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Charlotte, North Carolina, [however,] it is 4.4%, far 
lower than anywhere else in the rich world” (“Mobility, 
Measured” 2014).

The researchers noted five factors that help explain the 
level of mobility in different areas of the United States: “resi-
dential segregation (whether by income or race); the quality 
of schooling; family structure (e.g., how many children live 
with only one parent); ‘social capital’ (such as taking part in 
community groups); and inequality (particularly income 
gaps among those outside the top 1%).” They point out that 
“social mobility is higher in integrated places with good 
schools, strong families, lots of community spirit and 
smaller income gaps within the broad middle class” 
(“Mobility, Measured” 2014). We now look in more detail at a 
few of the variables that can make a difference in your 
chances for mobility.

Family Background, Socialization, Marriage, and 
Education.  Whether you marry and whom you marry 
can move you up or down the social class ladder. As men’s 
wages have fallen over the past few decades and more 
women have joined the workforce, household incomes 
(rather than just male incomes) play more of a role in peo-
ple’s social class positions. As people increasingly tend to 
marry those of similar income levels, marriage makes even 
more of an impact on family income. Two high-income 

earners make much more than two low-income earners 
(and much more than one low-income or even middle-
income worker) (Haskins, Isaacs, and Sawhill 2008; Pew 
Charitable Trusts 2012).

As we have noted throughout this chapter, our family 
background has a major influence on our chances for 
upward mobility on the social class ladder. For example, 
recent research discusses the continuing social class 
word gap between children from different classes. 
Disparities in vocabulary are noticeable as early as 18 
months (National Public Radio [NPR] 2013). Children 
from higher social classes learn nuances in language, 
whereas lower-class children learn primarily commands 
and short directive sentences. Professional parents use 3 
times as many different words at home as parents in low-
income families. By the time the children of professional 
families are 3 years old, they have a vocabulary of about 
1,100 words and typically use 297 different words per 
hour. Children in working-class families have a 700-
word vocabulary and use 217 words per hour while chil-
dren from low-income families have 500 words and use 
149 per hour. These numbers represent a gap in the 
range of words they hear at home and illustrate the dif-
ference family background and socialization can make in 
education and future opportunities. A University of 
Chicago study recommends a three Ts approach—tune 

FIGURE 7.3  Social Mobility: Correlations Between  
Earnings of Fathers and Sons

Intergenerational Earnings: The Lower the Number, the Higher the Social Mobility
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Source: Figure 3H in The State of Working America, 12th Edition, an Economic Policy Institute book. Reprinted with permission.




