
Intergenerational social inequalities: deepening our understanding on the ways in which
our social origins shape our lives

Family background influences our lives in multiple ways: from genes to work-life
connections, the role that parents can play in their children’s lives is almost ubiquitous. Yet
these relationships are far from deterministic. Institutional contexts shape the strength and
manner in which the influences take place. Even the way that genes shape our lives depends
on the environment in which we live.

The Dynamics of Inequality Across the Life-course: structures and processes (DIAL) research
programme has studied the intergenerational transmission of social inequality extensively,
covering the key stages of the life-course, as well as further conceptualising what equality of
opportunity – and other key concepts for studies on intergenerational social mobility – is
and how it can be measured.

Different approaches to the study of intergenerational inequality

A number of DIAL projects have made an effort to improve our understanding of what
exactly intergenerational inequality is and how it can be approached from different –
though interrelated – points of view. One of the projects to tackle this issue is the Populism,
Inequality and Institutions (PII) project, which sets out four different approaches (Björklund
& Jäntti 2020). These are intergenerational mobility, intergenerational effects, sibling
correlations, and equality of opportunity.

Intergenerational mobility estimates tend to be the most widely known and refer to the
association between parents’ and their children’s social position, e.g., in terms of education,
social class, or income. In estimating intergenerational effects, scholars attempt to establish
the causal nature of these associations, which would then give us answers to questions such
as how much more education would we expect children to obtain if their parents received
one more year of education. Sibling correlations take a broader approach and estimate how
much family background more broadly – not just in terms of measurable resources –
accounts for differences (inequalities) in socioeconomic outcomes. Finally, the equality of
opportunity approach addresses these questions from a more normative perspective and
attempts to discern how much circumstances, which are beyond the individual’s control and
can include family factors that are shared and those that aren’t between siblings, influence
socioeconomic outcomes. Better understanding of these factors can also help us to develop
policies and interventions to reduce intergenerational inequality.

The concept of equality of opportunity is further examined in research within the The
impact of childhood circumstances on individual outcomes over the life-course (IMCHILD)
project, where researchers have analysed it together with freedom from poverty (Hufe et al.
2018). They put forward a new measure of unfair inequality, where both of these concepts
receive equal weight. In other words, the authors argue that from a fairness perspective it is
important that socioeconomic outcomes do not depend on childhood circumstances
(equality of opportunity) and that income distributions are such that everyone can make
ends meet (freedom from poverty). The results suggest that within Europe unfair inequality
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is most prevalent in Lithuania, Italy, and Romania, and income distributions are the fairest in
the Netherlands, Finland, and Norway.

Genes and the environments in which we live

A key area of research that has developed with great strides over the past decades is the
study of genetic influences on our socioeconomic as well as health outcomes. This area of
research is the focus of the Gene-Environment Interplay in the Generation of Health and
Education Inequalities (GEIGHEI) project. At the heart of this research project is the
examination of how the influence of genes depends on the environment, which can either
enhance or supress their influence on individuals’ outcomes. In terms of intergenerational
socioeconomic reproduction, the research shows that a genetic predisposition for high
educational attainment is more beneficial when parents are able to invest in their children
to a greater extent (Muslimova et al. 2021). Or vice versa, parental investments are more
effective when children also have a higher genetic predisposition for education.

These results are echoed by research undertaken in the Inequality, early adult life courses
and economic outcomes at mid-life in comparative context (EQUALLIVES) project, where the
results imply that the influence of genes is greater for children growing up in the most
advantaged families (Erola et al. 2021). In other words, the ability to take advantage of a
more beneficial genetic predisposition for socioeconomic success is greater for children with
parents who have high levels of resources. This may be due to these parents having the
possibility and willingness to invest in their children differentially depending on their talents,
whereas less advantaged parents are constrained or unwilling to do so. The research also
suggests that the role of genes is substantially larger for educational and occupational
attainment than for income, at least in the context of Finland.

Influences across the life-course

It is likely to come as no surprise that the influence of parents is great when children are
small, after all a large majority of children’s time is usually spent with their parents.
Research from the Trends in Inequality: Sources and Policy (TRISP) project indicate that time
investments made by parents early in childhood as well as investments into better quality
schools are a major explanatory factor for intergenerational income inequality in the UK
(Bolt et al. 2021). These investments improve children’s cognitive skills and their educational
attainment, which lead to higher incomes.

The influence of parents persists even as children go through the education system and
enter into the labour market. This has been studied extensively in the Life-Course Dynamics
of Educational Tracking (LIFETRACK) project, where a key area of focus has been the way in
which social origin and educational tracking work together to produce inequalities in labour
market careers. As also suggested by previous research, even after taking into account
educational attainment, social origins continue to exert an influence on labour market
achievement (e.g., Heiskala et al. 2021; Herbaut et al. 2021). Research from the EQUALLIVES
project also highlights how family background influences not only the final socioeconomic
outcomes that individuals reach but also the ways in which they do so (Karhula et al. 2019).
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Therefore, in attempting to tackle intergenerational inequality, there is a need to look at
influences beyond childhood and address the ways in which advantaged parents continue to
support their children in adulthood.
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