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It’s a Decent Bet That OQur Children
Will Be Professors Too

JAN O. JONSSON,
DAVID B. GRUSKY,
MATTHEW DI CARLO, AND
REINHARD POLLAK

Are children born into privilege very likely
to end up privileged themselves? Are chil-
dren born into less privileged families like-
wise fated to remain in their social class of
origin? We care about such questions for
many reasons but perhaps primarily be-
cause they speak to whether the competi-
tion for money, power, and prestige is
fairly run. For many people, the brute
facts of extreme poverty or inequality are
not in themselves problematic or objec-
tionable, and what really matters is simply
whether the competition for riches is a fair
one in which everyone, no matter how ad-
vantaged or disadvantaged their parents
may be, has an equal chance to win. This
commitment to a fair competition moti-
vates a quite extensive research literature on
how much mobility there is, whether some
countries have more of it than others, and
whether opportunities for mobility are
withering away.

The purpose of this chapter is to ask
whether conventional methods of monitor-
ing mobility are adequate for the task.
We're concerned that they’re not and that,
in particular, such methods may overlook
some of the most important forms and
sources of rigidity. The long-standing con-
vention in the field, and one that we regard
as problematic, has been to assume that in-
tergenerational reproduction takes one of
two forms, either a categorical form that
has parents passing on a big-class position
(e.g., manager, professional, craft worker)
to their children or a gradational form that
has parents passing on their socioeconomic
standing to their children. We argue here
that these standard approaches ignore the
important role that detailed occupations
play in reproducing inequality.

The conventional wisdom about how to
measure mobility was codified a half cen-
tury ago. The study of mobility bifurcated
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at that time into one camp that repre-
sented social structure in gradational
terms (e.g., Svalastoga 1959) and another
that represented it in big-class terms (e.g.,
Carlsson 1958; Glass 1954). These com-
peting representations of social structure
were subsequently attached to competing
understandings of how inequality is repro-
duced: The class scholar assumed that par-
ents pass on their social class to children,
while the gradational scholar assumed that
parents pass on their occupational prestige
or socioeconomic standing to their chil-
dren. Under both approaches, detailed oc-
cupations were usually treated as the
appropriate starting point in representing
the underlying structure of inequality, but
they were transformed either by aggregat-
ing them into big social classes (i.e., the
class approach) or by scaling them in terms
of their socioeconomic status or prestige
(i.e., the gradational approach). The study
of mobility has in this sense been reduced
to the study of either class or socioeco-
nomic mobility, yet quite strikingly these
simplifying assumptions have come to be
adopted with little in the way of evidence
that they adequately characterize the struc-
ture of opportunity.

Is it possible that both class and grada-
tional representations are incomplete and
obscure important rigidities in the mobility
regime? We suggest that indeed these sim-
plifying representations provide only partial
accounts and that the structure of inequal-
ity is best revealed by supplementing them
with a third representation that treats de-
tailed occupations as fundamental conduits
of reproduction. Because the social, cul-
tural, and economic resources conveyed to
children depend so fundamentally on the
detailed occupations of their parents, one
might expect such occupations to play a

featured role in intergenerational reproduc-
tion, but in fact this role has gone largely
unexplored in most mobility analyses.

It’s not just that detailed occupations
serve as a main conduit for reproduction.
In addition, they index the main communi-
ties and identities of workers, and as such
they should be understood as a powerful
omnibus indicator of the social world
within which individuals are located. At a
dinner party, we tend to ask a new acquain-
tance “What do you do?” because the re-
sponse, almost invariably conveyed in the
form of a detailed occupation, provides at
once evidence about life chances and capac-
ities (skills and credentials, earnings capac-
ity, networks), honor and esteem (prestige,
socioeconomic status), and the social and
cultural world within which interactions
occur {consumption practices, politics, and
attitudes). We care, in other words, about
occupations because they are pregnant with
information on the life chances, social
standing, and social world of their incum-
bents (see Weeden and Grusky 2005). The
(largely untested) bias in this regard is that
occupation is far more strongly correlated
with these many variables than is income. If
we tend to avoid asking acquaintances
about their income, it’s not just because
doing so is viewed as too intrusive and per-
sonal but also because we suspect that
querying about occupation will yield more
in the way of useful information.

Mechanisms of Reproduction

If our main argument, therefore, is that oc-
cupations are an important conduit for re-
production, this is obviously not to suggest
that inequality is reproduced exclusively
through occupations. Rather, there’s good
reason to believe that, while much repro-
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duction occurs through occupations, the
more frequently studied big-class and so-
cioeconomic mechanisms are also doing
important reproductive work. We suggest
below that a comprehensive mobility
model should examine at once reproduc-
tion at the socioeconomic, big-class, and
microclass levels. In most mobility analyses,
the three levels are confounded, and con-
clusions about the structure of mobilicy
may conceal possible differences in how
these forms of reproduction play out. We
develop this argument below by reviewing
each of these three mechanisms of repro-
duction in turn.!

Gradational regime: The gradational (or
socioeconomic) approach to studying mo-
bility has inequality taking on a simple uni-
dimensional form in which families are
arrayed in terms of either income or occu-
pational status. The life chances of children
growing up within such systems are a func-
tion, then, of their standing within this
unidimensional queue of families. When
children are born high in the queue, they
tend to secure high-status and highly re-
warded occupations by virtue of (1) their
privileged access to the economic resources
(e.g., wealth, income) needed either to pur-
chase training for the best occupations
(e.g., an elite education) or to “purchase”
the jobs themselves (e.g., a proprietorship),
(2) their privileged access to social networks
providing information about and entrée to
the best occupations, and (3) their privi-
leged access to cultural resources (e.g., so-
cialization) that motivate them to acquire
the best jobs and provide them with the
cognitive and interactional skills (e.g., cul-
ture of critical discourse) to succeed in
them. Under the gradational model, it is
the total amount of resources that matters,
and children born into privileged circum-

stances ate privileged because they have ac-
cess to so many resources (e.g., Hout and
Hauser 1992). The imagery here is accord-
ingly that of two unidimensional hierar-
chies, one for each generation, smoothly
joined together through the mediating
mechanism of total resources (economic,
social, or cultural). In Figure 54.1a, an
ideal-typical gradational regime is depicted
by projecting a detailed cross-classification
of occupational origins and destinations
onto a third dimension, one that represents
the densities of mobility and immobility.
This graph, which orders origin and desti-
nation occupations by socioeconomic
score, shows the characteristic falloff in mo-
bility chances as the distance between ori-
gin and destination scores increases.
Big-class regime: The big-class regime, by
contrast, has inequality taking the form of
mutually exclusive and exhaustive classes.
These classes are often assumed to convey a
package of conditions (e.g., employment
relations), a resulting social environment
that structures behavior and decision mak-
ing, and a culture that may be understood
as an adaptation (or maladapration) to this
environment. For our purposes, the rele-
vant feature of this formulation is thac all
children born into the same class will have
largely the same mobility chances, even
though their parents may hold different oc-
cupations with different working condi-
tions and socioeconomic standing. The
logic of the class situation is assumed, then,
to be overriding and to determine the life
chances of the children born into it. Ob-
versely, two big classes of similar status will
not necessarily convey to their incumbents
identical mobility chances, as they may dif-
fer on various nonstatus dimensions that
have implications for mobility. For exam-
ple, even though proprietors and routine
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Figure 54.1a
Gradational Regime

Figure 54.1b
Big-Class Regime

Figure 54.1c
Microclass Regime

Note: The base of each figure indexes occupational origin and destination, while the vertical dimension
indexes densities of mobility and immobility for each possible combination of origin and destination.
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nonmanuals are roughly similar in socioe-
conomic status, the children of proprietors
will tend to become proprietors and the
children of routine nonmanuals will tend
to become routine nonmanuals. This pat-
tern arises because tastes and aspirations de-
velop in class-specific ways (e.g., the
children of proprietors develop tastes for
autonomy, and the children of routine non-
manuals develop rtastes for stability), be-
cause human capital is cultivated and
developed in class-specific ways (e.g., the
children of proprietors develop entrepre-
neurial skills, and the children of routine
nonmanuals develop bureaucratic skills),
because social capital is distributed in class-
specific ways (e.g., the children of propri-
etors are apprised of entrepreneurial
opportunities, and the children of routine
nonmanuals are apprised of routine non-
manual opportunities), and because the
tangible physical capital (e.g., a shop, busi-
ness) passed on to children of proprietors
motivates them to remain proprietors. By
virtue of these processes, children do not
have generic access to all occupations of
comparable standing (as gradationalists
would have it), but instead are especially
well positioned to assume occupations that
align with the culture, training, contacts,
and capital that their class origins entail.
We represent an ideal-typical class regime
of this sort in Figure 54.1b. Because we
are focusing on reproduction, we have as-
sumed here (and in Figure 54.1¢) that all
off-diagonal cells have the same density,
save for random noise.

Microclass regime: The occupational, or
“microclass,” approach shares with the big-
class model the presumption that contem-
porary labor markets are balkanized into
discrete categories, but such balkanization
is assumed to take principally the form of
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institutionalized occupations (e.g., doctor,
plumber, postal cletk) rather than institu-
tionalized big classes (e.g., routine non-
manuals). By implication, the occupations
constituting big classes will have differing
propensities for mobility and immobility, a
heterogeneity that obrains because the dis-
tinctive occupational worlds into which
children are born have consequences for the
aspirations they develop, the skills they
value and to which they have access, and
the networks upon which they can draw
(see Table 54.1). The children of carpen-
ters, for example, may be especially likely to
become carpenters because they are ex-
posed to carpentry skills at home, socialized
in ways that render them especially appre-
ciative of carpentry as a vocation, and em-
bedded in social networks that provide
them with information about how to be-
come carpenters and how to secure jobs in
carpentry. Although a microclass regime
again assumes a lumpy class form, the
lumpiness is much finer than big-class ana-
lysts would allow (see Figure 54.1c). The
strong big-class reproduction that we long
thought was revealed in mobility tables
may instead be artifactual and express little
more than the tendency for reproduction at
the detailed occupational level.

We have referred above to the occupa-
tional skills, culture, and networks that par-
their children. The
transmission of skills should, however, be
particularly stressed and may well be espe-
cially important in understanding why oc-

ents tcransmit o

cupations are passed on. The conventional
view would have it cthat the ongoing separa-
tion of home and workplace has made it
more difficult for parents to transmit such
occupational human capital. We agree that
its transmission may now be weakened,
but this obviously does not mean that it’s



504

altogether precluded. The sociologist, for
example, may well talk shop with her or his
children at the dinner table, litter the home
with books and magazines that betray a so-
ciological orientation, and in all other ways
inculcate a sociological perspective in the
natural course of everyday child rearing.
The engineer, by contrast, may bring home
toys that involve building things, focus
conversation and inquiry on the world of
things, and impart a special interest in un-
derstanding “how things work.” In the af-
termath of the World Trade Center
collapse, we can imagine the engineer’s
family talked mainly about why the build-
ing failed structurally, whereas the sociolo-
gist’s family talked mainly about why there
is terrorism.

The transmission of occupation-specific
human capital is likely to occur outside the
professional sector as well. The mechanic is
especially likely to spend time at home en-
gaging in repairs, may take her or his chil-
dren into the repair shop, and may
otherwise encourage an interest in taking
things apart and fixing them (i.e., a “practi-
cal” engineer). Likewise, the seamstress may
talk frequently about fashion at home, take
her or his children to fashion shows, and
train them in sewing and designing clothes.
These examples make the simple point that
the occupational commitments of parents
can affect what they discuss or practice at
home, how they spend time with their chil-
dren, and hence the skills that they impart
to their children.

It would be possible to presume that re-
production takes on an exclusively grada-
tional, big-class, or microclass form and
build a mobility model that then capitalizes
on the imagery underlying that particular
form. The field has indeed often proceeded
in just that way: That is, big-class analysts
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have often insisted on building purist big-
class models, while gradationalists have in
turn insisted on building purist gradational
models. The model that we develop will, by
contrast, combine all three forms (big class,
microclass, gradational) and thereby make
it possible to tease out the net contribution
of each. We apply this approach to ask (1)
whether the mobility regime contains
pockets of extreme microclass rigidity that
are concealed when microclasses are aggre-
gated into big classes and (2) whether such
microclass reproduction is the main mecha-
nism through which big classes are repro-
duced. If the answer to these questions is in
the affirmative, it will follow that there is
more microclass rigidity than is consistent
with the practice of ignoring it and less big-
class rigidity than is consistent with the
practice of building our analyses exclusively
around ir.

We suspect that a microclass founda-
tion to reprodljction is a generic feature of
late industrialism rather than something
idiosyncratic to the United States. The
mechanisms that we've laid our are, after
all, in play to a greater or lesser extent in
all countries (see Table 54.1). The relative
strength of big-class or microclass reproduc-
tion in any given society will be affected
by the prevailing mix of institutional
forms, some supporting big-class struc-
turation (e.g., trade unions) and others
supporting microclass structuration (e.g.,
state-supported occupational closure). We
have chosen to analyze four countries
(Germany, the United States, Sweden,
and Japan) that, by virtue of this different
mix of institutional forms, have mobility
regimes that support reproduction of dif-
ferent types.

How might mobility vary by country?
Whereas Germany and the United States
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Table 54.1 Mechanisms of Intergenerational Reproduction

Type of reproduction

Tiype of resources Big-class

Micro-class

Human capital General or abstract skills

(e.g., cognitive or verbal abilities)

Abstract culture and tastes

Cultural capital

(e.g., “culture of critical discourse”)

Social networks Classwide networks (typically

developed through neighborhood-

or job-related interactions)

Liquid resources
(e.g., stocks, bonds, income)

Economic resources

Occupation-specific skills

(e.g., acting skills, carpentry skills)
Occupation-specific culture and tastes

(e.g., aspirations to become a medical doctor)
Occupation-specific networks (typically
developed through on-the-job interactions)

Fixed resources
(e.g., business, farm)

are often understood as the home ground
of occupationalization, Sweden has a long
tradition of big-class organization, and
Japan is typically assumed to be stratified
more by family and firm than by big class
or occupation. We have sought in this
fashion to explore the reach of microclass
mechanisms into labor markets, like those
of Sweden and Japan, that have not histor-
ically been regarded as taking a microclass
form. If a microclass mechanism nonethe-
less emerges as fundamental in Sweden or
Japan, the case for building that mecha-
nism more systematically into our models
is strengthened. This design allows us to
assess the strong claim, as recently ad-
vanced by Goldthorpe, that “a reliance on
occupationally specific factors, which are
likely themselves to be quite variable over
time and space, would seem especially in-
adequate” in explaining class reproduction
(2007, 144).

In the present analysis, we will not be
exploring the structure of cross-national
variation in reproduction, and instead
we'll be presenting the shared features that
hold in approximate form in all countries.
We refer the reader elsewhere (Jonsson et
al. 2009, forthcoming) for a discussion of

cross-national variability in microclass
mobility.

The Structure of
Contemporary Mobility

The analyses presented here will be carried
out with data sets that provide information
on the father’s occupation, the child’s occu-
pation and age, and other variables that aid
in occupational and big-class coding (e.g.,
employment status, branch of industry).
Because our analyses are pitched at the oc-
cupational level, our father-by-son mobility
tables will have many cells, and large data
sets for each country are needed. We meet
this requirement by drawing on multiple
surveys in all countries save Sweden. For
Sweden, the occupational data for the chil-
dren come from the 1990 Census, and the
occupational data for the parents are re-
covered by linking to the 1960 and 1970
Censuses (Erikson and Jonsson 1993).
The data from the remaining countries
come from the sources listed in Table
54.2. For this chapter, we're forced to
focus on the mobility of men, as we've
found that women experience more com-
plicated mobility processes that are not as
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readily summarized in such a short treat-
ment. We have discussed the mobility of
women in Jonsson et al. (2009).

We have worked hard to render the data
as comparable as possible. Given our need
for large data sets, some compromises
nonetheless had to be made, most notably
pertaining to the period covered and the
age of the respondents. The data from the
United States, for example, are drawn dis-
proportionately from earlier time periods,
although more recent data from the United
States are used as well (see Table 54.2 for
details). Additionally, the Swedish data set
covers only respondents between thirty
and forty-seven years old, whereas all other
data sets cover respondents between thirty
and sixty-four years old. We have else-
where shown that such differences in cov-
erage don’t affect our results much (Jonsson
et al. 2009).

The starting point for all of our analyses
is the detailed microclass coding scheme
represented in Table 54.3. The microclass
category may be defined as “a grouping of
technically similar jobs that is institutional-
ized in the labor market through such
means as (a) an association or union, (b) li-
censing or certification requirements, or (c)
widely diffused understandings . . . regard-
ing efficient or otherwise preferred ways of
organizing production and dividing labor”
(Grusky 2005, 66). The scheme used here
includes eighty-two microclasses and cap-
tures many of the boundaries in the divi-
sion of labor that are socially recognized
and defended. These microclasses were
then scaled in terms of the international so-
cioeconomic scale (Ganzeboom, de Graaf,
and Treiman 1992). We have applied this
scheme to model an 82 x 82 mobility table
formed by cross-classifying the father’s and
offspring’s occupation in data pooled from

the United States, Sweden, Germany, and
Japan (for details, see Jonsson et al. 2009).
The distinctive feature of the resulting
analysis is that microclass effects, repre-
sented on the main diagonal of Figure 54.2,
are layered over more conventional big-
class effects.

Given our suspicion that net big-class ef-
fects may be weak, it is clearly important to
adopt a big-class scheme thar fully captures
such big-class effects as can be found, as
otherwise any possible shortfall in big-class
explanatory power might be attributed to
poor operationalization. We have accord-
ingly proceeded by fitting a set of nested
big-class contrasts that capture the many
and varied big-class distinctions that schol-
ars have identified. As shown in Table 54.3,
we begin by distinguishing the manual and
nonmanual classes, a big-class distinction
so important that early class scholars often
focused on it alone. We next identify three
“macroclasses” in the nonmanual category
(i.e., professional-managerial, proprietor,
routine nonmanual) and another two macro-
classes in the manual category (i.e., manual,
primary). Within three of these macro-
classes, we then allow further “mesoclass”
distinctions to emerge: the professional-
managerial class is divided into classical
professions, managers and officials, and
other professions; the routine nonmanual
class is divided into sales workers and
clerks; and the manual class is divided into
craft, lower manual, and service workers.
The resulting scheme, which embodies
three layers of big-class distinctions (i.e.,
manual-nonmanual, macroclass, and meso-
class), may be understood as a nondenomi-
national hybrid of conventional schemes
that assembles in one scheme many of the
contrasts that have historically been empha-
sized by big-class scholars.
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Manual

Professional and manageria)

], Sales
Routiye nanmanual

Figure 54.2 Overlapping Inheritance Terms in Mobility Model

Note: The Y axis pertains to occupational origins and the X axis to occupational
destinations. The unlabeled microdiagonal squares represent occupational immobility.

The size of each big-class category represents the number of microclass categories it

encompasses (not the number of workers within the class).

These distinctions are introduced in our
mobility models as a nested set of contrasts
(see Jonsson et al. 2009). This approach not
only allows us to tease out the net residue
of reproduction at the mesoclass, macro-
class, and manual-nonmanual levels but
also allows for patterns of exchange that are
more complicated than those convention-
ally allowed. The stylized parent-to-child
mobility table in Figure 54.2 depicts these
three sets of overlapping big-class parame-
ters and shows how they capture quite
complicated affinities off the microclass di-
agonal, off the mesoclass diagonal, and
even off the macroclass diagonal. If we had

instead proceeded by fitting mesoclass ef-
fects alone (as is conventional), we could
absorb excess densities in the dark-gray re-
gions of Figure 54.2 but not the surround-
ing light-gray regions. The cells in the
white zones of Figure 54.2 are in fact the
only ones that index mobility with respect
to all class levels. Moreover, even the cells
in these zones will be modeled with a gra-
dational term, a parameter that allows us to
estimate the extent to which short-distance
moves occur more frequently than long-
distance ones.

This gradational term captures the ten-
dency of children to assume occupations
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that are socioeconomically close to their
origins. If the apparent clustering at the mi-
croclass, mesoclass, macroclass, or manual-
nonmanual levels reflects nothing more
than this gradational tendency, then the in-
heritance parameters represented in Figure
54.2 will become insignificant when the
gradational parameter is included. The big-
class and microclass parameters, taken to-
gether, thus speak to the extent to which
the mobility regime is lumpy rather than
gradational, while the relacive size of these
parameters speaks to whether conventional
big-class analyses have correctly represented
the main type of lumpiness. The following
model is therefore yielded:

m; = afy,0" 878785}

[’}

where i indexes origins, j indexes destina-
tions, m,, refers to the expected value in the
ij*h cell, o refers to the main effect, B, and Y
refer to row and column marginal effects, ¢
refers to the socioeconomic effect, p, (ori-
gin) and By (destination) are socioeconomic
scale values assigned to each of the eighty-
two microclasses, and 84, 8B, 8, and &M
refer to manual-nonmanual, macroclass,
mesoclass, and microclass immobility ef-
fects, respectively. The lacter parameters are
ficted simultaneously and therefore capture
net effects. The manual-nonmanual para-
meter, for example, indexes the average
density across those cells pertaining to
manual or nonmanual inheritance after
purging the additional residue of inheri-
tance that may obtain at the macroclass,
mesoclass, and microclass levels.

The Structure of Mobility

When this model is applied to our pooled
four-nation sample, the microclass and big-
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class parameters take on the form represented
in Figure 54.3. Although cross-national
variations of interest have emerged in our
analyses (see Jonsson er al. 2009), Figure
54.3 is based on pooled dara that smooth out
such variation and thus represent the cross-
nationally shared features of mobility.

The most striking feature of this figure is
the microdiagonal clustering that appears as
a palisade protecting occupational positions
from intruders. This palisade bespeaks very
substantial departures from equality of op-
portunity. For example, children born into
the classical professions are, on average, 4.2
times more likely to remain in their micro-
class of origin than to move elsewhere
within their mesoclass, while the corre-
sponding coefficients for children born into
managerial, craft, and service occupations
are 4.6, 7.9, and 5.6, respectively. Although
the interior regions of the class structure are
typically represented as zones of fluidity
(e.g., Featherman and Hauser 1978), we
find here substantial microclass reproduc-
tion throughout the class structure, even
among the “middle classes.”

How do the microclass and big-class co-
efficients compare? Of the fourteen big-
class coefficients, the two largest are for
proprietors and primary-sector workers,
but even these two are smaller than all but
the very smallest microclass coefficients. It
also bears noting that both of these big
classes are big classes in name only. That is,
because the proprietor class comprises only
shopkeepers, it is not the usual amalgam of
many occupations, and there is accordingly
good reason to regard proprietors as effec-
tively a microclass. Likewise, the primary
sector is not much of an amalgam, domi-
nated as it is by farmers (see Table 54.2).
The remaining twelve big-class effects, all
of which pertain to true amalgams, are
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9

Figure 54.3 The Contours of Class Reproduction for Men

Note: The base indexes occupational origins and destinations, while the vertical dimension
indexes densities of mobility and immobility (for each possible combination of origin and
destination). 1 = classical professions; 2 = managers and officials; 3 = other ptofessions; 4 =

proprictors; 5 = sales; 6 = clerical; 7 = craft; 8 = lower manual; 9 = service; 10 = primary sector.

comparatively weak. The strongest of these
effects, those for classical professions, sales
work, clerical work, and the manual-non-
manual strata, range in size from 1.3 to 1.4
(in multiplicative form).

Is Big-Class
Reproduction a Myth?

The foregoing results raise the possibility
that the big-class inheritance showing up in
generations of mobility studies is largely
microclass inheritance in disguise. Have
conventional mobility studies indeed cre-
ated the false impression that big-class re-
production is the dominant form of
reproduction? We can address this question

by examining whether the big-class effects
that appear in conventional mobility analy-
ses are much reduced in size when micro-
class effects are overlaid on them. It’s useful
to proceed by reestimating our model after
omitting the microclass inheritance terms.
The relevant estimates from this trimmed
model, which represents a conventional
big-class analysis, are shown in Figure 54.4.

We begin by noting that the mesoclass
effects under this trimmed model are in-
deed strong and consistent with the effects
secured in conventional mobility analyses.
The coefficient for managers, for example,
implies that children born into the manage-
rial class are 1.62 times more likely to re-
main in that class than to exit it (i.e.,
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Figure 54.4

Size of coefficient

Immobility Coefficients With and Without Microclass Controls

Note: For convenience in presentation, the two primary-sector coefficients are each divided by two.

e.®=1.62). The corresponding inheritance
coefficients for craft workers, lower manual
workers, and service workers are 1.40, 1.63,
and 1.93, respectively. It is coefficients such
as these, all of which are net of gradational
effects, that have motivated generations of
mobility scholars to regard big-class repro-
duction as a powerful force.

The results from our full model nonethe-
less imply that this conclusion is somewhat
misleading. When microclass effects are al-
lowed, some of the big-class effects are
greatly reduced in strength (i.e., classical
professions, sales, clerical), while others dis-
appear altogether or become quite small
(i.e., managers and officials, other profes-
sionals, craft workers, service workers,
lower manual workers). It follows that con-
ventional big-class analyses have generated
the appearance of big-class reproduction
because it is confounded with microclass
reproduction. This is not to suggest that all

big-class reproduction is just microclass re-
production in disguise. Clearly, some big-
class reproduction persists even in the
presence of microclass controls, a result that
was also revealed in Figure 54.3.

We may conclude on the basis of these
results that the big-class reproduction ap-
pearing in conventional analyses is largely
generated by the tendency for children to
inherit their microclass. The practical im-
plication of this result is that big-class re-
production may not be easily reduced
without interventions that take on inheri-
tance at the occupational level. We return
to this issue in the concluding discussion.

Conclusion

The main intellectual backdrop to this
analysis is the ongoing sociological debate
about the types of social groupings that have
taken hold in contemporary industrialism.
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Throughout much of the twentieth cen-
tury, sociologists were fascinated, arguably
obsessed, with theorizing about the condi-
tions under which big classes might form,
an understandable fascination insofar as in-
dividual life chances and even collective
outcomes (e.g., revolutions) were believed
to depend on class processes. At the same
time, class analysts viewed occupations as
mere technical positions in the division of
labor (rather than meaningful social
groups), while scholars in the occupations
and professions of literature focused nar-
rowly on individual occupations and how
they developed under conditions of profes-
sionalization or proletarianization. The oc-
cupational form was not understood within
either of these traditions as a critical source
of inequality and social reproduction (see
Grusky 2005). At best, occupations were
described as the “backbone” of the inequal-
ity system (e.g., Parkin 1971), but such a
characterization served principally as an
impetus for then reducing occupations to
gradational scores (e.g., Hauser and Warren
1997; Ganzeboom, de Graaf, and Treiman
1992) or using them as aggregates in con-
structing big classes (e.g., Erikson and
Goldthorpe 1992).

These characteristic representations of
the form of mobility have been treated as
assumptions rather than amenable to evi-
dence. The main objective of our research
has been to consider whether, when treated
as empirical matters, these conventional
representations of the structure of mobility
are incomplete. We have found that occu-
pations are an important conduit for repro-
duction and that incorporating this conduit
into mobility models can improve our un-
derstanding of the mobility process.

There are two main ways in which con-
ventional models misrepresent the structure

of opportunity: (1) The most extreme
pockets of rigidity are concealed when
analysis is carried out exclusively at the big-
class level, and (2) the main rigidities in the
big-class mobility table have been taken as
evidence of big-class reproduction when in
fact occupational reproduction is the prin-
cipal underlying mechanism. These results
suggest that the big-class mobility table,
long a fixture in the discipline, obscures im-
portant mechanisms behind intergenera-
tional reproduction.

Why are occupations such an impor-
tant conduit for social reproduction? In
all countries, parents accumulate much
occupation-specific capital, identify with
their occupation, and accordingly “bring
home” their occupation in ways, both di-
rect and indirect, that then make it salient
to their children and lead them to invest
in it. It follows that children develop a
taste for occupational reproduction, are
trained by their parents in occupation-spe-
cific skills, have access to occupational
networks that facilitate occupational re-
production, and use those skills and net-
works to acquire more occupation-specific
training outside the home. If children are
risk averse and oriented principally to
avoiding downward mobility, the safest
path to realizing this objective may well
be to use their occupation-specific re-
sources on behalf of occupational repro-
duction. Indeed, even in the absence of
any intrinsic interest in occupational re-
production, children may still pursue it
because it is the best route to big-class re-
production (Erikson and Jonsson 1996).
The son of an embalmer, for example,
may not have any particular interest in
becoming an embalmer but may decide
it’s foolhardy to fail to exploit the in-
house training that is available to him.
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It might be tempting to take the position
that the extreme microclass inequalities un-
covered here are not all that objectionable.
Should we really care, for example, that the
child of the truck driver has a special
propensity to become a truck driver while
the child of a gardener has a special propen-
sity to become a gardener’ Must we truly
commit ourselves to equal access to truck
driving and gardening? If pressed, we would
argue that all ascriptive constraints on
choice, even those pertaining to purely hor-
izontal inequalities, are inconsistent with a
commitment to an open society. By chis
logic, a/l types of origin-by-destination asso-
ciation are problematic because they imply
that human choice has been circumscribed,
a circumscription that is wholly determined
by the accident of birth. We care, in other
words, that the truck driver is fated to be-
come a truck driver at birth because that
amounts to a stripping away of choice, and
most of us would embrace an open society
in which choices are expanded, not stripped
away. Although our illustrative nonchoice
(i.e., being a truck driver versus being a gar-
dener) may not have implications for total
rewards (of the sort that are consensually val-
ued), it is nonetheless a fateful nonchoice
that determines the texture and content of a
human life. It is this commitment to an
open society, sometimes left quite implicic,
that underlies the discipline’s long-standing
interest in monitoring marital homogamy,
occupational sex segregation, and many
other forms of ascription that are hybrids of
vertical and horizontal processes.

It bears emphasizing, however, that such
an argument need not be pursued in che
present case, given that the horizontal in-
equalities uncovered here contribute directly
to the perpetuation of vertical ones. That is,
we should care about the immobility of
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truck drivers and gardeners not just because
truck driving and gardening imply different
styles of life (i.e., “horizontal” inequality),
but also because microclass immobility of
this sort is the principal mechanism ensur-
ing thac che working class reproduces itself.
The results from our models make it clear
that big-class reproduction arises largely
because children frequently remain within
their microclass of origin.

We are left wich the conclusion that, in-
sofar as microclass reproduction could be
eliminated, real declines in big-class repro-
duction would be observed. It is troubling
in this regard that microclass reproduction
is deeply rooted in family dynamics and
may require unacceptably intrusive policy
to root it out. Although our results provide
some insighe, then, into why contemporary
efforts to equalize opportunity have under-
performed, they do not necessarily lead us
to any wholesale rethinking of those efforts.

NOTE

1. We will often refer to occupations as “mi-
croclasses” because they have many of the features
and characteristics that are often attributed to big
classes.
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