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Motivation
• Intergenerational mobility – relationship between socio-economic status of 

parents and children – widely studied across countries and over time
• Recent advancements in data linkages have made the study of 

intergenerational mobility within countries feasible for the first time (Chetty 
et al., 2014, Acciari et al. 2019, Corak, 2019)

• Little is known about causal mechanisms, but high mobility areas associated 
with better schools, less inequality, stronger labour markets, and more 
stable families (Chetty et al. 2014)

• Some evidence suggests that differences between areas are causal, rather 
than selection into areas (Chetty and Hendren, 2018) 
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Motivation
• Theoretical models of intergenerational transmissions emphasise the role of 

human capital in transmitting incomes across generation (Becker and 
Tomes, 1979, 1986)

• Evidence shows that education is a key driver of income persistence at the 
national level – individuals from disadvantaged families on average have 
lower skills and education, which attract lower returns in the labour market 
(Blanden et al., 2007)

• This doesn’t necessarily mean that education can account for differences 
across place though (Rothstein, 2019)
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Motivation
• Many studies of mobility focus on the relative mobility rates on average
• These studies offer insight into how well individuals from more 

disadvantaged backgrounds are doing relative to individuals from more 
affluent backgrounds

• Policy focus on relative gaps, but can be improved without much 
improvement in outcomes of those at the bottom of distribution

• Recently with the ‘levelling up’ agenda, there has been more interest the 
life chances of individuals growing up in the most disadvantaged families 
across places
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Contributions

1. First paper to estimate intergenerational mobility at detailed geographical 
level in England, for all individuals born 1985-1988 in 152 local authorities

2. Explore the role of education in explaining variation across place, using 
unique administrative data linkage

3. Estimate absolute upward mobility of low-income individuals across 
different places

4. Consider area-level correlates of mobility, before and after holding 
educational achievement constant 
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Outline

• Related literature
• Data 
• Measures / Methods
• Results

➢ National picture
➢ Geographical differences
➢ Role of education
➢ Area-level characteristics

• Conclusions
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Related literature

• Previous work for the UK has relied on longitudinal birth cohort studies to 
show that intergenerational income mobility declined over time (Blanden et 
al., 2004, Blanden et al., 2013, Gregg et al., 2017)

• The UK also performs poorly relative to other countries (Corak, 2013, Jerrim 
and Macmillan, 2015)

• A more recent paper by Bell et al. (2018) used 1% sample from linked 
census to  estimate mobility across aggregated areas of England in terms of 
occupation, education, and home ownership – can vary from income trends 
(Breen et al., 2016, Blanden et al., 2013).  
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Data

• Longitudinal Education Outcomes (LEO) data for England - all state-educated 
individuals born 1985-1988 – links school records to university records and 
earnings records 

• Childhood family circumstances – receipt of free school meals (FSM)
• Adult earnings – annual earned income at age 28 (employed + self-

employed)
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Data

• While we can observe non-participation, we are limited by 

1. Annual earnings – no hourly information available
2. Earning at age 28 – life cycle bias (Grawe, 2006, Haider and Solon, 2006, 

Nybom and Stuhler, 2017)

• Crucially, do these vary across regions? 
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Data - Does the relationship between hours and earnings vary 
across region over lifecycle? 
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Data – Do earnings vary across region over lifecycle? 
Rank correlation between earnings at 28 and at later ages, by region
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Data

• English data is unique in that we have access to all standardised and 
externally marked tests:
• age 11 (end of primary school), 
• age 16 (GCSEs or equiv), 
• age 18 (A levels or equiv), and 
• university course (institution*subject) attended

• HC Index: 𝐻𝑖 = 𝑌𝑖 = ො𝛼 + 𝑆′𝑖 ො𝛾 where 𝑆′𝑖 is a vector of human capital 

measures up to age 11, 16, 18, and 21
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Data

• Local authority of origin (home address age 16) of individuals – 152 upper-
tier local authorities in England

• Note we do not have destination region – any geographical mobility is 
therefore implicit in our area-level earnings estimates

• Area-level characteristics – we consider a range of local authority-level 
characteristics, motivated by economics and sociology literature, matched 
in from various sources including the census (2001), NPD, and ASHE
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Measures 

Absolute upward mobility 

• ത𝑅𝑎
𝐹𝑆𝑀 - average earned income rank at age 28 of those eligible for FSM at 16

• 𝑃(𝑄5|𝐹𝑆𝑀) – proportion of FSM-eligible that end up in top 20% of income 
distribution
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Measures 
Education Decomposition

Estimate: 𝑅𝑖𝑎
𝐹𝑆𝑀 = ത𝑅𝑎

𝐹𝑆𝑀 + 𝑢𝑖𝑎

Human capital: 𝐻𝑖𝑎
𝐹𝑆𝑀 = ഥ𝐻𝑎

𝐹𝑆𝑀 + 𝑣𝑖𝑎
Wage function: 𝑅𝑖𝑎

𝐹𝑆𝑀 = η𝑎 + 𝛽𝑎𝐻𝑖𝑎
𝐹𝑆𝑀 + 𝑤𝑖𝑎

Subbing HC into WF ത𝑅𝑎
𝐹𝑆𝑀 = 𝛽𝑎 ഥ𝐻𝑎

𝐹𝑆𝑀 + η𝑎
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Measures 
Education Decomposition

Total variance of earnings FEs: 
ത𝑅𝑎
𝐹𝑆𝑀 = 𝛽𝑎 ഥ𝐻𝑎

𝐹𝑆𝑀 + η𝑎 = 𝜃𝑎

Vary HC levels across areas, holding wage function constant across areas:
𝜙1 = 𝛽 ഥ𝐻𝑎

𝐹𝑆𝑀 + η
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Results – national picture 
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Results – mean earnings rank at 28 

womenmen



CENTRE FOR EDUCATION POLICY & EQUALISING OPPORTUNITIES

Results – mean earnings rank at 28 

womenmen
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Results – mean earnings rank at 28 
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Results – mean earnings rank at 28 

womenmen
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Results – mean earnings rank at 28 

womenmen
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Results – probability of reaching top 20% of income 

men women
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Results – what role does education play in this?

men

women
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Results – what role does education play in this?

Age 11 Age 16 Age 18 Age 21



CENTRE FOR EDUCATION POLICY & EQUALISING OPPORTUNITIES

Results – what role does education play in this?

women



CENTRE FOR EDUCATION POLICY & EQUALISING OPPORTUNITIES

Results – what role does education play in this?
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Results – what role does education play in this? 
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Results – what role does education play in this? 
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Results – raw area-level correlates
men
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Results – raw area-level correlates
women
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Results – conditional area-level correlates
men
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Results – conditional area-level correlates
women
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Conclusions

• Our findings suggest large differences in life chances across England
• Those in highest mobility areas earn around 30% more than average, while 

those in lowest mobility areas earn around 20% less than average
• Education is a key driver of differences across place – can account for around 

25% of differences for men and almost half for women 
• There are differences in the role of education by gender – education more 

closely tied to labour market outcomes across place for women compared to 
men, particularly post-16 education. 
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Conclusions

• But focusing on education alone is not enough to ‘level up’ – strong local 
labour market conditions associated with higher mobility

• Working within 5k of home is associated with lower mobility, conditional on 
education and this is not driven by London 

• Area deprivation strongly correlated with low mobility, conditional on 
education – policy makers should also consider wider levels of deprivation 
and poverty in society 
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	•
	•
	•
	•
	Our findings suggest large differences in life chances across England


	•
	•
	•
	Those in highest mobility areas earn around 30% more than average, while 
	those in lowest mobility areas earn around 20% less than average


	•
	•
	•
	Education is a key driver of differences across place 
	–
	can account for around 
	25% of differences for men and almost half for women 


	•
	•
	•
	There are differences in the role of education by gender 
	–
	education more 
	closely tied to labour market outcomes across place for women compared to 
	men, particularly post
	-
	16 education. 
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	•
	•
	•
	•
	But focusing on education alone is not enough to ‘level up’ 
	–
	strong local 
	labour market conditions associated with higher mobility


	•
	•
	•
	Working within 5k of home is associated with lower mobility, conditional on 
	education and this is not driven by London 


	•
	•
	•
	Area deprivation strongly correlated with low mobility, conditional on 
	education 
	–
	policy makers should also consider wider levels of deprivation 
	and poverty in society 









