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Economic mobility, an often-cited measure for economic progress, has been 
stunted in the United States for decades according to absolute measures. 

In the 1940s, ninety percent of all children would 
grow up to be better off financially than their par-
ents. By the 1980s, less than 50 percent could 
say the same.1

Declining economic mobility is a reflection of the 
mounting barriers that impede individuals from 
advancing their income and wealth. The outsized 
impact of these barriers on particular segments 
of the population — especially on particular class, 
geographic, and racial groups — fuels inequities 
that accentuate the economic disparities we 
see today. Within the context of these systemic 
barriers, specific life experiences will determine 
who gains or loses the power to advance eco-
nomically. These life experiences span from birth 
through adulthood, with a wide range of magni-
tude of impact. 

The 2024 Mobility Experiences research emerg-
es from research that included a meta-analysis 
of over 230 peer-reviewed studies exploring the 
impact of programs and life experiences on in-
comes, a survey of over 4,000 people across the 
United States, and in-depth interviews to gather 
detailed insights from Americans earning low 
and middle incomes. 

The research is divided into three reports that 
shed new light on:

1. Life experiences that contribute to advancing 
economic mobility within one’s lifetime, mea-
sured by lifetime income, and the degree of 
impact of each life experience;

2. The perceptions of Americans, particularly 
those who earn within low- and middle-in-
come brackets, as to the importance of each 
of these life experiences, including compar-
ison of general societal beliefs, lived experi-
ences, and quantitative findings;

3. The flow of investment of public and philan-
thropic dollars into these life experiences and 
the common features of programs that have 
succeeded in enabling greater economic 
mobility.

By providing a holistic and nuanced understand-
ing of the experiences that impact economic mo-
bility, and the degree to which these experiences 
are understood and resourced, this report serves 
as a tool for:

• Alignment of funders, government and civ-
ic leaders, policymakers, service providers, 
and community groups around a broad, evi-
dence-based, economic mobility agenda;

• Greater, and more effective, mobilization of 
investment toward these life experiences;

• Narrative change efforts targeting prevailing 
misperceptions of economic mobility’s drivers.



Acknowledgments
This report was made possible with financial sup-
port from the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation.

Thank you to the individuals who participated in 
this research for their valuable personal insights 
and experiences with economic mobility. We also 
thank the researchers, funders, and implement-
ers across the country whose work and research 
on economic mobility have contributed to this 
report. 

The findings and conclusions contained within 
are those of the authors and do not necessar-
ily reflect the positions or policies of the Bill & 
Melinda Gates Foundation or other participating 
organizations. 

Authors
Camber Collective  
Marc Allen, Morgan DeLuce, Joseph Zhang

Contributors
The insights in this report are derived from 
inputs of over 4,000 people in the US and over 
230 researchers who led the studies referenced 
herein. These inputs were aggregated, analyzed, 
and expanded upon with particularly sustained 
input from Camber Collective and the Bill & 
Melinda Gates Foundation. Further input on the 
structure and focus of the report was provided 
by a consultative panel of organizations from the 
economic mobility field. 

KEY CONTRIBUTORS INCLUDE:

• Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation

• McKinsey & Company

• Ballmer Group

• Blue Meridian Partners

• The James Irvine Foundation

• Urban Institute

• The Institute on Race, Power and Political 
Economy at The New School

• Brookings

• Frontline Solutions



Executive Summary
Economic mobility in the United States has 
been stunted by wealth and wage inequalities 
and structural barriers that limit access to 
opportunity for millions of Americans. 

Promoting economic mobility for all is not only critical to 
protecting the lives and livelihoods of Americans but also to 
supporting economic growth and maintaining democratic 
stability. This report offers insights into 28 “mobility experi-
ences” in one’s life that have significant impact on lifetime 
income—and as a result—economic mobility.i These expe-
riences can occur throughout a person’s lifetime and span 
thematic areas that have significant influence on intragen-
erational mobility, as outlined below:

Mobility Experiences by Thematic Areas

CARE E R PROG RESSION

• Avoiding involuntary unemployment 

• Obtaining a first full-time job that offers 
opportunity for advancement

• Receiving job or skills training 

COM MUNIT Y INTE R AC TIONS

• Accessing stable, affordable housing

• Living in a high mobility neighborhood 

• Avoiding interactions with the criminal justice 
system

• Having reliable and affordable access to 
physical and digital infrastructure (including 
transit & internet) 
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i Mobility experiences are defined as life events that, according to evidence, can demonstrably affect an individual’s economic situation  
over time.



E DUCATION

• Accessing extracurriculars during adolescence 
(including sports, clubs, work) 

• Accessing pre-K and other early childhood 
development opportunities 

• Avoiding repeated school disciplinary actions 

• Completing high school education 

• Graduating with a degree in a high- paying field 
of study

• Pursuing / completing postsecondary 
education 

FINANCIAL WE LL- BE ING

• Accessing non-wage employment-based 
benefits (including healthcare, retirement) 

• Accessing public benefits and programs

• Experiencing financial inclusion (including 
financial education & access) 

• Having manageable student debt

• Owning a business 

PHYSICAL AND M E NTAL HE ALTH

• Accessing care for mental and physical health 
conditions

• Accessing pre- and post-natal care 

• Being born within a healthy birth weight 

• Having access to adequate nutrition and a 
balanced diet in childhood 

• Having low exposure to traumatic experiences 
(including ACEs) 

SOCIAL AND FAM ILIAL  RE L ATIONSHIPS

• Having strong social and professional networks

• Living with a working adult partner (including 
cohabitation, marriage)

• Not having to provide unpaid care for adult 
family members

• Not having to provide unpaid care for children

• Receiving mentorship during adolescence
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Results
HIGH POTENTIAL
Three experiences in particular had the strongest 
academic evidence of high potential for impact 
on lifetime income. 

1. Pursuing or completing a postsecondary 
education;

2. Graduating with a degree in a high-paying 
field of study; and 

3. Obtaining a first full-time job that offers 
opportunity for advancement. 

The second report of this series will 
highlight experiences that demonstrate 
high potential for impact based on the 
lived experiences of people across 
the United States. These findings will 
complement the insights in this report 
by identifying what matters most to 
Americans as they reflect on their 
individual economic mobility journeys.

Aims
These results provide valuable insights into how stakeholders can prioritize 
opportunities to influence economic mobility for people across the United 
States. 

Structural factors are a critical component of who has access to these key mobility experiences. This re-
port also explores the ways in which structural racism and socioeconomic and gender inequities impact 
economic mobility and drive deepened income and wealth inequalities in the United States.

As the first installment in the three-part series, this report aims to: 

• Align stakeholders around a comprehensive 
inventory of life experiences that matter for 
improving economic mobility outcomes. 

• Provide a robust quantified assessment of the 
impact of different life experiences on income. 

This knowledge can inform efforts to shift harmful narratives around 
poverty and support the mobilization of coordinated capital to increase 
access to and navigation of life experiences that advance economic 
mobility across the country.
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1 Introduction:  
The Economic 
Mobility 

        Imperative

Economic Mobility
Economic mobility ii — an often-cited measure for econom-
ic progress — has been declining in the United States for 
decades. In the US, among children born in the 1940s, 93 
percent of those born in the 50th income percentile could 
expect to out-earn their parents. For children born in the 
1980s, this figure declined to only 45 percent (Exhibit 1.1).2 
Similarly, the ability to move up the economic ladder within 
one’s own lifetime is also limited. Low-income earners rarely 
become high-income earners as adults; over half of adults 
in the lowest-income quintile remain there ten years later, 
and less than 4 percent move to the highest income quin-
tile (Exhibit 1.2).3 The US is no longer the land of economic 
opportunity that it once was, and for historically marginal-
ized communities, one could argue it never was. Limited 
individual economic mobility impedes nationwide economic 
growth, exacerbates inequality, and inhibits individuals from 
reaching their full potential. This is particularly true for those 
who earn below the federal poverty line. Today, the chance 

“Growing up, being 
really impoverished, 

you don’t think about the 
future that much. You are in 
the mindset of, ‘Where’s my 
next meal? Am I going to have 
a place to live next month? Are 
we going to have Christmas?’ 
There were birthdays that 
went by with no cake or 
presents. Growing up in this 
poor mentality sticks with you, 
and it’s not always the money; 
sometimes it’s the mindset. 
Growing up poor trained me to 
not think about the future.”

— Michelle, age 35, OH  
(Lived Experiences Research 2021)
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ii Economic mobility refers to the ability of an individual, family, or societal group to 
change their economic standing, often measured by changes in income or wealth, as 
well as their power and autonomy, and being valued in one’s community. Mobility can 
be upward or downward and can be intergenerational — earning more or less than 
one’s parents — or intragenerational — changing one’s economic standing during 
one’s lifetime.



Exhibit 1.1 Absolute intergenerational mobility in the United States
Percent of children earning more than their parents
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Note: Absolute intergenerational mobility refers to the ability to attain a higher income bracket than their parents did. 

Source: Richard V. Reeves and Eleanor Krause, “Raj Chetty in 14 charts: Big findings on opportunity and mobility we should all know,” Brookings 
Institute, January 11, 2018

Exhibit 1.2 Relative intragenerational mobility in the United States
Ending quintile of people in the bottom income quintile ten years earlier
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Note: Relative intragenerational mobility refers to the ability to move up in economic position in one’s lifetime relative to one’s peers.

Source: Acs, Gregory, and Seth Zimmerman. “U.S. Intragenerational Economic Mobility From 1984 to 2004.” Economic Mobility Project, 2008.)
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Exhibit 1.3 The Great Gatsby Curve
Percent of children earning more than their parents

.8

.6

.4

.2

In
te

rg
en

er
at

io
na

l E
ar

ni
ng

s 
M

ob
ili

ty Le
ss

 m
ob

ili
ty

M
or

e 
m

ob
ili

ty

20 30 40 50 60

Inequality (Gini Coefficient)
More inequalityLess inequality

Denmark
Norway

Finland

Sweden

GermanyJapan

France Spain
Pakistan Switzerland

United Kingdom
Italy

United States

China

Singapore

Argentina
Chile

Brazil

Peru

Canada

Australia
New Zealand

Source: Miles Corak, Inequality from generation to generation: The United States in comparison, Graduate School of Public and International 
Affairs, University of Ottawa, January 2012

of someone being born into poverty in the US 
and moving to the top quintile of earners is just 
five percent.iii,4 

DIVERGENT WAGES
The decline in economic mobility is driven by 
several factors, including increasingly divergent 
wages across the population. Investment in and 
attainment of job-related skills is becoming more 
stratified by family income, disadvantaging indi-
viduals who earn lower incomes in a job market 
where wages are disproportionately higher for 
more educated workers.5 Continued erosion 
of unionization and collective bargaining has 
depressed wage growth among middle-wage 

earners, with little impact on those earning high 
wages.6 Increases in economic productivity since 
the 1970s have not led to proportional increases 
in wages for the bottom 80 percent of workers, 
concentrating income benefits at the top and 
contributing to overall inequality in economic 
growth.7 The effects of rising income inequality 
and declining economic mobility continue to com-
pound — the farther the “rungs” of the “mobility 
ladder” are from each other, the harder they are 
to climb.

CAMBER COLLECTIVE | MOBILITY EXPERIENCES: PART 1   10

iii Refers to being born into the bottom quintile or bottom 20 percent of earners.



WHY DOES THIS MATTER? 
Declining economic mobility prevents individuals 
from reaching their full potential and perpetu-
ates and deepens nationwide inequality across 
demographic lines. Research shows that inequal-
ity and mobility are not only related but often 
exacerbate one another, as demonstrated by the 
“Great Gatsby Curve,” which highlights the nega-
tive relationship between income inequality and 
intergenerational earnings mobility (Exhibit 1.3).8,9  
In general, countries with higher income inequal-
ity have less intergenerational mobility, meaning 
that children from poor families are less likely to 
improve their economic status compared to their 
parents.iv,v

If allowed to continue unchecked, declines in 
economic mobility threaten to worsen inequality 
and impede economic growth, democratic stabili-
ty, and widespread prosperity.10,11 Income inequal-
ity is likely to beget greater income inequality 
due to the continued concentration of wealth in 
high-earning households, which may dampen 
collective economic growth, as households with 
higher incomes generally save more and spend 
less. High rates of income inequality have also 
been shown to fuel social discontent, increasing 
sociopolitical instability and threatening dem-
ocratic systems.12 Most importantly, however, 
declines in economic mobility have particularly 
profound impacts on individuals who are earn 
low wages, excluding them from opportunities to 
improve their quality of life and exacerbating day-
to-day economic hardships and stress. 

“I lived in a predominantly 
Hispanic and white 

neighborhood with some Black 
families. Looking around, I didn’t see 
many people becoming successful. 
And the people that I did see becoming 
successful were not people of color.”
—Derrick, age 33, California 
(Lived Experiences Research 2021) 

STRUCTURAL FACTORS 
Economic mobility is heavily influenced by struc-
tural factors embedded in our society — many of 
which erect disproportionate barriers to upward 
mobility for certain populations, including indi-
viduals who are female and/or BIPOC and those 
who earn low incomes. Structural factors refer to 
obstacles that impede or prevent individuals from 
accessing or navigating mobility experiences, 
ultimately inhibiting mobility outcomes. Structural 
factors include limited access to wealth and other 
resources, disparities in decision-making power, 
and the effects of discrimination, among others. 
These factors influence who has access to oppor-
tunities for economic advancement (e.g., obtain-
ing a high-quality job), as well as who is likely 
to evade experiences with negative impacts on 
mobility (e.g., dropping out of high school). 

One widely recognized — and often underesti-
mated — structural force that drives disparities 
in economic mobility is disparities in wealth. 
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iv Income inequality in the “Great Gatsby Curve” is measured by the Gini coefficient, which represents income and wealth inequality within a 
nation or a social group. The lower the Gini coefficient, the more equality there is, where all individuals have the same income. The higher the Gini 
coefficient, the more inequality there is, where one person in a large group has all income or consumption, and others have none.

v Intergenerational mobility is measured in the “Great Gatsby Curve” as intergenerational earnings mobility, which is an economic measure of the 
intergenerational persistence of the relationship between the earnings of parents and of their adult children. The higher the metric, the greater the 
likelihood that parental income will predict their children’s income.



Access to wealth can enable participation in life 
experiences such as completing a post-second-
ary degree, which can in turn increase economic 
mobility and income.13 Racial disparities in wealth 
in the United States are stark. In 2019, the median 
wealth of the average Black or Hispanic family 
accounted for less than 15 percent of the median 
wealth of an average white family.14 These racial 
disparities exist even across higher-income fam-
ilies, as the median net worth of Black families in 
the top 10 percent by income is only 20 percent 
that of equivalent white families, highlighting the 
disproportionate obstacles to mobility faced by 
People of Color.15,16

Neighborhoods are another critical structural fac-
tor that influences economic mobility. For children 
growing up in poverty, the location where they 
grow up is a major predictor of their economic 
mobility later in life. In Memphis, for example, just 

2.8 percent of children born in the bottom income 
quintile will reach the top quintile.17 Research from 
Opportunity Insights has found that high mobility 
neighborhoods share common features, such as 
less income inequality, better primary schools, 
and greater family stability.18 

The following sections will share the findings 
from research that identifies the life experiences 
found to have significant impact on lifetime in-
come. Section 2.3 will dive deeper into the ways 
in which structural factors impact an individual’s 
ability to access and navigate life experiences 
that contribute to economic mobility. Reviving the 
United States as the land of opportunity is crucial 
to spurring economic growth, mitigating sociopo-
litical instability, and ensuring that Americans are 
equipped to lead the lives to which they aspire.

“Being Black in my community 
limited my opportunities to get 

a job. Employers have a bias against 
young Black people because they think 
we’ll commit a crime.” 
—Patrice, 27, South Carolina 
(Lived Experiences Research 2021)
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Approach

DRAWING ON THE DEPTH OF ACADEMIC RESEARCH

This report produces a first-of-its-kind ranking of the life experiences that are most influ-
ential on economic mobility in the United States. It draws on over 230 research articles 
published between 1990 and 2022 from top ranked journals in economics and econo-
metrics, education, health policy, sociology & political science, and urban studies, sup-
plemented with publications by leading thought leaders, data from statistical agencies, 
and expert insights identified through interviews with field experts from think-tanks, 
higher-education institutions, racial justice organizations, philanthropies, and non-prof-
its. With these data, a meta-analysis was conducted to identify the impact that key life 
experiences have on intragenerational economic mobility, as measured by their impact 
on lifetime income. The relative impact of each life experience on lifetime income was 
then calculated. For additional information on the research methodology and literature 
review, see the Technical Appendix. 

CENTERING LIVED EXPERIENCE EXPERTISE

Throughout this report, there are direct quotes from Americans. Recognizing the criti-
cal, but often overlooked, perspective that can be gained from lived experiences, this 
research conducted a survey of 4,000+ people across the United States and nearly 20 
hours of interviews with Americans to learn about their perceptions and needs as they 
relate to economic mobility. Research participants were representative of the US across 
age, race, and gender, with an oversampling of participants with a household income of 
less than 200 percent of the federal poverty level. The expertise and insights provided 
by these real-life perspectives contributed to the identification of the top 28 mobility 
experiences and have profoundly deepened this research. Part two of this report series 
will dive into the insights drawn from the perspectives of these Americans.    
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2 Mobility 
Experiences 
that Shape  

            Economic 
            Outcomes

Section 2.1: Defining 
Mobility Experiences   
In recent years, declining rates of economic 
mobility and opportunity in the United States 
have garnered attention from leaders in nearly 
every sector — from philanthropic donors 
and nonprofits to policymakers and business 
executives. 

Mounting attention on improving economic mobility is 
encouraging, given its potential to catalyze collaboration 
and cross-sector efforts that can address the many complex 
facets of economic mobility. Effectively translating interest 
and goodwill into impact requires broad agreement on what 
is important for promoting economic mobility, which can 
enable stakeholders to collaborate and act, yielding tangible 
benefits for millions of Americans.  

“I was the poor kid, the 
scholarship kid. My 

parents struggled to find jobs. 
I grew up with wealthy kids 
around me. As an adult, I am 
in a better economic position. 
Now, I have a stable job and 
an apartment in NYC, but I 
worry it will slip away.”

— Ana, age 29, New York  
(Lived Experiences Research 2021)
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Exhibit 2.1 Mobility Experiences Happen Throughout Stages of Life
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Mobility Experiences
This research aspires to help develop a common 
language and fact base for the field by identifying 
a comprehensive set of “mobility experiences,” 
which are defined as life events that, according 
to evidence, can demonstrably affect an indi-
vidual’s economic situation over time. These 
experiences occur over the course of a life-
time — whether it be at a single point in time or 
throughout phases of life — and span a variety of 
domains, including health, education, career pro-
gression, financial wellbeing, community interac-
tions, and social and familial relationships (Exhibit 
2.1). Evidence suggests that these experiences 
influence a key measure of economic mobility: an 
individual’s lifetime income. 

Lifetime Income
In this report, “lifetime income” refers to an 
individual’s total income throughout their time in 
the labor force, which is estimated at roughly 40 
years.19 Measuring lifetime income — as opposed 
to snapshot measures such as annual income or 
wages — allows us to estimate the impact of a 
mobility experience over several decades, mak-
ing it a helpful metric for assessing the relative 
effects of different mobility experiences on 
longer-term economic mobility outcomes. While 
an incomplete measure, this research examined 
impacts on lifetime income as a proxy for mobil-
ity, since income data is more readily available 
and more relevant to mobility within an individu-
al’s own lifetime than are other outcomes, such 
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as wealth. Understanding the impact of mobility 
experiences on other important measures of 
mobility, including wealth, power, autonomy, and 
being valued in one’s community, presents op-
portunities for future research. 

Identifying Key Experiences
Using academic research from hundreds of schol-
ars, the research identified mobility experiences 
that occur throughout a person’s lifetime and 
span thematic areas that have significant influ-
ence on intragenerational mobility (Exhibit 2.2). 

The key mobility experiences identified in this 
report are experiences with substantial evidence 
of impact on intragenerational economic mobility 
outcomes. Since this report focuses on iden-
tifying experiences that directly affect lifetime 

income, important life events and experiences 
that indirectly influence income — such as civic 
engagement and participation — have not been 
explicitly included. Moreover, while the identified 
set of experiences may influence mobility across 
generations, our research concentrated on 
identifying moments with a demonstrable impact 
on income during an individual’s own lifetime, 
primarily to help stakeholders take action to in-
crease opportunities for individuals today. As you 
engage with this research, an important consider-
ation is the ways in which structural factors such 
as racism, gender bias, discrimination, and wealth 
inequality exert significant influence on who can 
access and benefit from mobility experiences, 
resulting in divergent outcomes for individuals 
who are female and/or BIPOC and/or those who 
earn low wages.  

Our Aim
Our aim is that stakeholders across sec-
tors will use these findings to inform their 
activities to support economic mobility, 
including the sources of insight they con-
sult, where and how they invest (such as 
research and/or interventions), how they 
collaborate with other practitioners, and 
how they shift narratives about poverty. 
This attempt at building a comprehensive 
set of mobility experiences may also help 
the field to align more closely on shared 
goals and outcomes, and to work more 
closely to improve the economic realities of 
millions of Americans. 
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Exhibit 2.2 Life Experiences That Exert Outsized Impact on Economic Mobility
Mobility experiences occur across life stages and are influenced by an array of structural factors
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Section 2.2: Assessing the Relative Impact  
of Mobility Experiences  
Our research sought to understand how each experience impacts lifetime 
income.  

While there is substantial evidence of each mobil-
ity experience’s absolute impact, assessing each 
experience’s relative impact in comparison to oth-
er experiences is more difficult (Exhibit 2.3). This 
difficulty can be attributed to widespread varia-
tion in study design, sample size, starting salary, 
geography, duration of impact, and year of pub-
lication. Moreover, the compounding and over-
lapping nature of mobility experiences makes it 
difficult to quantify interlocking relationships, and 
the role of structural factors and importance of 

intervention quality means that outcomes associ-
ated with a given experience can vary drastically.

Despite these challenges, this report aims to 
provide a view of the relative impact of mobility 
experiences in the hopes that it can: 1) catalyze 
additional research, 2) generate a constructive 
dialogue of key inputs to economic mobility 
across the field, and 3) support coordination and 
collaboration across stakeholders including gov-
ernments, philanthropists, practitioners, and the 
private sector. 
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Outsized Effect
While all 28 mobility experiences examined have 
significant impacts on income, the literature 
reviewed suggests that select experiences have 
an outsized effect on lifetime income (Exhibit 
2.3). This includes pursuing/completing postsec-
ondary education, graduating with a degree in 
a high-paying field of study, and obtaining a first 
full-time job that offers opportunity for advance-
ment. The mean impact on lifetime income across 
academic studies for these experiences exceeds 
20 percent. This value refers to the estimated 
impact of undergoing a mobility experience on 
an individual’s earnings over their time in the 
labor force. Some early-in-life experiences may 
impact individuals throughout their time in the 
labor force (e.g., completing high school), while 
others may have a shorter estimated impact (e.g., 
not having to provide unpaid care for adult family 
members, which affects individuals for an aver-
age of 16 years). The high reported influence of 
these experiences on earnings may be due to 
their occurrence later in life, as well as their direct 
relationship to labor force participation and em-
ployment. These results are encouraging, as they 
highlight opportunities for stakeholders to influ-
ence an individual’s mobility well into adulthood, 
for example, through jobs or skills training. 

Range of Impact
The range of impact reported by academic 
studies illustrates the importance of quality in 
maximizing the impact of each experience. One 
example that illustrates this phenomenon is ac-
cessing pre-K and other early childhood devel-
opment opportunities. Some studies show that 
high-quality pre-K can have positive effects on 
future earnings, including a study citing a 1 to 3.5 
percent increase. Lived experience insights also 

suggest a positive impact, with one respondent 
stating, “My kids are few months ahead of peers 
due to pre-k,” (Lived Experience Research 2021). 
However, others say that low-quality pre-K can 
actually have detrimental effects.20 A study on 
nearly 3,000 pre-K participants whose families 
earn low wages in Tennessee found that by sixth 
grade, they had lower academic performance, 
were more likely to be absent, and were more 
likely to experience disciplinary actions than 
non-participants.21 This finding may be attributed 
to several factors, including an emphasis on basic 
skills rather than play and the amount of time 
spent transitioning students between classrooms.  
22These examples highlight the importance of 
context and quality when thinking about potential 
interventions to increase economic mobility. We 
will discuss interventions in more detail in the 
third installment of this report series.

Completion of Experiences
Completion of experiences is also important for 
mitigating negative effects on economic mobility 
outcomes. For example, pursuing postsecondary 
education is generally associated with improving 
one’s earnings in the labor market, but research 
shows that taking on excessive debt to pay for 
education and not finishing a degree can nega-

Pursuing/completing postsecondary 
education, graduating with a degree 
in a high-paying field of study, and 
obtaining a first full-time job that 
offers opportunity for advancement 
are mobility experiences that have an 
outsized effect on lifetime income.
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tively affect economic mobility. From mid-2014 to 
mid-2016, 3.9 million undergraduates with federal 
student loan debt dropped out of college.23 Mul-
tiple interviewees alluded to the negative impact 
of this phenomenon during interviews, stating: 
“student loans have slowed down my economic 
wheels,” and “my student loans have a negative 
impact on my economic situation and mean that 
I have to work multiple jobs, which I don’t think 
would have happened if I finished my degree” 
(Lived Experiences Research 2021). 

Individuals who are BIPOC or earn low wages 
may be at even higher risk of missing out on the 
benefits of certain mobility experiences given the 
presence of structural factors that make it diffi-
cult to navigate experiences. For example, Black 
students are more likely to enroll in two-year, 
for-profit schools—often due to predatory market-
ing techniques—the students of which are more 
likely to default on their loans.24 This correlates 
with a higher chance of loan default; 60 percent 
of Black students who attended a for-profit col-
lege in 2004 defaulted on student loans by 2016, 
compared to 35 percent of white students.25,26 
The risk of taking on student debt without cap-
turing the additional earnings associated with 
completing a degree could harm one’s ability to 
move up the economic ladder.  

Muted Effect
Some mobility experiences have not been exten-
sively studied in the academic domain, and stud-
ies so far have shown relatively muted impacts 
on income, highlighting opportunities for further 
research. These experiences include experienc-
ing repeated school disciplinary actions, having 
access to adequate nutrition and a balanced diet 
in childhood, and accessing pre-K and other early 

childhood development opportunities. Based on 
existing evidence, these earlier-in-life experienc-
es seem to have less direct, measured impact 
on lifetime income. A key driving factor for this — 
and where additional research is needed — is the 
limited longitudinal evidence on income for some 
of these experiences. The research of many 
academicsvi indicates that early childhood is a 
critical time and has meaningful implications on 
outcomes later in life, such as educational attain-
ment, but further longitudinal research is needed.
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Exhibit 2.3 Academic Evidence: Estimated Impact of Mobility Experiences On Lifetime Earnings

25

19

10

6

6

Receiving mentorship during adolescence 

Living with a working adult partner (including cohabitation, marriage) 

Having strong social and professional networks 

Not having to provide unpaid care for adult family members 

Not having to provide unpaid care for children 

SOCIAL AND FAMILIAL RELATIONSHIPS

13

6

10

11

4

Accessing care for mental and physical health conditions3 

Having low exposure to traumatic experiences (including ACEs)  

Being born within a healthy birth weight  

Accessing pre- and post-natal care  

Having access to adequate nutrition and a balanced diet in childhood  

PHYSICAL AND MENTAL HEALTH

15

8

7

5

6

Owning a business

Experiencing financial inclusion (including financial education & access)2  

Accessing non-wage employment-based benefits (including healthcare, 
retirement)  

Accessing public benefits and programs  

Having manageable student debt 

FINANCIAL WELL-BEING

36

39

16

7

4

Pursuing/completing postsecondary education

Graduating with a degree in a high-paying field of study  

Completing high school education

Accessing extracurriculars during adolescence (including sports, clubs, work)  

Accessing pre-K and other early childhood development opportunities  

Avoiding repeated school disciplinary actions  
4

EDUCATION

9

7

8

7

Avoiding interactions with the criminal justice system  

Accessing stable, affordable housing

Having reliable and affordable access to physical and digital infrastructure 
(incl. transit & internet)

Living in a high mobility neighborhood

COMMUNITY INTERACTIONS

24

19

10

Obtaining a first full-time job that offers opportunity for advancement

Receiving job or skills training

Avoiding involuntary unemployment

CAREER PROGRESSION

Percent impact on lifetime earnings1

50% 75% 100%0% 25%

Mean % impact on lifetime earnings1 for experience reported across studies

Range of % impact on lifetime earnings1 for experience reported across studies

1. Impact on lifetime earnings refers to the estimated impact of undergoing a mobility experience on an individual’s earnings over their time in the labor force. The 
estimated total time spent in the labor force for each individual is 40 years. Some early-in-life experiences may impact individuals throughout their time in the labor 
force (e.g., completing high school), while others may have a shorter estimated impact (e.g., not having to provide unpaid care for adult family members, which af-
fects individuals for an average of 16 years); impact numbers are based on analysis of 200+ academic studies that measured the impacts of experiences on individ-
ual income (171), education (11), and employment outcomes (32) to compare relative impact across experiences, via methods including, among others: randomized 
controlled trials, regression analysis, quasi-experimental analysis, cohort-level random assignment, and natural experiments.

2. Based analysis of <3 academic studies.
3. Physical and mental health are grouped together due to limited academic evidence on the independent effects of mental health versus physical health on income.
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Details on critical mobility experiences  
Below is more detail on each critical mobility experience and its effect on 
economic mobility and outcomes.

CARE E R PROGRESSION 

AVOIDING INVOLUNTARY UNEMPLOYMENT 
Experiencing involuntary unemployment has 
long-term effects on income losses. For instance, 
a study found that workers who have lost a job 
earn 30 percent less 10 years after the loss 
when compared to workers who have never lost 
a job.27This has a particularly detrimental effect 
on workers who earn low wages, as they may 
experience longer bouts of unemployment than 
workers who earn high wages, further exacerbat-
ing income gaps.28 Involuntary unemployment 
also negatively affects physical and mental health 
outcomes, as individuals may lose health-relat-
ed employment benefits and experience more 
stress.29,30 

OBTAINING A FIRST FULL-TIME JOB THAT 
OFFERS OPPORTUNITY FOR ADVANCEMENT
Obtaining a high-paying first job impacts more 
than just short-term earnings; according to empir-
ical evidence, it can affect an individual’s future 
income as well. One study finds that starting wag-
es affect wage differentials in the long term, and 
about 60 percent of the differential is still present 
four years later.31 Other studies have determined 
that larger firms have more opportunities for 
advancement within the firm, as well as a wider 
professional network for those seeking to move 
to other jobs, further boosting lifetime income.32

RECEIVING JOB OR SKILLS TRAINING
Receiving job or skills training can improve earn-
ings once individuals become employed, but do 
not necessarily increase rates of employment. 
According to research, the efficacy of job training 
programs varies widely. Structured reskilling pro-
grams, such as Year Up and Work Advance, have 
been found to increase participants’ earnings by 
up to 40 percent in the year after training (com-
pared to non-participants’ incomes).33,34 However, 
survey data indicates that the employment rates 
of Year Up graduates are identical to non-partici-
pants’ rates 18 months later. 
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COMMUNIT Y INTE R AC TIONS 

ACCESSING STABLE, AFFORDABLE HOUSING
Having access to stable and affordable housing 
beginning in childhood has long-term effects 
on income. A study found that additional years 
of public housing and voucher-assisted housing 
increase adult earnings by 4.9 percent and 4.7 
percent, respectively, for females and by 5.1 per-
cent and 2.6 percent for males. Accessing stable, 
affordable housing via homeownership can also 
improve mobility outcomes, particularly related 
to wealth-building, but access to homeownership 
has historically been uneven across racial groups 
due to practices such as redlining. One study 
finds that, more recently, rates of homeownership 
among the Black population have declined, with 
a 5 percent decrease from 2006 to 2016 com-
pared to just a 1 percent drop for white families.35 
This trend can be attributed to lenders’ denying 
Black home loan applicants at an 80 percent 
higher rate than white applicants.36 

AVOIDING INTERACTIONS WITH THE 
CRIMINAL JUSTICE SYSTEM
Having negative interactions with the criminal 
justice system has a significant impact on em-
ployment and earnings. Individuals who have 
been incarcerated are 3 to 10 percent less likely 
to be employed than those without a criminal 
record.37 Furthermore, individuals with criminal 
convictions or prison sentences are likely to have 
lower-than-average earnings once they leave 
prison. Lifetime income losses for this population 
are between $267,000 and $511,500, depending 
on the individual’s race.38 Those who are arrested 
but not charged with a crime also face negative 
economic consequences. Getting arrested as a 
minor has negative consequences on earnings, 

causing a lifetime reduction of $6,000, and de-
fendants who are detained pre-trial lose $29,001 
in lifetime income.39,40 

LIVING IN A HIGH-MOBILITY 
NEIGHBORHOOD
Living in a high-income neighborhood is a strong 
determinant of future outcomes, especially for 
children. Studies have found that children who 
are born in low-mobility and/or disadvantaged 
neighborhoods and who then move to higher-mo-
bility and/or advantaged neighborhoods earn 8 
to 14 percent more than those who do not make 
such transitions.41,42 Given the outsized role that a 
local community plays in determining economic 
opportunity, living in a high-mobility or high-in-
come neighborhood often helps individuals reap 
the benefits of other mobility experiences, includ-
ing accessing high-quality jobs close to home 
and living near grocery stores and financial insti-
tutions, where adequate nutrition and inclusive 
financial services are readily available.  

HAVING RELIABLE AND AFFORDABLE 
ACCESS TO PHYSICAL AND DIGITAL 
INFRASTRUCTURE (INCLUDING TRANSIT  
AND INTERNET SERVICES)
Access to physical and digital infrastructure is 
a strong determinant of success for workers. 
Employees who have access to reliable transpor-
tation and internet service earn 7 to 8 percent 
more than those without these advantages.43,44 
The impact of access to adequate infrastructure 
was laid bare by the pandemic, when digital con-
nectivity was a pre-requisite to participation in 
remote work and schooling. 
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E DUCATION 

ACCESSING EXTRACURRICULAR ACTIVITIES 
DURING ADOLESCENCE (INCLUDING SCHOOL, 
CLUBS, AND/OR WORK)
Accessing and participating in extracurricular 
activities such as clubs, sports, and part-time jobs 
in high school and/or college can positively affect 
future earnings by 3.8 to 4.5 percent.45,46,47 Extra-
curricular activities help adolescents to develop 
the “people skills” needed to become successful 
adults and employees in the labor force, and they 
often lead to additional opportunities for ad-
vancement.48 

ACCESSING PRE-K AND OTHER EARLY 
CHILDHOOD DEVELOPMENT OPPORTUNITIES 
The benefits of preschool attendance on long-
term earnings are hotly debated. Over one dozen 
studies have found that participation in high-qual-
ity early childhood development programs is 
associated with increased annual income later 
in life.49 Much of this benefit is linked to strong 
teacher involvement with students and curricula 
that focus on children’s behavioral development, 
suggesting that the quality of pre-K programs 
plays an essential role.50 On the other hand, 
recent studies have suggested that pre-K has a 
more muted — or even a potentially negative — 
impact on long-term earnings. One such study, 
which looked at nearly 3,000 pre-K participants 
whose families earn low wages in Tennessee, 
found that by sixth grade, participants had lower 
academic performance, were more likely to be 
absent, and were more likely to experience disci-
plinary action than non-participants.51 Black and 
Hispanic children are also more likely to end up in 
low-quality pre-K than white children.52 Variation 
in the perceived importance of pre-K is reflected 
in our survey and interview results, where re-

sponses were mixed.6 One respondent noted, “I 
think [pre-K] had a pretty big impact. It helped me 
socialize with other kids… [and] my mom started 
working part-time.” But another interviewee stat-
ed, “I don’t know if pre-K had an impact. I wasn’t 
getting what I needed at home, so maybe being 
in pre-K helped, but I probably could’ve gotten 
the same development from Kindergarten one 
year later,” (Lived Experiences Research 2021).  

AVOIDING REPEATED SCHOOL DISCIPLINARY 
ACTIONS
Schools’ disciplinary actions often have nega-
tive impacts on young adults that far outlast the 
classroom. That negative impact disproportion-
ately affects Black and Latinx communities and 
affects future earnings;53 research shows that 
suspended or expelled students earn approxi-
mately $1,600 less than non-disciplined counter-
parts at age 26.54 These findings are substanti-
ated by other academic studies of the effects of 
school discipline on economic mobility. Some of 
these effects may stem from delayed entry into 
the workforce after having to repeat grades due 
to multiple suspensions.55,56,57 Students who are 
repeatedly suspended or expelled are likely to 
enter the workforce late, at a collective estimated 
cost of $175 million, with Black and Latino boys 
bearing a disproportionate portion of this cost.58 

COMPLETING HIGH SCHOOL EDUCATION OR 
AN EQUIVALENT CREDENTIAL
High school education is imperative, but its 
impact on income varies significantly, depending 
on the quality of teachers and schools. Stud-
ies show that at a population level, high school 
diploma-holders earn over 40 percent more than 
those without high school diplomas.59 However, 
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the economic benefits are not distributed evenly 
across the population, due to widespread varia-
tion in the effectiveness of teachers. For instance, 
an assessment of school district data for 2.5 
million third- through eighth-graders shows that 
instruction by “value-add” teachers — teachers 
who most improve students’ test scores over the 
course of an academic year — can boost stu-
dents’ later earnings by more than $250,000.60 
Moreover, white students graduate at a rate that 
is 7 to 15 percent higher than their Hispanic, 
Black, and American Indian/Alaskan Native class-
mates.61 This may be attributed to a differences in 
school quality, with Black students being 40 per-
cent more likely to attend high-poverty schools, 
while white students are five times more likely to 
attend low-poverty schools.62 

GRADUATING WITH A DEGREE IN A HIGH-
PAYING FIELD OF STUDY
Choosing a field of study can have strong im-
plications for future income; the earnings gap 
between some majors is as large as the earnings 
gap between college graduates and non-gradu-
ates.63 Using data from the US Census Bureau’s 
American Community Survey, one study com-
pares income premiums from an engineering 
degree (125 percent) to premiums from psycholo-
gy and social work majors (40 percent). The study 
found a college major premium of 85 percent —
roughly the same as the traditional college wage 
premium. Other evidence shows that students 
with education degrees earn only 3 to 25 percent 
more than those without college degrees, while 
STEM majors earn 80 to 140 percent more than 
their non-graduate peers.64,65,66 However, Black 
and Hispanic students are underrepresented in 
STEM majors; their share of STEM-related bach-
elor’s degrees is 3 percent less than their overall 
share of all bachelor’s degrees.67 

PURSUING/COMPLETING POSTSECONDARY 
EDUCATION 
Attending college and completing a postsec-
ondary education significantly boost lifetime 
income. Consistent with conventional observa-
tions, recent studies find that, for the roughly 44 
percent of Americans ages 25 and older who 
graduate with an associate’s degree or higher, 
college and professional programs positively af-
fect earnings.68 Those with a bachelor’s degree in 
any subject earn about $32,000 more than those 
with just a high school diploma.69 These gains are 
not distributed evenly, as first-generation college 
students are more than twice as likely to drop 
out of college than students whose parents have 
a bachelor’s degree, often due to a lack of guid-
ance compared to their peers.70 
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FINANCIAL WE LLBE ING 

ACCESSING NON-WAGE EMPLOYMENT-
BASED BENEFITS (INCLUDING HEALTHCARE  
AND RETIREMENT BENEFITS) 
Accessing non-wage employment benefits 
increases productivity and satisfaction, which 
may translate to higher earnings. Employees 
with benefits such as healthcare and retirement 
contributions report higher satisfaction at work 
and tend to be more productive, which may 
lead to increased earnings.71 This phenomenon 
is observed in an analysis of access to employ-
er-provided health insurance, which can increase 
earnings by both men and women.72 However, it 
should be noted that some studies suggest that 
employees — particularly women — may accept 
salaries up to 20 percent lower in exchange for 
health benefits, a tendency that may nullify any 
net increases in earnings.73 

ACCESSING PUBLIC BENEFITS AND 
PROGRAMS
Social benefit programs enhance economic 
mobility among groups who earn low wages. 
Studies show that access to social benefit pro-
grams — including SNAP and voucher-assisted 
housing — during childhood has positive effects 
on earnings in adulthood.74 Additionally, benefits 
provide a sense of security for recipients; having 
unemployment insurance benefits, for example, 
seems to improve workers’ ability to find high-
er-quality jobs.75 Similarly,  a study found that 
SNAP mitigates household food insecurity by 
12.8 percentage points, decreases the likelihood 
that households will fall behind on their nonfood 
essential expenses (including housing by 7.2 per-
centage points and utilities by 15.3 percentage 
points), and reduces the risk of medical hardship 
by 8.5 percentage points.76 

EXPERIENCING FINANCIAL INCLUSION 
(INCLUDING FINANCIAL EDUCATION AND ACCESS)
Access to financial inclusion is critical to eco-
nomic mobility but is not equally available to all 
Americans. Access to financial markets has been 
shown to mitigate income inequality,77 but low-in-
come individuals and businesses — particularly 
Black and Hispanic or Latino individuals — re-
ceive less financial credit and are approved for 
loans less often.78 Seventeen percent of families 
with income less than $25,000 are unbanked, 
while less than 1 percent of families earning more 
than $50,000 are unbanked.79 These trends 
inhibit financial inclusion and pose extraneous 
costs that further limit mobility. 

HAVING MANAGEABLE STUDENT DEBT 
Having access to student loans is critical for many 
to attend college, but repaying burdensome stu-
dent loans hinders economic mobility for many 
Americans. Studies have shown that students 
who take on debt to complete their degree earn 
about $3,000 more per year on average, largely 
due to their motivation to repay student loans 
from increased earnings.80 However, studies have 
also found that higher student debt can negative-
ly impact academic performance and the likeli-
hood of graduating. For instance, students with 
over $10,000 in student debt have been found to 
be 20 percent less likely to graduate.81 Similarly, 
students may take out loans and still not secure 
high-paying jobs after graduation, resulting in a 
net-negative impact on earnings.82,83 Manage-
able student debt requires a balance of debt and 
earnings that does not hinder individuals from 
accumulating wealth, which is often compounded 
by rising costs of higher education and structural 
factors that limit opportunities for populations 
that have been marginalized.
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OWNING A BUSINESS 
Owning your own business is a high-risk, high-re-
ward proposition. Studies show that, if successful, 
self-employed entrepreneurs with lower levels of 
educational attainment may earn more than their 

salaried peers with similar educational back-
grounds.84,85 However, less than 20 percent of 
start-ups survive for more than five years, creat-
ing a risk of negative economic mobility for failed 
business owners who lack back-up plans.86 

PHYSICAL AND ME NTAL HE ALTH 

ACCESSING CARE FOR MENTAL AND 
PHYSICAL HEALTH CONDITIONS
Obtaining care for mental and physical health 
conditions (which includes access to insurance) 
affects health as well as economic outcomes. In-
dividuals who earn low wages or are BIPOC often 
encounter higher barriers in accessing the health 
system, with Black and Hispanic Americans 
being significantly more likely to be uninsured, at 
9.6 and 16.7 percent respectively, compared to 
5.2 percent of non-Hispanic whites.87 This lack 
of insurance causes individuals earning lower 
incomes with chronic behavioral and physical 
health conditions to spend more on their care 
than do their counterparts earning higher in-
comes with similar sets of conditions.88 Addi-
tionally, workers who are disabled or who have 
chronic health conditions earn between 4.7 to 34 
percent less than healthy individuals — depend-
ing on geographic location and type of condition 
— presenting additional challenges to economic 
mobility.89,90 

ACCESSING PRE- AND POST-NATAL CARE 
Accessing pre- and post-natal care is linked 
to positive economic outcomes for both child 
and mother. Studies have shown that healthy 
intra-uterine conditions and maternal nutrition 
lead to better educational attainment for chil-
dren in later life.91 Additionally, the risk of having 
adverse infant health outcomes was 31 percent 

higher among depressed post-natal mothers 
than among non-depressed post-natal moth-
ers.92 Due to multiple structural factors, including 
implicit bias in the healthcare system, Black and 
American Indian/Alaskan Native women are two 
to three times more likely to die from a pregnan-
cy-related cause than white women.93

BEING BORN WITH A HEALTHY BIRTHWEIGHT
A healthy birthweight is linked to positive educa-
tional and earning outcomes. Poor intra-uterine 
environments and low birthweights are associ-
ated with increased risk of developing chronic 
conditions (such as obesity, coronary artery 
disease, and insulin resistance) in adulthood, 
which may influence economic productivity and 
security.94 One study found that having a healthy 
birthweight can boost high school education-
al attainment by up to 13 percent.95 According 
to another study, having a healthy birth weight 
positively increases hourly wages by 10 percent 
at ages 18-26 and by 22 percent at ages 37-
52.96 Structural factors play a role in determining 
whether someone has a healthy birthweight, and 
Black infants are twice as likely to be born with 
a low birth weight due to higher rates of obesity 
and hypertension among Black mothers.97 
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HAVING ACCESS TO ADEQUATE NUTRITION 
AND A BALANCED DIET IN CHILDHOOD
Access to adequate nutrition can improve 
childhood health, development, and education 
outcomes, which may translate into increased 
earnings later in life. One study found that access 
to nutritious school meals improved academic 
performance by as much as 10 percent over the 
course of a school year, and subsequently found 
an increase in adult earnings of 2 to 4 percent.98 
Additional studies have demonstrated similar 
linkages between access to SNAP benefits as a 
child and adult outcomes, including the likelihood 
of living in a high-quality neighborhood.99 Study-
ing the causal effects of childhood nutrition and 
school food programs is salient given questions 
remain as to whether better academic perfor-
mance is caused by access to nutrition itself, or 
increased attendance is driven by the availability 
of free meals. 

HAVING LOW EXPOSURE TO TRAUMATIC 
EXPERIENCES (INCLUDING ACES)
Being exposed to traumatic experiences and 
ACEs (adverse childhood experiences) — that is, 
experiencing adversity in the home or in one’s 
community or environment during childhood, 
including, for example, various forms of physical 
and emotional abuse, household instability, or 
witnessing violence — has been shown to nega-
tively affect an individual’s economic outcomes 
later in life. Prenatal and childhood exposure to 
trauma, stress, illness, and nutritional disruptions 
can hinder earnings, employment, and education-
al attainment and cause earnings losses upwards 
of 5 percent.100 School shootings, for example, 
have long-lasting negative effects on educational 
and economic outcomes, and these effects are 
found to be causal. By analyzing the shootings 
at Texas public schools between 1995 and 2016, 
a study found that, by age 24-26, adolescents 
exposed to school shootings between grades 9 

and 11 had earnings that were 13.5 percent less 
than those of their peers.101 Exposure to police 
violence in neighborhoods has also been shown 
to decrease educational attainment, especially 
among Black and Hispanic students, who are dis-
proportionately affected by police violence.102
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SOCIAL AND FAMILIAL  RE L ATIONSHIPS  

HAVING STRONG SOCIAL AND 
PROFESSIONAL NETWORKS
The nature and composition of a person’s social 
and professional networks matter. Studies show 
that “people skills” are just as important as tech-
nical capabilities in the workplace. Having social 
capital (defined here as interacting with people 
during work and solving problems) correlates 
with greater productivity, which in turn leads to 
a 4 to 5 percent increase in annual wages.103 Be-
tween 1980 and 2012, jobs requiring high levels 
of social interaction grew by nearly 12 percentage 
points as a share of the US labor force, while 
the share of math-intensive but less social jobs 
— including many STEM occupations — shrank 
by 3.3 percentage points over the same period. 
The result has been a 10 to 21 percent increase in 
hourly wages for those perceived to have cogni-
tive and social skills.104 Moreover, having access 
to social and professional networks that include 
high-income individuals can be critical to identi-
fying opportunities for upward mobility, such as 
connections to high-paying jobs. The substantial 
impact of social and professional networks was 
recognized by interviewees, one of whom noted, 
“Connecting with higher-income people helped 
me. Low-income people tend to have relation-
ships with other low-income people, so it’s hard 
to break from a low-income situation. To move 
up, you need to have relationships with high-
er-income people,” (Lived Experiences Research 
2021). 

LIVING WITH A WORKING ADULT PARTNER 
(INCLUDING MARRIAGE AND COHABITATION)
Family transitions have significant effects on 
household income. One study found that the fam-
ily income of children whose parents divorce and 

remain divorced for at least six years falls by 40 
to 45 percent.105 On the other hand, marriage was 
found to raise household income by between 44 
to 56 percent.106 Additionally, cohabiting house-
holds have higher incomes than single-parent 
households, but lower incomes than married-par-
ent households.107 

NOT HAVING TO PROVIDE UNPAID CARE FOR 
FAMILY MEMBERS
Individuals who must support and care for family 
members tend to lag in measures of economic 
mobility. Studies show that workers who have fa-
milial caretaking responsibilities work fewer hours 
than their peers, as they must dedicate hours that 
would normally be spent working to their care-
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taking responsibilities.108 This can lead to a loss 
in earnings of 10 to 16 percent.109 Additionally, 
caregivers often allocate more of their earnings 
to healthcare-related costs, further limiting their 
own economic mobility opportunities.110 

NOT HAVING TO PROVIDE UNPAID CARE FOR 
CHILDREN
Childcare responsibilities disproportionately fall 
on women, which affects their labor force par-
ticipation and future earnings. Mothers are paid 
71 cents for every dollar paid to fathers, which 
leads to a $16,000 annual earnings difference.111 
This is often attributed to women taking lower 
salaries in exchange for the flexibility to care for 
their children.112 Additionally, the timing of chil-
dren matters. One study found that women who 
experienced their first pregnancy as adolescents 
earned lower incomes as adults than did wom-
en who delayed pregnancy until after the teen 
years.113 The impact of having to provide unpaid 
care on mobility and earnings was highlighted by 

a female interviewee who commented, “When I 
was working, it was cash-positive, extra income 
for the family, and we were able to save a lot 
during [that] period. But after I quit [to care for 
children], this life event…limited our ability [to pay] 
for extra things like entertainment,” (Lived Experi-
ences Research 2021). 

RECEIVING MENTORSHIP DURING 
ADOLESCENCE
Receiving mentorship while undergoing formal 
education can boost future earnings. Having a 
“naturally occurring” mentor (such as a sports 
team coach, a music instructor, or a supervisor 
at a part-time job) as a young adult transitioning 
to full-time employment is linked to consider-
able increases in earnings — by as much as 37 
percent.114,115 High school students with in-school 
mentors tend to earn better grades, stay in 
school longer, and make more money than their 
peers. Yet the lower-income students who bene-
fit most from mentoring are often the least likely 
to receive it.116 The benefits of mentorship are 
most pronounced when the mentor is not a family 
member, as these relationships broaden a per-
son’s network and exposure to opportunities.117 
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Section 2.3: Understanding the Role of  
Structural Factors   
To understand how individual mobility experiences shape economic mobility 
over a lifetime, it is important to acknowledge that each experience is strongly 
influenced by compounding and interrelated structural factors. 

Many different forces shape individuals’ lived 
experiences and can affect their ability to navi-
gate mobility experiences across stages of life 
and topical domains, often related to gender, 
race, ethnicity, and income (Exhibit 2.4). Structural 
factors result from entrenched historical forces, 
policies, and trends that have shaped society. 
They may include limited access to economic 
resources, lack of access to products and ser-
vices, presence of socio-cultural bias and discrim-
ination, and other systemic forces such as racism 
and inequitable power structures, all of which 
influence how individuals access and navigate 
mobility experiences.  

The influence of structural factors is not dis-
tributed evenly across the population. Certain 
groups, particularly people who are BIPOC, face 
disproportionate and compounding challenges in 
accessing and navigating mobility experiences, 

resulting in divergent economic outcomes. Taken 
together, the myriad of structural factors that sep-
arate individuals and communities of color from 
opportunities to experience positive outcomes 
amounts to structural racism, which is entrenched 
throughout institutions and experiences across 
domains — from healthcare and education to 
career progression and social relationships. 
Communities of color have been systematically 
denied equitable access to economic mobility 
and wealth building experiences, such as home 
ownership or living in safe, unpolluted neighbor-
hoods, as a result of historic racist practices and 
policies, including redlining and the GI Bill, the 
effects of which persist today. Examples of how 
structural factors influence access to and partic-
ipation in mobility experiences across each key 
domain are discussed below.
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Exhibit 2.4: Structural Factors Interact with Mobility Experiences

Career 
progression

Community 
interactions

Education Financial well-being

Physical and 
mental health

Social and 
familial 
relationships

Structural factors
Obstacles and barriers that 
impede individuals’ ability to 
navigate through multiple 
mobility experiences, inhibiting 
their ability to access 
opportunities and reach 
certain mobility outcomes.

Examples: Gender bias, racial 
discrimination, wealth inequality

Mobility experiences
Life experiences and milestones 
that evidence suggests can 
meaningfully impact a person’s 
economic status, power and 
autonomy, and being valued in 
one’s community over time.

Examples: Completing 
postsecondary education, 
obtaining a full-time job

STRUCTURAL FACTORS

Mobility 
Experiences

CAMBER COLLECTIVE | MOBILITY EXPERIENCES: PART 1   32



Career Progression
Career progression is affected by structural fac-
tors such as discrimination in the workplace and 
geographic disparities in the availability of job 
opportunities. 

One study found that individuals in low- and mod-
erate-income (LMI) communities face significantly 
higher barriers to finding and maintaining jobs 
with adequate pay. This discrepancy results in 
lower labor force participation overall, with 0.73 
workers per resident in LMI communities and 1 
worker per resident in non-LMI communities.118 
Moreover, research demonstrates that, even 
when LMI communities have an increase in job 
opportunities, mobility may worsen for LMI resi-
dents due to an influx of college graduates who 
make it difficult to compete for jobs, and whose 
migration drives up housing costs.119 

Even after they are employed, Black and Hispan-
ic/Latino workers earn $0.76 and $0.73 for every 
dollar earned by a white worker120 and are more 
likely to experience discrimination in the work-
place, with 21 percent of Black and 16 percent 
of Hispanic Americans reporting that they have 
been treated unfairly in hiring, pay, or promotion 
because of their race or ethnicity, compared to 
just 4 percent of white adults.121 Similar pay gaps 
exist across gender lines, with female workers 
earning roughly 82 cents for every dollar earned 
by male workers in 2022, and roughly half of US 
adults report that women being treated different-
ly by employers is a contributor to the pay gap.122 

“I do think people have a preset 
idea of who I am because of 

the way I speak and my skin color. 
I’m not a gang member or thug.  I’ve 
gotten jobs that I went for but they 
weren’t big jobs. I do think it [my race] 
has affected my career path.”
—Darren, age 42, Ohio    
(Lived Experiences Research 2021)
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Community Interactions
Community interactions encompass mobility 
experiences related to one’s neighborhood and 
public institutions; examples include accessing 
physical and digital infrastructure; accessing 
stable, affordable housing; and interacting with 
the criminal justice system. 

In many cases, these experiences can be pivotal 
in enabling mobility, but for many people of color, 
poor community interactions inhibit, rather than 
enable, mobility. For example, due to a higher 
likelihood of being stopped by police — despite 
committing crimes at roughly the same rates — 
Black and Latino populations are more likely to 
interact with the criminal justice system over the 
course of their lifetimes compared to white Amer-
icans.123 

Furthermore, a 2022 study of US cities found that 
housing discrimination is in large part responsible 
for steering BIPOC households into neighbor-
hoods with limited economic opportunity and 
high rates of poverty.124 Similarly, access to reli-
able transportation is critical for many Americans 
to access job opportunities and services. Howev-
er, many US  public transportation systems were 
designed to serve higher-income, white, subur-
ban residents, further isolating economically and 
socially marginalized communities from opportu-
nity. A study of the Washington, D.C. Metro transit 
system found that, between 2006-2008 and 
2011-2013, the proportion of Black workers within 
rail-accessible neighborhoods declined from 32.9 
percent to 24.1 percent, whereas the proportion 
of all other groups either increased or did not 
experience a statistically significant change.125 

“In the city, there are career 
centers but out in the rural 

area, there is nothing. Having a reliable 
car or transportation and someone 
to encourage you would make a 
difference. A place to help someone 
get a certificate would be helpful. I 
think the city has these.”
—Neel, age 45, Oklahoma  
(Lived Experiences Research 2021)

“Even though people on the 
outside might not realize 

it, the criminal justice system does 
hurt people. It makes it harder to dig 
yourself out of the hole.”
—Inez, age 40, Texas 
(Lived Experiences Research 2021)
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Education
Education is affected by structural factors that 
are present from the pre-K to post-secondary 
stages. 

At the early childhood and grade-school levels, 
longstanding disinvestment has led to inconsis-
tent access to high-quality, well-funded public 
schools across the population. Good public 
schools are a key enabler of many mobility 
experiences, such as accessing extracurriculars 
in adolescence and completing a high school ed-
ucation. One analysis shows that majority-white 
school districts received $23 billion more than 
predominantly non-white school districts in state 
and local funding in 2016, despite serving rough-
ly the same number of children.126 Additionally, 
Black students are 40 percent more likely to at-
tend high-poverty schools, while white students 
are five times more likely to attend low-poverty 
schools.127 This uneven distribution of resources 
across the school system means that children 
at high-poverty schools often have more limited 
access to supports such as high-quality teachers 
and extracurricular activities.128 

Even after overcoming significant hurdles to en-
roll in college, students from low-income back-
grounds face financial challenges to completing 
postsecondary education — from a lack of ability 
to pay tuition and fees or the need work many 
hours at a job while enrolled at college. As a 
result, high-performing, low-income twelfth-grad-
ers’ graduation rates are 23 percent lower than 
their higher-income peers’ rates, despite a dif-
ference of just 11 percent in college enrollment 
rates.129,130 

“I didn’t go to a good high 
school... There were a lot of 

fights…[and] not much learning. If I had 
a better high school, I probably would 
have been able to get a scholarship 
for college, and then a job. I think high 
school is a critical stage to success.”
—Derrick, age 33, California   
(Lived Experiences Research 2021)
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Financial Wellbeing
Financial wellbeing — including experiences 
such as financial inclusion or owning a business 
— is inhibited by structural factors such as in-
consistent access to financial resources, uneven 
geographic distribution of financial institutions, 
and racial bias. 

For instance, 13 percent of individuals who are 
Black are unbanked, but only 3 percent of white 
individuals are.131 Structural factors also drive 
divergent rates of business ownership, with 
Americans who are socially and economically 
marginalized significantly less likely to be able to 
draw on intergenerational wealth to support loan 
applications.  Black entrepreneurs, for example, 
face a mere 47 percent financial approval rate.132 
Entrepreneurs who are female are also at a 
business disadvantage compared to their male 
counterparts: one study revealed that women 
entrepreneurs ask for less financing than men 
do and receive loans at lower levels with higher 
interest rates.133 

These costs and barriers are cyclical and rein-
forcing and may discourage participation in the 
financial system, exacerbating racial and gender 
disparities. For instance, among firms with gross 
receipts under $500,000, minority-led firms 
are 16 percent more likely not to apply for loans 
because of fear of rejection.134 In many cases, this 
leads individuals to seek predatory alternative 
financing, such as payday loans, which have an 
average interest rate that is nearly 37 times that 
of a standard personal loan at a consumer bank, 
further inhibiting income generation and mobili-
ty.135

“We borrowed a lot — from 
people and on credit cards. We 

would use credit cards until payments 
from my husband’s business came in 
but we often had to beg and borrow 
from one person to pay another and 
put off payments. It was terrible. I 
wouldn’t recommend it.
—Maria, age 37, Florida   
(Lived Experiences Research 2021)
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Physical and Mental Health
Physical  and mental health experiences from 
birth through adulthood are affected by struc-
tural factors including bias and historic underin-
vestment in communities that have been socially 
or economically marginalized. 

Black mothers are twice as likely to receive late 
or no prenatal care as compared to non-Hispanic 
white mothers. Furthermore, Black infants are 
four times as likely to die from complications 
related to low birthweight as non-Hispanic white 
infants.136 In childhood, race and socioeconomic 
background often influence who has access to 
nutritious food. Americans who earn low wages 
and/or are BIPOC are more likely to live in “food 
deserts” with few large supermarkets that offer 
fresh, affordable produce and other essential 
items, thereby inhibiting access to adequate 
nutrition, a key component of overall health and 
development.137,138 

In adulthood, many individuals who are socially 
or economically marginalized face barriers in 
accessing the health system. Black and Hispanic 
Americans are significantly more likely to be un-
insured, at 9.6 and 16.7 percent respectively, than 
non-Hispanic whites, of whom only 5.2 percent 
are uninsured.139 Even after accessing health-
care, BIPOC Americans are less likely to receive 
high-quality mental and physical healthcare ser-
vices. For instance, Black men are more likely to 
receive a misdiagnosis of schizophrenia for mood 
disorders or PTSD.140 Black women continue to 
experience excess mortality relative to women 
from other racial groups, shorter life expectan-
cies, and higher rates of maternal mortality.141 
Together, these factors contribute to and perpet-
uate disparities in health outcomes and thus play 
a role in diverging mobility outcomes.  

“We only go to the doctor when 
we have no other choice. It 

has been suggested that I should get 
some things checked out, but that’s 
going be 100 bucks here and there and 
I don’t have it. Now that we’re slightly 
better off, thought about trying to find 
a public plan. I saw on TV that you can 
get health insurance for $86 per month 
but that is still out of reach. So we just 
pay for care when there is a problem 
we can’t ignore.”
—Inez, age 40, Texas  
(Lived Experiences Research 2021)

“In 2015, I developed a series 
of medical conditions that 

prevented me from getting a job and 
finish training as a nurse. Poor health 
still limits the jobs I can get now and in 
the future.”
—Michelle, age 35, Ohio 
(Lived Experiences Research 2021)
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Social and Familial 
Relationships
Social and familial relationships are a critical 
influence on one’s life trajectory, but structur-
al factors such as bias, discrimination, and de 
facto segregation of communities by race and 
income mean that many BIPOC Americans and 
Americans earning low wages have fewer op-
portunities to form meaningful relationships and 
networks with higher-income individuals —  
a proven pathway to mobility. 

Studies show that limited access to professional 
networks presents barriers to Black and Latino 
Americans who are seeking employment.142 A 
similar phenomenon has been observed among 
first-generation college students; one study 
found that they earned 12 percent less after 
graduation than non-first-generation students, 
perhaps because they lacked connections to 
high-income individuals who can link them to 
high-paying job opportunities.143 Gender dispari-
ties have also contributed to gaps in professional 
networks, with one study finding that women 
in the US are 28 percent less likely than men to 
have strong online professional networks,  
as measured by network size and diversity.144 

“I do wish I had a mentor, 
someone who could have 

helped me. You need somebody to be 
realistic, transparent and honest; to 
give you the hard truth.”
—Neel, age 45, Oklahoma  
(Lived Experiences Research 2021)
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3   Conclusion
Economic mobility is among the defining 
issues of our time. Increasing access to and 
participation in mobility experiences can help 
increase opportunities for upward mobility, 
improving the lives of millions. 

Doing so may not only help members of the current gener-
ation realize their full potential, but also help chip away at 
the vast intergenerational inequalities in wealth, income, and 
opportunity presently affecting our nation, and for which 
BIPOC Americans and Americans who earn low wages bear 
a disproportionate burden.  

Mobility Experiences Research
The Mobility Experiences research aims to establish a fact 
base of the experiences that contribute most to economic 
mobility, to equip actors in the public, private, and nonprofit 
spheres with a shared understanding of how life experienc-
es impact lifetime income. Harmful narratives about poverty 
can begin to shift as awareness of key economic mobility 
drivers and the role of structural factors grows. With this 
knowledge, stakeholders can engage in mobilizing more 
capital towards effective interventions to ensure people 
across the United States can access and navigate the life ex-
periences that will enable their upward economic journeys. 

The Economic Mobility 
Research aims to establish a 
fact base of the experiences 
that contribute most to 
economic mobility, to equip 
actors in the public, private, 
and nonprofit spheres with 
a shared understanding of 
how life experiences impact 
lifetime income. Harmful 
narratives about poverty can 
begin to shift as awareness of 
key economic mobility drivers 
and the role of structural 
factors grows.
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Three-part Series
THIS REPORT
This report is the first in a three-part series cov-
ering the impact of mobility experiences, public 
perception of economic mobility, and the state of 
the economic mobility field. 

SECOND REPORT
The second report will center the lived experi-
ence expertise of Americans, covering their per-
ceptions of economic mobility and the influence 
of key life experiences in their own lives. 

THIRD REPORT
The third report will highlight programs and inter-
ventions that have been shown to make a differ-
ence, and shed light on the state of economic 
mobility funding and outstanding whitespace 
where further research and innovation may be 
particularly helpful.
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Appendix: Mobility Experience Data

vii First non-bolded values are reported range of impact across all academic studies examined for a given experience; second bolded value is the mean of upper and lower bound divided by the 
estimated years of impact of an experience

MOBILITY 
EXPERIENCE

NO. OF 
STUDIES 
EXAMINED

BREAKDOWN 
OF STUDY 
TYPE

IMPACT 
SIZE vii 

SCOPE OF 
RESEARCH

OVERVIEW  
(NOT-EXHAUSTIVE)

Accessing care 
for mental and 
physical health 
conditions

14 Regression 
= 10
Survey = 3
Meta-analysis 
= 1

0–79%; 
12%

Impact of having 
preventative care
Impact of health 
conditions
Impact of 
Affordable Care 
Act 
Impact of 
Medicaid eligibility 
expansion

Bahn et al. (2017) found that full access to reproductive health services increases 
women’s income by 7-16% per hour.
De Neve (2012) found that measures of positive affect and life satisfaction in 
adolescence and early adulthood are positively associated with later earnings 
(3.3-6% increase in annual earnings).
Kaestner et al. (2015) found that the expansion of Medicaid eligibility has a small 
but positive impact of 0.4% on labor supply for non-disabled adults between ages 
22-64 with a high school degree or less. However, another study (Katherine et al. 
2013) found that Medicaid had no significant effect on employment or earnings.
Dillender et al. (2016) found that the ACA increases the part-time employment rate 
for workers in retail, accommodations and food service by 2-3%. 
Akosa et al. (2012) found that, after enactment, the ACA reduced the average 
number of work hours among young adults aged 19-25 by 10.11%
Census (2019) and Meyer (2019) found that disabled workers earn 34-79% less 
that non-disabled workers
Gaulke (2015) found that those with chronic illnesses have a 4.7-25.6% decline in 
employment

Accessing 
extracurriculars 
during 
adolescence 
(incl. sports, 
clubs, work)

5 Regression 
= 2
Survey = 2
Longitudinal 
= 1

1–20%; 
7%

Impact of 
participating in 
clubs in high 
school
Impact of 
participating in 
sports in high 
school
Impact of part-time 
job in high school

Kosteas (2010) found that participating in an extracurricular club increased future 
weekly earnings by 1-2.1%.
Lieberman (2015) found that participating in either an individual sport or a team 
sport positively affects future income by 8-11% annually.
Costa (2010) found that both high school and college graduates earn 1-3% more 
in annual wages when they participate in extracurricular clubs, with the increase 
more pronounced for college graduates.
Baum and Ruhm (2014) found that young adults in high school who work 20 
hours per week in part-time employment during their senior year earn 20% more 
annually than their peers who did not work within 6-9 years after graduation. 
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MOBILITY 
EXPERIENCE

NO. OF 
STUDIES 
EXAMINED

BREAKDOWN 
OF STUDY 
TYPE

IMPACT 
SIZE vii 

SCOPE OF 
RESEARCH

OVERVIEW  
(NOT-EXHAUSTIVE)

Accessing 
non-wage 
employment-
based benefits 
incl. healthcare, 
retirement

3 Regression 
= 1
RCT = 1
Survey =  1

2–13%; 
7%

Impact of having 
health insurance 
through their jobs
Estimate cash-
equivalent cost of 
healthcare

Bahn et al. (2017) found that full access to reproductive health services increases 
women’s income by 7–16% per hour.
De Neve (2012) found that measures of positive affect and life satisfaction in 
adolescence and early adulthood are positively associated with later earnings 
(3.3–6% increase in annual earnings).
Kaestner et al. (2015) found that the expansion of Medicaid eligibility has a small 
but positive impact of 0.4% on labor supply for non-disabled adults between ages 
22–64 with a high school degree or less. 
Dillender et al. (2016) found that, after enactment, the ACA increased part-time 
employment for workers in retail, accommodations and food service by 2–3%. 

Accessing pre- 
and post-natal 
care

5 Regression 
= 5

1–10%; 
6%

Impact of healthy 
intrauterine 
conditions
Impact of sufficient 
nutrition
Impact of mental 
health problems

Atella et al. (2020) found that in-utero stress exposure led to worse economic 
outcomes (3% immediate earning loss following mass layoff).
Schwandt (2017) found that in-utero influenza exposure doubles prematurity and 
low-birth weight rates and increases postnatal mortality. Moreover, offspring with 
in-utero exposure earn 9% less annually than siblings who were not.
Schultz-Nielsen et al. (2014) found that exposure to Ramadan while in-utero results 
in a lower likelihood of employment, a lower salary, and reduced labor supply by 
up to 10% annually.

Accessing  pre-K 
and other early 
childhood dev. 
opportunities

11 Regression 
= 9
RCT = 2

0–26%;
 6%

Impact of 
accessing 
early  childhood 
development 
programs

Cascio and Schanzenbach (2013) found that state programs in Georgia and 
Oklahoma have increased preschool enrollment rates among children from lower- 
and higher-income families.
Cascio and Schanzenbach (2013) found that high-quality pre-K attendance 
increases children’s future income by 1.3–4% annually and by 3–25% over their 
lifetimes (Bartik, Timothy J., 2014).
Heckman et al. (2019) found that children who participated in pre-K programs have 
fewer school suspensions, higher levels of education and employment, and lower 
levels of participation in crime than children who did not attend pre-K. 
Bartik et al. (2012) found that children from low-income families benefit more from 
high-quality pre-K than children from higher-income families do, with a 1% increase 
lifetime income. 
Gray-Lobe et al. (2021) found that attending Boston pre-K programs boosts on-
time college enrollment by 18% and graduation by 6%. Also, Garces et al. (2020) 
found that children who participate in Head Start are significantly more likely to 
complete high school and attend college – by as much as 20%.

CAMBER COLLECTIVE | MOBILITY EXPERIENCES: PART 1     42

https://cdn.americanprogress.org/content/uploads/2017/11/16060404/110817_ReproRightsEconOpportunity-report1.pdf
http://www.pnas.org/content/109/49/19953.short
https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w21836/w21836.pdf
https://research.upjohn.org/up_workingpapers/258/
https://ftp.iza.org/dp13744.pdf
https://ftp.iza.org/dp10589.pdf
https://www.nber.org/papers/w20723
https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w19735/w19735.pdf
https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w19735/w19735.pdf
https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w25889/w25889.pdf
http://research.upjohn.org/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1193&context=up_workingpapers&sei-redir=1
https://www.nber.org/papers/w28756?utm_source=npr_newsletter&utm_medium=email&utm_content=20210517&utm_term=5393820&utm_campaign=money&utm_id=46842767&orgid=&utm_att1=money
https://escholarship.org/content/qt0952c2t7/qt0952c2t7.pdf


MOBILITY 
EXPERIENCE

NO. OF 
STUDIES 
EXAMINED

BREAKDOWN 
OF STUDY 
TYPE

IMPACT 
SIZE vii 

SCOPE OF 
RESEARCH

OVERVIEW  
(NOT-EXHAUSTIVE)

Accessing 
public benefits & 
programs

4 Regression 
= 4

1–13%; 
6%

Impact of voucher-
assisted housing, 
public housing 
Impact of 
participating in 
conditional cash 
transfer program

Andersson et al. (2016) found that children raised in voucher-assisted housing 
at some point between 1997–2005 earn 2.6–4.7% more at age of 26 than their 
siblings. Similarly, those raised in public housing earn 4.9–5.1% more at age of 26 
than their siblings.
Neidhöfer et al. (2019) found that individuals who spent their childhood in 
poverty and participated in a conditional cash transfer program attained higher 
educational and income levels, with about 1.2 years more schooling than their 
peers and an additional $200–$250 in income per month.
Farooq et al. (2020) found that unemployment insurance benefits make it more 
likely that workers will obtain jobs that match their skills, increasing average 
income by 14.4%. 

Accessing stable, 
affordable 
housing

4 Regression 
= 4

3–16%; 
8%

Impact of living in 
a home owned by 
parent/guardian
Impact of public 
housing and 
voucher-assisted 
housing during 
childhood

Harkness and Newman (2003) found that individuals who grow up in a home that 
is owned rather than rented attain significantly more (41%) years of schooling and 
earn 8% more in hourly wages.
Andersson et al. (2016) found that children raised in voucher-assisted housing 
at some point between 1997–2005 earn 2.6–4.7% more at age of 26 than their 
siblings. Similarly, those raised in public housing earn 4.9–5.1% more at age of 26 
than their siblings.
Chyn (2016) found that children who move into higher-opportunity neighborhoods 
are 9% more likely to be employed and earn 16% more as adults

Being born 
with a healthy 
birthweight

8 Regression 
= 8

0–26%; 
10%

Impact of being 
born with healthy 
birth weight

Behrman et al. (2004) found that healthy intrauterine nutrient intake increases 
children’s lifetime income by up to 12%; however, Bharadwaj et al. (2015) found 
that this impact fades after age 50.
Johnson et al. (2013) found that having a healthy birth weight positively increases 
hourly wages by 10% at ages 18–26 and by 22% at ages 37–52.
Janet et al. (2005) found that having a low birth weight has an overall negative 
effect, especially on women born in poorer areas. Women born at a low birth 
weight and from poor areas earn about $238 less annually than their peers. 
Black et.al (2005) found that having a healthy birth weight can boost high school 
educational attainment by up to 13%.
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https://www.huduser.gov/portal/sites/default/files/pdf/Childhood-Housing-Adult-Earnings.pdf
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/padr.12274
https://equitablegrowth.org/working-papers/do-unemployment-insurance-benefits-improve-match-quality-evidence-from-recent-u-s-recessions/
https://www.newyorkfed.org/medialibrary/media/research/epr/03v09n2/0306hark.pdf
https://www.huduser.gov/portal/sites/default/files/pdf/Childhood-Housing-Adult-Earnings.pdf
https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/Moved-to-Opportunity%3A-The-Long-Run-Effect-of-Public-Chyn/a6d3006576b049acdd6219032429e7bb35b6480c
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/24095928_Returns_to_Birth_Weight
https://www.nber.org/papers/w21354
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3569741/pdf/nihms350480.pdf
https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w11567/w11567.pdf
https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w11796/w11796.pdf
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Completing high 
school education 
or equivalent 
credential

4 Descriptive 
statistics = 2
Longitudinal 
study = 1
Survey = 1

0–37%; 
16%

Impact of 
education level
Impact of high 
school diploma

In 2017, the National Center for Education Statistics found that high school 
diploma recipients make 23–37% more per year than those with less than a high 
school diploma.
Betts et al. (1995) confirmed that workers’ earnings are affected by the high school 
they attended. However, traditional measures of school “quality” – such as class 
size, teachers’ salaries, and teachers’ level of education – fail to capture these 
differences. 

Experiencing 
financial 
inclusion 
(incl. financial 
education & 
access)

1 Regression 
= 1

7–8%; 
8%

Impact of 
increasing savings, 
bank penetration 
and financial 
inclusion

Miriam et al. (2014) found that increased bank penetration or greater access to 
financial services improves individuals’ income by 8% monthly.

Graduating with 
a degree in a 
high-paying field 
of study

21 Descriptive 
statistics = 4
RCT = 1
Regression 
= 15
Survey = 1

3–96%; 
36%

Impact of choosing 
different major 
(i.e., STEM, 
education, finance, 
management, 
services industry 
and marketing) in 
college

Carnevale et al. (2013) found that the highest-earning college major earns three 
times more than the lowest-earning major.
Burke-Smalley and Lobo. (2017) found that a college degree is beneficial, as it 
brings up to $43,990 more earnings per year. Specifically, earning a bachelor’s 
degree in finance, management, or marketing brings $88,918, $57,458, or $67,827 
in additional earnings per year, respectively. But the private value of investment in 
college is a declining function of time-to-graduation.
James (2012) found that the average boost in earnings resulting from a college 
degree — 85% — ranges widely, depending on the chosen field of study. 
Engineering majors enjoy the highest average earnings increase from a four-
year degree, at 125%, while psychology and social work majors gain the lowest 
increase, at 40%.
Carnevale et al. (2015) found that STEM majors enjoy a significant premium in 
annual earnings, at 33–48%.
Kim et al. (2015) found a wide variance in cumulative lifetime income based on an 
individual’s choice of major. The lifetime income of an individual with a bachelor’s 
degree in STEM are 79–140% more than those of an individual with a high school 
diploma.
Julian (2012) found that individuals in service occupations make 30% less in 
lifetime income than the average lifetime incomes for all occupations.
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https://nces.ed.gov/programs/dropout/intro.asp
https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/2109862.pdf?refreqid=excelsior%3A994fea8b02372d522ee1c79a07c81dbd
https://www.jstor.org/stable/43611187?seq=1
https://repository.library.georgetown.edu/bitstream/handle/10822/559309/whatsitworth-complete.pdf?sequence=1
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Lisa-Burke-Smalley/publication/321316283_An_empirical_investigation_of_the_financial_value_of_a_college_degree/links/5a1c444fa6fdcced952b4e9c/An-empirical-investigation-of-the-financial-value-of-a-college-degree.pdf
https://www.clevelandfed.org/newsroom-and-events/publications/economic-commentary/economic-commentary-archives/2012-economic-commentaries/ec-201210-the-college-wage-premium.aspx
https://repository.library.georgetown.edu/bitstream/handle/10822/1050288/The-Economic-Value-of-College-Majors-Full-Report-web-FINAL.pdf?sequence=3
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5198720/
https://www.census.gov/library/publications/2012/acs/acsbr11-04.html
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Having access 
to adequate 
nutrition and a 
balanced diet in 
childhood

5 Regression 
= 5

0–7%; 
4%

Impact of having 
sufficient nutrition 
in childhood

Bitler (2019) found that providing access to food from in-utero though age 5 
(childhood) via the Food Stamp Program (FSP) increased annual earnings by 3%.
Bailey et al. (2020) found a 7% increase in annual labor income for both men and 
women due to the FSP.
Bütikofer (2016) found that access to free school breakfasts increased years of 
schooling by 0.1 years and annual earnings by 2–4%.

Having low 
exposure to 
traumatic 
experiences 
(including ACEs)

11 Interviews 
= 2
RCT = 1
Regression 
= 8

0–37%;
11%

Impact of 
being exposed 
to traumatic 
experiences in 
different life stages 
(i.e., children, 
teenagers, adults)

Cabral et al. (2020) examined the consequences of adverse shocks/trauma and 
found that those exposed to school shootings in grades 9–11 earn 13.5% less 
annually than their peers. 
Schurer and Trajkovski (2006) examined the effects of adverse childhood 
experiences (ACE) on economic outcomes. Those who experience a single 
ACE earn 7.3% less than their peers and are more likely to depend on welfare 
and to live in poverty. Experiencing one additional ACE – on a scale between 0 
and 6 – causes earnings to decrease by as much as 37% monthly. Specifically, 
experiencing neglect – as assessed by a child’s teacher at ages 7 to 11 – is 
measured as the link between ACEs and economic outcome. 
Savoca and Rosenheck (2018) looked at labor market outcomes for Vietnam war 
veterans. Those who experienced PTSD earned 16% less in hourly wages than 
their counterparts.
Loughran and Heaton (2013) found that reservists who had PTSD symptoms 
earned 6% less than those who did not post-deployment. 
DeSimone and Sabia (2011) found that physically forced sexual trauma has a 
subsequent effect on labor market outcomes for young adult females. Overall, 
sexual victimization reduces earnings by 10%. Stress-related psychiatric illness 
explains 30–50% of the adverse labor–market consequences of sexual violence.
Currie and Widom (2010) examined the effects of child abuse and neglect on 
economic outcomes at age 29. By adulthood, (approximately age 29), maltreated 
women had completed fewer years of schooling and had lower scores on IQ tests 
than women in a control group. In middle adulthood, maltreated women were 
significantly less likely to be employed, own a bank account, own stock, own a 
vehicle, and own a home.
Habecker (2013) found that parental incarceration reduces a child’s odds of 
completing high school by 50%.
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https://arefiles.ucdavis.edu/uploads/pub/2021/02/09/bitler-figinski-fsp-2019-8-29-full-paper.pdf
https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w26942/w26942.pdf
https://openaccess.nhh.no/nhh-xmlui/bitstream/handle/11250/2423513/DP15.pdf?sequence=1
https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w28311/w28311.pdf
https://ftp.iza.org/dp11450.pdf
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/11967456/
https://www.rand.org/pubs/technical_reports/TR1006.html
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/aer.103.3.274
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/43349995_Long-Term_Consequences_of_Child_Abuse_and_Neglect_on_Adult_Economic_Well-Being
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1025&context=sociologydiss
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Having reliable 
and affordable 
access to 
physical 
and digital 
infrastructure 
(incl. transit & 
internet)

16 RCT = 4
Regression 
= 10
Survey = 2

0–50%; 
8%

Impact of 
having access 
to broadband/
superfast internet 
Impact of state-
wide broadband 
penetration
Impact of 
increasing 
broadband 
availability
Impact of having 
access to 
automobiles and 
public transit 

Khanal and Mishra (2013) found that access to broadband internet resulted in 
$24,000–$27,000 in additional total household income for small farms.
Bai (2017) found that access to normal broadband internet resulted in a 0.015% 
increase in county-level employment nationwide; however, compared to 
broadband at normal speeds, faster broadband did not generate greater positive 
effects on employment.
Crandall et al. (2007) found that an increase of 0.01 broadband lines per capita 
resulted in a 0.593% increase in annual statewide employment in 2003–2005.
Pasha et al. (2020) found that a 1.0% increase in transit service intensity resulted 
in a 0.8–1.2% increase in employment within Cayahoga County, OH between 
2010–2016.
Jayakar and Park (2013) found that a 10% increase in broadband availability 
resulted in a decrease of 0.7% in unemployment in 2007–2010.
Crandall et al. (2007) found that a 1% increase in broadband penetration in a state 
yielded a 0.2–0.3% increase in annual employment growth in 2004–2005.
Atasoy (2013) found that a county moving from no broadband availability to 
ubiquitous availability between 1999–2007 led to a 1.8% increase in employment 
when county- and time-fixed effects were applied. 
Shideler et al. (2007) found that broadband deployment in Kentucky increased 
employment by 0.14–5.32% between 2003–2005.
Blumenberg et al (2015) found that access to automobiles and public 
transportation positively impacts employment and earnings by up to 19% annually, 
particularly for those in low-income communities. 
Smart and Klein (2020) found that access to a car is positively correlated with 
earnings (up to 28% increase annually), especially when there is at least one 
vehicle per adult in a household.
Cervero et al. (2002) found that a household’s proximity to public transit and rail 
can result in an annual earnings increase of up to 50%.
DiMaggio and Bonikowski (2008) found that access and use of the internet boosts 
potential earnings significantly, increasing hourly wages by 8–14%.
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https://ideas.repec.org/p/ags/saea13/143019.html
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0167624516300282
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/William-Lehr/publication/237644428_The_Effects_of_Broadband_Deployment_on_Output_and_Employment_A_Cross-sectional_Analysis_of_US_Data/links/0f31753bd59d83688e000000/The-Effects-of-Broadband-Deployment-on-Output-and-Employment-A-Cross-sectional-Analysis-of-US-Data.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0967070X19306973
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/285767484_Broadband_Availability_and_Employment_An_Analysis_of_County-Level_Data_from_the_National_Broadband_Map
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/06labor_crandall.pdf
https://www.jstor.org/stable/24369536?seq=1
https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/6755248.pdf
https://www.jstor.org/stable/26326941?Search=yes&resultItemClick=true&searchText=Automobile+Ownership%2C+Transit+Accessibility%2C+and+Earnings+Evidence+from+the+Moving+to+Opportunity+Experiment&searchUri=%2Faction%2FdoBasicSearch%3FQuery%3DAutomobile%2BOwnership%252C%2BTransit%2BAccessibility%252C%2Band%2BEarnings%253A%2BEvidence%2Bfrom%2Bthe%2BMoving%2Bto%2BOpportunity%2BExperiment%26filter%3D&ab_segments=0%2Fbasic_search_gsv2%2Fcontrol&refreqid=fastly-default%3Ad16d020c0582e734b88894037fbba528&seq=12
https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/Disentangling-the-role-of-cars-and-transit-in-and-Smart-Klein/e4a02d521172593c236fd9007c6468fae4122f96
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/37183877_Transportation_as_a_Stimulus_of_Welfare-to-Work_Private_versus_Public_Mobility
https://www.jstor.org/stable/25472524?Search=yes&resultItemClick=true&searchText=The+Impact+of+Unequal+Access+to+the+Internet+on+Earnings+A+Cross-Sectional+Analysis&searchUri=%2Faction%2FdoBasicSearch%3FQuery%3DThe%2BImpact%2Bof%2BUnequal%2BAccess%2Bto%2Bthe%2BInternet%2Bon%2BEarnings%253A%2BA%2BCross-Sectional%2BAnalysis%26filter%3D&ab_segments=0%2Fbasic_search_gsv2%2Fcontrol&refreqid=fastly-default%3A8dade618692ea4fa0ae12c5ccd2a261c&seq=1


MOBILITY 
EXPERIENCE

NO. OF 
STUDIES 
EXAMINED

BREAKDOWN 
OF STUDY 
TYPE

IMPACT 
SIZE vii 

SCOPE OF 
RESEARCH

OVERVIEW  
(NOT-EXHAUSTIVE)

Having 
strong social/
professional 
networks

6 Regression 
= 5
Longitudinal 
study = 1

0–21%; 
6%

Impact of   
cognitive and 
social skills
Impact of social 
capital in work 
environments
Impact of having a 
mentor

Deming (2017) found that individuals with higher cognitive and social skills can 
attain better jobs and thus higher annual wages (by 10–21%) compared to those 
with lower reported cognitive and social abilities.
Greve et al. (2004) found that “social capital” (contributions from people 
we interact with during work and problem solving) is strongly correlated to 
productivity for firms that require team-based tasks; specifically, social capital 
increases annual income by up to 5%
Zach C et al. (2015) found that African-American youth could achieve up to 58% 
increase in annual earnings during adulthood by having a mentor

Having 
manageable 
student debt

3 Regression 
=  2
Meta-
analysis = 1

0–20%;
5%

Impact of having 
student loan debt

Rothstein and Rouse (2011) found that debt leads graduates to choose higher-
salary jobs. The authors’ preferred specifications indicate that an additional 
$10,000 in debt leads students to accept jobs that pay $2011 more in annual 
wages, on average.
Elliott and Lewis (2013) found that each $1,000 increase in student debt is 
associated with a 3% greater likelihood that students will drop out of college.
Facer found that students who are “on track” to graduate with $10,000 or more in 
student debt are 20% less likely to graduate than students who are “on track” to 
graduate with less than $10,000 of student debt.

Living with a 
working adult 
partner (incl. 
cohabitation, 
marriage)

3 RCT = 2
Regression 
= 1

1–57%; 
19%

Impact of marriage 
status (e.g., 
single, divorce, 
remarriage)
Impact of 
cohabiting 
status (versus 
single-parent 
households)

Wilmoth et al. (2002) found that older cohabiters who have never been married 
have, on average, 78% less net worth than those in intact families. Cohabiters who 
have been divorced once or widowed once have 68% less net worth than intact 
families.
Zissimopoulos et al. (2009) found that changes in wealth are higher for married 
individuals than for all other individuals: at $3,222 more than those who are 
remarried; $10,142 more than divorced individuals; $17,317 more than those who 
are widowed; $11,627 more than never-married individuals; and $17,115 more than 
partnered individuals.
Page and Stevens (2002) found that children’s earnings are later affected by 
family transition. The family income of children whose parents divorce and remain 
divorced for at least six years falls by 40–45%.

CAMBER COLLECTIVE | MOBILITY EXPERIENCES: PART 1     47

https://academic.oup.com/qje/article/132/4/1593/3861633
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/228983339_Exploring_the_Contribution_of_Human_and_Social_Capital_to_Productivity
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4643259/pdf/nihms736045.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0047272710001337
https://aedi.ssw.umich.edu/publications/1799-high-dollar-student-debt-may-compromise-educational-outcomes
https://www.weber.edu/wsuimages/goddard/ECON/research/Facer - Student Loans%2C Academic Performance%2C and Degree Completion.pdf
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1741-3737.2002.00254.x
https://deepblue.lib.umich.edu/bitstream/handle/2027.42/64466/wp213.pdf%3Bjsessionid%3D3122C0FEE178935E4D6611EBD9DFAEB3?sequence%3D1
https://www.nber.org/papers/w8786
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Living in a 
high economic 
mobility 
neighborhood

6 Regression 
= 6

1–25%; 
9%

Impact of being 
exposed to a 
better county 
(i.e. counties with 
less concentrated 
poverty)
Impact of having 
access to housing 
voucher
Impact of 
neighborhood 
conditions 

Chetty and Hendren (2018) found that moving to a better county (i.e., counties with 
less concentrated poverty, less income inequality, better schools, a larger share of 
two-parent families, and lower crime rates) increased mean income by 0.5% at age 
26 among children born between 1980–1986 in the United States.
Chetty et.al (2016) found that using an MTO (Moving to Opportunity) housing 
voucher (i.e., moving from high-poverty projects to low-poverty neighborhoods) 
before age 13 results in an average increase of $1,624 in earnings for individuals in 
their mid-twenties.
Vartanian (2005) found that children living in higher-economic-status 
neighborhoods raises the average income-to-needs ratio for adult family 
incomes by 9–18%. The younger the children when they begin living in these 
neighborhoods, the higher the increase.

Avoiding 
involuntary 
unemployment

6 Regression 
= 3
Survey = 2
Longitudinal 
study = 1

7–30%; 
19%

Impact of losing 
a job
Impact of 
displacement 
during economic 
downturn

Krolikowski (2017) found that workers who have lost a job earn 30% less than 
those who have never lost a job.
Jonas et al. (2018) found that workers who involuntarily lost a job in their early 
career have an average 6% higher probability of reporting “fair” or “poor” health at 
the time of the interview.
Hyslop et al. (2021) found that individuals displaced during an economic upswing 
lose a total of $3.3 billion in wages, or 1.1% of GDP (net present value). In an 
economic downswing comparable in severity to the Global Financial Crisis, the 
central estimate of wage loss is about $8.8 billion (2.8% of GDP)
Hyslop et al. (2021) also found that displaced workers between ages 30–40 or 
50–60 lose 2.5–3.5 years of earnings due to their displacement.

Avoiding 
repeated school 
disciplinary 
actions

3 Descriptive 
statistics = 1
Regression 
= 2

0–9%; 
4%

Impact of school 
discipline
Impact of in school 
suspension (ISS) 
and out school 
suspension (OSS)

Marchbanks et al. (2018) found that school discipline related to approximately 
6,600 grade retentions per year in the state of Texas caused a 15% decline in high 
school graduation rate.
LiCalsi et al. (2021) found that middle-school students who received an out-of-
school suspension (OSS) instead of an in-school suspension (ISS) in response to 
a behavioral incident were 3.4% less likely to graduate on time from high school. 
Middle-school students who received the most severe punishment (OSS of 21+ 
days) were 4.5% less likely to graduate on time from high school.
Marchbanks et al. (2014) found that a 24% increase in dropout rates is associated 
with students who are disciplined between grades 7–12. 
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https://academic.oup.com/qje/article/133/3/1163/4850659
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/aer.20150572
https://repository.brynmawr.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1002&context=gsswsr_pubs
https://www.clevelandfed.org/en/newsroom-and-events/publications/economic-commentary/2017-economic-commentaries/ec-201711-measuring-the-true-impact-of-job-loss-on-future-earnings.aspx
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1040260818300029
http://motu-www.motu.org.nz/wpapers/21_06.pdf
http://motu-www.motu.org.nz/wpapers/21_06.pdf
https://www.ojp.gov/pdffiles1/ojjdp/grants/252059.pdf
https://www.cmhnetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/NYC-Suspension-Effects-Behavioral-Academic-Outcomes-August-2021.pdf
https://digitalcommons.library.tmc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1226&context=childrenatrisk
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Avoiding  
interactions 
with the criminal 
justice system

14 Longitudinal 
study = 5
RCT = 2
Regression 
= 5
Survey = 2

0–52%; 
10%

Impact of prison 
serving time
Impact of being 
initially detained 
and initially 
released
Impact of felony 
conviction
Impact of having 
criminal record
Impact of 
being arrested/
incarcerated 
during adolescent

Kling (1999) found that serving prison time resulted in a 0–3% decrease in 
employment rate.
Dobbie, Goldin, and Yang (2018) found that, for defendants who were arrested and 
charged between 2006–2014, being initially detained rather than released results 
in a 13.1% decrease in the percentage of defendants who are employed two years 
after bail hearings.
Agan and Starr (2017) found that having a felony conviction resulted in a 5.1% 
decrease in callback rates compared to rates for job applicants without felony 
convictions.
Waldfogel (1994) found that first-time conviction reduces employment probabilities 
by 5% and significantly decreases income (by as much as 30%), especially for 
offenders who had pre-conviction jobs that required trust, or who are sent to 
prison.
Mueller-Smith (2015) found that marginal defendants who were not incarcerated 
were roughly five times more likely to be gainfully employed than be charged with 
another criminal offense if not incarcerated
Decker, Spohn, and Hedberger (2015) found that having a criminal record (e.g., 
a three-year prison term for possession of cocaine with the intent to sell) did not 
affect the percentage of favorable responses to applications submitted during the 
summer of 2011. 
Smith (2018) found that those who were arrested at least once during childhood 
had about $5,000 less in earnings per year as adults – an association that was 
about $8,000 higher if the adults experienced multiple arrests during childhood.
Apel (2010) also found that young adults who were incarcerated experienced a 
reduction in income of $4,000 to $5,000 per year.
Hyla (2016) found that having been arrested as a minor reduces future income by 
almost $6,000.
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https://web.archive.org/web/20130903130247/http:/www.princeton.edu/wwseconpapers/papers/dp208.pdf
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/aer.20161503
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/aer.p20171003
https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/146056.pdf?refreqid=excelsior%3Aa3cd8308b16ea528eec2c4cc609745cd
https://sites.lsa.umich.edu/mgms/wp-content/uploads/sites/283/2015/09/incar.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0047235215000069
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6874402/
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1525/sp.2010.57.3.448
https://digitalcommons.iwu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1449&context=parkplace


MOBILITY 
EXPERIENCE

NO. OF 
STUDIES 
EXAMINED

BREAKDOWN 
OF STUDY 
TYPE

IMPACT 
SIZE vii 

SCOPE OF 
RESEARCH

OVERVIEW  
(NOT-EXHAUSTIVE)

Not having to 
provide unpaid 
care for adult 
family members

9 Descriptive 
analysis = 2
Interviews = 1
Longitudinal 
study = 1
Meta 
analysis = 1
RCT = 1
Regression 
= 1
Survey = 2

0–31%; 
6%

Impact of 
caregiving 
responsibility

Bittman et al. (2007) found that becoming an informal caregiver results in 
significant loss of income. Providing care for even one calendar year can reduce 
earnings by as much as 30% and may have sustained effects over the caregiver’s 
lifetime.
Korfhage (2019) found that being a caregiver adversely affects labor market 
outcomes. Persistent effects include lower lifetime incomes (by 16–31%), reduced 
pension entitlement, and cost to the caregiver’s well-being.
Shulz and Eden (2016) found that unpaid caregiving for family members can 
decrease working-age adults’ lifetime income by up to 19%. The cost comes from 
both out-of-pocket, health-related expenses and the caregiver’s decreased ability 
to work paid labor hours. 
MetLife (2011) found that more than 10 million Americans care for their parents, 
which negatively affects their income, savings, and retirement preparations and 
reduces their lifetime income by 16%.
Mudrazija (2019) found that the current economic cost of earnings foregone 
between 2013 and 2050 due to caregiving responsibilities is about $67 billion. By 
mid-century, this figure will likely double to $132–$147 billion, fueled primarily by 
growth in the older disabled population and an increased share of better-educated 
caregivers. The average opportunity cost per caregiver will likely increase by 
8–20% and per US resident by 54–72%.  

Not having to 
provide unpaid 
care for children

6 Regression 
= 6

0–30%; 
5%

Impact of having 
a child
Impact of timing of 
having children

Angrist et al. (1996) found that the third child decreases the probability of mother’s 
work by 17 percentage points (a 20–30% reduction in  women’s labor supply), 
weeks worked by 9/year, hours worked by 7/week, and family income by 3–14% 
over lifetime income.
Miller (2009) found that delayed motherhood leads to higher earnings and wage 
rates and more hours worked; annual earnings increase by nearly 10% for each 
year of fertility deferment. 
Scott-Jones (1990) found that, as predicted, women who experienced their first 
pregnancy as adolescents earned lower incomes than women who had their 
first pregnancy after the teen years; specifically, women who delayed pregnancy 
gained approximately $1,620 in average yearly income.
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MOBILITY 
EXPERIENCE

NO. OF 
STUDIES 
EXAMINED

BREAKDOWN 
OF STUDY 
TYPE

IMPACT 
SIZE vii 

SCOPE OF 
RESEARCH

OVERVIEW  
(NOT-EXHAUSTIVE)

Obtaining a 
first full-time 
job that offers 
opportunity for 
advancement

4 Regression 
= 4

0–71%; 
24%

Impact of starting 
career at a large 
firm
Impact of starting 
wages (state 
dependence in 
wages)
Impact of working 
for different types 
of firm
Impact of direct-
hire placements

Arellano-Bover et al. (2020) found that individuals who start their career at a large 
firm experience long-term positive effects, including a 3-12% increase in lifetime 
income.
Devereux et al. (2002) found that if two identical individuals start jobs that pay a 
different wage, about 60% of the wage differential is still present four years later. 
Approximately 50% of the wage differential is still present even for men who 
change employers during the four years.
Arellano-Bover et al. (2020) found that working for different types of firms as a 
young person can have effects that last throughout one’s career – including up to 
2% more in lifetime income – and that firm size is a relevant measure that captures 
meaningful employer characteristics. 
Autor et al. (2016) found that direct-hire placements through the Work First job 
placement program are estimated to significantly increase subsequent quarterly 
earnings by up to $913 over 1–2 years for half or more of all placed participants.

Owning a 
business

8 Regression 
= 8

4–40%; 
17%

Impact of starting 
one’s own 
business/being 
self-employed

Frid et al. (2016) found that people’s wealth and liquidity significantly constrain 
their ability to start a business and concluded that entrepreneurial success is 
concentrated at the top of wealth distribution, despite evidence of entrepreneurial 
capability among those at the lower end of wealth distribution.
Fairlie (2001) found that self-employed black and Hispanic men have up to 30% 
higher mean and median annual earnings than their minority counterparts who 
earn wages or salaries. In addition, self-employed Hispanic men initially earn 
less than wage/salary workers, but experience quicker growth rates and slightly 
greater earnings after 9 years.
Fairlie (2005) found that self-employed business owners earn up to 4% more 
annually than wage/salary workers who are young men from disadvantaged 
families.
Fairlie (2004) found that a relatively high percentage of less-educated business 
owners, especially men, experience either rapid earnings growth or large annual 
losses.
Lofstrom (2013) found that low-skilled, self-employed women have a greater 
earnings disadvantage than their peers. Estimates indicate that a native-born, 
low-skilled, self-employed woman earns approximately 43% less than her 
observationally identical counterpart who earns a wage or salary.
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MOBILITY 
EXPERIENCE

NO. OF 
STUDIES 
EXAMINED

BREAKDOWN 
OF STUDY 
TYPE

IMPACT 
SIZE vii 

SCOPE OF 
RESEARCH

OVERVIEW  
(NOT-EXHAUSTIVE)

Pursuing/ 
completing 
postsecondary 
education

36 Descriptive 
statistics = 15
Longitudinal 
study = 1
Meta 
analysis = 1
RCT = 2
Regression 
=  17

2–100%;
39%

Impact of 
obtaining/finish a 
bachelor’s degree
Impact of 
obtaining a 
certificate
Impact of some 
college experience 
without finishing

Zimmerman (2014) found that admission to college yields quarterly earnings gains 
of 22% between 8 and 14 years after high school completion, and that these effects 
are most significant for males and recipients of subsidized free lunches.
Heckman et al. (2018) found that college enrollment boosts lifetime income by 
14–31%.
Heckman et al. (2018) also found that completing some college boosts earnings by 
10% when compared to earnings after obtaining only a high school diploma.
Heckman et al. (2018) further found that obtaining a bachelor’s degree leads to a 
12% increase in earnings when compared to earnings after completing only some 
college.
Paterson and Weeks (2014) found that bachelor’s degree result in an 18–19% 
premium on annual wages.
Kim et al. (2019) found that vocational degrees yielded a 17–20% earnings premium 
for a sample of students who graduated high school between 1972 and 1995. 
Jepsen et al. (2014) found that associate’s degrees yield an earnings premium of 
24–56% (compared to those with only high school diplomas); this advantage is 
especially significant for female workers
Jepsen et al. (2014) also found that one-year certificates have quarterly earnings 
returns of 21–45% (compared to those with only high school diplomas); this benefit 
is especially significant for female workers.
Jepsen et al. (2014) further found that even short-term certificates are associated 
with an earnings premium of  5–7% (compared to those with only high school 
diplomas)
Bailey et al. (2004) found that completing an associate’s degree is linked to 
additional earnings of 16–39%, especially for female workers compared to those 
with high school diplomas only. 
Bailey et al. (2004) also found that having some four-year college experience is 
associated with a 10–14% increase in annual earnings, even if no degree is earned.
Clayton et al. (2017) found that individuals with bachelor’s degrees earn up to 
$21,000 more annually than those with high school diplomas only.
Dadgar et al. (2015) found that earning a one-year certificate is linked to a 2–14% 
increase in annual earnings compared to those with high school diplomas only. 
Dadgar et al. (2015) also found that earning an associate’s degree is linked to a 
4–8% increase in annual earnings compared to those with high school diplomas 
only. 
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EXPERIENCE

NO. OF 
STUDIES 
EXAMINED

BREAKDOWN 
OF STUDY 
TYPE

IMPACT 
SIZE vii 

SCOPE OF 
RESEARCH

OVERVIEW  
(NOT-EXHAUSTIVE)

Receiving jobs or 
skills training

11 Descriptive 
statistics = 1
RCT = 6
Regression 
=  4

0–53%;
19%

Impact of 
participating in 
sectoral training 
program
Impact of 
participating in 
prisoner reentry 
employment 
program
Impact of receiving 
promotions

Fein and Hamadyk (2018) found that the Year Up program generated a statistically 
significant increase in average earnings in the sixth and seventh quarters, when 
average quarterly earnings were $1,895 higher for the treatment group ($5,454) 
than for the control group ($3,559) – a 53% increase. These effects diminished but 
remained substantial (about 40%) over the following year.
Roder and Elliott (2019) found that participating in the Project Quest program in 
San Antonio, TX (which provides comprehensive support to low-income adults 
seeking post-secondary credentials and well-paying jobs in strong sectors of the 
local economy) leads to an 18% increase in annual earnings 9 years after random 
assignment. 
Walton and Cook (2020) found that the Patient Care Pathway Program, which 
helped low-skilled adults obtain and complete occupational training in the 
healthcare sector, increased enrollment in occupational training but did not 
increase the attainment of college credentials, employment, earnings, or family 
economic well-being.
Reder (2014) found that participating in adult basic skills (ABS) programs hosted by 
the US Department of Labor increased lifetime wages by up to 32%.
Duwe (2012) found that EMPLOY, a prisoner re-entry employment program, 
increased offenders’ chances of gaining employment after their release from 
Minnesota prisons by 1%.
Kirchmeyer (2002) found that men advance more financially and reap greater 
returns from promotions than women do. Specifically, women’s income changes 
due to promotions fall short of men’s income changes; promotions yielded a dollar 
value of $11,540 for women and $17,140 for men.

Receiving 
mentorship 
during 
adolescence

5 Longitudinal 
study = 1
RCT = 1
Regression 
=  3

1–55%;
21%

Impact of having a 
natural mentor (i.e., 
family member)
Impact of having 
a professional 
mentor (i.e., 
academic, career)

Timpe and Lunkenheimer (2015) found that having a natural male mentor 
generated $190,000 in additional lifetime income for all fatherless youth and 
$458,000 for African American fatherless youth between 1994 and 2008 in the 
US.
Ashtiani and Feliciano (2012) found that having mentors of all types while 
navigating post-secondary pathways increases the likelihood of attaining a 
bachelor’s degree by 36% among low-income youth.
Kraft et al. (2021) found that having a mentor can increase educational attainment 
by 0.66 to 0.91 years and boost annual earnings by approximately $1,750 to 
$2,700.
Hagler and Rhodes (2018) found that youths with mentors had higher educational 
attainment, a higher rate of volunteerism, and more friends than their unmentored 
peers.
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Technical Appendix

Mobility Experiences that Shape Economic Outcomes
IDENTIFYING IMPACTING EXPERIENCES
To identify a universe of experiences that impact 
economic mobility, our study drew upon academ-
ic research and the lived experiences of Ameri-
cans. In doing so, we created a compendium of 
400+ academic studies that measure the impact 
of different life events on outcomes including 
earnings, health, and educational attainment. The 
study also conducted a survey of 4,000+ and 
interviewed 15+ Americans, which will be covered 
the second report in this series. Through pars-
ing of academic research, survey, and interview 
results, we aligned on a list of roughly 30 mobility 
experiences with significant impact on intragen-
erational mobility. This list was then refined with 
input from key stakeholders in the economic mo-
bility field, including philanthropists, academics, 
and on-the-ground practitioners.

Once an initial universe of mobility experiences 
was identified, we sought to understand the rel-
ative impact of each mobility experience on life-
time income. In this report, lifetime income refers 
to the total earnings of an individual throughout 
their time in the labor force, estimated at rough-
ly 40 years.viii,145  We chose to measure lifetime 
income as it enables approximation of the im-
pact of a mobility experience over the course of 
decades, making it a helpful metric for assessing 
the relative effects of different mobility experi-
ences on economic mobility. 

ACADEMIC LITERATURE REVIEW
To assess the relative impact of experiences on 
lifetime income, we narrowed our compendium 
to 232 academic research studies that met the 
following criteria: 

1. Measured the impacts of experiences on ei-
ther individual income (182), education (16), or 
employment outcomes (34) 

2. Assessed the impact of US-based programs 
against one of the above metrics using meth-
ods including: descriptive statistics, interviews, 
longitudinal studies, meta-analysis, random-
ized control trials, regression, and surveys

3. Were published between 1990–2022

4. Appeared in a top ranked journal in economics 
and econometrics, education, health policy, 
sociology & political science, and/or urban 
studies, as determined by Scimago Journal & 
Country Rank database (journals examined 
include: Journal of Political Economy, Amer-
ican Economic Review, Journal of Economic 
Literature, Review of Educational Research, 
Journal of the Learning Sciences, Heath Af-
fairs, American Journal of Health Economics, 
Administrative Sciences Quarterly, American 
Sociological Review, and the Journal of Urban 
Economics)

We subsequently supplemented this compendi-
um of articles with research from leading think-
tanks and government-published statistical re-
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viii The authors of this report acknowledge that individuals may spend more or less time in the labor force depending on level of educational at -
tainment and personal factors. 40 years was chosen as a proxy for length of time spent in the labor force due to alignment with age brackets used 
by common data collection systems including the US Census Bureau and OECD, which commonly measure the adult population as individuals 
between ages 25 and 64 (adult) 
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ports. Adopting these criteria resulted in an initial 
dataset that appears in Exhibit A.2.1. 

STANDARDIZING IMPACT
Subsequently, we sought to standardize the 
impact reported across studies to understand 
the relative impact of each experience on lifetime 
income. While it was not possible to standardize 
across all variables (which include study de-
sign, sample size, salary, geography, duration of 
impact, and year of publication), this effort priori-
tized standardizing studies for duration of impact 
and salary, utilizing the median individual earn-
ings for both low-and-middle-income households. 
Steps of our calculation appear below: 

1. We first calculated the mean impact on earn-
ings for each mobility experience by averaging 
the reported upper and lower bounds of all ac-
ademic studies examined for each experience

a. For studies that reported impact of an ex-
perience on earnings (e.g., a 10% increase 
on lifetime income), we took those numbers 
directly

b. For studies that reported impact of an expe-
rience on educational attainment/employ-
ment outcomes, we calculated the marginal 
impact of these experiences by multiplying 
the percent reported impact with the mean 
impact that high school educational attain-
ment (20%), college educational attainment 
(39%), or avoiding involuntary employment 
(19%) has on earnings; For example, for a 
study that found that having low exposure 
to traumatic experiences (including ACEs) 
leads to a 50% increase in high school 
graduation rates, we would multiply 50% 
by the high school educational attainment 
impact of 20%, to achieve an overall impact 
on earnings of 10%

c. We then found the mean impact from all of 
the studies within that mobility experience 
to standardize the impacts on earnings

2. Subsequently, we identified the expected 
duration of impact for each mobility experi-
ence, assuming a 40-year participation in the 
labor force from ages 25–64. For instance, we 
identified that the average caregiver was 49.2 
years old, so we estimated that “not having to 
provide unpaid care for adult family members” 
had an impact of 14.8 years.146  

3. We then standardized the mean impact for 
each experience by this duration of impact 
(i.e., 30% impact over 20 years would lead to a 
15% impact over lifetime, assuming a 40-year 
average career)

4. To convert this percentage impact into dollar 
amounts, we utilized the reported median 
individual income in the US ($35,805) as the 
average salary and applied a 3% discount rate 
to calculate lifetime impact

a. To calculate aggregate total impact across 
the population, which includes everyone 
affected by a mobility experience in a given 
year (e.g., for being born with a healthy 
birthweight, it includes all children born in 
a given year), we multiplied the incremental 
dollar impact of the mobility experience by 
the total population, with assumption of a 
$35,805 yearly income (Fed Real Median 
Individual Income in the United States)

b. To calculate aggregate impact for the 
population that earns a low income, which 
includes the subset of individuals who earn 
a low income and may be affected by a 
mobility experience in a given year (e.g., 
for being born with a health birthweight, it 
includes all children whose households earn 
a low income born in a given year), we multi-
plied the incremental dollar impact of the 
mobility experience by the total low-income 
population, with assumption of a $25,760 
yearly income (Federal Poverty Guidelines 
income for an individual living below 200% 
of the federal poverty line).
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Exhibit A.1: Total articles examined by mobility experience

Article Topic #

Accessing care for mental and physical health conditions 14

Accessing extracurriculars during adolescence (including sports, clubs, work) 5

Accessing non-wage employment based benefits including healthcare, retirement 3

Accessing pre- and post-natal care 5

Accessing pre-K and other early childhood development opportunities 11

Accessing public benefits and programs 4

Accessing stable, affordable housing 4

Being born with a healthy birthweight 8

Completing high school education or equivalent credential 4

Experiencing financial inclusion (including financial education and access) 1

Graduating with a degree in a high-paying field of study 21

Having access to adequate nutrition and a balanced diet in childhood 5

Having low exposure to traumatic experiences (including ACEs) 11

Having reliable and affordable access to physical and digital infrastructure  
(including transit and internet)

16

Having strong social and professional networks 6

Having manageable student debt 3

Living in a high economic mobility neighborhood 6

Living with a working adult partner (including cohabitation, marriage) 3

Avoiding involuntary unemployment 6

Avoiding repeated school disciplinary actions 3

Avoiding interactions with the criminal justice system 14

Not having to provide unpaid care for adult family members 9

Not having to provide unpaid care for children 6

Obtaining a first full-time job that offers opportunity for advancement 4

Owning a business 8

Pursuing/completing postsecondary education 36

Receiving jobs or skills training 11

Receiving mentorship during adolescence 5
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Articles Included in Exhibit 2.3: Analysis of  
Academic Evidence
Linda Adair, Eilene Bisgrove, David Guilkey, and 

Socorro Gultiano, “Effect of childbearing on 
Filipino women’s work hours and earnings,” 
Journal of Population Economics, November 
2002

Shirley Adelstein, Timothy J. Bartik, and William 
Gormley, Earnings benefits of Tulsa’s pre-K 
program for different income groups, W.E. Up-
john Institute for Employment Research, July 
15, 2011

Amanda Agan and Sonja Starr, “The effect of 
criminal records on access to employment,” 
American Economic Review, May 2017, Volume 
107, Number 4

Fredrik Andersson et al., Childhood housing and 
adult earnings: A between-siblings analysis of 
housing vouchers and public housing, PD&R 
Research Partnerships, October 12, 2016

Joshua D. Angrist and William N. Evans, Children 
and their parents’ labor supply: Evidence from 
exogenous variation in family size, National Bu-
reau of Economic Research, September 1996

Yaa Akosa Antwi, Asako S. Moriya, and Kosali, 
Effects of federal policy to insure young adults: 
Evidence from the 2010 Affordable Care Act 
dependent coverage mandate, National Bu-
reau of Economic Research, June 2012

Robert Apel and Gary Sweeten, “The impact of 
incarceration on employment during the tran-
sition to adulthood,” Social Problems, August 1, 
2010, Volume 57, Issue 3

Jaime Arellano-Bover, Career consequences of 
firm heterogeneity for young workers: First job 
and firm size, IZA Institute of Labor Economics, 
February 24, 2020

Mariam Ashtiani and Cynthia Feliciano, Men-
torship and the postsecondary educational 
attainment of low-income youth, Pathways to 
Postsecondary Success, September 2012

Vincenzo Atella, Edoardo Di Porto, Joanna 
Kopinska, and Maarten Lindeboom, Mater-
nal stress and offspring lifelong labor market 
outcomes, IZA Institute of Labor Economics, 
September 2020

David H. Autor, Susan N. Houseman, and Sari 
Pekkala Kerr, “The effect of work first job 
placements on the distribution of earnings: An 
instrumental variable quantile regression ap-
proach,” Journal of Labor Economics, January 
2017, Volume 35, Number 1

Kate Bahn et al., Linking reproductive health care 
access to labor market opportunities for wom-
en, Center for American Progress, November 
2017

Yang Bai, “The faster, the better? The impact of 
internet speed on employment,” Information 
Economics and Policy, September 2017, Vol-
ume 40

Katherine Baicker, Amy Finkelstein, Jae Song, 
and Sarah Taubman, The impact of Medicaid 
on labor force activity and program participa-
tion: Evidence from the Oregon health insur-
ance experiment, National Bureau of Economic 
Research, October 2013

Martha J. Bailey, Hilary W. Hoynes, Maya Ros-
sin-Slater, and Reed Walker, Is the social safety 
net a long-term investment? Large-scale evi-
dence from the food stamps program, National 
Bureau of Economic Research, April 2020

Paul Bailey, Christina LiCalsi, and David Osher, 
An empirical examination of the effects of sus-
pension and suspension severity on behavioral 
and academic outcomes, American Institutes 
for Research, August 2021
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Thomas Bailey and Clive Belfield, The labor 
market returns to sub-baccalaureate college: A 
review, Center for Analysis of Postsecondary 
Education and Employment (CAPSEE), March 
2017

Thomas R. Bailey, Gregory S. Kienzl, and David 
Marcotte, The return to a sub-baccalaureate 
education: The effects of schooling, credentials 
and program of study on economic outcomes, 
National Assessment of Vocational Education, 
US Department of Education, August 2014

Timothy J. Bartik, From preschool to prosperity: 
The economic payoff to early childhood educa-
tion, W.E. Upjohn Institute, 2014

Sandy Baum, Higher education earnings premi-
um: Value, variation, and trends, Urban Insti-
tute, February 2014

Patrick Bayer, Stephen L. Ross, and Giorgio Topa, 
“Place of work and place of residence: Informal 
hiring networks and labor market outcome,” 
Journal of Political Economy, 2008, Volume 
116, Number 6

Jere R. Behrman and Mark R. Rosenzweig, “Re-
turns to birth weight,” Review of Economics 
and Statistics, February 2004

Mario Benassi, Arent Greve, and Arne Dag Sti, 
“Exploring the contribution of human and 
social capital to productivity,” International 
Review of Sociology, January 2004

Prashant Bharadwaj, Petter Lundborg and Dan-
Olof Rooth, Birth weight in the long run, Na-
tional Bureau of Economic Research, July 2015

Marianne P. Bitler and Theodore F. Figinski, 
Long-run effects of food assistance: Evidence 
from the food stamp program, National Bureau 
of Economic Research, August 2019

Michael Bittman, Trish Hill, and Cathy Thomson, 
“The impact of caring on informal carers’ em-
ployment, income and earnings: A longitudinal 
approach,” The Australian Journal of Social 
Issues, December 2007

Sandra E. Black, Paul J. Devereux, and Kjell G. 
Salvanes, From the cradle to the labor market? 
The effect of birth weight on adult outcomes, 
National Bureau of Economic Research, No-
vember 2005

Jamilia J. Blake et al., “More than a drop in the 
bucket: The social and economic costs,” Jour-
nal of Applied Research on Children, 2014, 
Volume 5, Issue 2

David M. Blau and Donna B. Gilleskie, “The role 
of retiree health insurance in the employment 
behavior of older men,” International Economic 
Review, May 6, 2008

Evelyn Blumenberg, Gregory Pierce, and Michael 
Smart, “Transportation access, residential lo-
cation, and economic opportunity,” Cityscape, 
2015, Volume 17, Number 2

Alexander Bolves, Noelle M. Hurd, and Matthew 
A. Kraft, School-based mentoring relationships 
and human capital formation, Annenburg Insti-
tute at Brown University, July 2021

Bart Bonikowski and Paul DiMaggio, “Make 
money surfing the web? The impact of internet 
use on the earnings of U.S. workers,” American 
Sociological Review, April 2008, Volume 73, 
Issue 2

Kevin Booker, Brian Gill, Tim Sass, and Ron Zim-
mer, Charter high schools’ effects on long-term 
attainment and earnings, University of South-
ern California, January 2014

Heather Boushey, Ann O’Leary, and Alexandra 
Mitukiewicz, “The economic benefits of family 
and medical leave insurance,” Center for Amer-
ican Progress, December 12, 2013

Brett V. Brown, “The single-father family: Demo-
graphic, economic, and public transfer use 
characteristics,” Marriage & Family Review, 
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