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“Covid-19 is not the great leveller, it’s the great revealer”
1. In a medical sense, COVID-19, as highly contagious as it is, can be

thought of as the great leveller
• no one has immunity, and we face the health risk of this virus with a sense of our

common humanity
2. In a socio-economic sense, it is not as contagious

• the jobs some of us hold give us an economic immunity, and we face the economic risk
of this virus with a very different sense of our interconnectedness

3. The big hope is that the COVID-19 economic shock will be temporary
• the goal is to freeze the economy until the winds of illness pass by, allowing us to start

again where we left off
• public policy is focused on the challenge of adjustment and rebound

4. But the socially distanced economy also reveals longstanding inequalities
that have been growing wider and wider for decades

• inequality has been robbing many of security, prosperity, and dignity for decades, that
is what COVID-19 reveals

• “Countries have in effect become exaggerated versions of themselves.”



The Great Gatsby Curve: higher inequality threatens social mobility
access to opportunity is the channel through which this threat passes
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The intergenerational cycle of low income in Canada and the United States
has something important to do with race and a legacy of disadvantage



An opportunity-enhancing menu for public policy

in Pandemic times, and any other time

• recognizes three drivers of social mobility that influence the intergenerational
transmission of inequality
1. an “inheritance”
2. an investment
3. a payoff

• is explicit about the type of inequality that should be a concern:
top, bottom or middle ?

• intervenes at the point in the production cycle holding the greatest marginal return:
before market, market, post-market



Three inter-related influences on social mobility

Family

State

Market



1. FAMILY: Stress and parenting
Doepke-Zilibotti, Princeton University Press



1. FAMILY: Stress and parenting
Corak (2001) Journal of Labor Economics



2. STATE: Progressive public investment
Lavecchia-Oreopoulos-Brown (2020) American Economic Review: Insights



3. MARKET: The consequences of permanent layoffs

Jacobson-Lalonde-Sullivan (1993) American Economic Review
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Social mobility around the world

two new (and related) sources of information on integenerational mobility around
the world
1. EqualChances.org — “The World Database on Equality of Opportunity and Social

Mobility”

2. GDIM — “Global Database on Intergenerational Mobility”

These are the data sources for Fair Chances? Economic Mobility across
Generations around the World

• a report published by the World Bank in May, 2018

http://www.equalchances.org/
https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/poverty/brief/what-is-the-global-database-on-intergenerational-mobility-gdim
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/28428
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References

Social mobility and race in the United States

1. Connolly, Corak, Haeck (2019). “Intergenerational Mobility Between and Within
Canada and the United States.” Journal of Labor Economics, 37 (2): S595-S641.

2. Hertz (2005). “Rags, riches, and race: The intergenerational economic mobility of
black and white families in the United States.” In Unequal chances: Family
background and economic success, edited by Bowles, Gintis, and Groves. New York:
Russell Sage Foundation; Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

3. Boustan (2016). Competition in the Promised Land: Black Migrants in Northern
Cities and Labor Markets. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

4. Derencourt (2019). “Can you move to opportunity? Evidence from the Great
Migration,” unpublished draft, December 31st.



References

Social mobility and Economic Theory

1. Becker and Tomes (1986). “Human Capital and the Rise and Fall of Families.”
Journal of Labor Economics. 4 (3): S1–39.

2. Solon (2004). “A model of intergenerational mobility variation over time and place.”
In Generational Income Mobility in North America and Europe, edited by Corak.
New York: Cambridge University Press.

3. Becker, Kominers, Murphy, and Spenkuch (2018). “A Theory of Intergenerational
Mobility.” Journal of Political Economy. 128 (S1): S7-S25.

4. Nybom and Stuhler (2019). “Steady-State Assumptions in Intergenerational
Mobility Research.” Journal of Economic Inequality. 17 (1): 77–97.



References
Empirical studies of social mobility

1. Doepke and Zilibotti (2019). Love, Money, and Parenting: How Economics
Explains the Way We Raise Our Kids. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

2. Doepke and Zilibotti (2017). “Parenting with Style: Altruism and Paternalism in
Intergeneratgional Preference Transmission.” Econometrica. 85 (5): 1331-1371.

3. Corak (2001). “Death and Divorce: The Long-Term Consequences of Parental Loss
on Adolescents.” Journal of Labor Economics. 19 (3): 682-715.

4. Lavecchia, Oreopoulos, and Brown (2020). “Long-Run Effects from Comprehensive
Student Support: Evidence from Pathways to Education.” American Economic
Review: Insights. 2 (2): 209-224.

5. Oreopoulos, Page, and Huff Stevens (2008). “The Intergenerational Effects of
Worker Displacement.” Journal of Labor Economics 26 (3): 455–83.



References

Even more information and sources are available at my course website

• Miles Corak (2020). “Inequality, Economic Opportunity, and Public Policy,” The
Graduate Center, City University of New York.
MilesCorak.com/equality-of-opportunity/teaching/

https://milescorak.com/equality-of-opportunity/teaching/


Miles Corak

Department of Economics and

The Stone Center on Socio-Economic Inequality

The Graduate Center, City University of New York

@MilesCorak

MilesCorak.com

https://twitter.com/milescorak
http://www.milescorak.com

