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Intergenerational transmission of wealth is a long-standing component of society. With the 

current accelerated economic development, the forms of wealth transmission and the ways in 

which it affects individuals’ lives have gradually become more complicated. In this article, we 

explore the economic performance and basic flow patterns of intergenerational transmission. 

We first discuss the key factors of personal and family wealth accumulation. We then consider 

how social performance affects the phenomenon of intergenerational transmission and the 

macro-channels of the current transmission mode. Finally, while intergenerational transmission 

is widespread in society, its importance has not attracted widespread attention from so-

cio-economic researchers and this paper makes suggestions for further study of the phenom-

ena. Our main conclusion is that in current society, intergenerational transmission both directly 

and indirectly influences the lives of members of society in multiple ways, such as through 

income, employment and education. If a basic understanding of the phenomenon of intergen-

erational transmission can be established, it will assist people in making relevant decisions 

more scientifically and allow them to have a fairer life experience. 
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Introduction 

HE generation, concentration, and distribution of wealth 

are core social production activities affecting human 

development and are an important basis by which later 

generations use historical records to conduct phased research on 

social forms and historical developmental stages. Adam Smith 

proposed four historical periods in classical economic theory, 

from the earliest collection era to the industrial era, with each 

production stage having a unique mode of production and ac-

cumulation of means worldwide. 

Enriching one’s means of livelihood is thought to be part of 

the human survival instinct; in the era of collection and nomadic 

farming, the accumulation of means through livelihood was 

extremely limited, and largely restricted by productivity, pro-
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duction methods and the natural environment. By the time of 

industrial production, productivity had experienced a break-

through in development. The products produced exceeded the 

requirements for satisfying the requirements for livelihood, and 

thus capital accumulation became possible. 

The accumulation of individual wealth can be understood 

in a similar framework. The purpose of individual wealth accu-

mulation ranges from satisfying basic life needs, to gradually 

improving quality of life, and to expansion of personal value. 

The methods of individual wealth accumulation develop from 

the simple labor of a single individual to the accumulation of 

tribal alliances and wealth accumulation with the help of various 

social relations. The results of production and development in 

society are reflected in the possession and transmission modes 

of personal and family wealth. 

With the establishment of the field of economic anthropol-

ogy, the role of human beings as adaptive agents in economic 

activities has gradually attracted more attention. Research relat-

ed to economic development concerning human survival expe-

rience and development, such as social class, social equality, and 

wealth flow is gradually increasing. Since the financial crisis of 

2008, the global economy has become more complex, and the 

living conditions of individuals have been affected by changes 

in the overall economic environment. 

In the context of ever-changing circumstances, among the 

participants in social economic activities, people who hold a 

performance philosophy try to obtain better positions in social 

production through investment in their own value. Those who do 

not occupy an advantage in the distribution of social resources 

seek to overcome the limitations of their current class. Different 

groups of people are constantly making efforts for survival 

space and development opportunities. Assuming the total 

amount of social resources is finite, as the total number of peo-

ple hoping to obtain resources is increasing, competition in-

creases and inevitably a large number of people will have diffi-

culty obtaining the expected gains, and all those involved in 

resource competition will face tremendous pressure. 

Although the types and sources of stress affecting those 

who generate stress and those who face it differ, the logic of 

their continuous efforts is the same. Both types of people hope 

to obtain better resources, create a better life, accumulate suffi-

cient material security for the future through individual efforts, 

and achieve a higher social class. Driven by such hopes, off-

spring strive to surpass their parents’ wealth status, while parents 

have high expectations that the next generation will see higher 

success. The most intuitive embodiment of this drive is an up-

ward increase in the accumulation of personal wealth from one 

generation to the next. 

However, under the pressure to achieve their goals, people 

are living in very busy, and even difficult, conditions as they 

sacrifice their current quality of life for a certain future vision. 

How many of those paying such a price eventually achieve their 

desired goal is a metric worthy of clarity. In other words, what is 

the value of this upward mobility in the era of universal pursuit 

of surpassing the wealth class of one’s parents? Without relying 

on the accumulation of family wealth, can an individual obtain 

the equivalent accumulation of wealth within the same time 

frame as one’s parents did, or achieve the same amount of 

wealth with the equivalent investment? 

To discuss these issues, we must first clarify the source of 

family wealth and then explore models of wealth accumulation. 

To do so requires classify people, analyzing the mode of wealth 

and resource circulation among people from different classes 

and then finally make an effective conclusion. 

 

Key Factors and Causal Logic of the Intergen-
erational Transmission of Family Wealth and 
Capital 
Human economic activities are divided into four stages by clas-

sical economics. People in societies ranging from the gathering 

society to the industrial society, have always protected their 

means of subsistence. Such storage and transmission of acquired 

resources is an ingrained human instinct for life. However, as 

human society gradually developed from small and simple to 

large and complex structures, the mode of social production 

gradually became more complicated, and the result shows a 

diversified appearance. The production relationship has ex-

panded from purely within the family to the larger social com-

ponent unit; correspondingly, the status in the production rela-

tions correlates with status levels in other social components. As 

the phenomenon become more complicated, a return to the defi-

nitions of the basic concepts can help us better build an under-

standing of the economic mechanisms underlying intergenera-

tional transmission of wealth. 

 

Key Factors in Realizing Personal Wealth Ac-
cumulation 
In the field of economics, the accumulation of wealth within the 

family belongs to the field of microeconomics. Compound in-

terest is a key factor in the accumulation of wealth throughout 

life. This is a process that allows the individual to realize con-

tinuous multiplication of wealth through economic activities. In 

this process, the original funds invested in financial activities, 

time and interest rates granted by financial institutions jointly 

determine the amount of growth in personal wealth. 

Using this as the basic logic to expand on the concept of 

compound interest, the continuous accumulation of family 

wealth is a process of comprehensively applying all the material 

and non-material resources within the family to generate prop-

erty proliferation. The most basic means of obtaining wealth is 

to engage in productive labor. In this process, the ratio of input 

and output is essentially balanced. However, in this preliminary 

production process, differences in the amount of labor obtained 

will create an uneven spread in the distribution of resources. 

People with more earned income can use their greater resources 

in exchange for social resources or to expand production. In this 

process, they also make their own resources more abundant. At 

this time, stratification occurs between those engaged in basic 

productive labor and those who enjoy wealth accumulation. 

Max Weber proposed that the stratification of social re-

sources occurs at levels other than through property ownership 

(1). He emphasized differences in property ownership in the 

market, that is, the ability to possess, control and use social re-

sources by different groups. Starting from the influence of social 

resources, such as prestige and power concerning people’s in-

terests, he proposed that the possession of social resources is a 
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manifestation of the degree of recognition and social influence 

of an individual in society. People who possess the same social 

resources constitute a class with common interests and they 

form alliances to safeguard their own interests. Those with more 

social resources can use their acquired social identity and social 

influence, through alliances with groups of the same interest and 

use their influence to obtain more resources. Individuals in clas-

ses with more resources have increased ability to obtain further 

resources to support their development, carry out economic 

activities and build careers. Compared to those with fewer re-

sources, individuals in these classes can more readily further 

personal development and family wealth accumulation. 

This kind of resource can be used by the parent to maintain 

the status of their offspring and to accumulate wealth. Three 

specific types of resource can be acquired. First is economic 

resources, the most representative quantitative embodiment of 

resources, and the most directly inheritable resource. Second is 

cultural and educational resources, which are a form of capital 

that can be used for transformation. Third are power resources, 

which include administrative clout, unit status, etc. that allow 

them to aid their offspring in acquiring resources through per-

sonal social influence (2). 

With the development of science and technology, inequality 

in production among society members in today’s world not only 

continue to exist but are further aggravated. At the same time, 

the impact of education on personal development in modern 

society has attracted unprecedented attention. Those who origi-

nally had advantages in cultural and educational resources will 

attach importance to the consolidation of existing resources; this 

constitutes a process of using class resources to accumulate 

wealth. This contrasts with those who do not originally have 

resource advantages, such that the resources acquired and the 

accumulation rate of the two groups are unequal. 

 
The Economic Logic of Wealth Accumulation 
within the Family 

The intergenerational accumulation of wealth within the family 

belongs to the category of microeconomics, while the economic 

growth and employment issues that are closely related to the 

family economic situation in the entire social dimension belong 

to the category of macroeconomics and are closely related to 

fiscal and monetary policies. 

The accumulation of wealth between generations is related 

to numerous factors, such as social employment mobility and 

individual wealth accumulation, and because it is closely related 

to the social background and economic policies of a region, a 

population and its region are highly integrated. Thus, for the 

conceptual framework and interpretation tools of intergenera-

tional wealth delivery, a rational framework for the intergenera-

tional inheritance of wealth and its associated concepts has been 

reached. 

Wealth is an independent and important historical dimen-

sion of social stratification (3). One of the premises and core 

issues of research in the field is defining the nature of family 

wealth. The key concepts in this proposition and the research 

methods of basic modeling are challenging. 

The OECD’s statistical framework defines wealth as a 

stock of assets that is a quantitative indicator of the resources 

possessed, a key component of economic power (4). Income 

partially reflects the economic resources that can be used to 

support people’s consumption. Income and family wealth are 

related, but not equivalent. Therefore, the concept of family 

wealth needs to be fully defined. The standard concept of wealth 

typically refers to the difference between the monetary value of 

household assets and total liabilities (5). In practice, factors such 

as the household assets involved and asset valuation standards 

make the actual measurement more complicated than the results 

presented in the model (6). Correspondingly, the definition of 

“wealth inequality” is also complicated by many factors, notably 

including age and time. Intra- and intergenerational wealth ine-

quality are caused by age structure. The former is related to the 

individual’s professional experience, and the latter is related to 

bequests and inheritance. Setting age as the vertical axis, and 

human experience as the horizontal axis, the position of macro-

scopic exogenous factors such as birth, education, gender, eco-

nomic system, and economic environment will all have an im-

pact on the accumulation of personal or family wealth. 

Conducting research on income distribution from the per-

spective of economics typically starts with the income distribu-

tion of residents in society as a whole and the intergenerational 

mobility within micro-households. The former deconstructs the 

income level of residents in a certain area within a certain lim-

ited time frame. Composition pattern constructs a model to ana-

lyze the reasons for income disparity and changes in distribution 

pattern; it studies the influence of parents’ income on children’s 

income and the inheritance of economic levels between genera-

tions. With the enrichment of socio-economic survey data, lon-

gitudinal research on intergenerational mobility continues to 

expand and deepen. 

The research on the relationship between two generations’ 

economic status began in the 1960s. In 1967, Blau and Duncan 

conducted a deconstructive study of careers in America. They 

found that the income correlation between father and son was 

not strong (7). In 1979, Becker and Tomes proposed an estima-

tion equation for the elasticity of intergenerational income. After 

that, Becker summarized a widely accepted view at the time: 

there is no obvious association between income in parent and 

children’s generations (8). Subsequently it became clear that in 

the era when economic intergenerational research was founded, 

limitations of economic research data led to inaccurate results. 

Solonpublished consecutive studies in the 1990s proposing that 

the research data in the 1970s was downward biased (9). The 

data at the time underestimated the influence of parents on chil-

dren in intergenerational income. 

Jäntti et al. used the US National longitudinal survey of 

youth (NLSY) data, the UK National child development study 

(NCDS) data, and population registration data from Denmark, 

Finland, and Norway to estimate the intergenerational income 

elasticity and compare data among these six countries (10). The 

country comparisons showed an overall pattern of Nordic coun-

tries having the lowest intergenerational income elasticity and 

the highest social mobility. This is a more influential study after 

2000, with the increase of the data survey sample. 

It can be seen from the perspective of empirical research 

that the core issue of intergenerational mobility is finding the 

correct metric. In economic literature, the measurement of the 
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intergenerational mobility coefficient of income is usually esti-

mated by the indicators of intergenerational income elasticity 

and the intergenerational income correlation coefficient. Build-

ing a data model that is accurate for these two indicators is the 

focus of empirical research. 

The research on intergenerational economy in China relies 

mainly on CHIP (Chinese Household Income Survey), CGSS 

(China Comprehensive Social Survey), CHARLS (China Na-

tional Baseline Survey Data), CFPS (Chinese Family Wealth 

Report of Peking University Chinese Family Tracking Survey) 

and CHNS (The Population Research Center of the University 

of North Carolina at Chapel Hill and the Chinese Center for 

Disease Control and Prevention jointly established a survey of 

the China Health and Nutrition Database). Chen, Dai, and 

Zhong, (2021) compiled data from the United States, Australia, 

Canada, Finland, Germany, Italy, Japan, South Korea, Switzer-

land, the United Kingdom in international comparison databases, 

providing several data sources that can be used for research on 

household wealth, including survey data, administrative man-

agement data, and cross-country comparison data. 

One of the earliest research papers on Chinese household 

wealth was by Wang (11). His research is based on Levine’s 

regression model: 

 

                                    
         

        
     

 

where     is the income of children (1) in family i,     is 

the income of the previous generation (0) in family i, age is the 

age of the parent or offspring generation in family i, and β gives 

the elasticity of intergenerational income. The β coefficients can 

range from -1 to +1. If the coefficient β = 0, the income of the 

previous generation and the next generation are not connected. 

In contrast, a coefficient β = 1, suggests the next generation’s 

income is completely determined by the previous generation. 

Negative β coefficients indicate that offspring income has a 

negative relationship with parent income. The closer the inter-

generational income elasticity is to 0, the greater the mobility of 

intergenerational income; the closer the intergenerational in-

come elasticity is to 1, the lower the mobility and the stronger 

the social solidification. 

Wang’s research is based on the survey data of the Urban 

and Rural Residents Income Distribution Research Group of the 

Chinese Academy of Social Sciences from 1988 and 1995. The 

data model of Levine was used to inform research coefficient 

estimates and establish a more comprehensive data model. The 

intergenerational income elasticity in 1988 and 1995 were 0.384 

and 0.424, respectively. These research results incorporated the 

current situation of residents’ intergenerational income mobility, 

the family background in inequality, the degree of dependence 

of children on their parents, household income flow trends and 

other specific issues. 

Liu and Hu (12) used the intergenerational transmission 

model proposed by Solon (9) to integrate family financial assets, 

family real estate value, family lending and family liabilities as 

intermediate variables in a conditional intergenerational trans-

mission model. The research is based on data from 2008, 2010 

and 2012 from the CFPS and CHFS datasets. The conditional 

intergenerational transmission model was used to analyze the 

correlation of family financial assets, family property value, 

family loan and family borrowing with father and son income. 

The four types of household wealth variables were closely re-

lated to the income of the father and son in the two generations. 

Among them, real estate has the strongest explanatory power for 

intergenerational income mobility, followed by family financial 

assets, which had a greater influence on the transmission of 

intergenerational income. 

Judging from the research patterns to date, the current in-

tergenerational transmission of wealth can be observed hierar-

chically based on patterns following the emergence of social 

strata. Income and social resource occupation are the dividing 

standard in terms of obtaining income and accumulating wealth; 

people with vast social resources can be regarded as the upper 

strata and those with less income and wealth and no advantage 

in social resources are regarded as the lower strata. The inequal-

ity caused by the differences between different social classes is 

difficult to avoid at the current stage of development. This is a 

problem that researchers and policy makers pay attention to and 

this phenomenon is projected on the individual’s life experience, 

or perception of fairness.  

In both social levels, the phenomenon of intergenerational 

transmission exists, but the two groups differ in perceptions of 

the ratio of input to output. This is the objective economic and 

social inequality in people’s subjective consciousness: the map-

ping of “social fairness.” This also leads to a proposition about 

the impact of intergenerational transmission on people’s life 

experience. 

 

The Formation and Performance of the Pattern 
of Intergenerational Transmission of Family 
Wealth 
According to the mechanism of economic intergenerational 

transmission, the continuous accumulation of social wealth leads 

the total economic volume within a generation to increase, and 

then the transfer of wealth from parent to offspring is completed 

through intergenerational transmission. Some groups will be in 

this situation, inheriting the wealth and resource advantages of 

their parents, while others will inherit the poverty and resource 

shortcomings of their parents. This intergenerational transmis-

sion of economic status largely reflects the development of their 

children. The degree of inequality in status (13), is connected to 

a clear sense of unfairness; however, any individual can increase 

their own human capital through the acquisition of resources, 

and thereby attain a higher economics class. 

To observe the specific performance of intergenerational 

inheritance in society from the universal social consciousness of 

“a sense of fairness”, we must first analyze the intergenerational 

income elasticity coefficient between parents and children. This 

value is reflected in social phenomena. The level of social mo-

bility is directly related to people’s perception of fairness. The 

level of social mobility can be divided into levels of absolute 

social mobility and relative social mobility. Absolute social mo-

bility refers to the degree to which an individual’s social class is 

ultimately different from the social class of their parents. Rela-
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tive social mobility refers to the degree to which individuals 

obtain specific results regardless of changes in the overall social 

class. Social mobility is divided into the macro and micro per-

spectives. The changes in these two values are not necessarily 

positively correlated. High absolute social mobility and low 

relative social mobility may exist at the same time. The relative 

mobility level is more closely related to the individual’s per-

ceived “sense of fairness”. 

The absolute level of social mobility is closely related to 

economic growth, while the relative level of social mobility is 

more closely related to individual development. Therefore, when 

observing the mode of intergenerational transmission, the core 

issue that needs to be clarified is whether individuals whose 

personal wealth is at a lower position in the overall income dis-

tribution can exceed the position of their parents in the income 

distribution. The possibility of offspring surpassing their par-

ent’s position depends on the offspring’s late-mover advantage 

and the ability to catch-up growth. Correspondingly, it is neces-

sary to clarify whether the offspring have sufficient late-mover 

advantage and have been caught up. In the current social envi-

ronment, what are the difficulties in obtaining the advantage of 

the younger generations? Can the “catch-up” of catch-up growth 

be established, and if not, what are the obstacles? 

 
The Current Dominant Wealth Accumulation 
Channel 
Personal income from labor is the most important source of 

household wealth and the most universal way of acquiring 

wealth. The value of personal permanent income is dominated 

by the value of individual labor resources and the social selec-

tion mechanism, so these two factors should be examined at the 

same time when analyzing the level of personal wealth acquisi-

tion. The value of the individual labor force determines the ac-

quisition of occupations and positions. The formation of value 

itself cannot be separated from the influence of parental educa-

tion investment and is closely related to intergenerational trans-

mission. The social selection mechanism is a relatively objective 

factor, but it has considerable flexibility. In addition to institu-

tionalized choices, non-institutional factors will have some im-

pact on the specific selection process. For example, a parent’s 

use of personal social resources to assist their offspring to obtain 

the same value of human resources will have a greater impact on 

the competition for more valuable jobs. 

 
Personal Wealth Acquisition 
Individuals obtain labor remuneration through employment, and 

labor remuneration has also become an important source of per-

sonal wealth accumulation. Therefore, career choice has an im-

portant impact on the acquisition of personal wealth. Current 

society relies on specialized and refined social division of labor 

to set up positions. In the ideal model, workers who fit the posi-

tions and those engaged in the positions present a higher corre-

spondence, while in the actual social selection mechanism, apart 

from economic rationality, the influence of the family still can-

not be ignored. Career choice itself has the possibility of passing 

through family relationships, and income level is also passed 

from parent to offspring through the inheritance of profession. 

Zhou and Zhang (14) established a regression model to re-

flect the relationship between occupational inheritance and in-

come mobility in modern times,             , where      is 

the actual income of individual i in year t,    is the permanent 

income of individual i, and      is the temporary income. Based 

on this, and according to changes in the actual research back-

ground, the permanent income influence coefficient, age influ-

ence coefficient, etc., are added to correct the data deviation, the 

logarithm of the comprehensive income factor is taken, the 

dummy variable (SameOccupation in the formula) and the age 

variable (age), gender (male), and education (edu) of the father 

and son engaged in the same occupation are included. This leads 

to the following regression model: 

 

                                      

                           

         
                   

 

                   

 

According to the model calculation, for urban families, the 

intergenerational income elasticity of intergenerational occupa-

tional inheritance is 0.147 higher than that of other families. In 

the sample of rural families, the influence of intergenerational 

occupational inheritance on the elasticity of intergenerational 

income reached 0.195. This reflects that the 2006 CGSS data-

base sampled by researchers, includes occupations as an im-

portant channel of intergenerational income transmission. 

 

Parent’s Investment in Children 
Furthering the accumulation of one’s own human value through 

education is the only way for an individual to improve social 

status. The current professional and refined divisions of social 

posts have gradually increased the requirements for the educa-

tion level of workers. The value returns given to workers in 

different job positions result in differences in occupational in-

come. Following this logic, parents will tend to invest in educa-

tion for their offspring to ensure their human resource value. 

When the offspring reach adulthood, they can also benefit from 

the social capital of the parent, which constitutes a direct inher-

itance of family assets.  

 
Educational Investment in Children 
In the context of modern society, the main way of transmitting 

family status is through the indirect inheritance of education (7). 

The direct manifestation of this is that families with more re-

sources are able to provide their children with better educational 

resources and better education. With high levels of education 

and family resources at or below the median level of society, the 

educational resources that children obtain correspond to the 

average level of education provided by their social background. 

In other words, the average education level of society deter-

mines their education level. 

In a performance-oriented job market, employees with 

higher education levels have a higher chance of obtaining lucra-

tive jobs. This allows those who acquire higher levels of educa-
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tion for their children to more easily ensure that their children 

have a high income. This creates the possibility of a job with a 

higher personal permanent income level and allows offspring to 

continue the growth of family wealth. 

Employees with a social average education level have rela-

tively narrow career choices, and are more likely to achieve 

relative class mobility, that is, an economic relationship between 

children and parents. In the context of a comprehensive social 

and economic improvement, this allows upward mobility within 

the family. It is more difficult to achieve an absolute increase in 

the economic level of the offspring in this socio-economic hier-

archy compared to the parent generation. 

 
The Indirect Role of Social Capital 
French sociologist Bourdieu (15) first introduced the concept of 

“social capital” into the field of sociological research and ex-

panded the definition of “capital” proposed by Marx in Capital, 

defining it as “a collection of actual or potential resources” that 

incorporates other productive factors besides material into the 

definition of “capital.” For intergenerational transmission, in 

addition to economic inheritance, which is the most direct 

method of inheritance, and education investment, which has a 

strong correlation with inheritance, social capital is a third im-

portant transmission channel affecting intergenerational eco-

nomic levels. The intergenerational transmission of social capi-

tal refers to the social capital of parents, the basic elements that 

constitute social capital, and the conditions for forming social 

capital. It is passed from parents to children within the family, so 

that children obtain a stock of social capital similar to that of 

their parents when they become adults. If the social capital of 

the previous generation is enriched, the social capital of the next 

generation will also be enriched, and vice versa (16). 

As society develops, the effectiveness of direct inheritance 

of economic wealth begins to give way to the inheritance of 

social capital, allowing children to use their parents’ social capi-

tal stock to give them a more solid foundation for development 

and accumulation of more wealth. Social capital can complete 

the transformation of non-material capital to material capital 

through various forms and allow further expansion of social 

capital stock through the accumulation of material capital. When 

this process exists in a relatively fixed group, a class is formed, 

and a divide created between the superior class and the relatively 

inferior class (17). 

Each stratum will carry out stratum reproduction. The goal 

of the superior stratum is to maintain intergenerational transmis-

sion of resources, and then maintain its own resource advantages. 

The goal of the relatively disadvantaged stratum is to break 

through the current transmission mode and advance but, due to 

the acquisition of resources, the process is far more difficult than 

for the dominant class, and it is also more difficult to achieve a 

breakthrough within the existing class. 

The above two indirect inheritance methods of capital have 

strong explanatory power for the degree of personal wealth ac-

cumulation. The economic capital and social capital of parents 

are strongly correlated with offspring career choice and labor 

acquisition but under this mechanism, the role of different 

groups of people differs. In those with a certain amount of 

wealth accumulation, resources accumulated by the parent are 

passed on to the offspring, allowing them to maintain the same 

standard of living of their parents, and potentially move up a 

class. This inheritance method occurs when wealth accumulation 

is relatively scarce in the group of people; children often inherit 

the dilemma of their parents, which constitutes a negative inher-

itance. This inheritance mechanism, in the absence of policy 

adjustments and other external forces, will inevitably aggravate 

the inequality between social groups. The degree of this inequal-

ity and the impact on people’s sense of fairness will differ in 

different times and social backgrounds. 

Offspring that hope to surpass their parent’s economic or 

resource class, typically need sufficient late-comer advantages to 

succeed. The acquisition of such advantages is often based on 

family financial behavior or educational investment that enhance 

the human resources value of the offspring. This creates compe-

tition for positions with remuneration advantages. 

The inheritance and mobility of occupations between gen-

erations is the link that connects the incomes of parents and 

offspring, and this constitutes a key link in explaining the mobil-

ity of intergenerational income. At the same time, employee 

positions with abundant incomes do occur and these occupations 

often have high job search thresholds and lack mobility. Family 

background and social network play an important role in the job 

search process for children. Career inheritance between genera-

tions is a common phenomenon, allowing children to be com-

pletely separated from each other. The restricted freedom for 

offspring to obtain positions independently has created greater 

resistance to changes in social class. 

If the total amount of resources is relatively stable, the 

number of people participating in resource competition will 

continue to increase, and the proportion of people who obtain 

resources will continue to decrease. At the same time, the in-

crease in competitors, will lead to the increasing side effect of 

the devaluation of human resources and occupational gains. 

These two aspects simultaneously restrict the competitor’s 

acquisition of late-mover advantage. 

 
An Intergenerational Flow Model That Blends 
Multiple Forms of Delivery 
In modern society, the general development trend is to screen 

personnel and assign jobs based on the principle of performance. 

Based on this, the standards for users can be divided into two 

categories: performance-based and other principles. The distinc-

tion is made according to whether the government intervenes. Li 

(18) put forward three ideal types of intergenerational mobility 

based on the theory of western intergenerational mobility. First 

is the competitive mobility model under the performance princi-

ple. Second, is the family status inheritance model under the 

social inequality structure. Third is the mode of national asylum 

mobility under the socialist ideology. At the same time, Li (18) 

uses the three factors of parental economic status (O), offspring 

education (E) and offspring economic status (D) to build an 

OED relationship model. Using an analysis of the relationship 

between the three elements of the person, provides a good way 

to describe the coordinates of the current generational transmis-

sion mode. 

China has clearly experienced all three types of intergener-

ational mobility, and as the background of the times changes, 
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they blend and appear in the current context. In the past hundred 

years, China first adopted the socialist ideology of the country’s 

asylum mobility model to reduce overall social inequality and 

weaken the role of family background in intergenerational 

transmission through changes in social structure. Education and 

career choices affect the family and these factors have had a 

major impact on wealth accumulation, as determined by policy 

planning. After the 1980s, with the gradual unfolding of the 

market economy, economic rational performance factors began 

to appear in society. The market had the right to choose em-

ployment. The equality of the market is over-selected by the 

market and this process puts forward demands for the education 

level of personnel and strengthens the weight of education in the 

occupational acquisition process. At the same time, people who 

obtain wealth higher than the social average at this stage can 

transfer their accumulated wealth, passing it on to the children. 

However, after entering the 21st century, with the devel-

opment of productivity and the diversification of production 

relations, the original relatively simple intergenerational mobili-

ty model has become complicated over time in the process of 

social screening and opportunity distribution in the mainstream 

of society. Based on the individual’s inherent qualities, abilities, 

and work skills, the family status inheritance model begins to 

take effect in the form of indirect inheritance of social and cul-

tural capital. The parent’s economic status gives offspring a 

better education, which in turn means offspring can also have a 

good economic status (O→E→D). At the same time, policies 

still play a role in guiding resource allocation in intergeneration-

al mobility through the regulation of education and some occu-

pations. Therefore, it can be said that in China, the mode of 

macroscopic observation of intergenerational mobility is inter-

twined with multiple forms, and their respective influences are 

constantly changing. 

In different groups of people, the power of intergeneration-

al transmission also has different manifestations. Because of 

China’s unique urban and rural duality model, the generational 

differences that accompany differences in the population and in 

identities are more specific. Some research by Chinese scholars 

has focused on the intergenerational differences in the employ-

ment of rural people in urban areas. 

For the research on inter-generational income flow, Zhou 

and Zhang (14) explored the mode of intergenerational flow and 

the manifestation of income flow in Chinese urban and rural 

households from a professional perspective. The study focused 

on the split population of China’s urban and rural areas. Policy 

makes the urban and rural occupation inheritance high, but flow 

between urban and rural areas has characteristics of openness. 

Wu (19) measured the intergenerational occupational mobility 

index and the intergenerational occupational inheritance index, 

finding that the inheritance of occupations is more obvious in 

jobs with higher professional skills and in career choices such as 

business and agriculture; and it is defined as “general clerk” and 

the mobility of which is relatively high. 

Ma and Zhang (20) surveyed the employment of migrant 

workers in Jiangsu, Zhejiang, and Guangdong, and studied the 

intergenerational differences in employment quality. Du and Liu 

(21) observed in Eastern, Central and Western China, Tianjin, 

Shanghai, and Guangzhou. The impact of occupational mobility 

on the income of migrant workers in the seven cities of Wuhan, 

Harbin, Chengdu, and Lanzhou. At present, China’s research on 

the intergenerational transmission of occupations and incomes 

among specific groups of people mainly focuses on the em-

ployment and income of rural migrant workers in urban areas. It 

reflects that even though the overall level of social development 

is relatively high, compared to the parent generation, the em-

ployment quality and the economic level of the offspring gener-

ation in underdeveloped areas increased relatively, and it re-

mains difficult for them to achieve an absolute rise in status. 

Most research on intergenerational transmission in China 

focuses on the urban population and/or urban employment posi-

tions. This is determined by the relative ease of statistics and 

classification of urban population and positions, and the situa-

tion of production and occupational settings in rural areas. Both 

rural components are relatively complicated, difficult to conduct 

research, and long-term. Therefore, the current pattern of inter-

generational transmission in rural China has not been clearly 

outlined. 

 
The Influence of Intergenerational Transmis-
sion on Personal Life Experience 
Occupation, income, and education are the main factors on 

which members of society base their sense of justice. These 

three items are closely related to the number of resources that 

people have and the fairness of the resources they obtain. A 

sense of justice reflects a comparison between people and com-

parable groups with similar social resource endowments, com-

bined with measurement of fairness of access to resources by the 

self and others. 

Zhang and Zhu (22) proposed that the fairness of distribu-

tion is affected by the intergenerational resource possession. 

People’s perception of the amount of resource possession is a 

combination of parental resources and their own resources. They 

point out intergenerational wealth and society. The relationship 

between resource accumulation and perception of fairness. Mul-

tinomial logistic regression (mlogit), binary logistic regression 

(logit) and generalized structural equation (gsem) models are 

used to analyze the influence of intergenerational mobility on 

the perception of fairness of wealth distribution among Chinese 

urban residents. The research suggests that the trajectory of in-

tergenerational flow affects people’s sense of distribution fair-

ness through the path of resource acquisition opportunities and 

the path of possession of intergenerational resources; the upward 

flow of intergenerational transmission and upper-level stability 

creates more opportunities for resource acquisition, higher rela-

tive status, and a subjective upward mobility with a lower sense 

of distributional unfairness. In contrast, intergenerational 

downward mobility increases urban residents’ sense of unfair 

distribution and the sense that those who are prevalent and sta-

ble at the upper level have more intergenerational resources and 

a higher sense of fairness in distribution. At the same time, the 

study author contends that promoting intergenerational occupa-

tional mobility can avoid the disadvantages of intergenerational 

inheritance to a certain extent, comprehensively utilize occupa-

tional resources in different regions, broaden employment 

channels, and reduce the occurrence of “intergenerational 

low-income inheritance traps” among low-income groups, 
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thereby enhancing the sense of fairness of distribution among 

urban residents. 

 

Conclusions and Insights 
The Objectivity of the Phenomenon of Inter-
generational Transmission 
The accumulation of wealth between generations is a relatively 

neutral concept. The enrichment of wealth that can occur in a 

generation is the result of the accumulation of production and 

high-quality resources in society. The long-term transmission of 

high-quality resources between generations that exceed the reg-

ulation of economic laws or the mobility of education, admin-

istration, etc., solidifies socio-economic strata, leading society to 

become rigid. 

In a social background where resources are relatively 

scarce and concentrated, intergenerational inheritance can en-

sure the effective use of core social resources in key positions 

and achieve social breakthrough developments with more inten-

sive resources; at the same time, the stability of population mi-

gration will make the intergenerational resource transfer coeffi-

cient high. The stability of the population will thus reflect to 

some extent the greater proportion of the population with im-

proved living conditions, which is one of the manifestations of 

the gradual stability of social composition. 

 
Two Sides of the Influence of Intergenerational 
Transmission 
The influence of wealth transmission between generations has 

two sides. Under different historical stages and policy back-

grounds, the pros and cons have intergenerational transmission 

have different manifestations. Researchers have also put forward 

views based on their pros and cons. 

First, the dominant form of intergenerational transmission 

in different historical stages changes, from the accumulation of 

material to the transmission of capital, to the inheritance of to-

day’s cultural and social capital, which has a greater impact due 

to its reproductive capabilities. 

Both the pros and cons of intergenerational transmission of 

cultural and social capital have strengths and weaknesses and 

the two sides of their influence have been widely discussed. 

American sociologist Coleman (23) focuses on the aspect of 

social capital that can be used in social life and generates more 

value. He believes that social capital is: “defined by its function. 

It is not a kind alone - they are different entities with various 

forms. They have two common characteristics: they are com-

posed of the various elements that constitute the social structure; 

they provide convenience for individual actions within the 

structure.” In this discourse, social capital itself and its inher-

itance is a mode of comprehensive utilization of resources, using 

its own productivity to achieve development goals. Coleman (23) 

also points out that the characteristics of this form of capital 

“exist in interpersonal relations; it is neither attached to inde-

pendent individuals, nor in the process of material production.” 

The dependence on interpersonal relations is the capital. The 

prerequisite for form to have an effect; in other words, the close 

connection between generations facilitates this form of capital 

and its value conversion. 

Portes (24) describes tit-for-tat and its critical perspective 

on the definition of social capital. “Social capital refers to indi-

viduals in the network or broader social structure through their 

membership. The ability to obtain scarce resources is not inher-

ent to the individual, but an asset contained in the relationship 

between the individual and others.” This view emphasizes the 

imbalance in the distribution of social capital. Relying on inter-

personal relationships, mobility is limited, which can easily 

cause social capital and material wealth reproduced by social 

capital to be passed on from generation to generation, leading to 

wealth condensing in a fixed class and causing class differences. 

“Unevenness” within a certain range will not have an excessive 

impact on people’s quality of life. However, when the same 

group of people is fixed in a certain stratum in the social income 

hierarchy for a long time, it will lead to poor mobility. Social 

mobility is an important dimension that affects people’s social 

attitudes (25). The existence of the “ceiling effect” in a society 

with low mobility for a long time will erode people’s motivation 

to strive for a better life. 

The stage of resource enrichment in intergenerational 

transmission may lead individuals to speculatively pursue some 

types of high-value product. Research by Liu and Hu (12) 

showed that a large proportion of intergenerational transmission 

mechanisms in family wealth depend on the value of real estate 

and family financial assets. Therefore, a large number of con-

sumers target wealth accumulation rather than using real estate 

solely for housing. The goal is to join the real estate market, 

leading to the expansion of housing beyond the rigid needs of 

survival to expand financial assets. At the same time, housing is 

linked to urban location resources, which links the value of 

housing from the economic field to the social resource field and 

repeated reproduction of social capital and wealth capital. This 

reproduction is passed on through generations of real estate 

sovereignty and transmitted by parents. In the children’s genera-

tion, a double closed flow of wealth resources and social re-

sources is formed. 

 

The Complexity of the Impact of Intergenera-
tional Transmission on Real Life 
Intergenerational transmission creates socio-economic imbal-

ance and is associated with a class differentiation problem; to-

gether these combine to affect people’s “sense of fairness.” This 

generates an emotional component for parents making economic 

or child education investment decisions and when a number of 

groups have commonalities in the choices, the joint results of 

this selection mode are often drastic and unpredictable. 

Since the mechanism of intergenerational transmission af-

fects people’s daily life through economic activities, career 

choices, educational investment, and social resource influence, it 

is necessary for both policy makers and members of society to 

thoroughly understand the transmitted attributes and mecha-

nisms of intergenerational transmission of wealth and use them 

as reference factors to assist in decision-making. 

The phenomenon of intergenerational transmission fre-

quently appears in social, economic, and cultural life, implicitly 

or explicitly, from the direct transmission of initial property and 

the diversification of social production deriving indirect trans-

mission modes such as position transmission and education 

transmission. To formulate a reasonable career plan, participants 
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in social life need to understand the relationship between inter-

generational transmission and their own life, and its relationship 

to their career goals. At the level of family asset accumulation, 

financial knowledge should be used to rationally allocate family 

assets to promote family wealth accumulation (26). In terms of 

career choice, intergenerational inheritance, and mobility of the 

target occupation, combined with the degree of application of 

the performance principle can help eliminate highly closed oc-

cupations and allow the acquisition of jobs more quickly. 

At the level of policy formulation, comprehensive control 

of intergenerational transmission and accompanying phenomena 

can better allocate social resources effectively. In the superior 

class, high-quality resources are abundant and easy to mobilize 

for reproduction, but the utilization of resources and the people 

who can benefit from the resources are a minority in society as a 

whole; the lower class has difficulties obtaining resources. This 

kind of cross-border resource allocation can make the minimum 

resources available to individuals of higher quality through the 

overall economic development; it can also weaken the family 

background through policy allocation and use effective tools 

such as education to interfere with social change. The role of 

equal transmission (27), taxation and welfare policies can also 

be used to carry out the secondary distribution of social wealth 

to change the inequality structure in society. 

A comprehensive understanding of the display form and 

role of intergenerational transmission in the current stage of 

development can avoid blind investment led by purely 

goal-oriented development, so that different groups will not rely 

on the current quality of life while seeking to build the future. 

This will establish clearer, rational thinking about development 

opportunities and obstacles to goal achievement, promoting the 

establishment of strategic problem solving using an objective 

awareness of economic reality.■ 
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