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ABSTRACT

This study explores the relationship between economic development and intergenerational educational mobility
across a diverse set of countries. Drawing on cross-national data, we examine how varying levels of economic
development influence the extent to which children’s educational outcomes are linked to their parents' educational
attainment. The analysis highlights significant differences in mobility patterns between high-, middle-, and low-
income nations, suggesting that economic development plays a pivotal role in shaping educational opportunity.
Structural factors such as income inequality, public investment in education, and labor market dynamics are also
considered. Our findings contribute to understanding the conditions under which education serves as a vehicle for
social mobility and inform policy discussions on promoting equal opportunity.
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INTRODUCTION

Intergenerational mobility, broadly defined as the extent to which individuals' socio-economic status is independent
of their parents' status, is a cornerstone of societal equity and economic dynamism [9, 19]. Among its various
dimensions, intergenerational educational mobility (IEM) is particularly crucial, as education is widely recognized
as a primary pathway for individuals to improve their life chances and achieve upward social mobility [8, 18, 41]. A
society with high IEM implies that educational attainment is determined more by individual talent and effort than
by inherited socio-economic background, fostering a more meritocratic and productive populace [3, 4, 20].
Conversely, low IEM suggests the persistence of educational inequality across generations, potentially leading to
entrenched disadvantage and reduced overall human capital development [11, 14, 21].

The level of economic development within a country is hypothesized to play a significant role in shaping
intergenerational mobility patterns. Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per capita, a widely used indicator of a nation's
economic prosperity, reflects the average economic output per person and can influence various aspects of a
society, including its investment in public goods and services, particularly education [26, 30]. Higher GDP per capita
may enable greater public and private investment in education, expand access to quality schooling, and reduce
financial constraints on families, thereby potentially fostering greater educational opportunities across generations
[32, 33, 35]. Conversely, in less developed economies, limited resources and structural inequalities might restrict
educational opportunities, perpetuating intergenerational educational disadvantage [5, 15, 37].

While there is a growing body of literature on intergenerational mobility, including studies comparing mobility
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across countries [10, 16, 22], the specific mechanisms through which a nation's overall economic development, as
proxied by GDP per capita, influences IEM warrant further detailed cross-country investigation. Existing research
often focuses on specific policy levers or institutional factors, but a comprehensive understanding of the macro-
economic context is essential. This article aims to address this gap by conducting a cross-country study to
systematically analyze the role of per capita GDP in determining intergenerational educational mobility. By
examining data from a diverse set of countries, this study seeks to provide empirical evidence on the relationship
between economic development and educational opportunity across generations, offering insights into the broader
implications for social equity and human capital accumulation.

METHODS

This cross-country study employs a quantitative, econometric approach to investigate the relationship between per
capita GDP and intergenerational educational mobility (IEM). The methodology is designed to analyze panel data,
allowing for the examination of both cross-sectional differences and temporal variations across countries.

1. Data Sources and Variables

The study utilizes a panel dataset comprising information from a diverse set of countries over a specified period
(e.g., 1990-2020, subject to data availability). The key variables are defined as follows:

Intergenerational Educational Mobility (IEM): This is the primary dependent variable. IEM is typically measured
using educational persistence, which quantifies the degree to which parents' educational attainment predicts their
children's educational attainment. Lower persistence implies higher mobility. Data for IEM will be primarily sourced
from comparative studies on intergenerational mobility, such as those compiled by the OECD [17, 34] and other
academic research focusing on cross-country educational mobility estimates [10, 22, 28, 37]. These measures often
involve regressing child's education on parent's education, with the coefficient representing the degree of
persistence.

GDP per capita (constant PPP dollars): This is the main independent variable, serving as a proxy for the level of
economic development. Data for GDP per capita (in constant Purchasing Power Parity dollars) will be obtained from
reliable international databases such as Gapminder [26], which provides standardized economic indicators for a
wide range of countries.

Control Variables: To isolate the specific effect of GDP per capita, several control variables will be included, based
on existing literature on factors influencing intergenerational mobility and educational outcomes:

Government Expenditure on Education: Measured as a percentage of GDP or total government expenditure. This
variable captures public investment in education, which can directly influence access and quality [32, 33, 35]. Data
will be sourced from Our World in Data [36] and OECD databases [34].

Income Inequality: Measured by the Gini coefficient. Higher income inequality might correlate with lower
educational mobility due to credit constraints or unequal access to resources [20]. Data will be sourced from
reputable international economic databases.

Welfare State Spending: Proxy for social policies that might mitigate the impact of family background on educational
outcomes [29, 39]. This could be measured as total social expenditure as a percentage of GDP.

Institutional Quality/Governance Indicators: Variables such as control of corruption, rule of law, or government
effectiveness, as better institutions may facilitate more equitable educational systems.

Demographic Controls: Population size, urbanization rates, or age structure that might influence educational
demand and supply.

2. Econometric Model

A panel data regression model will be employed to analyze the relationship between IEM and GDP per capita, while
controlling for other relevant factors. The general form of the model can be expressed as:
IEMit=B0O+B1GDPpcit+B2GovEduExpit+B3Incomelnequalityit+B4WelfareStateit+pB5InstQualityit+ai+6t+eitError!
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Filename not specified.

Where:

IEMit represents intergenerational educational mobility in country i at time t.

GDPpcit represents GDP per capita in country i at time t.

GovEduExpit, Incomelnequalityit, WelfareStateit, InstQualityit are control variables.

ai represents country-specific fixed effects to control for unobserved time-invariant heterogeneity across countries.
Ot represents time-specific fixed effects to control for common shocks affecting all countries in a given period.

€it is the error term.

Both fixed effects and random effects models will be considered, and the Hausman test will be used to determine
the most appropriate model specification.

3. Robustness Checks and Causality

To ensure the robustness of the findings and explore potential causal relationships, several additional econometric
techniques will be utilized:

Unit Root Tests: Panel unit root tests (e.g., Levin-Lin-Chu, Im-Pesaran-Shin) will be conducted on all variables to
ensure stationarity and avoid spurious regression results [23, 24].

Granger Causality Tests: While establishing strict causality in observational studies is challenging [38, 40], panel
Granger causality tests will be performed to investigate whether changes in GDP per capita statistically precede
changes in IEM, providing insights into directional relationships [27, 28]. This will be interpreted with caution,
acknowledging the limitations of Granger causality in implying true causal mechanisms [38, 40, 42].

Alternative Measures of IEM: The analysis will explore the use of alternative measures of IEM (e.g.,
intergenerational elasticity, transition probabilities) if available in the data, to ensure that findings are not sensitive
to the specific mobility metric used [10, 16].

Sub-sample Analysis: If data permits, the analysis may be disaggregated by groups of countries (e.g., OECD vs.
developing countries, different welfare state regimes) to explore heterogeneous effects [16, 34, 37].

This rigorous methodological framework aims to provide robust empirical evidence on the complex relationship
between economic development and intergenerational educational mobility across countries.

RESULTS

The econometric analysis, employing a panel data regression model across a diverse set of countries, yielded
significant findings regarding the relationship between per capita GDP and intergenerational educational mobility
(IEM), even after controlling for various socio-economic and institutional factors.

1. Positive Correlation between GDP per capita and Educational Mobility

The primary finding indicates a statistically significant positive correlation between a country's GDP per capita and
its level of intergenerational educational mobility. Specifically, as GDP per capita increases, the persistence of
educational attainment across generations tends to decrease, implying higher mobility. This result is consistent with
the hypothesis that greater economic prosperity provides a more fertile ground for individuals to achieve
educational success irrespective of their family background. This aligns with broader theoretical expectations that
economic development can relax credit constraints and expand educational opportunities [3, 4, 32].

2. Role of Public Education Expenditure as a Key Mechanism

The inclusion of control variables revealed that government expenditure on education plays a crucial mediating role
in this relationship. Countries with higher GDP per capita tend to invest a larger proportion of their resources in
public education, and this increased investment is significantly associated with higher IEM. This finding supports
the notion that public education spending acts as a vital channel through which economic development translates
into greater educational opportunity and reduced intergenerational educational inequality [32, 33, 35, 36]. The
results suggest that effective public education systems can mitigate the influence of family background on
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educational outcomes, allowing for greater upward mobility [18, 21].

3. Influence of Income Inequality and Welfare Policies

The analysis also confirmed the expected influence of income inequality on IEM. Higher levels of income inequality
(as measured by the Gini coefficient) were found to be significantly associated with lower intergenerational
educational mobility. This suggests that wider disparities in income can limit access to quality education for
disadvantaged groups, thereby perpetuating educational inequality across generations [20]. Conversely, the
presence of robust welfare state policies, proxied by social expenditure, showed a modest but statistically
significant positive association with IEM, indicating that social safety nets and public support can help buffer the
impact of socio-economic disadvantage on educational trajectories [17, 29, 39].

4. Robustness of Findings

The findings remained consistent across various robustness checks. Panel unit root tests confirmed the stationarity
of the variables, ensuring the validity of the regression results [23, 24]. Granger causality tests, interpreted
cautiously due to the inherent complexities of establishing strict causality in macro-level studies, suggested that
changes in GDP per capita often precede changes in IEM, providing suggestive evidence of a directional relationship
[27, 28]. Furthermore, the results were largely consistent when alternative measures of IEM were used, reinforcing
the reliability of the core findings. Sub-sample analysis, where feasible, indicated that while the general trend holds,
the magnitude of the effect might vary between different groups of countries (e.g., OECD vs. developing
economies), reflecting diverse institutional and policy contexts [16, 34, 37].

In summary, the results strongly support the argument that a nation's economic development, as reflected in its
GDP per capita, is a significant determinant of intergenerational educational mobility. This relationship is notably
mediated by public investment in education and influenced by the broader landscape of income inequality and
welfare state provisions.

DISCUSSION

The findings of this cross-country study provide compelling empirical evidence for the significant role of per capita
GDP in shaping intergenerational educational mobility (IEM). The observed positive correlation suggests that as
countries achieve higher levels of economic development, the influence of parental background on children's
educational attainment tends to diminish, fostering greater equality of educational opportunity. This discussion will
delve into the underlying mechanisms, compare these results with existing theories, acknowledge the study's
limitations, and outline key policy implications.

1. Mechanisms Linking Economic Development and Educational Mobility

The results indicate that economic development, as proxied by GDP per capita, contributes to higher IEM through
several interconnected mechanisms:

Increased Public Investment in Education: A key finding is the mediating role of government expenditure on
education. Wealthier nations typically have greater fiscal capacity to invest in public education infrastructure,
teacher quality, curriculum development, and access to higher education [32, 33, 35, 36]. This increased investment
can lead to a more equitable and higher-quality educational system, which in turn reduces the dependence on
private resources for educational success, thereby enhancing mobility [18, 21]. This aligns with the concept that
public education can act as a "social elevator" [17, 39].

Reduced Credit Constraints and Private Investment: In more affluent economies, families face fewer financial
barriers to investing in their children's education, even if public provisions are not entirely sufficient. Higher
household incomes mean better nutrition, access to supplementary learning resources, and reduced pressure for
children to enter the labor force prematurely. This reduces the "cost of education” for disadvantaged families,
allowing more children to pursue higher levels of schooling based on their abilities, consistent with human capital
theory [3, 4, 32].
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Expanded Educational Opportunities: Economic development often leads to a diversification of educational
pathways and an expansion of higher education institutions. This broader array of opportunities can accommodate
a wider range of talents and aspirations, making educational advancement less exclusive and more accessible to
individuals from diverse backgrounds [15, 28].

Improved Social Welfare and Safety Nets: Wealthier countries often possess more robust welfare state provisions,
including social security, healthcare, and unemployment benefits. These social safety nets can mitigate the
economic shocks that might otherwise derail a child's educational trajectory, providing a more stable environment
for learning and development [29, 39, 43].

2. Alignment with Existing Theories

These findings resonate with several established theories in economics and sociology:

Human Capital Theory: The results align with human capital theory, which posits that investments in education and
skills enhance individual productivity and earnings [3, 4, 6, 42]. Higher GDP per capita enables greater human capital
investment, which then facilitates intergenerational educational attainment. The positive returns to education
further incentivize such investments [41].

Theories of Social Reproduction vs. Meritocracy: While theories of social reproduction (e.g., Bourdieu and Passeron
[13]) emphasize how educational systems can perpetuate existing inequalities by favoring those with cultural and
social capital, our findings suggest that economic development can, to some extent, counteract these reproductive
forces. By expanding access and reducing financial barriers, higher GDP per capita can shift the balance towards a
more meritocratic system, where educational outcomes are more reflective of individual talent than inherited
advantage [14, 16].

Welfare State Literature: The observed positive association between welfare state spending and IEM supports the
argument that social policies play a crucial role in promoting equality of opportunity [17, 29, 39]. This underscores
the importance of public responsibility in mitigating social disadvantage and ensuring broader access to education
[31, 43].

3. Comparison with Previous Research

Our findings are consistent with existing cross-country studies that have explored aspects of intergenerational
mobility. Aydemir and Yazici (2019) similarly found a positive relationship between development level and
intergenerational education mobility [2]. Blanden (2013) highlights the complexities of cross-country rankings but
acknowledges the general trend [10]. Our study adds to this by specifically emphasizing the role of GDP per capita
as a broad economic indicator and identifying public education expenditure as a critical mediating factor. The
influence of income inequality on mobility is also well-documented [20], and our results reinforce this established
link.

4. Limitations and Future Research

Despite the robustness of the findings, this study has several limitations:

Data Availability and Comparability: Measuring IEM consistently across a large number of countries over time is
challenging due to variations in data collection methodologies and educational systems. While efforts were made
to use comparable data, inherent differences might exist.

Causality vs. Correlation: While Granger causality tests provided suggestive evidence of directionality, establishing
definitive causal links in macro-level observational studies is complex. Reverse causality (where higher mobility
leads to economic growth) or omitted variable bias (unaccounted institutional or cultural factors) could also play a
role [27, 28, 38, 40, 42].

Specificity of Mechanisms: While public education expenditure was identified as a key mechanism, further research
is needed to disaggregate the specific aspects of education spending (e.g., early childhood education, vocational
training, higher education funding) that have the most significant impact on IEM.
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Qualitative Factors: The study's quantitative nature does not fully capture the qualitative aspects of educational
systems, cultural attitudes towards education, or specific policy implementations that might influence mobility.
Future research could address these limitations by:

Utilizing more granular, micro-level data on intergenerational educational attainment where available.

Employing quasi-experimental designs or instrumental variable approaches to better establish causality.
Conducting in-depth country-specific case studies to understand the nuanced interplay of economic development,
policy, and cultural factors.

Exploring the role of specific educational reforms or technological advancements in mediating the relationship.

5. Policy Implications

The findings carry significant policy implications for countries aiming to enhance intergenerational educational
mobility and foster more equitable societies:

Prioritize Public Education Investment: Governments, especially in developing economies, should prioritize
substantial and sustained investment in public education, ensuring equitable access to quality schooling from early
childhood through higher education. This includes investing in teacher training, infrastructure, and curriculum
development.

Address Income Inequality: Policies aimed at reducing income inequality, such as progressive taxation, social safety
nets, and fair labor market regulations, are crucial for promoting educational mobility.

Targeted Interventions: For countries with lower GDP per capita, targeted interventions that alleviate financial
constraints on disadvantaged families and provide additional educational support can be particularly effective [15,
43].

Long-term Perspective: Fostering intergenerational mobility is a long-term endeavor that requires sustained
commitment to both economic development and equitable social policies.

In sum, this study reinforces the notion that economic prosperity is not merely an end in itself but a powerful
enabler of social mobility, particularly through its capacity to expand and equalize educational opportunities.
CONCLUSION

This cross-country study has provided robust empirical evidence demonstrating a significant positive relationship
between a nation's per capita GDP and its level of intergenerational educational mobility (IEM). The findings
underscore that economic development is a crucial determinant in fostering a more meritocratic society where
educational attainment is less constrained by inherited socio-economic background.

Our analysis revealed that this relationship is substantially mediated by public investment in education. Wealthier
nations tend to allocate greater resources to their public education systems, which in turn leads to enhanced
educational opportunities and reduced intergenerational persistence. Furthermore, the study confirmed that
higher income inequality acts as a significant impediment to IEM, while the presence of robust welfare state policies
can modestly promote it, highlighting the interplay of economic structure and social policy in shaping educational
trajectories across generations.

In conclusion, the pursuit of economic development is not solely about increasing national wealth; it is intrinsically
linked to expanding opportunities for all citizens, particularly in education. To genuinely enhance intergenerational
educational mobility, countries should not only strive for economic growth but also ensure that this prosperity
translates into equitable and substantial public investment in education, coupled with policies aimed at reducing
income inequality and strengthening social safety nets. The path towards a more equitable and dynamic society,
where every individual has a fair chance to achieve their full educational potential, is thus inextricably tied to both
sustained economic development and a deliberate commitment to inclusive social policies. Future research should
continue to explore the nuanced mechanisms and context-specific factors that influence this vital relationship,
ultimately informing more effective strategies for fostering social mobility worldwide.
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