
intervention, such as job-secured maternity leave, cash transfers for low-income 
families and subsidised child care, are found to have particularly positive impacts on 
intergenerational mobility among disadvantaged families (Esping-Andersen 2009; 
Fagnani & Math 2008; Nolan et al. 2010). This bottom-up effect of equalisation 
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(Esping-Andersen 2015) can go beyond targeting the most vulnerable sub-groups. It 
has been argued that poverty alleviation is stronger with more extensive 
redistribution, and hence universal policies are argued to be more efficient in 
promoting equality than targeted policies (Kenworthy 1999; Korpi 2000). 

Education, the cornerstone of equality of opportunity, has been in the centre of 
stratification research linking policies and intergenerational inequalities (Braga et al. 
2013). Educational expansion has occurred in most western societies, bringing forth 
lower educational inequalities and greater social mobility, although there is country 
variation in the effects (Beller & Hout 2006; Breen 2010; Breen & Jonsson 2007). 
Particularly, educational policies that promote equal and open access to post-
secondary education, such as low levels of educational tracking, are effective in 
equalising educational and socioeconomic outcomes (Brunello & Checchi 2007; 
Pfeffer 2008; Schlicht et al. 2010). Further, reforms in compulsory education, e.g., 
increases in the length of schooling and postponement of the school starting age, have 
been associated with a weaker influence of socioeconomic background (Brunello et 
al. 2009; Pekkarinen et al. 2009).  

Some institutions affect individuals and families only at certain times of the life 
course, influencing specific transitions such as entering higher education, whereas 
some compensate or alleviate the risks and costs of a certain life event, such as 
unemployment or childbirth. However, previous research has demonstrated that 
childhood is a key time point in which the experiences and settings can shape the 
later life chances and outcomes of an individual (Kailaheimo & Erola 2016; Lareau 
2011; Carvalho 2012). Furthermore, previous studies have shown that early policies 
can break the negative impact of family background on socioeconomic outcomes 
(Esping-Andersen 2004; Crettaz & Jacot 2014; Havnes & Mogstad 2015). So, not 
only the institutions in place at the time of crucial transitions that affect 
socioeconomic outcomes, such as deciding whether to enter tertiary education or to 
have a child, but other pre-existing or earlier institutions can also promote equal life 
chances throughout early life. Therefore, many existing institutional settings 
influence the level of intergenerational transmission and inequality of opportunity 
even before the individual is actively affected by the institution.  

There is also critique and discussion on whether the positive influence of policies, 
often aimed at reducing inequalities, are not doing what they are expected. The 
mechanisms of bottom-up equalisation and the theories of MMI and EMI (see chapter 
2.3) acknowledge the influence of the institutions by maintaining the position of the 
higher class or benefiting the already-advantaged. Cumulative advantage and thus the 
continuation of intergenerational inequalities has been found for example in relation 
to family policies (Bakermans-Kranenburg et al. 2005; Petersen et al. 2011; Van 
Lancker 2014) and educational institutions (Boliver 2011; Pfeffer & Goldrick-Rab 
2011). This raises a dilemma regarding the impacts of institutions as the key 
equalisers of the social inequalities, as the results are not merely positive towards 
breaking the intergenerational transmission between generations.  
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4 Research questions, data and methods 

 
 
 
 
The key focus of this dissertation is on the relationship between institutions and 
intergenerational inequalities in modern societies. Studying the process of 
intergenerational transmissions, i.e., the relationship between parents’ resources and 
offspring’s socioeconomic outcomes, with a combined institutional approach that 
addresses how policies and institutions modify inequalities provides a unique 
research design. The main research question is what kind of roles institutions have in 
the intergenerational transmissions of socioeconomic resources. This question is 
addressed by examining intergenerational transmissions in relation to different 
resources, i.e., education, income and occupational status of the individual and/or the 
parents, and with different approaches to institutions, including specific policies, 
institutional concepts and welfare state regimes.  

This dissertation consists of four research parts that approach intergenerational 
transmission from various institutional aspects in multiple country settings. The 
research parts use multiple quantitative datasets and methods. A summary of the 
research questions, data and methods, intergenerational transmissions and institutions 
of interest in each research part is presented in Table 1.  

Part I examines how educational reforms in 25 European countries have 
contributed to the changes in the origin-education-destination associations, focusing 
on the intergenerational inheritance of occupational status and using linear multilevel 
mixed effects regression analysis on data from European Social Survey. Part II 
studies how education and family policies have impacted the intergenerational 
transmission of occupational status in 15 European countries using linear multilevel 
regression analysis with data from the European Social Survey. Part III explores how 
the reduced opportunity costs of higher education are associated with 
intergenerational inequalities in college enrolment among high school graduates in 
the United States by applying logistic multilevel regression modelling on data from 
the Panel Study of Income Dynamics. Part IV investigates how parental resources 
affect the association between women’s income and the timing of first birth in the 
different welfare state regimes of the US and Finland using Cox regression on data 
from the 1979 National Longitudinal Survey of Youth and Finnish registers. 
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Data 

Four different micro-level datasets are used in this research; the European Social 
Survey (ESS), the Panel Study on Income Dynamics (PSID), Finnish register data 
and the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1979 (NLSY79). The datasets 
represent three different types of data – survey data, panel data and register data – 
and include extensive information on individuals and their parents. 

The European Social Survey (ESS 2015) is a cross-national survey dataset that is 
collected biannually and covers most European countries. The first five rounds of the 
survey (2002-2010) are used in research parts I and II, covering birth cohorts from 
1941-1980 in 25 countries (research part I) and birth cohorts from 1956-1980 in 15 
countries (research part II). The dataset includes socio-demographic information such 
as the individuals’ education and occupation in addition to information on childhood 
settings. The information on parental education and occupation is retrospective and is 
a measure provided by the respondent of these resources when the respondent was 14 
years old.  

The Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID 2017) is a longitudinal dataset that 
includes information on households across multiple generations in the United States. 
The original nationally representative sample was collected in 1968 and households 
were surveyed annually until 1997, after which it became biannual. An oversampling 
of low-income families was included in the original sample, and children and 
grandchildren were included in the sample as they formed their own households. The 
dataset provides broad information on American households, but the key focus of this 
research was on the demographic, education and income data. The PSID is used in 
research part III, focusing on individuals who graduated from high school between 
2003 and 2013. The data on parental resources was collected at the time of the survey 
(retrospective maximally one year) when the children (individuals of the used 
sample) were 10 to 15 years of age. 

Research part IV uses two datasets, Finnish register data (Finnish Growth 
Environment Panel - FinGEP) and the 1979 National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 
(NLSY79), in a comparative setting. FinGEP is a dataset containing Finnish register 
data recorded yearly, collected by Statistics Finland from 1987 to 2014. It is a 
nationally representative 10% sample of the Finnish population in 1980, which has 
been extended to children, spouses and spouses’ parents. The NLSY79 (U.S. Bureau 
of Labor Statistics 2014) is a longitudinal survey dataset that has been collected in the 
United States since 1979, when the first respondents were between the ages of 14 and 
22. It was collected annually until 1994, after which it became biannual. The main 
information used from the two datasets included education, income and family 
formation (union status and fertility) of women born from 1959-1964 in the US and 
from 1965-1970 in Finland. 
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One of the contributions of this research is the combination of micro-level 
theories and data with macro-level settings and institutions. This micro-macro 
compound allows for providing empirical evidence on how the institutions are 
associated with the origin-outcome relationships. Therefore, in addition to the micro-
level datasets, this dissertation adopted several macro-level datasets concerning 
different institutional arrangements. Part I uses the historical cross-national datasets 
on educational policies by Salonen & Pöyliö (2017) and those on educational 
attainment by Barro & Lee (2013), and research part II, in addition to the those used 
in research part I, employs a dataset on family policies by Gauthier (2011). These 
datasets provide valuable cross-national information on specific policies for multiple 
decades. In addition, research part III includes a measure of the state-level 
unemployment rate provided by the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2017). 

Measures 

This section introduces the key variables of the research parts by describing the 
measures of individual outcomes, parental resources and institutions. In addition, 
various measures for individual and family settings outside the key variables were 
included in the models if they were assumed to be correlated with the outcome, 
intergenerational transmission or the institutional impact, and if adequate measures 
were available.  

 

Individual outcomes 

In this research, intergenerational inequalities are studied in relation to the traditional 
individual socioeconomic outcomes, i.e., income, education and occupational status, 
and extended to another life event, the timing of entry into parenthood.  

The outcome variables in research parts I and II use a well-known categorisation 
of occupational status, the International Socio-Economic Index (ISEI), which is based 
on the International Standard Classification of Occupation (ISCO88, see ILO 1990). 
The ESS data provide ISCO88 for the respondents, from which ISEI classifications 
were converted and used as a continuous measure. Part III focuses on the inequalities 
in tertiary education enrolment, measuring whether or not the respondent enrolled in 
college after high school. The PSID provides multiple information on schooling, 
from which this outcome variable was derived. In part IV, the outcome variable is the 
age at first birth and another main measure of interest is the income of the female 
respondents. This information was drawn from the Finnish register data and from the 
information reported in NLSY79.   
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Parental resources 

When studying intergenerational inequalities, the focus is usually on the 
socioeconomic resources of the parents and on their association with the individual 
outcomes. The parental resources investigated in this dissertation are income, 
education and occupational status. As previous research found that different parental 
resources can have distinctive effects on offspring (Bukodi & Goldthorpe 2013; Erola 
et al. 2016), it is important to study the role of institutions in intergenerational 
transmission in relation to different parental resources.  

In research parts I and II, the parental resource in question is the parental SES, 
measured as the International Socio-Economic Index (ISEI). As the European Social 
Survey provides only open-answer information on parents’ occupational status, we 
used data created by Ganzeboom (2013), in which he recoded the parental 
occupational information into ISCO88 for the parents of the ESS respondents. This 
was then converted into ISEI classifications. Parts III and IV study the distinctive 
impacts of parental education and parental income on educational (part III) and 
family formation (part IV) outcomes. The influence of the parental resources are 
analysed separately to examine the influence of the resource net of the other. In parts 
I-III, a dominance principle was used in which the highest level of the resource in 
question among the parents was chosen to represent the parental resources in the 
analyses whereas research part IV measures the parental resources as an average level 
between the parents. 

 

Institutions 

As noted in chapter 3.1, the research parts of this dissertation use different kinds of 
institutional approaches to study the roles of institutions in intergenerational 
inequalities. Parts I and II take the most direct approach by including concrete data 
measures of the national policy institutions in the analyses. Part III includes 
information of conceptual institutions of interest whereas part IV compares two 
countries with different levels of public family support, considering the welfare state 
regimes in representing institutions.  

The policy institutions examined in parts I and II focus on education and family 
policies over time. The datasets on these institutions enable the analysis of policy 
reforms in relation to the changes in the OD associations. The educational reforms in 
part I include the school leaving age, reduction of dead-end educational pathways, 
implementation or removal of tuition fees and the expansion of tertiary education 
attainment. Part II examines the impacts of the school leaving age, pre-primary 
education, proportion completed tertiary education, maternity leave and family 
allowances on the intergenerational transmission of SES. All the specific policy 
institutions affect individuals’ lives in different points of time, and thus they have 
been linked to the appropriate birth cohorts.  
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A broader institutional focus is used in parts III and IV. Although part III includes 
a measure of state-level unemployment in the analyses, this measure represents a 
broader concept of the economic situation of the state rather than a specific policy 
institution. It can be seen as a result of multiple policies and acts as a conceptual 
institution, particularly as the focus of the article is on the changes in the opportunity 
costs of higher education, measured as the impact of the recession on unemployment. 
Part IV, which studies the relationships between first birth, women’s income and 
parental resources, compares two very different welfare state regimes – liberal United 
States and social democratic Finland. This institutional approach can be considered to 
include various institutional measures such as social, economic and education 
policies, which form a comprehensive spirit of the institutional setting of the welfare 
state regime that is assumed to influence the studied associations. 

Methods 

This dissertation relies methodologically on a variety of regression models to study 
intergenerational transmissions. Parts I-III apply different approaches of multilevel 
regression analysis whereas part IV employs Cox regression modelling, a method of 
survival analysis. The main aim of a regression analysis is to examine the 
relationships between independent variables and the dependent variable, i.e., to 
analyse the extent that different factors explain or influence the factor of interest. 
Although the main interest is to provide evidence on how institutions influence 
intergenerational inequalities, there is no assumption or intention of causality. As the 
analyses focus on phenomena taking place on both macro- and micro-levels, there are 
multiple factors that cannot be taken into account in the analytical models. Thus, the 
analyses aim to illustrate associations rather than causal mechanisms between the 
factors. All the analyses were conducted with STATA 14 or 15. 

Regression analysis enables study of how a change in an explanatory variable 
affects the outcome (or the probability of it). This allows for analysing how a change 
in parental resources (e.g., higher income) changes the outcome (e.g. educational 
enrolment or timing of childbirth), considering the other covariates of the model. 
Further, interaction terms were included in the settings of regression models in all 
parts to analyse the moderating influence of a third variable, often correlated with the 
covariate of interest (Jaccard et al. 2003). For example, the reform * parental 
education interaction demonstrates how a specific educational reform moderates the 
impact of parents’ education on the outcome variable.   

The two most common regression approaches are linear regression, where the 
outcome variable is continuous and the relationship between the independent and 
dependent variable is assumed to be linear, and logistic regression, where the 
outcome variable is binary. Research parts I and II use linear regression modelling to 

31

31178238_Vaitoskirja_Heta_Poylio_Yht_kuntatiet_tdk_sisus_B5_2607.indd   31 26.7.2019   14.45



Research questions, data and methods 

32 

study the intergenerational transmission of SES, which is used as a continuous 
outcome. Part III has a binary outcome and applies logistic regression modelling to 
predict intergenerational inequalities, i.e., differences in the impacts of parental 
resources, in tertiary education enrolment.  

These three research parts (I-III) also applied a hierarchical approach in the 
regression modelling. This multilevel (linear or logistic) regression approach 
acknowledges the hierarchical nature of the data, meaning that there are at least two 
separate levels of information such as for individuals (micro-level), families or states 
(meso-level) and/or countries (macro-level). Multilevel modelling has been 
extensively used in sociological research to study the relationships between 
individuals and societal phenomena, provided that there are adequate amount of 
second-level observations (Bryan & Jenkins 2015; DiPrete & Forristal 1994). In 
research parts I and II, the countries represent the second-level measure whereas the 
states act as the higher level variable in part III.  

The multilevel regression models in research parts I-III also have fixed second-
level covariates to control for the group-specific unobserved heterogeneity of the 
models (Allison 2009). For example, in the research parts I and II, country-fixed 
effects are set for the models, meaning that the country-specific unobserved 
heterogeneity is controlled for, leaving the within-country effects in the models. With 
the multilevel setting, this allows for study of the micro-level associations within 
each country because the variation in the micro-level between the countries is 
controlled for. This enables analysis of country-specific associations and study of 
common trends in intergenerational transmissions across the countries of interest. 
Further, the multilevel regression model in research part I is a mixed-effects model 
that includes a random slope for parental ISEI (lower-level covariate) to provide 
more robust statistical inferences for the cross-level interaction (Heisig & Schaeffer 
2019; Schmidt-Catran & Fairbrother 2015).  

Research part IV moves from the more common regression analysis approach to 
regression in a survival analysis setting. In survival analysis, one can analyse the time 
to the event, i.e., the survival, of the individual, and how the covariates moderate the 
survival hazard. The application of a Cox proportional hazards model (Box-
Steffensmeier & Jones 2004; Cox 1972), i.e., Cox regression, allows for examining 
the moderating effects of parental resources on the association between women’s 
income and the hazard of the event, here, the timing of first birth. This is achieved by 
including an interaction term between women’s income and parental resources in the 
models. Because Cox regression assumes that the regression coefficients are constant 
over time, the main variables of interest are allowed to vary. These time-varying 
coefficients (tvc) of the most influential variables on the timing of childbirth result in 
more precise estimates (Tian et al. 2005). 

 
 

32

31178238_Vaitoskirja_Heta_Poylio_Yht_kuntatiet_tdk_sisus_B5_2607.indd   32 26.7.2019   14.45



 

33 

5 Main results of the research parts 

 
 
 
 
 
To analyse the different roles of institutions in intergenerational transmissions, this 
research examines a variety of institutions in multiple transitions and the outcomes of 
individuals and families. The results of the four research parts are presented in the 
order of what kind of an institution it is focused on. The first research part examines 
how educational reforms, which have taken place from basic education to tertiary 
education, have contributed to the changes in the direct parental influence on 
occupational status. The second research part continues to focus on policy institutions 
and explains how family and education policies have impacted the intergenerational 
transmission of SES. The results of the third research part demonstrate how the 
changes in opportunity costs for tertiary education due to significant changes in the 
labour market and higher education have influenced the intergenerational inequalities 
in college enrolment after high school. This part focuses on abstract concept 
institutions, i.e., higher education and the labour market. The fourth research part 
studies how the intergenerational association between parents’ resources and 
women’s income moderates the timing of family formation in two different welfare 
state regimes, which are considered to perform as institutions. Refer to the original 
publications for more detailed results and discussion. 

I   Educational reforms and parental compensation  

The first research part examines the role of specific policies by studying how 
educational reforms in 25 European countries have contributed to changes in the 
origin-education-destination associations. The article analyses whether parents 
compensate their weakening influence on children’s education by increasing their 
direct influence in children’s occupational outcomes, and whether educational 
reforms have influenced this strengthening of direct origin-destination association. 
Educational reforms include school leaving age, reforms removing educational dead-
ends (increasing access to higher education), the existence of fees in tertiary 
education and the proportion of completed tertiary education. By linking this macro-
level information with the 1941-1980 birth cohorts of the European Social Survey, 
this research part disentangles how changes in the institutions have contributed to 
changes in the intergenerational transmissions over time.  
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The results of the linear multilevel mixed effects regression analyses demonstrate 
the clear influence of three educational institutions – postponement of the school 
leaving age, increased access to tertiary education and the growth in attainment of 
higher education – in weakening of the association between parental occupational 
status and children’s educational attainment (OE association). These institutions have 
contributed to the increase in educational equality, most likely by promoting 
educational expansion. Previous research has highlighted the importance of education 
in alleviating the intergenerational inequalities, and these results show that the 
reforms in the educational institutions have positively impacted increasing 
educational mobility.  

The association between parents’ and offspring’s occupational status, net of 
educational attainment, was found to increase over the cohorts, suggesting parental 
compensation. The same three educational institutions that contributed to weakening 
of the origin-education association were found to advance also parental 
compensation. The lengthening of compulsory education seems to have had a 
particularly strong influence on parental compensation. In contrast, a longer time 
spent in the family household before decisions on further education resulted in a 
stronger direct influence of parents’ resources. These results reveal that the direct 
influence of parents’ SES on their children’s labour market outcomes has been made 
stronger by the same institutions that have diminished the influence on children’s 
educational attainment. Equalising changes in the labour market so that the recruiting 
processes are more open and hidden jobs are reduced could weaken the increased 
direct influence of family background. 

II  Education and family policies in the intergenerational 
transmission of SES 

The second research part studies how specific education and family policies have 
impacted the intergenerational transmission of occupational status in 15 European 
countries. The micro-level information from the ESS linked with the macro-level data 
on the policies over time enabled analysis of the impact of specific policies on 
intergenerational transmissions at the individual level. This part focuses on the 
duration of paid maternity leave, the extent of family allowances, the existence of 
pre-primary education, the age upon leaving compulsory education and the 
proportion of the cohort that completed tertiary education (indicator for educational 
expansion) to examine how these policies moderate the association between parental 
and individual’s occupational status among the 1956-1980 birth cohorts.  

The results of the linear multilevel regression models of each individual 
institution elaborate how educational and family policies shape the intergenerational 
transmission of SES in all stages of the early life course. Maternity leave, the school 
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leaving age and the proportion completing higher education were found to diminish 
the overall association between parental and offspring’s SES. These policy 
institutions influence the livelihoods of the families at very different times. Maternity 
leave alleviates the loss of income during childbirth and the first months of the 
child’s life, whereas changes in the school leaving age influence the timing of 
educational decisions during youth. Further, the proportion completing tertiary 
education, measuring educational expansion, impacts the individuals at early 
adulthood and on the verge of entering the labour market.  

To deepen the understanding how the three significant institutions weaken 
intergenerational inheritance, further analyses show that the policies can influence the 
association differently between disadvantaged and advantaged families. Maternity 
leave seems to mainly impact the families at the bottom of the social strata, i.e., those 
whose parents have low occupational status: the longer the duration of the paid 
maternity leave, the weaker the intergenerational transmission of SES is. On the other 
hand, the school leaving age and proportion of the population who completed tertiary 
education diminish the intergenerational association among disadvantaged families 
and decrease the intergenerational transmission of SES among families with high 
parental status. The results suggest that maternity leave promotes upward mobility 
whereas the school leaving age and educational expansion promote also downward 
mobility and thus diminish the persistent inheritance of advantage. The results of this 
study indicate that policies providing early support and better access to higher 
education for disadvantaged families promote social mobility. 

III   Reduced opportunity costs and inequalities in 
college enrolment  

The third research part focuses on how the reduction in the opportunity costs of 
higher education has impacted the intergenerational inequalities in college enrolment 
among high school graduates in the United States. The institutional approach 
acknowledges the labour market and higher education to be concept institutions, in 
which multiple aspects of policies and settings changed due to the Great Recession in 
the early 20th century. The changes in opportunity costs are assumed to be 
particularly low due to the negative shock changes in labour market possibilities for 
young adults and the positive changes in the provision of financial support for college 
students during the economic downturn. These are assumed to influence the 
educational decision-making of families, in which the opportunity costs of higher 
education have a distinctive role. By examining the graduation cohorts from 2003-
2013 using data from the Panel Survey of Income Dynamics, this research part 
compares the cohorts that graduated from high school before, during and after the 
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recession to determine how opportunity costs have shaped social inequalities in 
college enrolment.  

The results of the multilevel logistic regression models with the PSID data 
indicate that the changes in opportunity costs resulted in changes in the 
socioeconomic inequalities of college enrolment among recent high school graduates. 
The intergenerational transmission of education diminished during the recession for 
both male and female graduates, suggesting higher educational mobility. The results 
for parental income varied by gender and the level of parental income. The positive 
influence of the recession on income differences in college enrolment was due to the 
reduced association among female graduates, increasing the probability of enrolling 
in college among disadvantaged families and reducing it among the advantaged. The 
influence of parental income on college enrolment among men, with high and low 
income levels, increased when the opportunity costs were low, reducing educational 
mobility opportunities.   

The contrasting results of the positive and negative impacts of the reduced 
opportunity costs on the socioeconomic inequalities in college enrolment imply that 
the families responded to the changes in the institutions that were affected by the 
economic downturn. Thus, some of the changes in the labour market and higher 
education institutions positively influenced the intergenerational transmission of 
resources whereas some changes in policy arrangements within these concept 
institutions have been less beneficial. The results also demonstrate that changes in 
concept institutions can have varying impacts on intergenerational transmission based 
on the attainment level of parental resources and the gender of the individual. The 
different opportunities in the labour market for women and men or the different 
allocation of parental resources between children could explain the gender 
differences in the impact of the reformed institutions on educational inequalities. By 
providing more information and support for male students, particularly those from 
disadvantaged backgrounds, on available financial aid and the possibilities of various 
educational paths could promote their enrolment in higher education. 

IV   Parental resources as moderators of the income-
parenthood association 

The fourth research part focuses on how intergenerational inequalities influence 
family formation transitions in different welfare state regimes. It analyses how 
parents’ financial and educational resources impact the association between women’s 
income and the timing of the entry into parenthood in the United States and Finland. 
To determine whether the institutional arrangements play a role in this setting, the 
article compares the 1957-1964 birth cohorts of the liberal welfare state regime of the 
US, with scarce public family support and an unregulated labour market, with the 
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1965-1970 birth cohorts in social democratic Finland, with comprehensive family 
support institutions extending to the labour market. Using the 1979 US National 
Longitudinal Survey of Youth and the Finnish register data, this study examines how 
parental resources moderate the relationship between women’s income and the timing 
of first birth and whether this differs between the countries.  

The Cox proportional hazard regression results show that, in addition to the 
importance of the women’s own income, parental resources moderate the timing of 
entry into parenthood. In both countries, high parental resources were associated with 
delayed entry into parenthood if the women’s income level was low. However, 
women with high incomes postponed childbirth if they were from disadvantaged 
backgrounds. This suggests that women who have been upwardly mobile have higher 
opportunity costs of childbirth. A possible response to alleviate this could be 
strengthening the access to higher positions for women and decreasing the 
motherhood penalty.  

Although the similarities in the results between the countries indicate a rather 
weak role of the welfare state regime, the results indicate differences between the 
countries regarding which parental resource moderates the relation between women’s 
income and parenthood. In the United States, the material parental resources, i.e., 
income, is a more influential moderator whereas parental education has a stronger 
moderating influence on the income-childbirth association in Finland. Although the 
moderating impact of parental resources on the income-parenthood relation is similar 
despite the different levels of public family support, the results on differing 
moderating parental resource indicate that the extent and content of the varying 
institutional arrangements, such as education, family support and labour market 
policies, influence the intergenerational transmission differently between the welfare 
state regimes. 

Reflections on the main findings  

The results of the four research parts of this dissertation illustrate various ways, 
strengths, and directions of intergenerational transmissions that lead to inequality. 
Further, the results show varying impacts of institutions on the transmission of 
inequalities.  

The mechanism of parental compensation has been studied recently with 
increasing interest. Previous literature has mainly analysed it from the perspective of 
compensatory advantage, that is, parents with high resources are found to compensate 
negative effects of poor school achievement (Bernardi & Grätz 2015) and to promote 
positive educational transitions (Bernardi & Boado 2014; Gil-Hernandéz 2019). The 
results of this dissertation extend from this within-family compensation and 
demonstrate how changes in educational institutions that have decreased parental 
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influence in offspring’s education have also promoted parental compensation by 
increasing parental influence in occupational outcomes.  

The results of the second research part of this dissertation unravel the differing 
impacts of institutions depending on the levels of parental resources. Previous 
research has demonstrated positive associations between educational mobility, and 
educational (Pfeffer 2008; Schlicht et al. 2010) and family policies (Crettaz & Jacot 
2014). The rare findings of Havens and Mogstad (2015) showed varying effects of 
family policies on educational and labour market outcomes across earnings 
distribution. Therefore, the findings of this dissertation not only contribute to the 
scarce literature on differing impacts extending from the mean effects of institutions, 
but also analyse the impacts on occupational outcomes. The results, particularly on 
maternity leave and school leaving age, provide new evidence how institutions can 
weaken intergenerational inequalities by breaking the persistent transmission of both 
disadvantage and advantage. 

A great deal of intergenerational inequality research has studied how educational 
decision-making processes occur and how they result in unequal transitions to higher 
education, concluding that various factors such as achievements, financial resources, 
preferences and future perceptions affect the transitions. The third research part 
strengthens the previous findings that family background has a significant influence 
in educational decisions, but the results also contribute to the literature by displaying 
how institutional factors such as changes in higher education, student financial aid, 
and job opportunities can also influence the transition to tertiary education. The 
institutional changes were found to be associated with educational transitions 
differently between parental resources but also between male and female high school 
graduates. The results indicate more complex mechanisms of inequality in 
educational decisions than previous research has drawn. 

The results of the fourth research part on the associations between women’s 
income, parental resources and first birth demonstrate that intergenerational 
transmission of socioeconomic resources has implications outside the traditional 
focus of educational and labour market outcomes. The main arguments of previous 
research on inequalities in the timing of childbirth has highlighted the importance of 
women’s education and labour market activity (Gustafsson 2001; Kravdal & 
Rindfuss 2008) or family background (Rijken & Liefbroer 2009; Schoen et al. 2009). 
The results of this dissertation support these findings, but also reveal combination 
effects between these two factors, showing that if significant upward or downward 
mobility has occured, first birth occurs later than among women whose resources are 
at similar levels to their parents. Further, the institutional contexts between 
comprehensive end scarce family support systems seem not to alter these processes.  
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6 Manifold roles of institutions 

 
 
 
 
 
The results of the dissertation show that institutions have a role in the 
intergenerational transmission of resources and inequalities and that these roles can 
vary depending on the outcome, socioeconomic background and institutional 
approach. Together, the results indicate three different roles of institutions in 
influencing inequalities through intergenerational transmissions. Table 2 presents a 
summary of the roles of institutions in intergenerational transmissions among 
families with low and high levels of resources. First, institutional compensation 
derives from results where institutions have a particularly positive influence on the 
intergenerational transmission among disadvantaged families by promoting upward 
mobility opportunities. Second, the role of narrowing differences indicates that 
institutions can influence the wider spectrum of the resource distribution, weakening 
the intergenerational transmission among families with lower and higher levels of 
resources. These two roles result in diminished intergenerational inequalities. The 
third role, securing advantage, addresses the institutions’ influence among families 
with high levels of resources by supporting the advantageous family background, 
resulting in more persistent intergenerational inequalities. 

These three roles are not tied to a specific type of institution, such as universal or 
targeted, or a specific country. They can be shaped by the country context and other 
institutional settings that influence the lives of individuals and families. Moreover, 
one institution can have several roles, particularly the conceptual (labour market) or 
context (welfare state regime) institutions, as these institutions consist of multiple 
smaller institutions, which can have independent, contradicting or affiliating roles in 
the intergenerational inequalities. Therefore, this is not assumed to be an exhaustive 
description of how institutions influence intergenerational transmissions. 
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Table 1. Three roles of institutions in intergenerational transmission 

 Low levels of 

parental resources 

High levels of 

parental resources 
 

Institution 

strengthens or 
maintains 

intergenerational 

transmission 

Securing 
advantage 

Persistent 

intergenerational 

inequalities 

Institution 

weakens 

intergenerational 

transmission 

Narrowing differences  

Diminished 

intergenerational 

inequalities 

 

Compensation  

 Low levels of 

parental resources  

High levels of 

parental resources  

 

Compensation  

The first role emphasises the positive influence of institutions for the opportunities of 
marginalised populations. Since the implementation of poverty laws, policies have 
targeted promoting the livelihoods of the needy. In addition to the “old social 
policies“ that provide welfare through protection of income and job loss, there is an 
extensive increase in “new social policies” that focus on specific social and 
employment risks and mishaps (Häusermann 2012). Today, modern societies provide 
multiple services and provision for certain groups of people or for certain needs such 
as single parenthood and working poverty. In many ways, these are often aimed at 
compensating for the negative impacts of the social risks and reducing the impact of 
family background on the offspring’s educational and occupational paths, thus 
promoting equality of opportunity (Esping-Andersen 2002; Morel et al. 2012).  

Despite the extensive discussion of the impacts of needs-based policies and the 
mechanisms of poverty alleviation in social policy literature (see, e.g., Bradshaw 
2006; Fagnani & Math 2008; Van Lancker et al. 2015), there is scarce empirical 
evidence that targeted policies have reduced the inheritance of poverty, i.e., break the 
intergenerational transmission of disadvantage and promote upward social mobility 
(Nolan et al. 2010). The results of this dissertation contribute to the existing scant 
literature showing that changes in policy and concept institutions can positively 

 Low levels of 

parental resources 

High levels of 

parental resources 
 

Institution 

strengthens or 
maintains 

intergenerational 

transmission 

Securing 
advantage 

Persistent 

intergenerational 

inequalities 

Institution 

weakens 

intergenerational 

transmission 

Narrowing differences  

Diminished 

intergenerational 

inequalities 

 

Compensation  

 Low levels of 

parental resources  

High levels of 

parental resources  
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influence intergenerational transmissions among disadvantaged families. For 
example, research part III shows how changes in the labour market and higher 
education have decreased the intergenerational inequalities in tertiary education: 
higher education institutions increased targeted grants and financial aid for 
disadvantaged students whereas the labour market provided fewer work 
opportunities, which increased the opportunities for female students from low-income 
families to pursue higher education.   

The role of institutions as breaking the intergenerational associations at the 
bottom of social strata is not exclusively tied to targeted policies. Previous findings 
have shown that more universal institutions and policies can positively influence the 
disadvantaged (see, e.g., Brady & Burroway 2012; Nelson 2004). However, the 
universal and needs-based institutions often share a compensatory mechanism. 
Institutional compensation occurs when an institution compensates for some lacking 
resource of the social origin or other type of disadvantage (Erola & Kilpi-Jakonen 
2017; Minello & Blossfeld 2017). This provides opportunities to cut the link of 
marginalisation or poverty between generations. For example, research part II of this 
dissertation demonstrates how longer lengths of paid maternity leave are linked with 
a weaker intergenerational association of occupational status among disadvantaged 
families. The effect of maternity leave (which is a universal policy in many countries) 
was beneficial only among families with low levels of resources. In other words, the 
policy promotes upward mobility by compensating for the family’s lack of resources. 

Narrowing differences  

Many societies are dedicated to reducing inequalities by promoting equality of 
opportunity. Institutions, particularly social protection and educational institutions, 
have been a focus of this process. A myriad of inequality studies focus on the so-
called “mean effects”, i.e., the overall effect of a covariate, in this case an institution 
or the interaction between the institution and parental resources (see, e.g., Brunello & 
Checchi 2007; Crettaz & Jacot 2014; Pfeffer 2008). They often conclude that an 
equalising process is in place if there is a negative mean effect of the institution on 
the intergenerational transmission. However, behind this effect, different mechanisms 
may operate for the families with different levels of resources, resulting in an 
equalising impact (Havnes & Mogstad 2015). Therefore, when studies state the 
equalising impact of an institution or a policy, it can indicate diverse mechanisms of 
influence in intergenerational transmissions, including those mentioned in the above 
discussion.  

In this dissertation, the equalising impact of an institution is considered when the 
institution weakens the link between parental background and socioeconomic 
outcomes at both ends of the resource distribution. This is, the institution weakens the 
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intergenerational transmission among families with low and high levels of resources - 
compared to the middle group - narrowing the gap in the mobility opportunities. If 
the impact of the institution influences intergenerational transmission among the 
advantaged and the disadvantaged families, but with contrasting impacts that promote 
upward and downward mobility, it narrows the differences in the life chances of 
individuals from unequal backgrounds. For example, the lengthening of the age upon 
leaving compulsory education weakened the intergenerational transmission of SES 
among low-status families also weakened the association among high status families 
(see research part II). This role of an institution boosts the opportunities of the 
vulnerable and breaks the intergenerational cycle of advantage, providing better 
chances for everyone else to achieve the desired outcome. Therefore, this approach 
raises the notion that institutions can contribute to breaking persistent inequalities by 
weakening the inheritance of advantage and levelling the playing field for the 
disadvantaged. 

The process or narrowing differences in opportunity can be argued to result in 
higher equality than if the institution had merely broken the inheritance of 
disadvantage (see 6.1. for a discussion of institutional compensation). However, this 
is indifferent to the mechanism of accumulation in which the chances of obtaining a 
higher socioeconomic position is increased for everyone (Erola & Kilpi-Jakonen 
2017). Numerous examples in the literature demonstrate the persistence of the 
intergenerational transmission of advantage (see chapters 2.3 and 6.2), which makes 
it an important mechanism of institutional influence as it shows that the persistence 
can be weakened. Therefore, as many institutions aim to reduce inequalities, this role 
of institutions is the only one that breaks the inheritance of advantage in addition to 
promoting life changes of the marginalised. 

Securing advantage  

Recent literature has demonstrated a persistent influence of parental background on 
socioeconomic outcomes, particularly among families with high levels of resources 
(see, e.g., DiPrete & Eirich 2006; Lucas 2001; Raftery & Hout 1993). This set of 
literature provided increasing evidence on how the institutions influence the 
mechanism of unequal accumulation, and the persistent intergenerational 
transmission of advantage. For example, studies show that some structures of family 
and educational policies can be related to the inheritance of advantage in western 
societies (Bakermans-Kranenburg et al. 2005; Pfeffer & Goldrick-Rab 2011; Petersen 
et al. 2011).  

Here, these theories are linked with the findings of this dissertation that 
institutions have a role in securing the advantage position of particular families 
within society. There are two ways institutions can influence the intergenerational 
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inequalities so that it results in securing the transmission of advantage. First, 
institutions can strengthen the intergenerational transmission of advantage by 
supporting the persistent advancement of advantage between generations. This type 
of institutional role is found in research part I, which shows that, despite the positive 
influence of the educational reforms on the weakening of origin-education 
association, these reforms, such as a higher age of leaving compulsory education, 
seem to strengthen the direct parental influence on occupational outcomes. These 
results illustrate how universal policies aimed at tackling inequalities can have a 
strengthening influence on the intergenerational advantage. Another example of the 
results of this dissertation is the increased probability of high-income male high 
school graduates to enrol in college during an economic downturn. This indicates that 
families responded to the lower opportunity costs that increased the competition for 
access to higher education  by increasing the intergenerational association and 
securing their advantaged position.  

The second way that institutions can secure advantage is by having a more neutral 
role, i.e., it is neither breaking or strengthening the persistence of intergenerational 
advantage. This does not overrule the possible simultaneous institutional 
compensation among the disadvantaged, but emphasises the ineffectiveness of the 
institution in weakening intergenerational transmissions among families with high 
levels of resources. If a policy is targeted to the disadvantaged and aimed to promote 
equality merely by breaking the inheritance of poverty, for example, this role does 
not apply. However, if the institution aims to reduce intergenerational inequalities, 
possibly with more universal policies, this is an important role to consider because 
institutions aiming at promoting equality may succeed by promoting upward mobility 
but are often unable to weaken the persistent inheritance of advantage. For example, 
this may apply to the impact of maternity leave in the intergenerational transmission 
of occupations among advantaged families: although it promotes upward mobility 
among low-status families, it has no significant influence in reducing the 
intergenerational association at the top of the resource distribution. 
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7 Conclusions 

 
 
 
This dissertation examined what kind of roles institutions have in intergenerational 
transmission of socioeconomic resources in western societies. While the promotion of 
equality of opportunity and higher openness are some of the key elements of a 
modern society, it is increasingly important to study the interplay between individual- 
and family-level events, the inequalities these create and the roles of institutions in 
them. This dissertation demonstrates that institutions can both positively and 
negatively impact intergenerational transmissions, influencing families throughout 
the resource distribution. This research extends from studying the transmission of a 
specific resource and includes diverse measures of parental resources and institutions 
to study their associations with different individual transitions and outcomes 
throughout the early life course.  

The contribution of this dissertation to the comparative literature on stratification 
is the empirical evidence on the roles of different institutions in intergenerational 
inequalities in multiple country settings. The results indicate three different roles of 
institutions in intergenerational transmissions. First, institutional compensation can 
positively impact families with few resources by breaking the inheritance of 
disadvantage and providing opportunities for upward mobility. Second, institutions 
can secure the inheritance of advantage by increasing or maintaining the 
intergenerational transmission among families with high levels of resources. Third, 
institutions can weaken the intergenerational transmissions throughout the resource 
distribution by promoting upward mobility among disadvantaged families and 
simultaneously increasing downward mobility among the advantaged. This role is the 
most comprehensive, as the positive impact of the institution on intergenerational 
inequalities is applied to a wider population, breaking the strong persistence of 
inequalities.  

These three different roles of institutions reveal a need for more detailed 
information on how different policies and institutions may have distinctive, and 
sometimes contradictive, impacts on families depending on their level of resources. 
Detailed information on how specific institutions and policies can influence 
intergenerational inequalities and whether they break the inheritance of disadvantage 
or advantage would provide a great tool for researchers, policy-makers and other 
actors aiming to reduce social inequalities in a society. Hence, although stratification 
research has provided ground-breaking evidence on how policies can influence 
inequality, further research should move from the “mean effects” of the institutions to 
studying whether the effect is different for disadvantaged and advantaged families. 
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For example, the positive influence of an institution on the origin-education 
association can be caused by promoting educational mobility at the bottom (upward 
mobility), top (downward mobility) or at both ends of the resource distribution.  

Previous findings on the persistence of social inequalities have raised multiple 
concerns and reactions regarding why it exists and how can it be altered (Bernardi 
2014; Lucas 2001; Raftery & Hout 1993). The results in research part I demonstrate 
that policies aimed at and that deliver, a reduction in intergenerational inequalities in 
one aspect may increase inequality in other sectors and forms. These imply that 
traditional welfare state institutions, such as educational policies, may not always 
work as expected to promote better equality. As institutional changes are affected by 
path dependency (Hall & Taylor 1996), there is concern regarding the possibilities for 
welfare state institutions to address inequalities. Combined with the findings on 
persistent intergenerational transmissions (Erikson & Goldthrope 1992; Torche 
2011?), the interplay between changing the behaviour of families and the changes in 
the institutional arrangements requires more attention. Disentangling the desirable 
outcomes of institutional influence and those that support or maintain the persistence 
of inequalities could provide knowledge of the power relations of stratification and 
tools to address them through public policies.  

The increased cross-national data on both micro- and macro-level information has 
enabled a more detailed analysis of intergenerational inequalities. The potential to 
measure specific policy institutions has resulted in opportunities to analyse specific 
macro-level institutions over time and their contribution to the changes in social 
inequalities. Research parts I and II provide an example of analysis in which 
information on institutions over time has been merged with the cohorts that the 
institutional changes have applied to. By measuring institutions with concrete policy 
data, research can provide more causal knowledge on the relationship between the 
institutional structures of a society and the mechanisms of intergenerational 
stratification.  

A multitude of previous inequality research has considered institutions in a wider 
context, such as the welfare state or labour market. This can be problematic in a sense 
that it cannot specify which part of the welfare state or the institutional setting is 
driving the promotion or alleviation of inequalities. Further, institutions have evolved 
through various paths and often influence each other, forming different 
comprehensive national settings (Hudson & Lowe 2009). This can lead to null results 
where the context institution is not associated with the micro-level phenomenon, as 
was the case in research part IV in which the impact of parental resources on the 
income-childbirth association did not vary according to the extent of public family 
support between liberal and social-democratic welfare regimes. This does not mean 
that specific labour market and family policy institutions supporting families in these 
regimes have no impact on the phenomenon but, within the whole context, it imposes 
no variation. However, this approach is beneficial in comparative research where no 
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country-specific data on the institutions of interest is available, but acknowledging 
the institutional setting, i.e., the macro-micro relationship, is crucial.  

In a study that focuses on the relationship between the structures of a society and 
individual-level phenomena, it is vital to acknowledge that institutional settings are 
strongly linked with the previous changes in the institutional arrangements (Blossfeld 
1996; Hudson & Lowe 2009). The within-country analysis can provide different 
knowledge than measurement of institutions as a comprehensive aggregate 
characteristic. As the findings of this dissertation arise from multiple analyses of 
associations and events over time, the roles presented here are not assumed to be 
stagnant. This also raises the question of how the impacts of the policies have 
evolved as the institutions transformed - if the institutions are path dependent, are the 
impacts of them on inequalities path dependent as well? This is an issue that future 
research should address to increase the understanding of the mechanisms of 
institutional impacts on the unequal distribution of resources in a society.  

Stratification research has provided some valuable insights on the relationships 
between institutions and intergenerational inequalities (Beller & Hout 2006; Brunello 
& Checchi 2007; Pfeffer 2008). However, many of the studies focus on educational 
institutions, and research focusing on specific social, family and labour market 
policies and reforms in relation to stratification between generations is still scarce. 
Although education is an essential institution in breaking inequalities, this 
dissertation and recent studies emphasise the positive impacts of other institutions in 
weakening persistent inequalities (e.g., Havnes & Mogstad 2015; Crettaz & Jacot 
2014). To advance this, an increase in the use of the existing comparative data (e.g., 
Gauthier 2011; OECD 2019) or collection of new cross-national information on 
social and family policies is required. Another extension of the social inequality 
research would be to study the processes of intergenerational inequalities outside of 
traditional socioeconomic outcomes. For example, research part IV examines the 
impact of intergenerational transmission of resources in relation to family behaviour 
in different institutional settings. This demonstrates how extensive the impacts of 
stratified mechanisms of families and societies can be throughout the life course. 

Although this dissertation derived three roles of institutions in the 
intergenerational transmission of socioeconomic resources, it does not argue that 
these roles are stagnant or apply to all institutions. The results of the research parts 
demonstrate that different institutions can have different roles, overlapping roles or 
no role at all. In addition, the findings on both positive and negative impacts on 
inequalities were found for universal, i.e., maternity leave and compulsory education, 
and targeted institutions, such as financial aid for disadvantaged students. This 
indicates that more comprehensive public support could aid in addressing 
inequalities, despite the varying extent of universalism.  

This dissertation aims to provide knowledge of how individuals and families, as 
well as the transitions between these units, are influenced by the surrounding 
institutions of a society. This dissertation provides evidence on the diverse roles of 
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institutions which may generate further discussion of the institutional aspects in 
sociological research. Because people are interlinked with the surrounding structures, 
provision of knowledge on the interplay between society, family background and 
individual life events can be helpful not only for researchers and policy-makers but 
also for every individual that has a role in these relations and settings.   
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