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Intergenerational transmission, the idea that advantages and disadvantages are
passed on across generations, is an aspect of family life that has been studied for
decades. Research on intergenerational transmission began in the 1960s with studies
of status attainment, which explicitly considered how socioeconomic advantages and
disadvantages are transmitted from parents to children, and has been since broadened
to consider how a host of additional aspects of the social environment—including family
formation, health, and crime and delinquency—are transmitted across generations.
Given the importance of understanding how and under what conditions advantages and
disadvantages are passed on across generations, as well as the relative availability of
secondary data sources that include vast amounts of information about parents and
their offspring, it is likely that researchers will continue to rigorously interrogate this
intergenerational transmission.

The first examinations of intergenerational transmission were the studies of status
attainment that began in the 1960s. This early research, spearheaded initially by
Peter Blau and Otis Dudley Duncan, found that fathers transmit socioeconomic status
—in the form of educational attainment and occupational prestige—to their sons.
Highly educated fathers, compared to their counterparts, are more likely to have
highly educated sons. Similarly, fathers with high occupational status are likely to
have sons with high occupational status. Additional research on status attainment
was spawned by the development of the Wisconsin Longitudinal Study, a longitudinal
examination of men and women who graduated from Wisconsin high schools in 1957.
This study allowed researchers to consider the social and psychological factors [p. 749

↓ ] in the intergenerational transmission of socioeconomic status across generations.
Seminal work by William Sewell, Archibald Haller, and Alejandro Portes, for example,
found that parents' educational and occupational attainment is linked to children's
attainment because of peer influences and because of children's educational and
occupational aspirations. Additional work, especially books by Paul Willis and Jay
MacLeod, described another mechanism—cultural norms and opportunities—linking
parents' and children's socioeconomic status.

But parents transmit more than socioeconomic status to their children. More recently,
and spawned in large part by the development and refinement of the life course
perspective, researchers have begun to consider additional types of advantages and
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disadvantages conferred from parents to children. One central tenant of the life course
perspective, which more generally suggests the importance of timing and context in
individual life trajectories, is that of interconnectedness among individuals. Individuals
live their lives interdependently of one another and, in accordance with this principal,
parents and children influence one another. Researchers have also been able to
provide increasing attention to studies of intergenerational transmission because of the
development of longitudinal data sources, including the National Survey of Families and
Households, the National Longitudinal Study of Youth, and the Fragile Families and
Child Well-Being Study.

Family Formation and Dissolution

Aside from socioeconomic status, family formation and dissolution is perhaps the most
commonly considered form of intergenerational transmission. Early research on family
formation and dissolution considered how marriage, divorce, and relationship quality
are transmitted across generations. For example, children who grow up with married
parents, compared to children who grow up with divorced or single parents, are more
likely to get married themselves. Similarly, children of divorced parents are more likely
to experience divorce in adulthood, and the association between parental divorce and
child divorce is especially strong if the woman or if both partners experienced parental
divorce.

The association between parental divorce and child divorce is most commonly
explained by the social learning perspective, which posits that children learn behaviors
within social contexts. Those who experience parental divorce, for example, may
witness conflict between their parents that leads to interpersonal difficulties in their own
adult relationships that, in turn, lead to divorce. This is consistent with other research
showing marital aggression and other measures of relationship quality are passed on
across generations. Though parental divorce remains a strong predictor of children's
divorce, it is important to note that a variety of other factors are associated with the
probability of experiencing divorce, and the association between parental divorce
and children's divorce has declined over time, likely because divorce has become
more common and less stigmatized. But in addition to its association with children's
family formation and dissolution, parental divorce has a host of additional, mostly
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negative consequences for children. Children of divorced parents, compared to their
counterparts, are likely to have educational, behavioral, health, and socioeconomic
disadvantages, though many of these negative associations are short-lived and
dissipate within a few years after experiencing the parental divorce.

In addition to research considering the intergenerational transmission of marriage,
divorce, and relationship quality, more recent research considers how family behaviors
such as cohabitation and nonmarital childbearing are transmitted across generations.
It is especially important to consider these forms of intergenerational transmission
given the stark demographic changes that have occurred in the United States in recent
decades, including the dramatic rise of cohabitation and nonmarital childbearing. Similar
to research on the intergenerational transmission of divorce, this research is motivated
by social learning theory and finds that cohabitation and nonmarital childbearing
are transmitted across generations. Children who spend time living with cohabiting
parents, compared to their counterparts, are more likely to cohabit before marriage
(as opposed to getting married without prior cohabitation). This association between
parental cohabitation and children's cohabitation persists even after controlling for a
variety of individual-level characteristics associated with cohabitation such as childhood
socioeconomic status, attitudes about cohabitation, and family instability. Similarly,
there exists a relationship between parents' age at first birth and [p. 750 ↓ ] child's age
at first birth. Parents who have children at a young age are likely to have children who
do the same, and this relationship is especially true among unmarried parents.

Finally, there is a burgeoning literature on the other ways in which parents transmit
advantages and disadvantages to their children, and much of this literature focuses
on the intergenerational transmission of health behaviors or criminal behavior and
delinquency. With respect to health, both parental physical and mental health is
associated with children's health. Children who grow up with depressed mothers,
for example, are more likely to experience depression and other mental health and
behavioral problems than children without depressed mothers. With respect to criminal
behavior, parents who engage in criminal behavior are likely to have children who
engage in criminal behavior. Recent research, for example, shows that paternal
incarceration is associated with delinquency throughout adolescence and adulthood
and arrest in adulthood. Taken together, research on intergenerational transmission
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suggests that parents are influential in shaping the behaviors and attitudes of their
children.

KristinTurney, University of California, Irvine
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