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Abstract

This paper discusses some of the limitations of status attainment

research when used to make inferences on the sources of inequality in

society and as a model for the allocation of persons to unequal positions.

The structure of inequality in society is argued to be largely determined

by variables other than the personal characteristics, education, and

family background that form the independent variables in status attainment

research. Hence, the explanatory power of the status attainment models

does not indicate the efficacy of such personal variables in changing

inequality. Furthermore, the allocation of persons to unequal positions

must be assumed dependent on structural characteristics such as the

availability of jobs at different status levels. By ignoring the inter­

play between structural and individual characteristics, status attainment

research fails to give an accurate picture of the role of education in

the allocation of persons to various status levels. An outline of how

this interplay may be specified'is presented and some consequences of

this theory of occupational achievement for the uses of status attainment

research is discussed.
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ATTAINMENT AND OPPORTUNITY

Aage B. S~rensen

The analysis of the effects of education on inequality by Jencks

and others, (1972) would have been a very different one had it not been

for the availability of the considerable body of research on the

relation between social origin, education, and occupational achievement

that has accumulated in the sixties, research that is identified

especially with O.D. Duncan
l

and William Sewell.
2

This so-called status

attainment research is perhaps the closest sociologists have come to

a well-founded model for the interrelation between a set of variables.

Complex causal relationships have been established using linear (path)

models and estimates of the size of coefficeints obtained for large

population groups. Research has been cumulative and replications and

extensions of the basic findings have been carried out or are planned

for the near future (for example, Featherman and Hauser, 1972).

Research of this nature. is, of course, needed if sociological

research will ever be of value for those who formulate and carry out

social policy. Jencks uses (and Gome argue misuses) extensively the

findings of this research to illustrate his main point--that equalizing

educational opportunity may not bring about a more equal society. He

not only refers to results obtained by others but uses the model for

status attainment to carry out extensive calculations in support of

his argument even when no direct evidence is available. These

calculations may involve questionable assumptions and be technically

dubious as some reviewers have pointed out. The purpose of this paper

is not to analyze the manipulations of the models carried out in the
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appendices of Jenck's book, nor to question the validity of his

general argument. Rather, we shall attempt to point to some

limitations of status attainment research that we believe are

important to take into account when this research is used to bolster

arguments on the causes of inequality as Jencks does and others

probably will do. These limitations are easily ignored in the face

of the impressive models and precise estimates that are found in

status attainment research. However status attainment research was

never really intended to answer the type of question Jencks poses

about the general processes that bring about status and income for

persons. Status attainment research has been designed to answer more

limited questions of how a person's background, early socialization,

and education interrelate and affect occupational achievement.

The nature of status attainment research reflects its origin', in

research on social mobility. Status attainment research overcame some

serious problems in analyzing social mobility having to do with how one

should assess the importance of an individual attribute like education

for social mobility. The solution provided was not only a technical

one but involved a whole new conception of the process through which

a person's origin affects his later status. However, this solution

was obtained at the expense of some valid notions in the old conception

of mobility about the importance of characteristics of the occupational

structure for mobility. We shall argue that only if these notions are

re-introduced in the conception of the occupational achievement

process will the limitations of status attainment research be over-

come for some of the arguments that Jencks wants to bolster, and the

main part of the paper will argue how this may be done. We shall also

argue that for Jenck's main argument on the causes of inequality, status
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attainment research is quite irrelevant. We do not want to argue that

status attainment research is somehow invalid or useless, only that it

has limitations that when ignored may result in misleading inferences

when the research is used to answer questions it was not designed to

answer.

A brief review of the origin and nature of status attainment

research seems useful in order to demonstrate our main points. Then

follows an attempt to show how a more comprehensive notion of the

occupational achievement process may be obtained and finally, we shall

demonstrate how the results of status attainment research must be

qualified in light of this more comprehensive conception of the process.

From Social Mobility to Status Attainment Research

Stratification systems" are systems of unequal positions in

society. The major dimensions of inequality traditionally have been

seen as power, wealth, and prestige. Considerable controversy exists

regarding the nature and sources of inequality, with both ideological

and conceptual issues being of major importance. Empirical research

has shunned away from these issues and most research has concentrated

on the problem of how individuals come to occupy unequal positions,

rather than how positions come to be unequal. Furthermore, most

research has restricted the problem to a concern for how a person's

social origin affects the position he occupies in society, in particular

social mohility research has been almost exclusively concerned with

the relation between father's status and son's status. This is so

because the degree of association between father's and son's status

traditionally has been held to be an important characteristic of

society. It measures the degree of openness or permeability

(Svalastoga, 1965) of a society, a very old concern for sociologists,
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and most often is ascertained from cross-classifications of father's

and son's occupation with off diagonal cells that give the number of

sons that moved to a different occupational category from their

fathers' .

Father-son, or intergenerational mobility is not the only form

of mobility that has been of interest to sociologists; intragenerational

or career mobility have been studied although much less extensively than

father-son mobility. Regardless of what type of mobility is studied,

its frequency and direction often have been seen as an interplay between

two sets of characteristics (cf. Sorokin, 1927)---onthe one hand,

characteristics of the occupational structure, on the other, characteristics

of individuals. Structural characteristics that influence mobility, that

is the probability that a person will undertake a move from one occupational

group to ~nother, are those forces that determine (1) the structural

pressure to leave the origin occupation, (2) the availability of jobs in

the destination occupation, and (3) the distance or affinity between

the two occupations focussed upon. The pressure to leave and in turn

the availability of jobs may be seen as determined by the relation

between vacant jobs and job-seeking individuals in different occupational

groups. G~ven these structural characteristics, the likelihood that

a particular person will undertake a move will be determined by such

individual characteristics as the education, ability, and ambition

that constitute what may be called a person's level of resources, which

are important for the direction of move (up or down), and characteristics

such as age that will influence the likelihood of moving at all.

At least the major notions in this conceptualization of mobility

seem to be agreed on by most who have worked in the field. The

conceptualization can be further specified and elaborated, and a number
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the results of an analysis of the relation between education and

mobility becomes very difficult to interpret and may easily lead to

erroneous inferences concerning the :(.illpqrt!alic~ of education.

These points have been clearly demon~trated in B1au and Duncan (1967)

the major reference for the solution to the problem: status attainment

research. Rather than focussing on mobil~ty as the dependent variable,

the dependent variable in status attainmelit research becomes simply

the status obtained by sons. F~ther's sta~Qs becomes one of several

i.ndependent variables and the overall concern becomes one of trying to

establish the influence of individual characteristics, in particular

trying tq establish the influence of these characteristics on mobility.

EdQcation is partly determined by a person's background, and at

the same time assumed of great importance for the occupational status

he obtains. The solution to this probleI!l lsthe use' of recursive

models (in this case path models) that specify the interrelationship

between the various variables using a set of simultaneous equations.

There are important differences in the conceptions of the process.

In moqility research, father's status represents the point of origin

of the move, and the direction and distance of move is conceived to be

'influenced by structural characteristics of this origin, such as the

availability of jobs in the father's 9ccupational group. In status

attainment research father's status is conceived of as an individual

characteristic with an effect that is interpreted to reflect psycho­

logical characteristics of sons that are indirectlY measured py father's

status, such as aspirations, abilities, and motivations. The basic

question ip. attainment research is hmq do occl,l'pational resources get

transmitted from one generation to another. In mobility research the

basic question is how much mobility is generated by structural, and

how much by individual factors.

- ---~----~._- ----._------- -----------
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The conception of status attainment research overcame the

difficulties created by using mobility as a dependent variable and

opened up a new and very productive line of research. However, this

was obtained at a price--- a neglect of structural variations in

mobility and therefore also in the status a person obtains, for clearly

a person's status depends not only on who he is but also on how many

places are available in different social strata. Only if we are willing

to make the assumption, to be discussed further in the next section,

that the occupational structure is determined completely by the family

background and education of the population, will this not be the case.

This neglect of structural sources of variation in the occupational

achievement process has imoortant consequences if status attainment

research is used to answer questions about the achievement process that

goes outside the problem status attainment research originally posed--­

how occupational resources get transmitted from one generation to the

next.

Occupational Structure and Status Attainment

The occupational structure may influence the status attainment

process in two ways. First, the distribution of occupations in terms

of status (and income) forms the dependent variable for an analysis

of this process. This poses the problem as to whether the structure

of inequality created by the occupational structure should be see~ as

a consequence of the distribution of the personal resources that form

the independent variables in status attainment analysis, or whether it

should be seen as (at least partly) determined by variables exogenous

to the status attainment processes. If the structure of inequalitv is

exogenously determined, then it follows that the mechanisms for access

to jobs and the opportunity structure associated ~vith an occupational
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structure will determine the process through which status is achieved,

more specifically, the effect parameters we obtain for measures of

personal resources. The impact of the occupational structure on the

process is the second way in which the occupational structure is relevant

for the status attainment process.

The first problem boils down to a question of whether among the

independent variables treated in status attainment research, the distribution

of education should be seen as determining the structure of inequality

or not. Differences in family background clearly are a consequence of

the structure of inequality, and therefore could not be a fundamental

cause of inequality. On both theoretical and empirical grounds one is

led to conclude the distribution of education cannot be the sole determinant

of the structure of inequality. Although theories of inequality are

widely disagreed upon and conflicting, none of the major schools of

thought--so-cRlled conflict or power theories of inequality (~1arx;

Dahrendorf, 1959; Lenski, 1966) and the functional theories (Davis and

Moore, 1945; Parsons, 1940)--lend support to a contention "that person~l

resources, in particular education, exclusively determine inequality.3

Systematic empirical research on the relation between the distribution

of education and the occupational structure is scarce, but it seems safe

to assert that the two quantities may vary quite independently of each

other across different societies and over time, and that the direction

of causality is complex, but certainly not uni-directional with the

distribution of education causing the occupational structure and the

degree of inequality. The distribution of education has changed markedly

in the American population in this century and so has the occupational

structure, but there is no evidence that major shifts in the occupational
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structure are caused by changes in the educational distribution,

although some minor adjustments may have been, as argued by

Treiman (1970).

All this supports Jencks et. al.' s conclusion that equalizing

opportunities does not equalize positions. Their conclusion is, however,

not drawn from the kind of macro-sociological considerations mentioned

above. They draw their conclusion from the magnitude of the variances

explained in the status attainment models, which ultimately become a

question of whether a R
2

of a given size (say 40) is "large" or "small".

But if it is true that the structure of inequality is not explained by the

distribution of education and other personal resources, then these

quantities are quite irrelevant evidence for their conclusion. The amount

of variance can be anywhere from 0 to 100 percent and the amount of inequality

could be the same. The amount of variance explained reflects the importance

of the variables entering the status attainment model for the allocation

of persons to unequal positions, not the efficacy of these variables

in changing the inequality of positions.

This does not mean that analysis of the allocation process is

irrelevant to all questions of inequality. If our concern is the unequal

position of a certain population group (sayan ethnic minority) relative

to the population as a whole, then analysis of the allocation process will

be highly relevant. The problem for such analysis is not why inequality

exists to begin with, but why a certain group of persons are distributed

in a certain way along one of the major dimensions of inequality. Such a

distribution is the outcome of the process by which persons are allocated

to unequal positions, and an understanding of this outcome must be

derived from an analysis of the process. Status attainment research as
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it traditionally has been carried out only gives a partial picture of the

process. The exclusive concern with the effect of background characteristics

and education on the level of status (or income) achieved ignores other

sources of variation in status and income, and it does not provide us with

an understanding of why and how the parameters of the models will vary'

among different subgroups of the population or vary over time.

Knowledge of other variables that affect attainment of status and

lncome, and knowledge about how the magnitude of the effect of independent

variables is determined is needed not only for academic reasons, but also

because the formulation of policy could be strongly influenced by such

knowledge. It may not help us in our understanding of the fundamental sources

of inequality to know that education explains a certain amount of variance

in status at a point in time, but it could be very important to know

how and why this effect of education varies between groups and over time,

because such knowledge is what we need to formulate a policy about the use

of education in changing the distribution of subgroups in the occupational

structure.

By determining the availability of unequal positions, the occupational

structure obviously has a major role in determining how personal

characteristics are converted into status and income. In turn, this

conversion process is what determines the observed effect of personal

characteristics on status and income. A more comprehensive picture of the

process of allocation of persons to unequal positions than the one provided

by the' status attainment models therefore must specify the interplay

between individual and structural characteristics in producing occupational

status.

In sum, we argue that the structure of inequality is determined by

forces largely exogenous to the status attainment process, and analysis
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of this process therefore cannot give information on the fundamental

sources of inequality in social structure. But analysis of the process

by which persons are allocated to unequal positions is indeed crucial

for our understanding of the sources of differential'distribution of

population groups with respect to status and income and for the formulation

of policies regarding this distribution. Research on status attainment,

as it traditionally has been carried out,only gives a limited picture

of this process, and a more comprehensive picture, that not only will

tell which variables are important, but how the effect of variables is

determined, is needed to specify the interplay between structural and

individual characteristics in producing occupational achievement, since

it is this interplay that results in the observed effect of an individual

attribute, say education, on a person's status. An outline of how this

may be done is given in the next section.

Attainment and Opportunity

The allocation of persons to unequal positions in society is a

process that is going on for a major part of a person's working life.

The status (and income) of a person may show considerable variation

over time. It is the study of this variation rather than the study

of the level of status at a point in time that will enable us to form

a more comprehensive model of the allocation process. As we shall

demonstrate in this section, a variation over time in status may be

attributed to an interplay between structural and individual characteristics,

for it reflects a person's mobility between status levels in the occupational

structure. Through direct study of this variation we may identify the

role played by structural and individual characteristics in determining

the status of a person and, in turn, evaluate the consequences of this

_._-~~-,-_.•. ~- -- ----~-- ---~------._--~------_._-~-_._----------~-- -----._-_._--_._--_ ...~-~ _. _.._----~-_ ..__._-----------------_._---_.__._-
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process, for example, for the observed relation between education and

status. A study of only the outcome of the process, that is the level

of status at a point in time, will not give sufficient information for

such a determination.

Mobility is generated by structural forces when jobs get eliminated

or people vacate jobs that, in turn, must be filled. Such mobility may

produce change in the status of a person that will result in a change

in the relation between a person's status and the occupational resources

(education, ability, background) that he possesses. A person with low

education may, for example, obtain a high status job if no one else is

available to fill a vacant high ~tatus job.Or~ a highly educated person

may be forced to take a low status job is no other job is available. If

there is systematic variation in such occurrences over time or between

places, we will find a corresponding systematic variation in the relation

between personal characteristics and status attained, a variation produced

by structural characteristics.

Mobility may be generated also by change in an individual's occupational

resources. Through training and experience a person may become qualified

for a higher level job than he currently has and move to this better job

if one is available. Such a move, since it is caused by a change in an

individual's level of resources, obviously need not change the observed

relation between the individual attributes that constitute a person's

resources and his occupational status if we have a sufficiently comprehensive

and accurate measure of these resources at any point in time. If we do

not have such a measure and instead rely on, for example, the traditional

status attainment variab1es--education and measures of family background-­

the observed relation between such variables and status is likely to

change, however. We shall return to this problem in the sequel, but

----------- ---_. ---- -- ---------
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mainly concentrate on the situation where mobility is structurally generated

in presenting our argument.

We need to specify these ideas further in order to outline their

consequences more clearly. This can be done by focussing on mechanisms

for job-shifts; for job-shifts clearly are necessary for producing

change in the major component of a person's status, that is, his

occupational prestige. We do believe that our analysis is equally valid

as an analysis of the process of income determination. However, it might

be argued that income from jobs may change without a corresponding job­

shift. This is certainly true with respect to changes due to inflation

and a secular trend in real wages. However, these two sources of change

are of little interest in the present context. Remaining major changes

in income for a person over time may reasonably be held to involve job­

shifts in most instances, and we therefore believe that the argument

to be presented below is also of importance for the analysis of income

attainment.

Consider then a person with a set of attributes that" are important

for his value in the job market. These are characteristics such as his

motivation, ability, education, training, and experience acquired in

earlier jobs. These characteristics may be mea~ured directly or indirectly

by characteristics of his family background assumed to correlate with the

relevant socio-psychologica1 attributes. They constitute what we thus

far have called a person's occupational resources •

We shall make the simplifying assumption that persons maximize their

income and status. Obviously there are other characteristics of jobs

that persons seek out, such as job-security, cleanliness, interesting

work, etc., and it is an interesting problem how these various characteristics

are balanced out in the actual job-searches people undertake. A discussion

of these trade-offs would fall outside the scope of the present paper,
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however, and introduction of characteristics other than status and income

in the analysis would just complicate the argument without altering its

main thrust.

Consider now a person who after completion of schooling obtains

a first job. We shall not analyze the process through which this first

job is obtained in detail here, but only note that this first job will

result in an initial relation between the status and income of a person

and his background, education, and other resources. This relation will

be a function of such variables as the availability of jobs at different

occupational levels, the nature of information persons have on openings,

and the preferences employers have for various personal attributes.

The relation between the status and income of a job and the attributes

of the person result in the parameters of effect estimated in status

attainment models. We shall often in the sequel refer to these parameters

of effect of resource variables (as estimated in regression analysis)

as measures of the returns persons obtain on their occupational resources,

for they will give the increase in status and income produced by a units

increase in measures of resources (family background, education, etc.).

A resource variable with a high effect on status and income will in this

sense be said to yield a high return, and the overall return on measures

of personal resources will refer to their combined explanatory power

for status and income, as measured, for example, by the amount of variance

explained.

If everyone kept their first job until retirement the parameters of

effect of resource variables or the occupational returns on resources will

remain constant over time. But no one keeps their first job forever in

industrial society, so our problem is how subsequent job-changes affect

the relation between occupational achievement and a person's occupational
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resources, for it is the outcome of this process of job-changes that

will determine what will be the overall effect of education and family

background on status and income.

A person would keep his first job forever if there were no

possibilities for an additional gain in status and income (under the

assumption that persons are indeed maximizing their occupational achievement)

and if the job was not eliminated in response to the employment situation.

If there are opportunities for gain, then a person should leave his job

when a better job becomes available. Alternatively he may be forced to

leave if he is laid off or the activity that he is engaged in otherwise

is eliminated. Both conditions are governed by the general level of

employment and the distribution of job-opportunities. More specifically,

the relation between vacant jobs and persons demanding these jobs will

determine the availability of jobs in job-categories outside the one an

individual is in, and the pressure to leave the job within the ,category

he currently is in. The fewer vacant jobs there are in a job-category,

~elative to the number of persons demanding these jobs, the greater

the likelihood that a person may have to leave a job in that category

involuntarily. The larger the number of vacancies relative to individuals

demanding them in jobs with higher status and income, the greater the

likelihood that a better job will be available, and a voluntary shift

will ensue. We shall assume that job-opportunities as given by the

relation between vacancies and people demanding them is negatively

related to the status and income of jobs, but over and above this

relationship there will be a variation at each job level in the number

of opportunities in response to the general employment situation.

The structural characteristics described above will determine

how long the first job will be kept and under which circumstances this

i
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(and any subsequent) job will be left. In order to specify the consequences

of the job-shift for the relation between a person's occupational resources

and his occupational achievement, we shall analyze the various outcomes

of the shift in more detai1.
4

Consider first a voluntary job-shift. This should only occur if

a better job becomes available, and should result in a gain in status

and/or income. The magnitude of this gain will depend on several factors.

First, the higher the person's level of resources, the larger a gain he

should be able to realize.~ other things equal. Second, the higher the

status and income already achieved, the smaller the gain. This follows

from the diatribution of vacancies in relation to people demanding them

according to job level which will be negative so that high status jobs

are less available than low status jobs. Third, the overall level of

employment will interRct 1Vith both the positive effect of resources

on the gain and the negative effect of the status already obtained

on the gain. The more onportunities there are overall, the smaller

the ceiling effect of the distribution of joh-opportunities with

status on the gain, and therefore the smaller ~vill be the negative

effect of the status already ohtained on the gain. Similarly the

more opportunities for job-shift there are overall, the greater the

likelihood that a person will be ah1e to maximize the occupational

return on his resources, and hence the greater the positive effect

of his resources on the gain. The overall level of job-opportunities

may be seen to determine a person's control over his mobility situation

so that the more opportunities there are the greater control a person

has. This level of control in turn determines how strongly a person

is dependent on the skew distribution of available jobs, and how

successful he will be in his search for jobs that will increase his

return on occupational resources.

~- -------------~---~-----------~-
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After the first job people move from job to job in succession.

If the opportunity structure is such that job-shifts are voluntary

then a person's status and income should increase over time with a

rate -of increase dependent both on his level of resources and on the

overall level of opportunities.- -It will depend on a person's level

of resour'ces because every gain in a job-shift, if shifts are voluntary,

will be correlated with his resources. It will depend on the opportunity

structure because the more opportunities for shift there are, the further

up the occupational ladder a person will be able to go and the more

strongly will a person's resources influence the gains realized in job-

shift. The increase in the level of achievement will not go on forever,

even if persons have a high degree of control over their mobility situation,

because there will always come a point where the negative effect on the

gain of the status and income already obtained will outweigh the positive

effect of resources on the gain. The closer a person comes to this

equilibrium level of achievement the more unlikely it is that a better

job is available, given his resources, and hence the longer a person

will have to wait in between job-shifts. The approach to this equilibrium

level 'will therefore be gradual, and the career line look like Figure la.

Involuntary job-shifts, of course, mean that persons have little or

no control over their mobility situation, for if they had some degree

of control they should have left for a better job if such were available

and the fact that they did get laid off will therefore result in no gain

and likely a loss in occupational achievement. A loss will not only

mean a lower status and income, but also a decrease in return on occupational

resources, for a person will be forced to take whatever job is available

and therefore cannot maximize the return on his resources. Hence a

succession of involuntary job-shifts is likely not only to produce a



occupational
achievement

Figure 1

(a)

'<

r (b)

L. age

(a) Hypothetical occupational career in a labor-market that permits
voluntary job-shifts.

(b) Hypothetical occupational career in efficient labor-market.
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low level of status and income, but also to produce a low degree of

association between a person's level of resources and his occupational

achievement. Because" a person will be completely dependent on the job

opportunities that prevail when the lay-off occurs, his personal

qualifications will matter less for the job he obtains.

An important special case is the one where the opportunity structure

is such that no 1ay-offs occur but opportunities for better jobs are not,

available either. In that, case we may expect, as mentioned before, that"

the first job will be kept forever and the occupational return on personal

resources will remain constant over time. This situation corresponds to

the one economists assume when they assume a completely efficient labor

market--(see Figure lb.) everybody has the best possible job given their

level of resources. In that situation gains in achievement 'can only

occur through increases in a person's level of resources, increases that

reflect :additiona1 investments in human capital and a rather extensive

literature exists on such investments (see for example, Becker, 1964;

Mincer, 1970). It is an implicit assumption in the argument presented

above that occupational resources are constant over time, but that the

opportunity structure does not correspond to the efficient labor market

model. Thus our assumptions and the ones made by Human Capital Theory

are exactly opposite. Reality has elements of both, that is, persons

do get laid off or obtain better jobs, because such jobs become

available without the corresponding job-shift;necessari1y being preceded

by an'increase in qualifications; but obviously there are also situations

where people do undertake additional training after entry into the labor

force and increase their status and income correspondingly.
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The impaGt of the opportunity structure on job-shifts changes the

relation between personal resources and'occupational achievement in

the way argued above. Human Capital Theory' does not necessarily lead

to the same conclusio~, since every gain is preceded by an increase in

level of resources. However, if we only measure personal resources by

a person's education and family background, the observed relation'

between these variables and achievement behavior according to Becker

(1964) wi~l be correlated with ability, presumably indexed by education

and family background. Persons with high education and favorable family

background will be more likely to increase their occupational resources

than persons with less education and more unfavorable background, increasing

the observed effect of education and background on achievement over time.

One of our main conclusions regarding the variation over time in the

effect of ed~cation and background on occupational achievement, to be

discussed below, therefore, could be derived from either argument. Our

second major conclusion regarding the effect of the overall opportunity

structure in observed effect parameters cannot be derived from Human

Capital Theory, but does not necessarily contradict this theory' either,

if the assumption of efficient labor markets is relaxed. (See S~rensen,

1973 for further discussion.)

Empirical evidence has been obtained for the above assertions from

analysis of life-history data (S~rensen, 1972, 1973) that give job

histories of individuals over extended periods of time. It can be

demonstrated with these data that the outcome of job-shifts are indeed

deter~ned by the status and income already obtained and a person's

level of resources as measured by education and family background.

Furthermore, the opportunity structure interacts with the effect of

status and resources in the way argued above, that is, the more

opportunities for job-shift there are, the higher the impact of resources

--_.._-------
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on gains and the lower the negative impact of status already obtained.

This'resu1t has been shown in two ways. Persons' subjective sense

of control over their mobility situation derived from statements on

whether they left their jobs voluntarily or not had the predicted

impact both on the magnitude of the gain and on the effect of resources

on the gain. Also, the association between resource variables and the

outcome of the job-shift was shown to vary with the employment levels

in different industries, as predicted above. Thus the higher the

employment level the higher the effect of education and family back­

ground on the outcome of the job-shift, presumah1y because the more

control persons have over their mobility situation, the better they

are able to maximize the return on their resources. Finally it can

be demonstrated that on the sample studied most joh-shifts are vol­

untary and therefore, as a consequence of the above described mechanisms,

the returns on resource variables increase with job-number and age.

Two important conclusions follow from the theory of the impact of the

occupa~iona1 structure on the occupational achievement process outlined

above. First, the relation between a person's resources and his occupational

achievement will vary over time (age) as a function of the job-shifts he

is engaged in or is forced to undertake. The impact of the opportunity

structure is not random; for if the resultant job-shifts are mostly

voluntary, we will observe a systematic increase over age not only in

the level of achievement, but also in the magnitude of effect of education

and measures of family background on achievement. Second, for persons in

the same stage of their career there will be systematic variations in

the association between their personal characteristics and the status

and income they obtain, as a function of the distribution of opportunities
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and the overall level of employment:. Persons for which many job­

openings are available will be better able to control their mobility

situation and realize a higher return on their resources. Persons for

whom few openings are available and who often are laid off will

engage in fewer voluntary shifts and must depend on available (often

. lower level) jobs that cannot be expected to yield a~ximum return on

their resources.

The consequences of these two conclusions for the type of inferences

that may be made from status attainment research on the sources of

inequality between persons shall be discussed in the next section.

Discussion

Status attainment research takes as the dependent variable the level

of occupational achievement at the point in time at which respondents

are interviewed. The Blau and Duncan (1967) study uses cross-sectional

data with a wide age variation among responden~s. The Wisconsin studies

(e.g., Sewell, Haller and Ohlendorf, 1970) do analyze a cohort but have

taken the level of achievement only at one point in time as the dependent

variable so far, although their data obviously eventually will permit

analysis of changes in achievement, the most appropriate analysis according

to the argument presented above. What inferences do research on the

allocation process with these properties permit us to make regarding

the process?

There is nothing in our argument that precludes the comparison of

relative effects of several resource variables for occupational status

and income. Our argument deals with the impact of the opportunity structure

on the overall return to persons' resources, not with the assessment of

the relative impact of say education and family background for occupational

achievement. Comparisons of relative effects of personal characteristics
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is precisely the objective for most status attainment research and we

therefore do not have any objections, based on our theory of the

allocation process, against this research in light of its objective.

However, when status attainment research is used for other objectives

our argument becomes relevant.

We have argued that the occupational returns on personal

resources will vary with age as a function of the job-shifts a person

undertakes. Furthermore, if most job-shifts are voluntary, as they

seem to be, the returns will increase with age. The use of cross­

sectional data or the use of only status at one point in time as the

dependent variable clearly therefore cannot give an accurate picture

of the overall effect of personal resources on occupational achievement,

for the observed 'effect will be some average over all ages represented

in the sample or (in the Wisconsin studies) it will only be the effect

at one (young) age. Clearly, therefore, it is inappropriate

to draw strong inferences as Jencks and others (1972) do from the magnitude

of the aboslute effects. When most job-shifts are voluntary, cross-sectional

data will underestimate the absolute effect of a variable like education,

since the presence of younger respondents will tend to depress observed

effects relative to what they would have been had they been assessed

with over-time data. Estimates of the amount of variance explained by

education not only cannot be used to make inferences on the sources of

inequality as such, as we argued earlier; but also when these estimates

are based on data with only one observation on occupational achievement

for each individual, they fail to give an accurate picture of the

importance of education for the allocation process. Accurate estimates

of the importance of education for the allocation process can only be

obtained by studying the process directly, and that demands the use of

over-time data.



23

Blau and Duncan (1967) are well aware of the difficulties presented

by cross-sectional data and they therefore carry out estimation of their

model in several age groups, estimates that Jencks and others choose to

ignore. However, this attempt to construct synthetic cohorts is confronted

with other difficulties that follow from our argument. Different age

groups have had their careers in different historical periods and most

likely in different opportunity structures. There is no way of separating

the age or career effect from the effect of different opportunity structures.

It would demand a comparison of individuals of the same stage of their

careers in different opportunity structures and a comparison of individuals

at different career stages in the same opportunity structure. Trends in

the observed absolute effect of education based on synthetic cohorts

are therefore extremely difficult to interpret. Such trends may be due

to changes in the opportunity structure, to age differences, and to

changes in the relative importance of education among the variables that

constitute a person's occupational resources.

We argued that for the purpose of explaining differential distributions

of population groups studies of the allocation process are appropriate.

The shortcomings of status attainment research as a model of the allocation

process for this purpose again resides in the failure of this research to

explicitly take into account the impact of the structure of opportunities

on the returns persons obtain on their resources. Differential distribution

of two population groups, say Blacks and Whites, may be due to differences

in levels of resources and to differences in opportunity structure caused

by discrimination. Differences in achievement levels due to a difference

in opportunity structure may be inferred from differences in the return

to occupational resources between the two groups, and analyses attempting

to separate out this component have been carried out by several researchers

------------------
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(for example, Siegel, 1965; Duncan, 1968). Because, however, there is

no explicit model for how the opportunity structure affects returns on

resources in status attainment research, these attempts lead to

inconclusive findings. A difference in the effect of education on status

between Blacks and Whites may be due to either a difference in the quality

of education for these two groups or to a difference in the amount of

control the two groups have over their mobility situation and in turn

in their opportunities for maximizing their return on education. Status

attainment research cannot separate out the two sources of difference in

returns to education, for only by studying changes in status and income

will this be possible. But it is important to do so, for the two sources

of difference in returns point to two very different instruments of policy.

If the problem lies mainly in the quality of education Blacks receive,

then concentration on improving the quality of education is a~propriate;

if the problem lies primarily in the differential opportunity structure

then labor-force intervention is called for.

In conclusion, direct study of the allocation process based on over­

time data is called for if research on this process shall be of use for

other objectives than the ones status attainment research originally set

out to implement. An effect of a variable on another variable is commonly

interpreted to reflect the amount of change produced in the dependent

variable by a unit variation in the independent variable. The opportunity

structure in society in terms of status and income have been argued to be

determined by forces other than characteristics of individuals. This

means t~at the amount of change possible in status and income will be

constrained by variables that are exogenous to ~he indiv.idua1 characteristics

that form the independent variables in status attainment research. But

the observed effect of those variables ~s determined by the distribution

of opportunities and the overall level of employment. Only direct study
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of change in status and income for persons over time, therefore, can

enable us to analyze how the opportunity structure affects observed

relations between variables like education and family background on the

one hand, and the status and income persons obtain on the other.

- --._-- _.._----_ .._----- - - ---_._-- -' .._----------._-------,
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Notes

(1) See, for example, Blau and Duncan (1967); Duncan, Featherman and

"" Duncan (1972).

(2) See, for example, Sewell, Haller and Partes (1969); Sewell, Haller

and Ohlendorf (1970); Sewell and Shah (1968).

(3) In Davis and Moore's formulation inequality is created by the interplay

between the functional importance of positions and the scarcity of

talent in society. ~fuile a change in the distribution of education

presumably would change the distribution of talent, inequality would

still persist due to differences in functional importance of position.

(4) A mathematical formulation of the following ideas is given in

another paper (S¢rensen, 1974).

C,J ,J
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