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Economic Vitality and Population Trends.  The eco-
nomic health of a nation and population trends can also 
influence individuals’ chances for social mobility. As noted 
earlier, the economic vitality of a country affects the 
chances for individual mobility because there will be fewer 
positions at the top if the economy is stagnant. Macro-level 
factors such as a country’s economy and its place in the 
global system shape the employment chances of 
individuals.

The fertility rates, or number of children born at a 
given time, influence the number of people looking for 
jobs and their chance of moving up in society. For exam-
ple, the U.S. nationwide baby boom following World War II 
resulted in a flood of job applicants and downward inter-
generational mobility for the many who could not find 
work comparable with their social class at birth. In con-
trast, the smaller group following the baby boomer gener-
ation had fewer competitors for entry-level jobs. Baby 
boomers hold many of the executive and leadership posi-
tions today, so promotion has been hard for the next 

cohort. As baby boomers retire, opportunities will open 
up, and mobility should increase.

Gender, Race, Ethnicity, and Earnings.   Many 
women and racial and ethnic minority groups, locked in a 
cycle of poverty, dependence, and debt, have little chance 
of changing their status. For example, African Americans 
tend to remain poor or fall from the middle-class more 
often than members of other ethnic groups (Pew 
Charitable Trusts 2012). Likewise, whereas women have 
made some gains, women in the U.S. workforce are more 
likely than men to be in dead-end clerical and service posi-
tions with no opportunity for advancement. Overall, 
women also still make less money than men (U.S. 
Department of Labor 2011). Figure 7.8 shows the median 
annual earnings for population groups by race or ethnicity 
and gender.

Women, on average, earn less money than men, but 
they now have more degrees than men. Women are 33% 
more likely than men (33% compared to 24%) to earn a 

FIGURE 7.8  Median Annual Earnings by Race, Ethnicity, and Gender
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Note: Based on median annual earnings of full-time, year-round workers, ages 16 and older.

Source: Adapted from Infoplease (2016), from U.S. Census Bureau, based on data from Institute for Women’s Policy Research.




