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Abstract

Prompted by new data and a renewed concern about equality of oppor-
tunity, the study of intergenerational mobility has flourished in Latin
America in the past decade. Although analysis is still restricted to a
handful of countries, one conclusion appears clear: Intergenerational
income mobility is weaker in Latin America than in industrial countries
and is characterized by “persistence at the top,” a pattern consistent
with the high levels of economic concentration in the region. However,
social class mobility in Latin America does not differ from that in the
industrialized world. This essay reviews two generations of mobility re-
search since the 1960s, takes stock of current findings on economic and
class mobility in Latin America, examines the linkages between mobil-
ity and macro-level factors, and engages a new literature on equality of
opportunity. I suggest that the comparative understanding of mobility
in Latin America can inform and inspire research in the industrialized
world.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Latin America and the Caribbean compose a
vast region, comprising 26 countries and ter-
ritories, almost 600 million people, and enor-
mous diversity in terms of levels of economic
development, racial/ethnic makeup, and insti-
tutional and cultural tradition. When consid-
ered in comparative perspective, the most strik-
ing characteristic of Latin America is its high
socioeconomic inequality. Latin America is the
most unequal region of the world, and it has
been since at least the 1960s (de Ferranti et al.
2004).

Researchers have long puzzled about the
relationship between inequality and intergen-
erational mobility. It is reasonable to expect
that wide socioeconomic disparities will result
in weaker mobility because the uneven dis-
tribution of resources will benefit advantaged
families in the competition for socioeconomic
success. Much research finds a negative asso-
ciation between inequality and mobility across
industrialized countries (Björklund & Jäntti
2009, Blanden 2013, Jäntti 2006, Solon 2002).
Others claim that high inequality can be offset
by mobility, tacitly assuming that these two
distributional phenomena can move in oppo-
site directions (Friedman 1962, pp. 171–72).
Given its wide disparities, Latin America offers
a test case. If inequality shapes mobility, we
should find limited opportunity for mobility in
the region. More broadly, although mobility
analysis has been largely restricted to a small
pool of mostly industrialized countries, incor-
porating Latin American nations sheds light
on the association between macro-level factors
and mobility outcomes.

Empirical studies of intergenerational mo-
bility emerged in the 1960s in Latin America.
Research was restricted to a handful of coun-
tries including Argentina, Brazil, Chile, and
Mexico. This first generation of mobility re-
search was led by sociologists and focused on
occupational mobility. Researchers used two
analytical approaches: tabular analysis of broad
occupational categories and path analysis of
occupational status, as formulated by Blau &

Duncan (1967). An important concern for re-
searchers in the 1960s and 1970s was the in-
fluence of rapid urbanization, industrialization,
and internal migration on mobility patterns.
Surprisingly, findings from this first generation
of research depict a process of intergenerational
stratification very similar to that of the United
States.

The study of mobility came to an abrupt halt
during the 1980s and 1990s in a context of an
economic crisis, which redirected the attention
of social scientists to questions about inequal-
ity, poverty, and household strategies (e.g., Solı́s
2007, pp. 36–37 and references therein). As the
economic situation started to improve in the
mid-1990s, concerns about equality of oppor-
tunity and the intergenerational transmission
of advantage have regained importance, giving
rise to a second generation of mobility research.

The second generation of mobility research
adds economic studies of earnings and income
mobility to the sociological studies of occu-
pational mobility of the first generation. As
with the first generation, analytical approaches
and methods are imported from the indus-
trialized world. Sociologists adopted standard
class classifications that ensure international
comparability and log-linear models that dis-
tinguish structural mobility from social fluid-
ity. Economists adopted the analysis of inter-
generational earnings elasticities/correlations.
Mobility analysis remains, however, largely re-
stricted to the same handful of countries in-
cluded in the first generation. As in the indus-
trialized world (Ganzeboom et al. 1991), the
second generation of mobility research has fo-
cused on the bivariate intergenerational associ-
ation, with little examination of mechanisms.

This review proceeds as follows: Section 2
describes the Latin American context with a
focus on the wide socioeconomic disparities
in the region. Section 3 discusses definitional,
measurement, and data issues involved in the
analysis of intergenerational mobility in Latin
America. Section 4 is the core of this review.
It discusses what we know about occupational
and economic mobility in Latin America, us-
ing a comparative approach whenever possible.
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It also examines a small literature on the asso-
ciation between mobility and macro-level fac-
tors as well as recent literature on inequality
of opportunity, which extends bivariate mobil-
ity studies by including several measures of so-
cial origins. Section 6 concludes by discussing
implications of mobility research in Latin
America for the region and beyond. A caveat is
in order at the outset: Although empirical anal-
ysis of mobility in Latin America has grown in
the past decade, the literature published in peer-
reviewed outlets in the English language is still
small. Restricting this review to those outlets
would miss important contributions. I there-
fore include some publications in Spanish and
Portuguese and/or from non-peer-reviewed
outlets.

2. THE LATIN AMERICAN
CONTEXT: WIDE
SOCIOECONOMIC DISPARITIES
AND THEIR POTENTIAL
IMPLICATIONS FOR MOBILITY

Latin America is often singled out because of
its persistently high levels of socioeconomic
inequality. With an income Gini of 0.53 in the
mid-2000s, Latin America is 18% more unequal
than sub-Saharan Africa, 36% more unequal
than East Asia, and 65% more unequal than
high-income countries (López-Calva & Lustig
2010). Inequality extends to every aspect of life,
from distribution of income, land, and other
assets to access to education, health services,
justice and political voice and influence (de
Ferranti et al. 2004, Hoffman & Centeno 2003).
Variation across Latin American countries is
substantial: Uruguay and Venezuela feature
Ginis of ∼0.45, whereas Haiti and Bolivia reach
0.60 (Gasparini et al. 2011). Yet even the most
egalitarian countries in Latin America are more
uneven than advanced industrial countries.

Wide economic disparities are not a new de-
velopment. Latin America has been the most
unequal region of the world since at least the
mid-twentieth century (Deininger & Squire
1996, table 5), and economic disparities are
wider than in countries at similar levels of

economic development (Gasparini et al. 2011,
Londono & Szekely 2000). The most distinc-
tive feature of Latin American inequality is the
large concentration at the top of the distribu-
tion and the wide difference between the rich
and the middle class (de Ferranti et al. 2004;
IADB 1999, p. 16). Even if inequality is by
definition correlated with concentration, the
Latin American case is extreme. A useful strat-
egy to calculate concentration is to compare
the gap between the wealthy and the middle
class (P90/P50) with the gap between the mid-
dle class and the poor (P50/P10). In the United
States, the wealthy/middle-class ratio reaches
2.2 and the middle-class/poor ratio is 2.7, even
after a massive increase in concentration at
the top over the past three decades [Piketty &
Saez 2003 (updated 2013)]. In contrast, similar
figures are 3.7 and 3.2 for Chile and 3.0 and 2.9
for Mexico, signaling a stronger concentration
at the top (OECD 2011).

Latin America’s level and pattern of inequal-
ity appear to have deep historical roots. They
can be traced back to colonial times, when a so-
cial structure characterized by exploitation of
indigenous and black populations by a small
European elite was established. Three different
approaches explain the “early origins” of colo-
nial inequality.

The first approach elaborated by economic
historians Engerman and Sokoloff (Engerman
& Sokoloff 1997, Sokoloff & Engerman 2000)
relies on differences in initial factor endow-
ments such as the size and quality of the
land, climate, and native population. Exploit-
ing Latin America’s natural resources required
large-scale plantations; mineral-extractive op-
erations; or grain and cattle haciendas based
on slaves, indentured native servants, or debt
peonage. In these three forms, initial factor en-
dowments resulted in an extreme concentration
of wealth in Spanish and Portuguese colonies.
Concentration of assets allowed elites to es-
tablish institutions that maintained inequality
and exclusion, denying basic protections to the
large subordinate populations. The colonial or-
der gave rise to exclusionary policies in the do-
mains of land ownership, immigration, voting,
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education, and financial institutions, which
hampered human capital formation, access to
credit, and political participation. Education
provides a striking example. Canada and the
northern United States became pioneers in
the expansion of primary education. By 1900,
the white literacy rate was 90% in the United
States, and every locality in the northern United
States had free schools supported by general
taxes. In contrast, the Latin American elites
fiercely resisted taxation for educational pur-
poses and opposed educational expansion. As
a result, by 1900, even in the most highly ed-
ucated Latin American countries, the literacy
rate reached only ∼50% and was less than 20%
in the least-educated countries (Engerman et al.
2000).

The second approach claims that the origins
of Latin America’s inequality are not factor en-
dowments but colonial institutions (Acemoglu
et al. 2001, 2002). This approach sees institu-
tions as emerging from the availability of cheap
labor. In places such as Latin America where
Europeans faced high mortality rates and large
native populations, they were more likely to set
up extractive institutions. These institutions
excluded the masses from access to economic
and political power and failed to protect indi-
vidual property rights and to enforce contracts.
In contrast, in North American low-mortality
contexts with sparse native populations where
large numbers of Europeans settled, settlers
successfully pushed for egalitarian, democratic
institutional arrangements for themselves,
with a strong emphasis on private property
and checks against government power. Such
institutions are claimed to have persisted over
time owing to strong support from the elites
and the high costs involved in change.

The third approach complements the for-
mer two by focusing on the characteristics
of colonial powers rather than the colonies,
distinguishing mercantilism among Spaniards
from liberalism among the British. Mercan-
tilistic Spain focused on resource extraction in
areas where large native populations could be
forced to provide free labor. In contrast, liberal
Britain is claimed to have promoted profit mak-

ing through market exchange, plausibly leading
to more egalitarian institutions that protected
individual rights (Lange et al. 2006).

Although controversy exists between these
approaches, they have much in common. All
are strong at describing “original factors” but
weaker at explaining the processes that main-
tained inequality over time, tacitly assuming
strong path dependence (Bertola 2011). Given
that much change in land ownership took place
during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries
(Coatsworth 2008), that some countries’ lib-
eral elites attempted to alter the status quo in
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries with
varying levels of success (Mahoney 2003), and
that Latin American inequality appears to have
sharply increased at the turn of the twenti-
eth century triggered by a boom in commod-
ity prices and globalization (Williamson 2010),
the persistence of inequality over time cannot
be taken for granted easily. In fact, a criti-
cal factor accounting for persistence appears to
be the weakness of Latin American states that
emerged after independence, which were un-
able to oppose particularistic interests; enforce
the rule of law; and extract resources to invest
in human capital, infrastructure, or public ser-
vices (Centeno 2002, Centeno & Ferraro 2013,
Coatsworth 2008).

State weakness accounts for the two main
proximate determinants of inequality in con-
temporary Latin America, namely the high
returns to schooling and the weak redistribu-
tive role of governments. Average returns to
schooling are higher in Latin America than in
any other region of the world, and they are par-
ticularly high for secondary and postsecondary
educational levels (Psacharopoulos 1994).
This pattern is the direct result of educational
policies that first restricted educational expan-
sion and later focused on the postsecondary
level before expanding secondary schooling
(Morley 2001). The result is a bottom-heavy
polarized distribution of educational attain-
ment, resulting in a historically large premium
for those with secondary and postsecondary
schooling. In addition, Latin American states
play an impressively weak redistributive role
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owing to their lower tax revenues and limited
progressivity of transfers (World Bank 2011).
The comparison with Europe is striking.
Around the year 2001, the Gini coefficient
for pretax pretransfer income reached 0.52 in
Latin America and 0.46 in Europe, signaling
somewhat more inequality in Latin America.
This difference, however, magnifies after taxes
and transfers, with the Gini for disposable
income dropping to 0.31 in Europe but only
to 0.50 in Latin America (Goni et al. 2011).

Although persistently high within a com-
parative perspective, Latin American inequal-
ity has fluctuated over the past four decades.
Economic disparities increased in the 1980s and
1990s in the context of economic crisis and mar-
ket reform. The debt crisis that erupted in 1982
worsened an already battered social landscape.
The sudden halt in foreign finance, deteriora-
tion of terms of trade, and the push to imple-
ment market-oriented reforms severely affected
real income throughout the region. As a result,
most Latin American countries had lower levels
of income in 1990 than in 1980, and unemploy-
ment and informality increased throughout the
region (Edwards 1995). The crisis widened in-
equality because the poor were less able to pro-
tect themselves from unemployment and infla-
tion and were affected by the sharp cuts in social
spending (Korzeniewicz & Smith 2000, Lustig
1995, Psacharopoulos et al. 1997).

The consequences of market reform for
inequality are more contentious, partly because
its different components may have offsetting
consequences. Trade and tariff liberalization
were unambiguously regressive because they
induced skill-biased technical change, increas-
ing the already high skill premium throughout
the region. A notable exception is Brazil, where
the skill premium declined in the context of
trade opening (Attanasio et al. 2004, Cragg &
Epelbaum 1996, Gonzaga et al. 2006). How-
ever, liberalizing the capital account appears to
have been more progressive. The overall effect
of market-oriented reforms appears to have
been regressive (Morley 2001, Wood 1997).
Overall, the result of crisis and reform was a
widening of inequality, with the regional Gini

rising from 0.48 in the 1970s to 0.53 in 2002
(de Ferranti et al. 2004).

In a surprising turn, inequality started to
decline in the late 1990s and the early 2000s in
virtually every Latin American country. This
recent equalization process is far from closing
the gap with the rest of the world, but it has
reversed growing disparities, with a drop of the
Gini from ∼0.55 in the late 1990s to ∼0.49 in
the late 2000s (Lustig et al. 2013). This reversal
has been driven by the two main proximate
determinants of inequality: a decline in the skill
premium and an increase in the redistributive
role of the state. Educational expansion efforts
over the past two decades have increased the
supply of educated workers, which, combined
with the waning of skill-based technical change
induced by trade liberalization, has reduced
the skill premium over the 2000s. In the
language of Tinbergen (1974), in the “race
between skill-biased technological change and
educational upgrading,” the latter has now
taken the lead in Latin America.

Latin American governments have con-
tributed to equalization by augmenting and
better targeting transfers to the poor, often in
the form of conditional cash transfers (Valencia
2008). The dominant factor, however, has
been a decline in the skill premium. As a
result, equalization has been asymmetric, with
a marked compression at the top. Whereas
the income share of the bottom decile has
remained constant at ∼1%, the share of the
top decile has dropped from 45.7% to 41.6%
between 1995 and 2009 (World Bank 2011).

In sum, Latin America has historically been
a “lopsided continent” (Hoffman & Centeno
2003), but a noticeable equalization turn has
occurred since the mid-1990s. Recent equaliza-
tion in Latin America is all the more remarkable
because it is the exact opposite of the recent
increase in inequality in the United States and
other Anglo-Saxon countries: It is character-
ized by concentration at the top and driven
by a growing college premium and weaker
state redistribution [Leigh 2009, McCall &
Percheski 2010, Piketty & Saez 2003
(updated 2013)].
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Much literature suggests that cross-
sectional inequality results in less mobility.
Several theoretical mechanisms account for
this relationship. First, inequality implies
higher returns to schooling and less pro-
gressive human capital investments, both of
which induce intergenerational rigidity (Solon
2004). High inequality may strengthen the
political influence of the wealthy through, for
instance, political contributions and lobbying,
thus reducing the scope for redistributive
policies (Burtless & Jencks 2003). Additionally,
inequality may induce residential segregation,
resulting in a more skewed composition of peer
groups along socioeconomic lines (Durlauf
1996, Reardon & Bischoff 2011). These mech-
anisms are plausible, but they leave much to
be explained in terms of their level of analysis,
appropriate time lags, first-order effects versus
externalities, potential tipping points, and the
vast risk of spuriousness. As a result, ascertain-
ing the causal effect of inequality on mobility
becomes a daunting task (for a thoughtful
approach, see Mayer & Lopoo 2008).

At the empirical level, research shows a
negative association between inequality and
economic mobility across advanced industrial
countries. These studies consistently indicate
that egalitarian Scandinavian countries feature
the highest levels of mobility, whereas more
unequal Italy, the United Kingdom, and par-
ticularly the United States are less mobile
(Björklund & Jäntti 2009, Blanden 2013, Jäntti
2006, Solon 2002). The negative cross-country
association between inequality and mobility has
transcended academia and been popularized in
the “Great Gatsby” curve (Corak 2013).

The negative association between inequality
and mobility appears to be nonexistent when
mobility is measured in terms of social class
rather than income or earnings. Comparison
of 15 industrialized countries in the 1970s
found a very weak association between the Gini
coefficient and intergenerational persistence
(Erikson & Goldthorpe 1992, pp. 379–89), and
a more recent study comparing 10 European
countries in the 1990s found no relationship
at all (Breen & Luijkx 2004, pp. 395–98). The

discrepancy in findings is intriguing and raises
important questions about the validity of differ-
ent measures of socioeconomic well-being used
to study mobility. However, empirical research
to date on the association between mobility
and inequality is largely restricted to a handful
of advanced industrial countries. Variation
in terms of inequality among these countries
pales when compared with Latin America. In
this context, incorporating Latin American
countries into the comparative analysis of social
mobility should provide a useful setting to
test the potential association between mobility
and inequality as well as other macrostructural
factors.

3. DEFINITION, MEASUREMENT,
AND DATA ISSUES IN THE
ANALYSIS OF MOBILITY IN
LATIN AMERICA

Intergenerational mobility is captured by the
association between the socioeconomic stand-
ing of parents (origins) and that of their adult
children (destinations). A weak intergenera-
tional association indicates that the opportunity
to succeed (or fail) is open to all, regardless of
their social origins. Mobility is a macro-level
concept. As with inequality, mobility applies
to societies, not to individuals. There are
always some individuals who move from rags
to riches or riches to rags. Mobility captures
precisely how prevalent such movements are in
different countries. Intergenerational mobility
is of interest because it provides information
about social openness or equality of oppor-
tunity. However, it is not a perfect indicator.
Some mechanisms for the intergenerational
persistence—for example, genetic inheritance
or family socialization—would exist even in a
society in which institutions fully compensated
for socioeconomic disadvantages. If these
mechanisms strongly determine socioeco-
nomic success, then the intergenerational
association could be high even if opportunity
was equalized ( Jencks & Tach 2006). Under
the reasonable assumption that genetic inheri-
tance and family socialization do not markedly
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vary across national contexts, mobility is useful
as a metric of opportunity in different national
contexts.

Three sources of mobility data have been
used in the advanced industrial world. These
include (a) cross-sectional samples of adult pop-
ulations with retrospective questions about the
parental generation, (b) panel surveys that ex-
tend over a long enough period of time such that
they include the socioeconomic attainment of
two generations, and (c) administrative/registry
data sets with linked information for parents
and adult children. Some sources also include
a combination thereof, for example linked sur-
vey and social security administration data in
the United States (e.g., Mazumder 2005).

Long-term panels or administrative records
are not yet available in Latin America, so all
mobility analysis that exists relies on cross-
sectional retrospective surveys (item a from pre-
vious paragraph). They are available in only
some countries in the region, and until recently,
they were representative of one single city or
urban area. National surveys largely emerged
only after the turn of the millennium. As a re-
sult, analysis of change over time is by necessity
restricted to comparisons across cohorts using
a single cross-sectional survey, with the ensu-
ing limitations of confounding cohort and age
effects. The only (partial) exception to data lim-
itations for mobility research in Latin America
is found in Brazil.

Brazil was the first country in the region
to conduct a nationally representative mobility
survey as early as 1973, when Brazilian scholars
trained in the United States successfully lobbied
to include a mobility module into the National
Household Survey (Pesquisa Nacional por
Amostra de Domicı́lio) to be undertaken yearly
by the Brazilian Bureau of the Census (Instituto
Brasileiro de Geografia e Estatı́stica). This sur-
vey included a similar mobility module in 1982,
1988, and 1996, thus allowing researchers to
evaluate mobility over time. Table 1 offers a de-
scription of available mobility surveys in Latin
America by country, noting information about
year, coverage, age range, and any parental vari-
ables included (to be listed in the table, a survey

has to have information on the education and
occupation of one parent at a minimum).

Given data limitations, an alternative mea-
sure of mobility used in Latin America exam-
ines the association between parents’ socioeco-
nomic resources and their coresident children’s
educational attainment. This approach needs to
be restricted to young children so that they are
observed before the normative age of house-
hold leaving (generally the early 20s) because
adult children who still coreside with their par-
ents are not representative of their peers and
offer a biased sample. A second alternative used
in Latin America focuses on the association in
schooling between coresident school-age sib-
lings. Sibling correlations in educational attain-
ment provide what may be a broader measure
of family persistence insofar as they include
family, community, and neighborhood factors
shared by siblings (Black & Devereux 2011).
Both strategies can be applied to simple house-
hold cross-sectional surveys, which are avail-
able in virtually all Latin American countries.
However, they are restricted to educational at-
tainment, which is measured relatively early in
the life cycle and cannot be extended to occu-
pational or economic mobility.

4. INTERGENERATIONAL
MOBILITY IN LATIN AMERICA

The study of intergenerational mobility in
Latin America emerged in the 1960s. The first
generation of mobility research was conducted
entirely by sociologists. Researchers combined
simple tabular analysis of class mobility using
ad hoc occupational categories and path anal-
ysis to replicate the intergenerational status
attainment model as formulated by Blau &
Duncan (1967). Mobility data were available
only in Argentina, Brazil, Chile, and Mexico,
and with the exception of Brazil, data were
restricted to one city.

The First Generation of Class
Mobility Research: 1960s–1970s

The main concern of researchers was the im-
pact of rapid structural change on the mobility
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chances of urban populations over the twen-
tieth century. Industrialization, urbanization,
internal migration, and fertility decline cre-
ated much room at the top and provided
opportunities for occupational upgrading to
those with disadvantaged origins, resulting
in extensive upward mobility. In Argentina,
Germani (1963) documented massive flows of
upward mobility and explained them via the
dynamism of the Argentinean economy and
the large rates of international migration at the
turn of the twentieth century, larger even than
in the United States. Early analysis suggests
Argentina had levels of intergenerational asso-
ciation even lower than those of industrialized
countries and other Latin American countries
such as Brazil and Chile (Beccaria 1978,
Raczynski 1973). In Brazil, Pastore (1982)
conducted a pioneer analysis of class mobility.
The main finding was the very high level of
upward mobility driven by urbanization and
industrialization processes that altered the class
structure in a single generation. The transfor-
mation was striking: Approximately 70% of
adult men in 1973 had origins in rural classes,
but only 30% of them held rural occupations.

The second strategy used by the first gener-
ation of Latin American mobility scholars was
the replication of the path analysis of Blau &
Duncan (1967, pp. 163–84) to examine how
subsequent factors across the individual life-
cycle (e.g., father’s education and occupation,
individual educational attainment, and labor
market entry) shape current individual occu-
pational status. One important concern for re-
searchers was the differences in the stratifica-
tion process in Latin America compared with
those in the United States and other wealthy
countries. The classic status attainment model
was replicated in Santiago, Chile (Lincoln 1978,
Wilson 1972); Buenos Aires, Argentina ( Jorrat
1992, Wilson 1972); Monterrey, Mexico (Balán
et al. 1973, p. 293); and Rio de Janeiro, Brazil
(Wilson 1972).

The overall finding from this body of re-
search was the similarities in the stratification
process between Latin America and the United
States. Both the total influence of a father’s

resources on his son’s attainment and the large
mediating role of education in the stratifica-
tion process were very similar in Latin America
and the United States. When there were differ-
ences, they pointed to larger returns to educa-
tion in urban Latin America (e.g., Balán et al.
1973, pp. 292–94). Similarity is not an artifact
of little variation around the world. As shown
by Treiman & Yip (1989), much heterogeneity
across countries exists, and social origins tend to
display a stronger influence in developing coun-
tries. The comparative exercise did not, how-
ever, produce a broader theoretical reflection
about the sources of international commonal-
ity and variation in stratification dynamics in
different macrostructural contexts.

The Second Generation of Class
Mobility Research: Since the 1990s

After these initial studies in the 1960s and
1970s, mobility research virtually disappeared
for nearly a quarter century in Latin America.
The reasons include an ideological rejection of
quantitative approaches of US provenance and
the deep debt crisis during the 1980s. So deep
was the crisis that the 1980s came to be known
as “the lost decade” in Latin America, and so-
cial scientists’ concerns were almost exclusively
focused on questions about absolute depriva-
tion. As the economic situation improved in the
1990s and 2000s, a renewed concern about in-
equality of opportunity emerged, and mobility
surveys were conducted in several countries.

This impulse gave rise to the second gen-
eration of mobility research in the region. In-
depth mobility analysis was still restricted to a
few countries, namely Argentina, Brazil, Chile,
and Mexico. However, more limited compar-
ative analysis included a larger number of na-
tions. As did the first generation, the second
generation replicated questions and method-
ologies developed in the advanced industrial
world. In contrast to the first generation of re-
search, recent work includes contributions from
sociologists and economists. Sociologists have
focused on an analysis of class mobility, mov-
ing from ad hoc to international comparable
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class classifications. The preferred class classifi-
cation has been the EGP (Erikson-Goldthorpe-
Portocarero) schema (after Erikson et al. 1979),
which has become the referent for interna-
tional comparative analysis of intergenerational
mobility. In its seven-class version typically
used for comparative research, this classifica-
tion distinguishes the following classes: pro-
fessionals and managers, clerical workers, self-
employed, farmers, skilled manual workers,
nonskilled manual workers, and agricultural la-
borers (Erikson & Goldthorpe 1992, pp. 35–
47). In terms of methodology, the second gen-
eration relies on log-linear models distinguish-
ing absolute mobility flows from relative mobil-
ity or social fluidity as captured by odds ratios.

Second-generation mobility research in
Latin America has addressed two important
hypotheses about homogeneity in social fluidity
across countries and over time. The “common
fluidity” hypothesis states that countries share a
similar pattern of mobility, even if the strength
of intergenerational association may vary
across country. The “constant fluidity” hy-
pothesis states that social fluidity does not vary
over time in spite of industrialization and insti-
tutional change (Featherman et al. 1975). Both
hypotheses have found much empirical support
but have also been questioned (for reviews,
see Ganzeboom et al. 1991, Hout & DiPrete
2006). In particular, constant fluidity has been
questioned by growing class fluidity in the
United States and many European countries
(Breen 2004, Hout 1988), driven by equal-
ization of educational opportunity and by a
compositional effect whereby, over time, more
people reach higher levels of schooling where
the intergenerational association is weaker
(Breen & Jonsson 2007, Breen et al. 2009).

Second-generation class mobility research
in Latin America generally supports common
fluidity but rebuffs constant fluidity. In Brazil,
Ribeiro (2007, p. 288) used the EGP class
schema to compare the strength of social flu-
idity in Brazil with that of European countries.
He found that Brazil is in the middle of the
pack: Brazilian rates of fluidity are comparable
with those of England, Germany, and Hungary,

in spite of high levels of inequality. In terms
of temporal change, Brazil has experienced a
clear increase in social fluidity between the early
1970s and the late 1990s, driven by a decline in
the intergenerational reproduction of the pro-
fessional class (Pastore & do Valle Silva 2000,
Ribeiro 2007, Ribeiro & Scalon 2001). Even
though this pattern replicates the growing flu-
idity found in the United States and European
countries, its mechanisms are different. No ev-
idence about either equalization of educational
opportunity or a compositional effect is found
in Brazil. Instead, growing fluidity is driven by a
decline in the skill premium and by a weaker di-
rect association between the net association of
origins and destinations, after controlling for
education (Torche & Ribeiro 2010).

Using the EGP class schema, Torche (2005)
compared social fluidity in Chile with that of
industrialized countries. As in Brazil, a surpris-
ing finding emerges: Social fluidity in Chile is
comparable to that of the most fluid industrial-
ized countries, in spite of the wide economic
disparities in the former. Torche found that
the pattern of class mobility is characterized
by a strong barrier to mobility to and from
the professional class at the top of the occu-
pational structure but much higher fluidity be-
tween the middle and lower classes, a pattern
consistent with high income concentration at
the top [however, Espinoza et al. (2013) found
strong barriers at both extremes of the occu-
pational hierarchy]. The second-generation re-
search in Argentina also highlights stronger
persistence at the upper end of the occupational
distribution ( Jorrat 2000, p. 217).

Second-generation studies in Mexico also
question the constant fluidity hypothesis, but
in the opposite direction of Brazil: Whereas
class fluidity increased in Brazil, it declined
in Mexico during the 1980s and 1990s in the
context of economic crisis and market reform
(Cortés & Escobar Latapı́ 2005, Solı́s 2005,
Zenteno & Solı́s 2006). Specifically, access to
the professional and managerial class at the
top of the distribution became more stratified
by social background (Cortés & Escobar
Latapı́ 2005). Comparative analysis shows
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that immobility at the top is much more pro-
nounced in Mexico than in the United States
(Huerta-Wong et al. 2013). These findings
are consistent with the substantial immobility
at the top found in Argentina and Chile and
suggest a particularly Latin American pattern
of intergenerational class reproduction charac-
terized by strong intergenerational persistence
of the upper class. Mexican studies also suggest
that the mechanism for increased reproduction
at the top is growing inequality of educational
opportunity, which most affected the cohort
educated during the 1980s economic crisis
(Binder & Woodruff 2002).

In sum, recent class mobility research in
Latin America is surprisingly consistent with
the hypothesis suggesting common fluidity
across countries. Not only is there no indication
of differences in pattern, but remarkably, the in-
tergenerational class association is not stronger
in Latin American countries than in the ad-
vanced industrial world in spite of the former’s
higher levels of inequality. The Latin Ameri-
can case also questions the constant fluidity hy-
pothesis. Whereas Brazil showed an increase in
fluidity, Mexico showed a decline. Both cases
are noteworthy: In Brazil, the mechanisms driv-
ing growing fluidity depart from those found in
industrialized countries, whereas Mexico joins
Russia as the only other country in the world
where a decline in fluidity has been found (Ger-
ber & Hout 2004). Furthermore, in both Mex-
ico and Russia, this decline occurred in the con-
text of economic crisis and market reform.

International Comparability of Class
Mobility Analysis

The use of standard class classifications such as
EGP by second-generation mobility research
assumes that these classifications capture the
main sources of cleavages in Latin Ameri-
can societies and allow meaningful compari-
son. Without falling into an Orientalist empha-
sis on differences, one could assert that a class
schema developed in and for the industrialized
world fails to consider relevant social cleav-
ages in Latin America. Given Latin America’s

pattern of development, important differences
may affect the position of some classes, partic-
ularly farmers, self-employed, and profession-
als/managers. Class classifications developed
in the industrial world—EGP in particular—
distinguish farmers from farm workers because
their control of land results in more economic
security and higher living standards. The dis-
tinction is less meaningful in most of Latin
America. Given the concentration of land own-
ership (Torche & Spilerman 2008), small land-
holders control minimal amounts of land and
are usually engaged in subsistence farming. As
a result, Latin American farmers are far from
a rural bourgeoisie and closer to the rural pro-
letariat. Their mobility chances are as—if not
more—limited than those of farm workers in-
sofar as attachment to the land constrains mi-
gration in search of better opportunity.

The EGP classification also identifies a self-
employed class of small proprietors with and
without employees. This class is much larger
and more heterogeneous in Latin America. A
few of its members are well-to-do small business
owners in formal enterprises. However, the
vast majority are owners or employers in small,
low-capital, precarious firms that operate out-
side legal regulation and protection. This type
of employment arrangement is so prevalent in
Latin America that it has given rise to the notion
of the informal sector (Infante & Klein 1995,
Portes et al. 1989), which expanded during the
crisis and market transformation and currently
comprises between one-fourth and two-thirds
of employment in Latin American countries. In
a context where “a significant proportion of the
population is not incorporated into fully com-
modified, legally regulated working relations,
but survives at their margin in a wide variety of
subsistence and semiclandestine economic ac-
tivities” (Portes & Hoffman 2003, p. 43), a dis-
tinction is necessary between a relatively secure
“petty bourgeoisie” and informal workers with
few assets and precarious business ventures.
Finally, in its seven-class version commonly
used for international comparative research,
the top professional/managerial class of the
EGP comprises professionals, administrators,
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managers, higher-grade technicians, and super-
visors of nonmanual workers. The combination
of rapid postindustrialization of Latin American
economies and a pattern of inequality char-
acterized by concentration at the top suggests
that finer distinctions at the upper end of the
distribution may capture important mobility
barriers.

These issues can be seen as examples of a
very general problem of aggregation. Classes
are highly aggregated entities that necessarily
miss some important distinctions between oc-
cupations (e.g., Weeden & Grusky 2005). The
critical question is whether, given an agreed-
upon number of categories, a class schema de-
vised in one context captures the main deter-
minants of inequality in other contexts. This
question has scarcely been examined in Latin
America, and when it has, the surprising an-
swer appears to be in the affirmative. For ex-
ample, Scalon (1999, p. 71) collapsed a detailed
occupational classification in Brazil into nine
categories according to their mobility patterns
and life chances to obtain a classification nearly
identical to the EGP schema. Torche (2006)
used an empirical strategy to collapse detailed
occupations in Chile and also obtained a clas-
sification akin to the EGP schema. More im-
portant for this question, the main substantive
findings about mobility in Chile are virtually
identical to those found using the EGP clas-
sification. By the same token, Solı́s (2010) de-
rived a class classification for Mexican society
and found very minor departures from the EGP
schema. Further historically informed research
in this area will ensure that intergenerational
stratification dynamics are appropriately cap-
tured and will inform the discussion about gen-
eralizability of standard class classifications.

Economic Mobility in Latin America

The study of economic mobility is a recent
component of the second generation of re-
search, and to the best of my knowledge, it
is restricted to Brazil, Chile, and (with quali-
fications) Mexico. Because no long-term panel
data exist in the region and collecting retrospec-

tive information about parental income is unvi-
able, researchers have implemented a two-stage
instrumental variable (TSIV) strategy (Angrist
& Krueger 1992). This strategy is used when
there is no actual information on father-child
pairs but there is matched information on chil-
dren’s earnings and some determinants of fa-
thers’ earnings, such as schooling and occupa-
tion. The strategy uses information from two
surveys. In a first step, earnings equations are
estimated on an older sample of men (which
represents the parental generation), and coef-
ficients for the determinants of fathers’ earn-
ings are obtained. These coefficients can then
be used to predict the earnings of fathers of a
sample of adult children.1 As with all instru-
mental variable approaches, this strategy pro-
duces estimators of intergenerational economic
persistence that will be upwardly biased if the
variables used to predict fathers’ earnings have a
direct effect on children’s earnings. Therefore,
they can be used as an upper bound of intergen-
erational persistence. This technique has been
used in several countries including Sweden, the
United States, Italy, and France (Björklund &
Jäntti 1997, Lefranc & Trannoy 2005, Piraino
2007).

Using the TSIV approach, Ferreira &
Veloso (2006) and Dunn (2007) analyzed in-
tergenerational mobility of earnings and wages
in Brazil. Ferreira & Veloso (2006) found a
very high intergenerational earnings elasticity
of 0.66, indicating that a 100% increase in a
father’s earnings with respect to his mean will
result, on average, in a 66% increase in an adult
son’s earnings with respect to his mean. Dunn
(2007) found an intergenerational elasticity of
0.69 among men aged 25–34, which reaches
0.85 when measures of lifetime earnings are
used. These levels of intergenerational associ-
ation are much higher than comparable figures
of between 0.42 and 0.52 found in the United

1Sociologists will notice that TSIV is actually an extension
of Duncan’s (1961) occupational status for all occupations,
which used a father’s education and income to predict occu-
pational prestige scores, although economists appear to be
unaware of this connection.
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States using an identical technique (Björklund
& Jäntti 1997).

Economic mobility is also much weaker
in Chile than in the United States. Using a
TSIV approach, Núñez & Miranda (2010) re-
ported earnings elasticity between 0.57 and
0.73 among men, although mobility may be in-
creasing among younger cohorts (Sapelli 2011).
Torche (2010a) examined economic mobility in
Mexico. Lacking two samples to predict fathers’
income, she obtained a measure of “perma-
nent income” for both generations by combin-
ing occupational status and a battery of house-
hold items and services. She found an intergen-
erational correlation of 0.67—much stronger
than in the industrial world and Chile. Al-
though this figure is not directly comparable,
its high value suggests strong intergenerational
economic persistence in Mexican society too.

By examining intergenerational earnings
quintiles mobility tables, these studies have
also considered the pattern of economic mo-
bility. Results show an asymmetrical pattern
with stronger persistence at the top than at
the bottom in every country. In Brazil, 35%
of those with origins in the poorest quintile
remain poor, whereas 43% of those with ori-
gins in the wealthiest quintile remain wealthy
(Ferreira & Veloso 2006). Comparable figures
for persistence of poverty and wealth are, re-
spectively, 37% and 47% in Chile (Núñez &
Miranda 2010) and 38% and 58% in Mexico
(Torche 2010a). Strong reproduction at the top
contrasts with findings in advanced industrial
countries. In the United States, the persistence
is 42% in the bottom quintile and 36% in the
top quintile. Comparable figures are 30% and
30% in the United Kingdom and 28% and 35%
in Norway ( Jäntti 2006).

In sum, the still-new and scattered litera-
ture on economic mobility in Latin America has
found a level of intergenerational persistence
much stronger than that in industrialized coun-
tries, which is consistent with the higher levels
of inequality in the region. These findings con-
trast with the similar levels of class mobility be-
tween Latin America and industrialized coun-
tries. In one respect, however, economic and

occupational mobility studies in Latin Amer-
ica are consistent: Both studies highlight an
asymmetric pattern of intergenerational persis-
tence that is characterized by strong reproduc-
tion at the top of the socioeconomic hierarchy
combined with more fluidity across middle and
lower segments. This, again, resembles the pat-
tern of inequality in the region.

Inequality of Opportunity

The second generation of mobility research is
largely bivariate, concentrating on the overall
association between origins and destinations
without including mediating factors. One way
economists have transcended a bivariate focus
is by considering diverse dimensions of social
origins. This strategy builds on Roemer’s
(1998) distinction between “circumstances”
and “efforts.” Circumstances are factors for
which individuals cannot reasonably be held
responsible, such as gender, race, and family
background. Efforts are factors over which
individuals have a measure of control, such
as educational attainment and occupational
choice.2 Equality of opportunity is measured by
the situation in which individual socioeconomic
attainment, measured, for example, by income,
is distributed independently of circumstances.
Empirically, this strategy evaluates the propor-
tion of a country’s total income inequality that
is accounted for by circumstances of origin.

In a seminal paper analyzing the Brazilian
case, Bourguignon et al. (2007) considered the
role that circumstances play in accounting for
earnings inequality. The circumstances consid-
ered are parents’ education, father’s occupa-
tion, region, and race. They found that ∼25%
of earnings inequality is accounted for by “cir-
cumstances.” This figure compares with 20%
in Italy (Checchi & Peragine 2010) and a much
lower proportion in other advanced indus-
trial countries (Lefranc et al. 2008, Marrero &

2Sociologists will note the close parallel with the traditional
sociological distinction between ascription and achievement
(Parsons 1951), which has gone unnoticed by economists.

632 Torche



SO40CH29-Torche ARI 27 June 2014 14:25

Rodriguez 2012), indicating that the “accidents
of birth” are much more consequential for eco-
nomic disparities in Brazil. Consistent with the
trend in growing fluidity in Brazil, the share of
inequality attributable to circumstances appears
to be weaker among younger cohorts.

The study by Bourguignon et al. (2007) has
given rise to a small cottage industry of re-
search on inequality of opportunity in Latin
America. In Chile, Núñez & Tartakowsky
(2010) found that circumstances account for
∼20% of income inequality. Paes de Barro
et al. (2009) extended research to seven other
Latin American countries: Brazil, Colombia,
Ecuador, Guatemala, Mexico, Panama, and
Peru. Ferreira & Gignoux (2011) studied the
same set except for Mexico. Both examined the
role that circumstances play in earnings, in-
come, and consumption inequality. They found
that circumstances account for ∼30% of earn-
ings inequality and for a higher percentage of
consumption inequality. All these studies found
that parental education is the most influential
circumstance; ethnicity and region of birth have
smaller roles. The strong influence of parents’
education is similar in Latin America and in the
United States, where the dominance of race has
been replaced by parental education in the past
two decades (Marrero & Rodriguez 2011). Al-
though the circumstances they account for are
not exactly the same across countries, compara-
ble tests with a shared set of variables indicate
that inequality of opportunity is much wider
in Latin America than in advanced industrial
countries.

Comparative Studies of Social
Mobility in Latin America

A few studies take a multicountry comparative
approach, placing Latin American in the in-
ternational context. These studies consistently
find that Latin America has less educational
and economic mobility than developed and
even developing countries. A landmark study by
Behrman et al. (2001) studied intergenerational
educational mobility in four countries: Brazil,
Colombia, Mexico, and Peru. They found

mobility to be much more limited in Latin
America than in the United States. The associ-
ation of years of schooling between parents and
adult children is ∼0.5 in Mexico and Peru and
∼0.7 in Brazil and Colombia, compared with
0.35 in the United States. Hertz et al. (2007)
compared the intergenerational correlation of
years of schooling across 42 countries and found
that Latin America features the strongest corre-
lations in the world. The seven Latin American
countries they included display an average cor-
relation of 0.60, which compares with 0.41 for
eight Eastern Bloc nations, 0.39 for ten Asian
and Western nations, and 0.36 for a small sam-
ple of four African countries.

Grawe (2004) compared earnings mobility
in the United States, Canada, the United King-
dom, Germany, Malaysia, Vietnam, Pakistan,
Peru, and Ecuador using a TSIV strategy for all
developing nations (except Malaysia). He found
extremely high intergenerational earnings
elasticities in Peru and especially in Ecuador,
reaching a whopping 0.67 and 1.13, respec-
tively (elasticities larger than 1 are extremely
unusual and signal a combination of strong in-
tergenerational persistence and a large increase
in inequality across generations). These levels
of intergenerational association compare with
coefficients ranging from 0.10 in Germany to
∼0.55 in the United States and Malaysia. Also
using a TSIV approach, Andrews & Leigh
(2009) compared economic mobility across 16
mostly industrialized countries. Chile is the
only Latin American country included in the
comparison and has the dubious honor of being
the least mobile in the pool, with an outlying in-
tergenerational correlation of 0.41, compared
with an average of 0.20 for the other nations.

Other studies have focused on the associa-
tion between parental resources and the educa-
tional attainment of their coresident children
around the year 2000. This strategy allows the
inclusion of more countries because it requires
only cross-sectional household surveys. Using
the United States as a benchmark, Dahan &
Gaviria (2001) examined the correlation among
siblings in terms of their probability of being
above the average educational attainment
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for their age in Latin America. They found
Latin American correlations ranging from 0.34
in Costa Rica to 0.59 in El Salvador, much
higher than the correlation of 0.21 found
in the United States. Behrman et al. (2001)
confirmed this wide gap. They reported sibling
correlations in the probability of being above
the median years of schooling ranged from 0.37
in Paraguay to 0.61 in El Salvador across the 20
Latin American countries, much higher than
the 0.21 correlation they found for the United
States. Although scattered, cross-country
comparative analysis is relevant because it
confirms that Latin American nations feature
very low mobility, apparently even lower than
countries with similar levels of development.

Macro-Level Factors and
Intergenerational Mobility

A small literature has examined the associa-
tion between macro-level factors and mobil-
ity across Latin American countries. Given data
limitations, analysis is restricted to educational
mobility of young adults who coreside with
their parents. The contextual factors examined
include public spending on education, inequal-
ity of schooling, per capita GDP, and macroe-
conomic conditions such as trade liberalization,
financial depth, and inflation, which were rad-
ically altered during the market reforms in the
1980s and 1990s. Studies find that mean level of
schooling, economic development, and better-
developed financial markets have a positive as-
sociation with educational mobility (Behrman
et al. 1999, Dahan & Gaviria 2001). The asso-
ciation between financial markets and mobility
is relevant because it reveals severe credit con-
straints among the poor.

Research also finds a surprisingly weak asso-
ciation between mobility and public spending
in education in Latin America (Behrman et al.
1999, Dahan & Gaviria 2001). This contrasts
with comparisons across industrialized coun-
tries, which show that educational spending in-
creases mobility (Blanden 2013). The likely ex-
planation is that Latin American governments
have allocated a larger portion of their educa-

tional budgets to higher education than have
other countries (Wolff & de Moura Castro
2003). Spending on higher education tends to
benefit more affluent families whose children
remain in school longer, so it provides a hefty
subsidy to the Latin American upper class. This
finding highlights the need for a careful exam-
ination of the meaning of standard variables
used in comparative quantitative analysis across
contexts.

Much research examines the effect of
economic crisis on educational attainment (for
an excellent summary, see Ferreira & Schady
2009). However, these studies focus on the
effect of crisis on the mean level of educational
attainment rather than its allocation by social
origins. The few studies that examine the effect
of the macroeconomic context on educational
mobility consistently find a negative effect of
crisis (Binder & Woodruff 2002, Marteleto
et al. 2012, Rucci 2003, Torche 2010b).
Interestingly, Latin American economic crises
produce different effects for poor and wealthy
households. A positive substitution effect
results in educational gains among the wealthy,
whereas a negative income effect results in
losses among the poor. The end result is a
stronger influence of social origins on educa-
tional attainment. This emerging literature on
the macrostructural context of mobility is an
important contribution and is likely to expand
as more countries gather mobility data. As
such, the literature is moving from ad hoc to a
more systematic, theory-driven examination of
contextual factors.

6. DISCUSSION: TAKING STOCK
OF INTERGENERATIONAL
MOBILITY IN LATIN AMERICA

A distinctive characteristic of Latin American
societies is their high level of economic inequal-
ity. If, as empirical research suggests, inequality
is negatively correlated with mobility, mobility
should be lower in Latin America than it is in
industrialized countries. Comparative research
on economic mobility, educational mobility,
and equality of opportunity strongly supports
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this assumption. Compared to industrialized
countries and even to nations with similar levels
of development, Latin America is less mobile.
The story emerging from class mobility is dif-
ferent, however. Social class fluidity is generally
no less in Latin American than in the industri-
alized world.

What to make of this discrepancy? Differ-
ent measures of economic standing provide
a dissimilar evaluation of intergenerational
mobility to the extent that the distributions
of these measures are not perfectly correlated
and, crucially, to the extent that deviations
across distributions are strongly correlated
across generations (Björklund & Jäntti 2000).
For example, Blanden (2013) showed that
class mobility is higher but income mobility is
lower in the United States than in the United
Kingdom. The reason is that much of the
income persistence in the United States occurs
via educational attainment within classes.

Even if plausible, this discrepancy questions
the usefulness of social class to describe pro-
cesses of intergenerational stratification, in par-
ticular if the focus of the research is economic
well-being rather than outcomes such as col-
lective identity and collective action. The issue
is not simply whether a particular class classi-
fication such as the EGP is adequate. In fact,
empirically obtained class schemas provide an-
swers about mobility that are similar to those of
the EGP in Latin America. The core of the issue
is whether criteria for occupational aggregation
that give rise to class categories miss substantial
assets anchoring the intergenerational persis-
tence of advantage.

Should we then abandon social class and rely
exclusively on measures of income or consump-
tion to study mobility in Latin America? These
measures have their own limitations, including
the practical difficulties of measuring earnings
in a context with a large informal sector and per-
suading the Latin American upper class to re-
port their income (Szekely & Hilgert 2007), as
well as the theoretical shallowness of measures
that provide no information about the struc-
tural causes of inequality (Portes & Hoffman
2003). Should we move from aggregate

measures of class to detailed occupations or mi-
croclasses (e.g., Jonsson et al. 2009, Weeden &
Grusky 2005)? Although occupational analysis
provides important insights that would be wel-
come in Latin America, it is difficult to obtain a
conclusive answer about the persistence of so-
cioeconomic disadvantage if we rely solely on
occupational categories. The answer is not clear
at this point, but “business as usual” is not a vi-
able strategy. The Latin American case, with
its sharp contradiction between economic and
class mobility, invites sociologists to reconsider
the measurement of mobility to strengthen its
contribution to conversations about economic
inequality.

Mobility research has regained importance
in Latin America since the late 1990s, pushed
by a renewed concern for inequality of op-
portunity. However, in-depth studies are still
restricted to a few Latin American nations:
Argentina, Brazil, Chile, and Mexico. An im-
portant task is the extension of research to other
Latin American countries. This task is less
onerous than it may appear. Now that virtually
every country in the region conducts large,
nationally representative, household surveys
on a regular basis, a small set of retrospective
questions about social origins could be added to
such surveys, and strategies such as TSIV could
be used to combine information across surveys.
This would allow for basic sociological and
economic analysis of mobility across the region.

Another area that needs development is the
study of women’s mobility, which has been
the focus of only a few studies in select coun-
tries (see, for example, Scalon 1999 and Ribeiro
2007 in Brazil and Cortés & Escobar Latapı́
2005 in Mexico). This limitation is understand-
able. Women’s participation in Latin America’s
labor force is low in comparative perspective
(Abramo & Valenzuela 2005), and sample size
constraints have compelled researchers to focus
on men. However, these reasons are increas-
ingly less valid as women’s economic partici-
pation increases, and a large literature suggests
that neglecting women’s standing misses im-
portant components of the stratification pro-
cess (Beller 2009, Sorensen 1994). This effort
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will require collecting information about male
and female respondents as well as their fathers
and mothers.

As in the industrialized world, analysis of
mobility in Latin America is largely bivariate.
This is no small feat given the methodological
challenges of obtaining unbiased and compara-
ble estimates of intergenerational persistence.
However, research needs to be expanded to
understand the role that different dimensions
of social origins (such as race/ethnicity, fam-
ily structure, wealth, and rural/urban residence)
and mediating factors (such as education, oc-
cupational trajectory, and migration) play in
the mobility process. Although research exam-
ines ascriptive sources of inequality in Latin
America, including race/ethnicity and skin
color (Telles 2004, Villarreal 2010), parental
wealth (Torche & Ribeiro 2012), and assor-
tative mating (Esteve & McCaa 2007, Torche
2010c), explicit links between these literatures
and the work on intergenerational mobility
could be strengthened.

A particularly important concern is the role
that educational attainment plays in the inter-
generational stratification process. Given that
Latin America’s inequality is largely accounted
for by high returns to skill, education is likely
to play a pivotal role in intergenerational re-
production. So far, the evidence is scarce, but
existing studies suggest the mediating role of
education is extremely strong, perhaps even
stronger in Latin America than in the advanced
industrial world (Balán et al. 1973, Jorrat 2000,
Ribeiro 2008, Solı́s 2007). From one perspec-
tive, the strong mediating role of education is
good news: the transmission of advantage net
of education reflects processes such as the use
of social capital or the direct inheritance of
wealth, which are seen as pure ascription. How-
ever, the strong mediating role of education
creates a situation of “inherited meritocracy”—
intergenerational persistence that is legitimized
and naturalized by educational attainment—
when, in fact, this situation emerges from
the strong barriers that disadvantaged fami-
lies in Latin America face to access quantity
and quality of education. Studies testing the

strength and patterns of inherited meritocracy
across Latin American countries would pro-
vide important insight into the contribution
of educational inequality to intergenerational
persistence.

Most mobility research in Latin America
has pursued questions and used analytical ap-
proaches developed in the industrialized world.
Although this facilitates comparative research,
meaningful comparison requires a deep under-
standing of national contexts. Three examples
from this review illustrate this challenge. First,
the association between public spending on
education and mobility is strong in industrial-
ized countries but null in Latin America. This
counterintuitive finding emerges because Latin
American public spending is less progressive,
favoring higher education, which favors the
middle class. Second, the apparent lack of as-
sociation between inequality and class mobility
in Latin America reemerges once the analytical
focus is switched from the level to the pattern
of both inequality and mobility. In Latin
America, high economic concentration at the
top is correlated with a strong intergenerational
reproduction of the elite professional class.
Third, trade-opening reforms implemented
in Latin America in the 1990s expanded the
skill premium in Mexico (as in most of Latin
America), resulting in less mobility. However,
the very same trade-opening strategy narrowed
the skill premium in Brazil, contributing to an
increase in mobility. As these examples high-
light, explaining mobility variation in terms of
“generalizable attributes of societies so that the
names of nations can be substituted for those
of variables” (Przeworski & Teune 1970)—an
approach that those of us who are quantitatively
inclined tend to embrace enthusiastically and
sometimes naively—is a challenging task and
requires nuanced historical knowledge of the
countries compared.

Finally, the stark contrast in inequality
trends between Latin America and the United
States is impossible to miss. Over the past two
decades, Latin America has moved away from
its historically high levels of inequality thanks
to a decline in the skill premium, which reduces
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concentration at the top, precisely as inequality
increases in the United States, driven by rapid
income growth among top earners. Evaluating

the implications of these contrasting trends for
mobility dynamics may prove beneficial for cit-
izens of both contexts alike.
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Solı́s, Carlos C. Ribeiro, and an anonymous reviewer for the Annual Review of Sociology for their
help and valuable comments.

LITERATURE CITED

Abramo L, Valenzuela ME. 2005. Women’s labour force participation rates in Latin America. Int. Labour Rev.
144:369–99

Acemoglu D, Johnson S, Robinson JA. 2001. The colonial origins of comparative development: an empirical
investigation. Am. Econ. Rev. 91:1369–401

Acemoglu D, Johnson S, Robinson JA. 2002. Reversal of fortune: geography and institutions in the making
of the modern world income distribution. Q. J. Econ. 117:1231–94

Andrews D, Leigh A. 2009. More inequality, less social mobility. Appl. Econ. Lett. 16:1489–92
Angrist J, Krueger A. 1992. The effect of age at school entry on educational attainment: an application of

instrumental variables with moments from two samples. J. Am. Stat. Assoc. 87:328–36
Attanasio O, Goldberg P, Pavknik N. 2004. Trade reforms and wage inequality in Colombia. J. Dev. Econ.

74:331–66
Balán J, Browning HL, Jelin E. 1973. Men in a Developing Society: Geographic and Social Mobility in Monterrey,

Mexico. Austin, TX: Inst. Lat. Am. Stud., Univ. Texas Press
Beccaria L. 1978. Una contribución al estudio de la movilidad social en la Argentina: analisis de los resultados

de una encuesta para el Gran Buenos Aires. Desarro. Econ. 17:593–618
Behrman JN, Birdsall N, Szekely M. 1999. Intergenerational mobility in Latin America: deeper markets and

better schools make a difference. In New Markets, New Opportunities? Economic and Social Mobility in a
Changing World, ed. N Birdsall, C Graham, pp. 135–67. Washington, DC: Brookings Inst.

Behrman JN, Gaviria A, Szekely M. 2001. Intergenerational mobility in Latin America. Economia 2:1–31
Beller E. 2009. Bringing intergenerational social mobility research into the twenty-first century: why mothers

matter. Am. Sociol. Rev. 74:507–28
Bertola L. 2011. Institutions and the historical roots of Latin American divergence. In The Oxford Handbook

of Latin American Economics, ed. JA Ocampo, J Ros, pp. 26–49. Oxford, UK: Oxford Univ. Press
Binder M, Woodruff C. 2002. Inequality and intergenerational mobility in schooling: the case of Mexico.

Econ. Dev. Cult. Change 50:249–67
Björklund A, Jäntti M. 1997. Intergenerational income mobility in Sweden compared to the United States.

Am. Econ. Rev. 87:1009–18
Björklund A, Jäntti M. 2000. Intergenerational mobility of socio-economic status in comparative perspective.

Nord. J. Polit. Econ. 26:3–32
Björklund A, Jäntti M. 2009. Intergenerational income mobility and the role of family background. See Salverda

et al. 2009, pp. 491–521
Black SE, Devereux PJ. 2011. Recent developments in intergenerational mobility. In Handbook of Labor Eco-

nomics, ed. D Card, O Ashenfelter, pp. 1487–541. New York: Elsevier
Blanden J. 2013. Cross-country rankings in intergenerational mobility: a comparison of approaches from

economics and sociology. J. Econ. Surv. 27:38–73

www.annualreviews.org • Intergenerational Mobility and Inequality 637



SO40CH29-Torche ARI 27 June 2014 14:25

Blau PM, Duncan OD. 1967. The American Occupational Structure. New York: Wiley
Bourguignon F, Ferreira FHG, Menendez M. 2007. Inequality of opportunity in Brazil. Rev. Income Wealth

53:585–618
Breen R. 2004. Social Mobility in Europe. Oxford, UK/New York: Oxford Univ. Press
Breen R, Jonsson JO. 2007. Explaining change in social fluidity: educational equalization and educational

expansion in twentieth-century Sweden. Am. J. Sociol. 112:1775–810
Breen R, Luijkx R. 2004. Conclusions. See Breen 2004, pp. 383–410
Breen R, Luijkx R, Muller W, Pollak R. 2009. Nonpersistent inequality in educational attainment: evidence

from eight European countries. Am. J. Sociol. 114:1475–521
Burtless G, Jencks C. 2003. American inequality and its consequences. In Agenda for the Nation, ed. H Aaron,

J Lindsay, P Nivola, pp. 61–108. Washington, DC: Brookings Inst.
Centeno MA. 2002. Blood and Debt: War and the Nation-State in Latin America. University Park: Pa. State Univ.

Press
Centeno MA, Ferraro A. 2013. State and Nation Making in Latin America and Spain Republics of the Possible.

Cambridge, UK: Cambridge Univ. Press
Checchi D, Peragine V. 2010. Inequality of opportunity in Italy. J. Econ. Inequal. 8:429–50
Coatsworth JH. 2008. Inequality, institutions and economic growth in Latin America. J. Lat. Am. Stud.

40:545–69
Corak M, ed. 2004. Generational Income Mobility in North America and Europe. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge

Univ. Press
Corak M. 2013. Income inequality, equality of opportunity, and intergenerational mobility. J. Econ. Perspect.

27:79–102
Cortés F, Escobar Latapı́ A. 2005. Movilidad social intergeneracional en el México urbano. Rev. CEPAL
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Colegio de México. 358 pp.
Solı́s P. 2010. Ocupaciones y clases sociales en Mexico. In Movilidad social en México: población, desarrollo y
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