
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

EXPLORATION OF THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN EDUCATION AND 

ECONOMIC INEQUALITY IN KOREA 

 

 

A DISSERTATION  

SUBMITTED TO THE FACULTY OF THE  

UNIVERSITY OF MINNESOTA  

BY 

 

Hyunjun Kim 

 

IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT OF THE REQUIREMENTS  

FOR THE DEGREE OF  

DOCTORATE OF PHILOSOPHY 

 

Dr. Nicola Alexander, Advisor 

 

July 2019 

 
 
  



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Copyright © 2019 Hyunjun Kim 
 
 
 
  



i 
 

 

Dedication 
 

I dedicate my dissertation to my wife, Hye Yoon Park who has believed in me and 

supported me every day with her love. I also dedicate this dissertation to my parents, who 

have made me think about Korean education systems critically and supported me 

throughout the process. 

I also dedicate this work to my committee members, Dr. David Chapman, Dr. 

Karen Seashore, Dr. Ernest Davenport Jr., and Dr. Nicola Alexander who have always 

encouraged me to write this dissertation from the very beginning of it. I give special 

thanks to my advisor, Dr. Nicola Alexander. With her inspirations and kind support, I 

was able to finish this journey. 

 
  



ii 
 

 

ABSTRACT 
 

Many politicians and policymakers have called upon the Korean education system 

to improve economic equality and social mobility by promoting equal educational 

opportunities for every student. However, the impact and source of inequality are 

different for different subsets of the population. Thus, it is necessary to analyze different 

subsets differently. The purpose of this paper is to understand the relationships among 

education, social mobility, and inequality in different subsets of the population over time 

in Korea. These relationships are essential to understand the capacity of education to 

improve economic equality and social mobility. The findings from this study can help to 

inform policymakers on how they can design education policy to enhance both income 

equality and social mobility. 

Four questions guide this study: (1) How, if at all, is education associated with 

economic inequality in Korea? (2) How, if at all, is education associated with social 

mobility in Korea? (3) How, if at all, are the generational cohorts different from each 

other in terms of the association between education and social mobility? And (4) How, if 

at all, is using the absolute measure of education on social mobility different from using 

the relative measure of education in the analysis of social mobility?  

I relied on the Korean Welfare Panel Study data 2007-2017 and employed various 

statistical techniques to estimate the relationships among key variables. I used the Origin-

Education-Destination (OED) framework for analyses, which is widely used by social 

mobility researchers. I calculated the inequality, inter-generational, and intra-generational 

social mobility for the total sample of the population in Korea. I measured inequality 

using a variety of inequality measures such as the Gini coefficient, Palma ratio, and 
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Wolfson index. I used structural equation modeling methods to estimate inter-

generational social mobility and ordinal logit regression methods to estimate intra-

generational social mobility. I analyzed the population sample and the five generational 

cohorts in Korea separately. I also used ordinal logit regression to conduct an intra-

generational social mobility analysis between 2007 and 2017. I ran similar but separate 

models for each of the five generational cohorts in Korea. I examined these constructs 

using both measures of wealth and income and compared these findings. Further, I 

analyzed the data using both absolute (status) values of education and relative values of 

education and explored if these different measures yielded different results. 

Five significant findings emerged. First, I found that there is no consistent 

relationship between economic equality and social mobility. Second, in inter-generational 

social mobility, education is a pathway to the reproduction of parents' socio-economic 

status. All models show there are no significant direct effects between origin and 

destination. This pattern emerged whether I used absolute or relative measures of 

education. Third, education was more closely associated with income mobility than 

wealth mobility. Fourth, the rate of return on capital was relatively low, and the source of 

wealth inequality was mainly tied to the unequal wealth distribution in real-estate assets, 

particularly buildings. Fifth, Korean economic inequality is located primarily between the 

median and the bottom 10 %. In sum, the relationships between education, social 

mobility, and inequality differ by social context. The role of education can be social 

equalizer only if certain conditions are met.  
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Chapter 1:  INTRODUCTION 

In late 1997, East Asia suffered a severe economic crisis, which had acute 

repercussions on economic equality and social mobility in South Korea (Lee & Rhee, 

2002). Researchers at the Statistics Korea, an official government agency, found that 

income inequality increased dramatically after 1997 (KOSIS, 2016). For example, the 

inequality represented by the Gini coefficient in 1997 was .264, it increased rapidly 

to .293 in 1998, and it steadily increased to .310 in the mid-2010s. Further, the ratio 

between the top 10 percent income level and the bottom 10 percent in 1997 was 6.95, 

right after the crisis in 1998, it was 9.24, and it remained higher than 9.00 in the decades 

afterward. Moreover, increased income inequality was accompanied by decreased social 

mobility. For example, according to Yeo (2016), for the younger generation, born 

between 1975 and 1995, who experienced the 1997 economic crisis before entering the 

job market, the income level of their parents was a significant predictor of their income in 

2015. By contrast, for older generations who were born before 1975, their parental 

income was less likely to predict their current income. This shows that social mobility 

also declined around the crisis. 

Researchers have established that education can play a role in enhancing both 

income equality and social mobility (Bukodi & Goldthorpe, 2016). The Encyclopedia 

Britannica (2017) defines social mobility as the “movement of individuals, families, or 

groups through a system of social hierarchy or stratification.” The direction of social 

mobility can be upward or downward. However, in the decades following the 1997 

economic crisis, the Korean education system was no longer seen as a vehicle for 

equalizing incomes or promoting upward social mobility (Yoe, 2015). There are two key 
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reasons for this perception. First, family incomes influenced the level of spending on 

‘Hagwon,’ private after-school programs used to enhance achievement among Korean 

students (Yang, J.H., 2013). Students from families in the top ten percent of household 

income spent 23 times more money on ‘Hagwon’ than students from families in the 

bottom ten percent (Korean MOE, 2015). This difference in access was associated with 

opportunity gaps both in post-secondary educational pursuits and job prospects. Second, 

in 2000, low-income freshmen were almost 16 times less likely to attend Seoul National 

University, the most prestigious university in Korea, than their high-income peers (Kim, 

Y., 2011). Since Korea has placed a great deal of emphasis on credentials and favors 

more prestigious schools, attending schools with higher rankings is related to the 

potential to earn higher incomes and to achieve higher job status after graduation (Kim, 

J.Y, & Kim, S.T., 2013). 

Many politicians and policymakers have called upon the Korean education system 

to improve income equality and social mobility by promoting equal educational 

opportunities for every student. In response, Korean policymakers have sought to reform 

the educational system through a variety of policies aimed at equalization efforts. 

Education researchers who helped to shape these education policies often focused on 

within-education system changes rather than considering the relationship among factors 

within and outside of the education system (Chung, 2004; KSPE, 2015; Park, J.H., 2006). 

The purpose of this paper is to understand the relationships between education, social 

mobility, and inequality in the changing context, outside of education system, so the 

policymakers can develop policies that are more context relevant through a 

comprehensive review of the literature and analyzing empirical data. It is important to 
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understand the sources and the location of inequality to address the problem precisely so 

the policymakers can develop adequate policies to tackle the inequality problems. While 

much of the older research on inequality and social mobility analyze total population 

within certain time frames, more recent research analyzes the differences between 

different cohorts or different periods (Bukodi & Goldthorpe, 2016). There are subgroups 

within the population that have vast differences between them. To better address the 

inequality issues for different subgroups in the population, it is necessary to acknowledge 

the differences between the subgroups in the relationships between education, social 

mobility, and inequality. Thus, to analyze the role of education in a society and to 

advance equity, policymakers not only should consider factors within education but also 

broader societal factors, such as the demand for skilled labor, industrial developmental 

levels, globalization, and the labor share of GDP. 

The remainder of this thesis is organized in five additional chapters. Chapter 2 

reviews prior research on the relationship between education and economic inequality 

and address research questions based on the literature. Section one of Chapter 2 examines 

the research on economic inequality. It highlights the definitions and measures of this 

concept and includes a rich description of economic inequality in Korea. Section two of 

the same chapter discusses the research on the underlying causes of economic inequality, 

pointing out how scholars perceive the relationship between education and inequality. It 

includes an application of these theoretical explanations to the Korean context. Section 

three of Chapter 2 discusses and critiques the two major policy approaches to tackling 

income inequality that emerged from the literature. Section four summarizes Korean 

history of politics, economics, and education system to understand the generations that 
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are targeted groups of this research. Section five proposes research questions to 

understand the relationship between the education system and the economic inequality in 

Korea.  

Chapter 3 presents the data and data analysis methods to answer the research 

questions. Section one of Chapter 3 describes the data on which this research relies and 

explains how key variables were constructed. Section two of Chapter 3 describes the data 

analysis methods used to examine the relationship between education and economic 

inequality. This section presents plans for four analytical methods: descriptive statistics 

using various inequality measures, structural equation modeling methods to estimate 

inter-generational social mobility, ordinal logit regression methods to estimate intra-

generational social mobility and the income and wealth change analysis by generational 

economic strata between origin and destination.  

Chapter 4 shows the results of descriptive analyses and inequality analysis. 

Chapter 5 presents the results of inter-generational social mobility and intra-generational 

social mobility. Chapter 6 concludes with a summary of the results and policy 

recommendations from the interpretations of the results.  
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Chapter 2:  LITERATURE REVIEW 

ECONOMIC INEQUALITY 

Definitions of Inequality 

The Merriam-Webster online dictionary (2017) defined inequality as “the quality 

of being unequal or uneven” or an “instance of being unequal.” In social science research, 

this definition encompasses complex understandings of what it means to be unequal. 

Whenever a certain value is scarce in society, there is often an instance of inequality of 

distribution of that value. For example, there has been inequality in the distribution of 

educational opportunity and achievements, income, wealth, and consumption among 

different gender, race, ethnicity, and social status groups (Berkowitz, Moore, Astor, & 

Benbenishty, 2017; Kearney, M. S., & Levine, 2016). Scholars offer various 

measurements of this construct, but interpreting those measures must be grounded in 

one’s understanding of what it means to be equal.  

There is a difference between equality and equity, though these terms have often 

been used interchangeably by the general public. Equality does not automatically 

consider the situation of recipients, while equity considers the situation of the recipients. 

Horizontal equity, one of the many dimensions of equity, is treating equally situated 

entities equally; vertical equity, another type of equity, is treating differently situated 

entities differently (Alexander, 2012; Odden & Picus, 2013). For instance, in terms of 

school finance, when the unit of distribution is the student, horizontal equity can be about 

distributing the same amount of funds per pupil, assuming the students are equally 

situated. Vertical equity is about distributing different amount of funds per pupil for 
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students with different needs, for example, students with a disability, English language 

learners, and students from low-income families. 

Nevertheless, it is not easy to establish common values to judge whether a 

resource distribution is just or not (Deutsch, 1975). Equity can be measured by various 

types of definitions about the equal situation according to a person’s or a society’s value 

system. By contrast, equality describes a resource distribution disparity without 

considering the definition of equal contexts. As a result, exploring a disparity of resource 

distribution using inequality would be the first step for discussing inequity. The following 

discussion explores the theorized conceptualization of inequality. 

Inequality of Opportunity vs. Inequality of Outcomes 

There are two types of inequality: inequality of opportunity and inequality of 

outcomes. Inequality of opportunity often refers to the distribution of educational access; 

inequality of outcomes refers to gaps in educational achievement, the uneven distribution 

of income, wealth, and consumption (Atkinson, 2015). Scholars are divided into two 

groups according to their criteria of fairness. The first group of scholars would argue that 

if there is an equal opportunity (e.g., equal access to education), inequality of outcomes 

(e.g., unequal educational achievement or unequal income) is acceptable and fair. They 

would say that inequality of outcomes is a necessary evil for efficiency (Mankiw, 2013; 

Okun, 2015). Based on their findings from laboratory studies, Starmans, Sheskin, and 

Bloom (2017) argue that the general public prefers fair inequality than unfair equality 

(Arsenio, Preziosi, Silberstein, & Hamburger, 2013; Xiao & Bicchieri, 2010). That is, 

fairness is equated with equal opportunity and is considered to be more important than 

the equality of outcomes. 
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The second group of scholars takes a different approach. Atkinson (2016), for 

example, argues that inequality of outcomes is still crucial because 1) the severe 

consequences of inequality of outcomes often are not morally acceptable; 2) the outcome 

structure for winners of a competition is usually determined by those who have more 

power; and 3) inequality of outcomes leads to inequality of opportunity for the next 

generation. Many economists would agree that the current extreme level of inequality 

around the world is intolerable and causes a decrease in economic efficiency (Stiglitz, 

2012). Acquiring equality of outcomes has now become a national, even a worldwide, 

concern among some economists (Dabla-Norris, Tsounta, Ricka, Keeley, 2015; Kochhar, 

and Suphaphiphat, 2015). 

Types of Economic Inequality 

There are different types of economic inequality that many economists commonly 

use: income inequality, wealth inequality, and consumption inequality. Income inequality 

is the most frequently used index for understanding economic inequality because income 

data is more accessible than wealth and consumption data (Frank & Cook, 1995; Piketty, 

2014). In general, income consists of two sources: wage income and capital income. 

Wage income is the earnings from labor, and capital income is the earnings from 

investments into financial assets, including stocks, bonds, and real estate. Therefore, there 

are two types of income inequality by sources of income: wage inequality and capital 

income inequality. To have a better understanding of the mechanisms of income 

inequality, it is necessary to analyze the two different sources of income. 

Recently, inequality researchers started to emphasize the importance of wealth 

inequality (Piketty, 2014; Rowley, Tollison, Tullock, 1988; Ryan-Collins, Lloyd, & 
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Macfarlane, 2017). By using historical data, Piketty showed that wealth distribution is 

more unequal than income inequality. He also demonstrated that the rate of return to 

wealth is greater than the economic growth rate. Ryan-Collins, Lloyd, and Macfarlane 

showed empirical evidence that the financialization of real-estate wealth, especially land, 

was associated with the wide gaps in wealth, and income inequality. Thus, to fully 

understand economic inequality, it is necessary to examine the inequality of wealth in 

addition to inequality of income. 

Measuring Economic Inequality 

Researchers who study inequality often explore inequality using four different 

measures of distribution: the Gini-coefficient, gap, concentration, and bi-polarization 

(Shin, 2003). First, inequality is measured by assessing the Gini coefficient for the entire 

distribution of resources (e.g., income) where zero represents perfect equality, and one 

represents perfect inequality. The Gini coefficient is popular because it is easy to 

understand, shows the overall inequality in one measure, and is comparable to other 

economies. Using the Gini coefficient as a measure of inequality, however, has 

limitations because the statistic is not sensitive to both extremes, the richest and the 

poorest, and people might experience different levels of inequality even with the same 

Gini coefficient depending on the shape of the distribution.  

Second, gap analysis is used for assessing the differences in income or relative 

percentages between two different groups. For example, the income quintile share ratio, 

S80/S20, represents the amount of income ratio of the highest 20% income group to the 

lowest 20% income group. It allows us to analyze the distributions taking into account 

the two extremes. One of the recent gap analysis measures is the Palma ratio (S90/S40). 
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The Palma ratio compares the top 10% income group share to the bottom 40% share of 

total income. Palma (2016) argues that, based on his observation, the middle 50% share 

of total income is about 50% of the population income total, and it is stable across other 

economies. He argues that the income gap between the top 10% and the bottom 40% of 

the population income total is relatively unstable and is needed to be monitored by 

researchers. In addition to those gap analyses, P90/P50 and P50/P10 allow us to see 

whether the inequality is more severe in between upper-income groups or in between 

lower income groups. P90/P50 is calculated by dividing the income of top 10% line by 

the median income. P50/P10 is calculated by dividing the median income by the income 

of the bottom 10% line. When P90/P50 is higher than P50/P10, then we can say that there 

is more severe inequality between the upper-income groups than between the lower 

income groups. 

Third, income concentration focuses on the relative portion of income held by a 

specific income group such as the top 1% or 5%, in the total population income. In a 

society where income and property are concentrated in a small number of groups, this 

indicator provides more useful information than other indicators such as the Gini 

coefficient. While the Gini coefficient is not very responsive to the changes at the two 

tails of the income distribution, the concentration ratio can address the extreme income 

concentrations of the top distributions of income. In the US, according to the 

International Monetary Fund (IMF), the average income level in the top 10% represents 

47.8% of total income (Dabla-Norris, Tsounta, Ricka, Kochhar, & Suphaphiphat, 2016). 

Fourth, bi-polarization measures how much the middle-income group shrinks and 

how much the upper-income group and the lower income group have expanded. Popular 
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measures of bipolarization are Wolfson index (1994) and Esteband-Ray index (1999). For 

example, Wolfson (1994) examined the disappearing Canadian middle class using the 

Wolfson index, which measures the area between the Lorenz curve and median tangent 

line. The formula of Wolfson index is as follows. 

 

Wolfson calculated that the bipolarization of Canada household income in 1967 was 33.8, 

and in 1991, it was 41.7 (Using the Wolfson index, 0 means perfectly equal society and 1 

means perfectly bi-polarized society). 

SOCIAL MOBILITY THROUGH EDUCATION 

Upward Social Mobility 

The Encyclopedia Britannica (2017) defines social mobility as the “movement of 

individuals, families, or groups through a system of social hierarchy or stratification.” 

The direction of social mobility can be upward or downward. Researchers are typically 

more interested in upward social mobility, which is measured by how many individuals 

from low-social status achieve high-social status in a given population (Shin, G.Y., 

2003). Social mobility researchers share a common framework, the Origin-Education-

Destination (OED) triangle framework that shows how much social mobility there is in a 

given period (Devine & Li, 2013). The OED triangle consists of three vertices: origin 

(parental), education, and destination. When we assume that the potential ability is 

distributed randomly across the population and when meritocracy works well, then the 

relationship between origin and destination would be weakened, and the correlation 

between education and destination would increase. 
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There are mixed results of the effect of education on upward social mobility in 

Korea, but most of the social mobility research in Korea used absolute measures of 

education. (Lee, J.Y., 2015). In general, before 2000, children’s education was a strong 

predictor of children’s income and occupational status (Kim, Y.H. & Kim, B.K., 1999; 

Shin, G.Y., 1994). Yeo (2007) also found generational differences in social mobility 

through education. They analyzed the Korea Welfare Panel Survey data (first wave) data 

and showed that different cohorts have significantly different social mobility. Yeo (2016) 

demonstrated that three different cohorts showed different social mobility patterns. 

People in the first cohort were born between 1940 and 1959. Their education level was 

the only predictor that significantly predicted their current income level. People in the 

second cohort were born between 1960 and 1974. For the second cohort, their parental 

education level and their education level were the strongest predictors of their current 

income level. People in the third cohort were born between 1975 and 1995. For the third 

group, in addition to their parental education level, their parental income level also was a 

strong and significant predictor of students’ current income level while children’s 

education level was not. According to this result, income inequality in South Korea 

increased after the 2000s, and social mobility through education declined relative to 

previous generations. 

Positional vs. Absolute Measure of Education Credential 

More contemporary researchers have shown that attaining higher educational 

credentials ipso facto does not guarantee upward social mobility when they used 

education as a positional good (Bol, 2015; Breen, Pollak, Luijkx, & Müller, 2010). 

Positional goods are those goods whose value is determined by their worth relative to 
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other goods in the same market (Bills, 2016; Bukodi & Goldthorpe, 2016; Hirsch, 1977). 

For example, Thurow (1975) and Boudon (1974) showed that workers are selected based 

on their relative positions in the education hierarchy and when there are more individuals 

with higher education, the value of mid or lower levels of education credentials diminish.  

Recent researchers who used the relative (positional) measure of education 

credentials found that when they used absolute measures of education, there were 

increases in social mobility (Shavit & Park, 2016). The absolute measure of education 

can be the exact level of education, such as the elementary school level, high school 

level, and college level. The relative measure of education is the rank of an individual’s 

education level in a cohort or the population. Devine and Lee (2013) found that social 

mobility in absolute terms has increased between the 1990s and 2000s while in relative 

term, it has decreased. When researchers used relative measures of education using the 

same data, they found that there were less social mobility and wider income gaps among 

different income level groups in Britain, Israel, and Japan (Bills, 2016; Bukodi & 

Goldthorpe, 2016).  

Education System Expansion and Credential Inflation 

 The Korean education system experienced a rapid expansion of university 

education after 1980. After the implementation of the college expansion policy in 1981 

and the implementation of the deregulation of college establishment requirements, the 

proportion of higher education enrolled population among higher education graduates 

rapidly increased from 10% in 1980 to more than 60% in 2014. However, interpretation 

of the impact of the expansion on the inequality and social mobility is not evident among 
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researchers (Harmon, 2011; Montenegro & Patrinos, 2014; Peet, Fink, and Fawzi, 2015; 

Ryoo, Nam, & Carnoy, 1993). 

Multiple theories explore the issues around educational expansion and credential 

inflation. Human capital theorists argue that the high demand for skilled labor in the 

developed economy has caused the high needs of the expansion of higher education 

(Becker, 1964). Social exclusion theorists argue that in the period of credential inflation 

when the competition for securing a good job increases, to obtain the same level of job 

stratification a person needs higher educational credential than the previous generation 

from a low credential inflation society (Collins, 1979; Hirsch, 1977; McLean & 

Rollwage, 2010; Thurow, 1976). Carnoy (1972; 1975) argues that the returns to 

schooling differ by the stages of the expansion of schooling, and the education system 

only benefits the children of the higher and middle-class families. When the rate of 

returns to the schooling is higher where the college credential is rare, only those children 

from higher class can afford the college education and win in the high competition labor 

market. When the rate of return to the schooling gets lower where there is credential 

inflation, children from lower class enter into higher education and do not fully enjoy the 

benefits of the credential. Thus, for a more comprehensive understanding of the 

relationship between education, social mobility, and economic inequality, it is necessary 

to take account of the contextual background, including demographic changes. 
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  Source: Korean Education Statistics Service 

Figure 2.1 Higher education enrollment rate (%) 

 

 CAUSES OF ECONOMIC INEQUALITY 

This section summarizes major contemporary literature exploring the causes of 

income inequality with a focus on their relationships with education. Also, at the end of 

each sub-section explaining the causes of income inequality, the explanations will be 

applied to the Korean context using recent Korean data, and the validity of each 

explanation will be critiqued. 

As noted above, labor income, business income, and capital income are three 

sources of income. Consequently, there are three sources of income inequality: labor 

income inequality, business income inequality, and capital income inequality. Labor 

income inequality stems from wage gaps among different professions, and capital income 

inequality originated from wealth inequality among individuals. Recent research tries to 

explain what causes different types of income inequality by focusing on social mobility, 

labor market structure, the labor share of GDP, and globalization. Figure 2.2 shows my 
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conceptualization of the root factors of income inequality based on my review of the 

literature.  

 
Figure 2.2 Causes of income inequality framework 

 

First, social mobility is measured by examining the relationship between parental 

social status, children’s education, and children’s social status. When social mobility is 

low, then the society ossifies current income inequality. Second, the labor market 

structure is also related to income inequality. Wide wage gaps among occupations 

increase income inequality. While occupational attainment is closely related to 

educational attainment, the education system is also related to wage gaps and, 

consequently, to income inequality. Third, lowering the labor share of the gross domestic 

product (GDP) causes income inequality. This is because compared to wage income, 

capital income is more concentrated because wealth is more unequally distributed 

(Atkinson, 2016; Piketty, 2014). Therefore, the lower labor share of GDP diminishes the 

relative value of wage income compared to capital income, increases the income gap 

between those who have more wealth and those who have less wealth. Fourth, 

researchers recognize that globalization increases income inequality by affecting labor 
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market structure and lowering the labor share of GDP. Fifth, socio-cultural mechanisms 

also influence to increase income inequality by affecting human beliefs and behaviors in 

educational systems. For example, educational expectations from parents and teachers to 

students differ by students’ income levels, and the expectations influence students’ 

academic achievement (Bray & Kwok, 2003; Park, Byun, & Kim, 2011).  

Supply and Demand of Skilled-Labor 

Godin and Katz (2006) explored historical mechanisms that caused income 

inequality by examining the demand for skilled labor and the supply of skilled labor. 

They found that income inequality increased after the supply of higher education degree 

holders decreased while the demand for them increased due to technological 

development. Since the supply does not meet the demand, the scarcity of higher 

education degree holders increased, and their premium also increased relative to high 

school degree holders. Godin and Kats explained that the wage gap between higher 

education degree holders and other groups is the main cause of income inequality after 

the 1980s.  

Historically, the United States was the pioneer in the expansion of universal 

public schools at the elementary and secondary level of education. As new technology 

developed, the demand for labor with certain levels of qualifications increased. With the 

rapid expansion of public elementary, middle, and high schools in the 1980s, the supply 

of skilled labor forces exceeded that of demand. As a result, industries could hire more 

high-skilled labor at a relatively cheaper cost because the supply of high-skilled labor 

was relatively high. The proportion of the number of higher education graduates in the 

population stabilized while the demand for college graduates increased, especially in a 
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high-technology industry. As a result, those who have a degree in engineering could 

easily have higher incomes in the US. The wages of those who have high school degrees 

stabilized during the 1990s to 2010s, but the wage levels of those who have college 

degree increased faster than that for those who have high school degrees during the same 

period. 

Godin and Kat’s explanation of the cause of income inequality in the United 

States might be feasible to explain the income inequality in Korea. There was a rapid 

expansion of universal public education in Korea from 1950 to 2000. In 1956, the 

enrollment rate of elementary school was 59.6% of the eligible population, for middle 

school, it was 21.1%, and for high school, it was 12.4%. In 1970, the enrollment rate of 

the elementary school reached 100%, and in 1985, the enrollment rate of the middle 

school reached 100%. In 2000, the enrollment rate of high school reached 95%. In 2016, 

almost 71 percent of high school graduates entered higher education institutes (KEDI, 

2016). There are several explanations for the rapid expansion of the Korean education 

system. There is a conception that Korean parents are willing to sacrifice their lives for 

their children’s education (Lee, J.K., 2006). Many education researchers claim that the 

‘education fever’ of Korean parents was one of the causes of the rapid education 

expansion. Even though they might work as manual labor workers at low wages for a 

long time, they want to send their children, especially sons, to an elite university. 

Secondly, politics researchers say that dictatorships that lack political legitimacy often 

want to satisfy people by allowing them to obtain what they are eager to have -- higher 

education degrees (Kim, Y.I., 2014). 
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Due to the rapid education expansions, Korean industries could hire skilled-

workers at relatively lower wages versus other competing foreign companies, so Korean 

major industries had comparative advantages in a global market (OECD, 2015). Kang, S. 

(2001) analyzed the demand for skilled workers and the relative skill supply, which 

represents the ratio of the number of college graduates to those of high school graduates 

among the population over 25 years old. He concluded that the decreased income 

inequality during the late 1970s and mid-1990s was mainly due to an increased supply of 

skilled workers.  

Decreased Labor Share of GDP 

There are growing concerns regarding the decreased labor share of GDP in Korea 

and in many other countries in the world (Lee, Hwang, Hong, Oh, Cheon, & Lee, 2015; 

OECD, 2015). By analyzing 300 years of historical data, Piketty (2014) concluded that 

after the 1970s in Western Europe, North America, and Japan, as the share of capital in 

national account increases, the share of labor income decreased. Since wealth is more 

unequally distributed than labor income, income inequality increases when the return on 

capital is higher than the return on wages. Autor, Dorn, Katz, Patterson, and Reenen 

(2017) looking at micro-level data of firms and their workers, found declines in the labor 

share of GDP. They concluded that over the last 30 years, a handful of ‘superstar’ firms, 

acquired monopolistic positions in each market, and they took a large share of the market 

based on their new technologies or productivity. Those concentrations of sales to a few 

‘superstar’ firms increased the wage gap within an industry and led to a fall in labor share 

within the firms. The benefits of the sales of the superstar firms that go only to a few 

workers who work at the firms increased a lot while the benefits of other non-superstar 
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firms did not change much. These scholars contributed to the literature by giving 

explanations on the role of industry-level concentration, thereby expanding our 

understanding of income inequality. 

Declining trends of the labor share of GDP implies that even with higher rates of 

economic development, benefits are not equally shared, and this uneven distribution of 

benefits increases income inequality. Between 1957 and 1995, Korean economy enjoyed 

high GDP growth rates, almost 9% every year except for a few years (The Bank of 

Korea, 2016). According to Lee, B.H. (2016), in Korea, the labor share of GDP steadily 

decreased over the last 20 years. He adjusted the labor share of GDP index calculated by 

the Bank of Korea. The Bank of Korea treated self-employed income as capital income; 

this differs from the definition employed by international organizations like the OECD, 

which considers self-employed income to be mixed-income, a combination of labor and 

capital income. With the rapid increase of the number of self-employed workers whose 

income is stagnated, the labor share of GDP measured by the Bank of Korea increased 

over time because they treated the incomes of the self-employed as capital income. 

Instead, when researchers treated the incomes of self-employed as labor income or mixed 

income, with labor and capital incomes, then the labor share of GDP decreased over time 

because the incomes of self-employed decreased or stagnated (Lee, B.H., 2016). Using 

the adjusted international definition of self-employed income, Lee, B.H. found that as 

labor share of GDP decreased over the last 20 years, the share of the top 10% household 

income increased. Kang, D.Y. and Lee, S.H. (2013) showed that the main factor 

accounting for the decreased inflation-adjusted income of households between 2000 and 

2010 was the declined labor share of GDP.  
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The literature on the labor share of GDP tells us that without considering the 

return on capital and the share of capital on total national wealth, we cannot fully 

understand the mechanisms that increase income inequality. Lowering the labor share of 

GDP is related to education because wage income is closely related to education level 

while capital income is not. Therefore, the reduced labor share of income reduces the 

overall impact of education on income inequality. 

Globalization 

Much research showed globalization had increased income inequality (Atkinson, 

2016; Goldin and Katz, 2008; Milanovic, 2016). Globalization has different economic 

impacts on different income level groups (Kendall, 2006; Kenworthy, 2012). Using 

historical data, Milanovic (2016) showed that the effect of globalization differed by 

income level and countries’ development level. Over the last two decades, from 1988 to 

2008, economic development through international trade enabled China, India, and other 

Asian countries to increase their GDP, helped to build the middle-class, and increased the 

well-being of the poorest in those countries. For developed countries in North America 

and Western Europe, however, the impact of globalization was different from developing 

countries. While the global top 1% group who are the top 10% household income group 

in Advanced Western countries, gained more than 60% of the growth in income in 2008 

compared to 1988, middle class groups in those countries gained less than 10% of income 

increase in 2008 compared to 1988 (Lakner & Milanovic, 2013). Thus, the income 

inequality in Western countries increased, and the gaps between the middle class and the 

upper class increased within these countries.  
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Milanovic argues that in a globalized and a digitized world, capital can quickly 

move across country borders, while labor cannot move easily. He says that in this global 

economy, those who have more capital often earn more than those who have labor. After 

he presented the evidence that globalized capital power increases income inequality, he 

suggested several policy recommendations: increased inheritance tax, incentives for firms 

to share their dividends to their employees, and provision of equalized and quality 

schools to everyone. 

Globalization affects education because education is related to the labor market 

structure that is affected by globalization. The impact of globalization on each country 

depends on the stages of economic development in each country. This implies that 

globalization will also have a different effect on the relationship between education and 

inequality in different countries at different stages of economic development. 

Until 1997, Korea benefited from globalization. It enjoyed rapid economic 

development, ended chronic poverty, and created a large middle class. However, after the 

financial crisis in 1997, the Korean economy followed the pathway of Advanced Western 

economies, as Milanovic (2016), and Autor and his colleagues (2017) described. Over the 

last 20 years, the top 10% income group who owned global companies or who were more 

highly skilled-workers in these companies earned much more than the middle class. 

During this period, many factories moved to China or Southeast Asian countries, and 

companies that government-owned were sold to private entities. As a result, many 

workers in those factories who were middle class lost their jobs and became self-

employed workers, who usually do not earn more than regular workers in big companies 

do. Subsequently, income inequality in Korea has increased since 1997. 
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Socio-Cultural Mechanisms 

Sociologists argue that not only economic mechanisms but also socio-cultural 

mechanisms contribute to education and income inequalities. There are several 

explanations for how students from lower social status groups have low educational 

opportunities and constrained job aspirations. First, schools privilege those students from 

urban middle-class culture relative to those students from rural lower social status in 

several ways (Apple, 1993; Ayalon, 2006). The language of conventional knowledge in 

textbooks and curricula are typically written by the upper or middle-class professors, so 

students from the middle class are more familiar with the contents of textbooks and 

behaviors in school than students from the lower social status. Lehmann (2012) reports 

that it is essential to have extra-curricular experiences to enter a prestigious college. 

While higher social status families can fully support expensive extra-curricular activities, 

lower-income families often cannot afford to do so.  

Consequently, students from lower income families are disadvantaged in college 

entrance competition. Teachers also tend to prefer students from certain types of 

background based on race, gender, and social status, and teachers’ preference and 

expectations have significant effects on students’ academic achievements and school 

suspension rates (Casteel, 1998; Deschenes, Cuban, & Tyack, 2001; McKown & 

Weinstein, 2007; Simpson & Erickson, 1983). Ridgeway (2014) argues that 

institutionalized exclusion or othering is a result of accumulated influences of more 

powerful status groups who want to quell the resistance of lower status groups and 

maintain or expand their existing resources and status. 



23 
 

 

 Second, parental expectations and behaviors concerning their children’s academic 

achievement and future occupations differ by social status group (Davis-Kean, 2005; Fan 

& Chen, 2001; Freeman & Condron, 2011; Hill & Tyson, 2009; Zhan, 2005). According 

to Davis-Kean (2005), parents’ income and years of schooling are indirectly related to 

children’s academic achievement mediated by expectations and parental behaviors. 

Parental school involvement also has a significant effect on children’s educational 

performance. Zhan (2005) found that parental assets were positively related to their 

expectations and school activity involvements. Entwisle, Alexander, and Olson (2005) 

also found that there are strong associations between family socioeconomic status (SES) 

and educational attainment level at age 22, mediated by parental psychological support 

and child's character. These mechanisms strengthen the link between origin-education as 

described in the opening paragraphs of this section. It implies that strong linkages 

between education and destination do not automatically increase social mobility when 

there is also a strong relationship between origin and education. Thus, the link between 

education and destination does not automatically guarantee an increase in social mobility. 

Wealth Social Mobility 

 There are increasing numbers of researchers who emphasize the widening wealth 

disparity in the world (Milanovic, 2016; Stiglitz, 2012; Piketty, 2014). Piketty (2014) 

researched county-level historical data and revealed that the return on capital has been 

higher than the overall economy increase rate. According to his prediction, when the 

return on capital is higher, labor income increase cannot catch up to the capital income 

increase rate. Due to the lack of accessibility to the individual or household level wealth 

data, wealth, social mobility has been rarely studied (Devine & Li, 2016). Since attaining 
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data from both parent’s wealth and children’s wealth is difficult, I present an intra-

generational wealth social mobility framework in Figure 2.3. 

 There are three sources of wealth increase. First, a person can purchase assets using 

income. Second, the value of the asset itself can be increased by the changes in economic 

situations. Third, a person can receive inheritances or gifts. When the wealth rank of a 

person between Origin and Destination increases, then there was an upward wealth social 

mobility for the person. According to Piketty, the return on capital is so high that labor 

and business income cannot catch up to the purchasing power of capital income. He 

predicted that in the not-so-distant future, the proportion of inherited property would be 

much higher than the proportion of the wealth that the children have accumulated 

themselves, and that this society would become an inheritance society (Piketty, 2014). 

While income social mobility is widely researched by researchers, wealth social mobility 

has been less studied (Breen & Jonsson, 2005; Haveman & Smeeding, 2006). Many 

research examined the relationship between educational attainment levels with income; 

however, there is no clear evidence that education is closely related to wealth 

accumulation. Thus, unlike the income social mobility framework, there is no arrow from 

Education to Destination in the wealth social mobility framework. The framework in 

Figure 2.3 predicts when asset value rises sharply and return on capital rises faster than 

the purchasing power of labor/business income, education capacity to improve social 

mobility will decrease. 
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Figure 2.3 Intra-generational wealth social mobility framework 

POLICY DISCOURSE ON ECONOMIC INEQUALITY AND EDUCATION 

Many modern countries have tried to use the school system as a means of solving 

inequality in their society. Empirical study results, however, show mixed results 

regarding the effectiveness of schools as equalizers in society (Ainsworth, 2002; Garner 

& Raudenbush, 1991; Oakes & Rodgers, 2003). Despite these mixed results, many 

governments continue to use school systems as the primary means of solving the 

inequality of society. In this section, I will review what literature recommends to 

educational policymakers for lessening income inequality. I will also discuss what the 

Korean government has tried to do to achieve that goal.  

Two Policy Approaches to Understand Income Inequality 

There are two different approaches to understanding the nature of income 

inequality. It derives from different views of the fairness and the role of government. 

First, there are scholars who argue that income inequality is a natural consequence of the 

free market, and it is caused by different human capital among individuals, technological 



26 
 

 

development, higher return on capital income than wage income, and a higher education 

premium in a globalized economy (Godin and Katz, 2006; Mankiw, 2016). They perceive 

governmental intervention in the free market economy might sacrifice market efficiency. 

They put more emphasis on addressing inequality of opportunity than inequality of 

outcomes. To tackle current income inequality, they recommended that government 

should secure equal opportunity first rather than mandating interventions to address 

income inequality directly. 

Scholars in this group believe a fair and efficient society should have incentives 

for effort and investments in higher education. They claim that it is fair that those who 

have more skills, ability, knowledge, aspiration, risk-taking, engagement in school 

activities, and higher parental expectations of their children earn more. According to this 

proposition, society is fair if it gives equal opportunity to its citizens. Thus, different 

characteristics will and should produce different rewards. The premise of this claim is 

that the education system should provide a fair opportunity for all students. As a result, 

they recommend that policymakers improve the quality of schools and ensure equal 

access to quality schools. They argue that the most promising policy for equal 

educational opportunity is supporting quality early childhood education policy 

(Campbell, Pungello, Burchinal, Kainz, Pan, Wasik, & Ramsey, 2012; Karoly, 2016). 

Further, they might support socioeconomically integrated schools (Arnold & Doctoroff, 

2003; Perry & McConney, 2010) to provide an equal educational opportunity.  

Depending on their understanding on the nature of education and governmental 

role in education, some scholars in this group prefer government-driven school reforms to 

provide equal access to quality schools while other scholars in this group prefer market-
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driven reform policies. Neither group of scholars, however, recommends that the 

government should intervene in the labor market, change tax policies, or implement 

redistribution policies to tackle income inequality.  

By contrast, an opposing camp of scholars focuses not only on the inequality of 

opportunity but also on the inequality of outcomes, asserting that these outcomes are not 

fairly produced. This group of scholars concurs with parts of the critique of the first 

group regarding their description of the labor market structure. That is, they agree that 

where there is a higher return on capital income than wage income, there is a higher 

education premium in a globalized economy. However, they believe that income 

inequality is not only caused naturally but is constructed by politically powerful groups 

(Atkinson, 2016; Stiglitz, 2012; Milanovic, 2016; Piketty, 2014). They argue that those 

who have more income can have an influence on political groups and try to change 

policies for securing their established income structure. This group of scholars believes 

that providing equal opportunity is critical to tackling income inequality, but they also 

believe that addressing equal outcomes is equally important.  

Atkinson (2016) critiques scholars who argue that inequality of outcome is 

acceptable. He argues that society should help and support underachievers or people who 

fail because there are often external factors or bad luck that leads a person to fail. He 

asserts that inequalities in the outcome today yields inequalities of opportunity tomorrow. 

According to his argument, we need to understand the added burdens that students from 

lower income families must often carry into their school.  

In a society that the labor share is lower than before, however, decreasing wage 

income inequality is not enough to reduce overall income inequality (Piketty, 2014). 
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Thus, the researchers who emphasize the inequality of outcomes recommend 

governments should intervene in the economy to reduce income inequality by having 

more progressive tax policies on capital income, expanding redistribution policies, 

promoting labor union memberships, and letting firms share their dividends with their 

workers in addition to having a more equalized education system (Atkinson, 2016; 

Stiglitz, 2012; Milanovic, 2017; Piketty, 2014). The second group of scholars might 

argue that the government should support not only equal access to high-quality education 

but also propose explicit support for students to achieve certain levels of educational 

outcomes. For example, Milanovic (2017) and Haveman and Smeeding (2006) suggest 

that the government should invest enormously in quality education from early childhood 

to university level to everyone. They argue that everyone should be guaranteed equal 

access to education opportunities by allowing them to have as much university education 

as they want, regardless of their socio-economic level. As a result, they argue that higher 

education premiums will be reduced by reducing the scarcity of post-secondary degrees, 

resulting in a decrease in the inequality of wage incomes. Along with these educational 

policies, Milanovic (2017) and Piketty (2014) argue that the government should try to 

increase the labor share of GDP by imposing high taxes on inherited wealth and by 

allowing companies to share dividends among workers. The second group of scholars 

believes that it is crucial to reduce capital inequality as well as wage inequality to reduce 

overall income inequality. 
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HISTORY OF KOREAN EDUCATIONAL EXPANSION AND ECONOMIC 

INEQUALITY 

Based on previous research, the remainder of this section describes the contexts 

and the role of education in facilitating or hindering social mobility and economic 

equality in South Korea. Generations in South Korea are not only categorized by age 

but also are defined based on historical events and educational policy change. Social, 

political, economic context matter in the experience of social mobility through 

education of a generation. Table 2.1 summarizes historic political and economic events 

and education policy change in Korean history after Korean independence. 

In the early and first phases of development after the Korean War, South Korean 

society had extreme poverty with less capital present in the Korean economy. There 

was low economic inequality while most of the population was in poverty with few 

relatively wealthy elites. Second, parents had ‘education fever’ so they wanted their 

children to have advanced educational degrees so the children could have a better status 

in society than their parents did. Third, dictatorships tried to satisfy the Korean public 

by adopting several policies to allow more students to advance in education. These 

policies include the universal middle school, the high school equalization policy, and 

deregulating the establishment requirements of universities. Fourth, in the 1960s, the 

light industry emerged and the heavy industry matured in the Korean economy. The 

high supply of low wage labor with middle school education and high school degrees 

was sufficient to support the demand of those industries. Fifth, those students (birth 

cohort 1952-1961) who were able to excel under extremely competitive conditions for 

college entrance before the expansion of higher education opportunities have enjoyed a 
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high college wage premium compared to the wages of high school degree holders. Most 

of this cohort’s parents were farmers and laborers with little or no basic formal 

education; thus, the social mobility in this generation is high. Fifth, the birth cohort 

1952-1961 was able to accrue capital from their relatively higher wages and to invest it 

in real estate, by doing that, they accrued more capital from the high return on real 

estate investments. Sixth, along with the development of high-tech industries in the 

1990s, coupled with the deregulation of college requirements, the supply of skilled 

labor from high schools and universities, exceeded the demand for those skilled labor. 

These conditions led to relatively low wage inequality in the overall society. Sixth, 

while there were wage differentials between college degree holders and other workers 

with lower educational degrees, the return on wealth was low compared to other 

developed countries; this also led Korean society to have lower economic inequality. 

Seventh, after the 1997 financial crisis, many manufacturing factories moved to China 

or Southeast Asia, and the labor share of GDP decreased while the capital share of GDP 

increased and the return on capital increased; this phenomenon increased overall 

economic inequality of Korean society. Eighth, the birth cohort from 1972-1981 

experienced higher college entrance rate (36%) than previous generations, and they also 

experienced the 1997 financial crisis when they entered the job market. The 

competition for good jobs was as high as the extreme competition for college entrance 

that the birth cohort 1952-1961 experienced. This resulted in the lowering of the labor 

share of GDP with a simultaneous lowering of the college premium on wages. 

Coinciding with those changes was the accrual of wealth from real estate investments 

of the previous generations who had high college premiums because of their relatively 
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scarce higher education degree. Further, the accrued corporate wealth from the 

increasing capital share of GDP inflated the value of the real estate. Therefore, even 

though the birth cohort 1972-1981 had the highest rate of college degree attainment in 

Korean history, few own a house in the capital region, and they are much poorer than 

previous generations with the same educational attainment.  

 

 
 Source: Korean Education Statistics Service 
 

Figure 2.4 Proportion of Highest Education Attainment levels (Age 25-64) 

 

This brief overview of the relationship between economic inequality and 

education in South Korea points to the importance of considering the macro-economic 

context of the educational system. Thus, to analyze the role of education in a society 

and to advance equity, policymakers not only should consider factors within education 

but also broader societal factors, such as the demand for skilled labor, industrial 

developmental levels, globalization, and the labor share of GDP. Furthermore, this 
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review shows that it is necessary to consider equal opportunity across generations, not 

only within a generation. Also, finding that the distribution of wealth is more 

concentrated among the rich than in previous periods, analyzing the process of wealth 

accruement gap along with income inequality is needed to understand the whole scope 

of economic inequality fully.  

 

Table 2.1 Political and economic events and education policy change in South Korea 
after the independence 

 

Year Historic Event Education Policy Enrollment Rate
1945 Independence

1948
Establishment of the South 
Korean government

1950 Korean War (1950-1953)

1953
Elementary (59.6%), Middle (21.1%), 
High School (12.4%)

1954
Implementation of the 'Universal 
Primary Education Policy within 6 
years policy'

1960
April Revolution and stepping 
down of the first president

1961 May 16 coup

1968
First implementation of 'No middle 
school entrance exam'

1970
Elementary (100%), Middle (45.4%), 
High School (28.1%)

1971
Nation-wide implementation of 'No 
Middle School Entrance Exam'

1974
First implementation of 'High School 
Equalization Policy'

1979
Assassination of Mr. Park and 
December Twelfth coup

1980
Implemenration of 'No Private 
Tutoring Policy '

Middle (73.3%), High School (48.8%), 
College (11.4%)

1981
Implementation of 'College 
Expansion Polic'

1987 June Democratic Uprising

1990
Middle (91.6%), High School (79.4%), 
College (23.6%)

1993
Inauguration of None military 
president 

1996
Implementation of 'Deregulation of 
College Establishment Requirements'

1997 Asian Financial Crisis
1998 Allowance of private tutoring
2000 High School (89.4%), College (36%)
2008 Global Financial Crisis
2010 High School (91.5%), College (65.2%)
2015 High School (93.5%), College (70.1%)
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SUMMARY AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

Contemporary literature acknowledges the complex mechanisms that cause 

income inequality. Although education systems are directly related to attaining jobs and 

wage incomes, many other factors cause income inequality. For example, declining 

upward social mobility, technological development, globalization, changes in the demand 

and supply of skilled labor, the rising of ‘superstar’ firms, and decreasing labor share of 

GDP individually and simultaneously cause income inequality.  

Promoting changes in the education system as a means of decreasing income 

inequality might be necessary, but it is likely not sufficient. Korean education 

policymakers implemented a series of policies that aimed at lessening income inequality 

and increasing social mobility through education (Kim, Y.I., 2014). Examples include 

providing universal free public elementary and secondary education to every student, 

granting after-school subsidies and offering college tuition to students from lower-income 

families, equalizing every school budget based on the number of students, equalizing 

teacher quality by circulating teachers within regions, and so on (Park, Y.S. & Ban, S.J., 

2005). Despite those policies, the level of income inequality in Korea is increasing. 

Researchers who argue for equal opportunity strongly support equitable access to 

quality education. They focus on policies that are targeted at within-education system 

change. On the other hand, the scholars who argue for equitable outcomes in addition to 

equal opportunity emphasize progressive government policies on the labor market, tax 

policy, and redistribution. Research that provides a more comprehensive analysis of the 

impact of education policy on income inequality would be helpful to both groups of 

scholars. It is necessary to research, therefore, how much of economic inequality and 
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social mobility are associated with education when we take into account other 

macroeconomic factors, including the labor share of GDP. 

The Korean education system has been considered as one of the main factors of the 

rapid development of Korean society (Lee, C. J., Jung, S. S., Kim, Y. S., 2006; Lee, Y., 

2010). After the 1997 Asian financial crisis and the 2008 Global financial crisis, 

however, the belief that education would help a person to move up the social ladder is 

fading. I will explore how different cohorts experienced different social mobility through 

education and economic status change with considerations of macro-economic factors. 

By analyzing the relationships among economic inequality, educational attainment, and 

other macro-economic contexts, I will explore the associations among critical economic 

and educational constructs. The overarching research question is: how can education 

enhance economic equality and social mobility? The following sub-questions guide this 

research: 

1. How, if at all, is education associated with economic inequality in Korea?  

2. How, if at all, is education associated with social mobility in Korea? 

3. How, if at all, are the generational cohorts different from each other in terms of 

the association between education and social mobility? 

4. How, if at all, is using the absolute measure of education on social mobility 

different from using the relative measure of education in the analysis of social 

mobility? 
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Chapter 3: METHODOLOGY 

 This thesis aims to explore the relationships among educational attainment, 

economic inequality, and social mobility with considerations of generations and 

economic status groups within a generation. To achieve that aim, I measured each of 

those key constructs. The remainder of this chapter will detail the methodology in three 

sections. First, I will describe the dataset as a whole. Second, I will define the key 

variables used to inform the research. Third, I will describe three analytic models to 

estimate social mobility in different contexts. I used R version 3.5.2 (R core Team, 2018) 

for statistical analyses for this research. The packages that I used in R are listed in the 

reference. 

DATA AND SAMPLE 

 There are several nationally representative panel datasets that include education, 

and economic variables at individual and household levels so researchers could research 

the relationship between economic factors and educational factors. Korean Welfare Panel 

Study (KWPS) data is unique because it has a national representative sample and 

includes comprehensive income, wealth, education, and consumption information. Every 

data is adjusted using weights to be representative of the population. KWPS data was 

collected by the Korean Institute of Health and Social Affairs (KIHSA) from 2005 to 

2017 annually. KIHSW used stratified random sampling based on city, age, and income 

level using 2005 Korean census data. It has a national representative sample, including 

7,072 households and 18,856 individuals in 2005. At the 7th year of data collection, 

KIHSW added 1,800 households to maintain the number of samples. From 2006 and 

afterward, KWPS started to collect detailed income and wealth data. I found there are 
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many data errors in 2006 private transfer income data, so I excluded 2006 data from the 

analysis dataset.  

 I used a sample of the data that has data both in 2007 and 2017 as an analysis 

dataset. To test the differences between the original and the analysis dataset, I conducted 

a group comparison F-test including demographics variables as independent variables 

and the group dummy variable as a dependent variable to predict whether the participant 

is in the original dataset or the analysis dataset. The results of the test show that the 

analysis dataset has older participants (p<.001) and more male participants (p<.05) than 

the original dataset (F(4, 5507)=10.09, p<.001). Other characteristics were not different 

between the two datasets.  

 

Table 3.1 Cohorts of this research 

Generation Cohort Birth 
Year 

Historic Experience 
around Age 25 

Education Policy Experience 

Cohort 1 
(n=569) 

1972-
1981 

Globalization, Developed 
economy, Asian Financial 
Crisis (2007) 

College expansion policy. 
College Enrollment Rate: 36.0% 
(2000) 

Cohort 2 
(n=862) 

1962-
1971 

Democratic movements, 
Became one of the Four 
Asian Tigers 

High School Equalization 
Policy, No Private Tutoring 
Policy, College Enrollment 
Rate: 23.6% (1990) 

Cohort 3 
(n=990) 

1952-
1961 

Rapid GPD increase, The 
second oil crisis (1980) 

No middle school entrance 
exam. 
College Enrollment Rate: 11.4% 
(1980) 

Cohort 4 
(n=678) 

1942-
1951 

Extreme poverty in 
childhood, Rapid GDP 
increase rate, The first oil 
crisis (1973) 

Universal Primary Education 
Policy 

Cohort 5 
(n=473) 

1932-
1941 

Extreme poverty in 
childhood, Independence, 
Korean war 

The early stage of the 
westernized modern education 
system 

 

 The sample I used includes individuals who were 26-75 years old in 2007 and 36-

85 years old in 2017. I also included individuals who are not regarded as an economically 
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active population, which are over 65 years of age. This is because, even though their 

labor income is limited, they have significant assets relative to that held by the younger 

generation; this capital holding has an impact on the wealth social mobility of all 

generations. I excluded heads of household who were less than 25 years old in 2007 

because the sample size was too small (n=65) to represent the entire generation. The total 

sample is divided into five cohorts for ten years. Younger groups have lower cohort 

numbers. Cohort 1 has a birth year between 1971 and 1981. Cohort 5 has a birth year 

between 1932 and 1941. The analysis sample size is 3,573 in each year. The total sums 

can be different from the analysis because of rounding in the use of weights. I used 2007 

household level weights as default. Currency values are adjusted for inflation and the 

number of family members. The currency unit is 10,000 Korean wons in all tables and 

figures. In April 2019, 10,000 Korean wons can be exchanged for 8.8 US dollars. 

MEASUREMENTS 

 This section describes the measures for variables of interest: educational attainment 

and economic status of a household, parents’ socioeconomic status, inequality measures, 

and nation level macro-economic variables. The variables are chosen to apply the Origin-

Education-Destination framework. 

Educational Attainment and Economic Status 

 Educational Attainment. The head of the household’s educational attainment is 

categorized into five levels: less than high school graduate, high school graduate, 2-year 

college graduate, 4-year college graduate, and graduate school graduate. Five-level 

education scale is not enough to construct a relative measure of education attainment by 

generation. Especially at the college level, where the younger generation is mainly 
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concentrated, more detail levels are needed. In general, Korean colleges are ranked by 

distance from Seoul, the capital of South Korea, except some science-technology 

institutes and medical schools. The more distance from Seoul, the lower the reputation 

and university entrance examination score. Thus, I subdivided the education level into 16 

levels using graduate/drop-out status and location of colleges. By using the 16-level 

educational attainment variable, I constructed the relative educational attainment 

variables of the cohort level and the whole population level. It is necessary to use more 

levels of education credentials to make quintiles within cohorts. For example, 36% of 

Cohort 1 are 4-year college graduates, and it does not allow me to make quintiles which 

need at least equally sized five groups. Even though I made 16-levels of credentials, I 

was not able to make within cohort quintiles because of large groups with the same 

education credentials that is larger than 20% of the sample group. To make quintiles, I 

need five evenly divided groups. I was only able to make within cohort quartiles for 

education credentials. 

Economic status. The household’s economic status will be estimated by two 

measures: income and wealth. Yearly household income is adjusted for the number of 

family members by dividing the total household income by the root of the number of 

family members. OECD and Korean National Statistics widely use this equivalence scale 

(Anyaegbu, 2010; Yun, H.S., 2017). The total market income of a household in a year 

consists of labor income, business income, capital income, regularly transferred private 

income, and non-regular private income of all household members. Labor income 

consists of yearly income from regular full-time jobs and wages from hourly or non-

regular jobs. Business income consists of business owner’s net income including large 
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business (with more than 49 employees) owners and self-employed business owners 

(with less than 50 employees), agriculture income, and other business-relevant income. 

Capital income consists of interest and dividend, rent, and other income. Regularly 

transferred private income is transferred income from parents or children for 

supplemental living expenses. Irregular private income consists of inheritance, severance 

pay, earnings from the capital transaction, and other (gifts, rewards, damage 

compensations. Market income that includes labor income, business income, capital 

income, and regular private transfer income is used for making quintiles by total sample 

and by generation. The top 20% of the reference group is coded as Q5, and the bottom 

20% of the group is coded as Q1.  

 Disposable income is market income plus public transferred income minus tax and 

public insurance expenses. Comparing the inequality of market income and the 

disposable income shows us the effectiveness of government redistribution policies 

because the differences between market income and disposable income are government 

intervention in market income (Kang, 2018) (see Figure 3.1). 

 The wealth of a household consists of the values of real estate, financial capital, 

other possessions (agriculture machinery, cars, and the other). Households are assigned 

into five quintiles based on their relative positions in the total sample and the same 

generations. The top 20% of the reference group is coded as Q5, and the bottom 20% of 

the group is coded as Q1. 
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Source: KOWEPS (2019). Korea Welfare Panel Study User’s Guide. 

Figure 3.1 Differences between Market Income and Disposable Income 

 

Parents’ Socio-Economic Status 

 I followed Erikson’s (1984) ‘dominance approach’ by using the higher status 

between father’s and mother’s status as reflecting a parent’s education and occupation 

status. Parental educational attainment is re-coded into five levels from eight levels of 

education in the original dataset because less than middle school graduation credentials 

are not useful for low frequencies. Parental occupations are categorized into five levels 

from lowest to highest levels of professional status following previous research (Yeo, 

2008; 2015): 1) Manual worker, no job; 2) agriculture, low skilled worker; 3) service 

worker, and sales worker; 4) office worker, skilled worker, and semi-specialist; and 5) 

high-level public official, and specialist. Parental economic status is measured by the 

head of household’s subjective judgment on her/his childhood economic situation. While 

subjective parental economic status is the only variable that KWPS has for parental 

economic status, previous researchers used this for social mobility analysis with 
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acknowledging the limitation (Yeo, 2008; 2015). The subjective parental economic 

situation has five levels: very poor, poor, average, rich, and very rich.  

Table 3.2 Variables of interest relevant to the OED framework 

Education Attainment 
levels (5 levels) 

1) Middle Sch. Graduate or less; 2) High School Graduate; 3) 
2year College Graduate; 4) 4year College Graduate; 5) Graduate 
Sch. Graduate  

Education Attainment 
levels (16 levels) 

1) No education credential; 2) elementary drop out; 3) elementary 
graduate; 4) middle school drop-out; 5) middle school graduate; 6) 
high school drop-out; 7) vocational/alternative/ high school 
graduate / GED; 8) General / Autonomous public high school 
graduate; 9) Special purpose (foreign language, science, 
international) high school graduate / Autonomous private high 
school graduate; 10) college drop-out; 11) 2-year college graduate 
in outside of capital area; 12) 2-year college graduate in capital 
area; 13) 4-year college graduate in outside of capital area; 14) 4-
year college graduate in capital area; 15) 4-year college graduate 
with some graduate school; 16) Graduate school degree 

Occupation levels 1) Manual worker, no job; 2) Agriculture, Low skilled worker; 3) 
Service worker, and Sales worker; 4) Office worker, skilled 
worker, and semi-specialist; 5) High-level public officials and 
specialist 

Subjective parental 
economic status 
levels when they 
were 15 

1) Very poor; 2) Poor; 3) Average; 4) Rich; 5) Very rich 

Income variables Labor income, Irregular labor income, Business income (Owner 
income, Self-employed income, Agriculture income, Extra 
business income), Capital income (Interest and dividend income, 
Rent income, Other capital income), Regular private transfer 
income (Family support income, Severance compensation) , 
Private transfer income (Inheritance, Earnings from capital 
transaction, Other extra irregular income), Public transfer income 

Wealth variables Real-estate(House, Building, Land), Financial wealth (Cash, 
Savings, Stock, Other), Other Possessions 

Source: KOWEPS (2019). Korea Welfare Panel Study User’s Guide. 

Inequality Measures 

 Among many inequality measures, this research estimates 11 different inequality 

measures for market income, disposable income, and wealth distribution to examine the 

overall inequality, and the location of inequality of the total sample and the cohorts. The 

11 types of inequality measures are Gini coefficient, Top 1% concentration, Top 5% 
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concentration, Top 10% concentration, the share of Middle 50% (between Top 10% and 

Top 60%), the share of Bottom 40%, Palma ratio (S90/S40), S80/S20, P90/P50, P50/P10, 

and Wolfson index. Using those inequality measurements, I looked at how the cohorts’ 

inequality situation differs and how it changed between 2007 and 2017. 

 Gini coefficient is used for describing overall inequality. One of the limitations of 

the Gini coefficient is that it is not sensitive to the changes in extremes. To compensate 

for the limitation of the Gini coefficient, I used other measures, including concentration 

measures, gap ratios, and a bipolarization index. Top 1%, Top 5%, and Top 10% 

concentration measures show how much income or wealth is concentrated in a small 

number of people. The share of Middle 50% shows how many portions of income and 

wealth middle class has. According to Palma and Stiglitz (2016), in most advanced 

countries, the income share of Middle 50% is about 50% of total income in population. 

This ‘50/50’ is used as a reference point for understanding the inequality of Korean 

society and cohorts.   

 The share of the bottom 40% measure is used to calculate the Palma ratio 

(S90/S40). Based on his observation, Palma argues that the income inequality is more 

severe and fluctuate more often between the share of Top 10% and the share of the 

bottom 40% compared to the share of the middle 50% (median). Thus, the Palma ratio is 

used to measure the gap between the top and the bottom. Another simple gap measure is 

S80/S20. It is a ratio between the income share of the top 20% and the share of the 

bottom 20%.  

 Also, Wolfson index is used to show the bipolarization of income and wealth 

distribution. Wolfson index is an alternative inequality index to Gini coefficient because 
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Wolfson index measures both extremes while the Gini coefficient is not sensitive to the 

extremes. Wolfson index 0 means a perfectly equal society, and 1 means perfectly 

polarized society. 

 P90/P50 and P50/P10 measurements show the position of the inequality, which 

indicates where the inequality is more severe. P90/P50 is a ratio between the income of a 

person who is at the top 10% line (P90) relative to the income of a person who is at the 

median (P50). P90/P50 shows the inequality within the upper class (higher than the 

median). P50/P10 is a ratio between the median income (P50) and the income of a person 

who is in the bottom 10% line of the distribution. P50/P10 gives us the inequality 

estimate within the lower class (lower than the median). I compared P90/P50 and 

P50/P10 of different cohorts to examine the differences in the position of inequality 

between cohorts. I also compared them between 2007 and 2017 to see how the position of 

inequality changed over time. 

Social Mobility Measures 

 There are two types of social mobility. First, inter-generational mobility, which is 

the social status change between parental social status and the child’s social status.  

Social mobility researchers construct socio-economic status measures and compare the 

status of parents and children (Devine, & Li, 2016; Sulivan, Parsons, & Green, 2017; 

Yeo, 2008). Inter-generational social mobility, including the indirect effect of education, 

can be measured by path analysis, including the education variable as a mediator between 

the origin and destination. The total effects of the origin on the destination is social 

immobility. When the origin is more associated with the destination, then the total effect 

increases. The benefit of using path analysis for inter-generational social mobility is that 
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it gives the indirect effect of education between origin and destination. When there is a 

significant mediation effect of education between origin and destination, it means that the 

role of education is a reproducing the origin. According to the OED framework, the more 

desirable society is where there are no significant associations between origin and 

education and between origin and destination. In other words, when there are no 

significant total effects of origin on the destination, and there are no significant indirect 

effects of education, it is a more desirable society.  

 Second, the other type of social mobility is the intra-generational social mobility. It 

measures the social status changes of an individual within a specified timeframe 

(Burkhauser, 2009). While inter-generational social mobility generally assumes that the 

destination is almost static, intra-generational social mobility assumes that it changes 

over time. In particular, social-welfare researchers are interested in the movement from 

the middle class to poverty group (Baulch, & Hoddinott, 2000). To measure the 

association between origin and destination, social mobility researchers prefer ordinal 

logit regression models than ordinary least squared models because of the dependent 

variable, the destination is not continuous but is ordinal (Devine & Li, 2016; Mare, 

1981). Using the ordinal logit regression model, we can measure the probability 

differences between origin categories. When there is higher social mobility, there should 

be equal chances of being in higher positions and avoid lower positions regardless of 

their origin status. On the other hand, when there is low-social mobility, then the 

probability of being in higher positions and avoid lower positions differ by order of origin 

status. 
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ANALYTICAL MODELS 

Descriptive Analysis and Inequality Analysis 

 To understand how households in different economic quintiles within the same 

cohort changed their income and wealth levels in the 11 years (2007-2017) examined, 

this research first looked at the descriptive statistics of origin, education, and destination 

following OED framework by cohort groups. Yun, H.S. (2017) acknowledged that 

different age groups with a different economic status experience different impacts of 

economic inequality and social mobility. Thus, she argues that cohort-based and 

economic status group-based analysis is more relevant to analyze national level 

inequality. Following her argument, this descriptive analysis allowed us to see how 

different income and wealth quintile groups in different cohorts changed over time, 

especially by looking at the detailed income and wealth changes over time. Each cohort 

has two separate tables, divided by income and wealth quintiles, respectively. Using the 

descriptive results, this research also measured inequality indices for each generation and 

each economic quintile groups within a generation in addition to the overall sample 

analysis.  

 Also, this research analyzed the differences in income and wealth between 2007 

and 2017 by within cohort quintiles. KWPS has detailed data for income and wealth, such 

as income from rent, income from financial capital, public transferred income, building 

asset, land asset, and financial asset. By describing the changes in detailed level income 

and wealth, I was able to see how different quintiles in different cohorts changed the 

composition of their income and wealth between 2007 and 2017. Based on the 

information from the income and wealth composition changes, I tried to understand the 
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inequality changes between 2007 and 2017. Furthermore, at the end of the descriptive 

inequality analysis, I summarized the descriptive statistics of each cohort for further 

discussion. 

Structural Equation Modeling: Inter-generational Social Mobility  

 Inter-generational social mobility can be measured by the total effect of Origin to 

Destination (OD) in the OED framework using a structural equation modeling (Sullivan, 

Parsons, & Green, 2017; Yeo, 2007; 2015). Structural equation modeling (SEM) allows 

researchers to conduct multiple path analyses simultaneously with multiple latent and 

observed variables to understand the relationships between variables. In this paper, I used 

a latent variable, origin, which is constructed by a parent’s education, parent’s 

occupation, and parent’s economic status when a child was 15 years old. Education and 

destination variables are observed variables. Origin is an exogenous latent variable, and 

education and destination are endogenous observed variables (see Figure 3.2). 

 

Figure 3.2 SEM Model for OED framework 

 Parent’s socioeconomic status, that is, Origin in the OED framework, is a latent 

variable that is constructed by the head of household’s parents’ education attainment 

level, the head of household’s subjective perception of the economic status of their 
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parents when the head of the household was 15 years old, and the occupation of their 

parents when the head of household was 15 years old. 

I used three different measures of a child’s education. First, the absolute measure of 

education uses 5-levels of education credentials: middle school graduate or less; high 

school graduate; 2-year college graduate; 4-year college graduate; and graduate school 

graduate. Second, I used quintiles of education level based on the total sample. It 

indicates a person’s relative education level position in a total sample. Third, I used 

quartiles of education level based on the cohort of a person. It shows the relative 

education level position of a person in a cohort. I was not able to make it quintile because 

in some cases, the number of members in one level of education credential is larger than 

20% of the cohort membership. As a result, for the within-cohort relative education 

measure, I used quartiles. I am assuming that relative measures within cohort will give us 

a more accurate picture of social mobility because it reduces the noises from the effects 

of aging including accumulated experiences of skills differences in the labor market and 

the differences of accumulated wealth by ages. 

 Destination refers to a child’s economic status. When the destination variable is 

income quintile, I call it an income model, and if the destination variable is wealth 

quintile, then I call it a wealth model. Similar to education measures, I used two types of 

destination quintiles based on the reference group. First, I used destination quintiles based 

on the total sample for total sample analysis. Second, I used destination quintiles based 

on each cohort for cohort level analysis. 

 The standardized estimates of each direct effect between two variables show the 

effect sizes of the association between the two variables and the significance of the direct 
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effect is also reported in the SEM result table. The total effects of origin on destination 

and the mediation effects of education between origin and destination were tested by 

Two-Tailed Significance Bootstrap Confidence test (Efron & Tibshirani, 1993; Woo, 

2012). It is necessary to note that this research does not aim to estimate the precise effect 

sizes but to explore the common phenomena among cohort samples and observe the 

trends and patterns of the relationships among OED framework components. The sample 

sizes of this research are more than 200. It is recommended to use sample size adjusted 

measures or sample size independent model fit indices. Thus, for model fit tests, I used 

Standardized Root Mean-squared Residual (SRMR), Root Mean Squared Error of 

Approximation (RMSEA), Comparative Fit Index (CFI), and Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI). 

I chose those indices because those are adjusted for the sample size or sample size 

independent and those are widely recommended by other researchers (Hu & Bentler, 

1998; Sullivan, Parsons, & Green, 2017; Woo, 2012). SRMR and RMSEA measure the 

fit of the sample covariance matrix and the hypothesized model covariance matrix. CFI 

and TLI compare the fit of the model to the fit of the null model. It is regarded as good fit 

when SRMR is less than .05, RMSEA is less than 1.0, CFI is higher than .9, and TLI is 

higher than .9 (Hu & Bentler, 1998; Woo, 2012). 

 The intergenerational mobility is estimated by the total effects of each cohort and 

each year. This allowed us to track how inter-generational social mobility changes over 

time for each cohort. Comparing the indirect effects of origin on destination via 

education, and the direct effects of education on destination allows researchers to see how 

education functions in relationships of social mobility. When there is a significant 

mediation effect of education between origin and destination, then the role of education is 
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the reproduction mechanism of origin to some extent. Total effects of origin on the 

destination which included the indirect effects of education and direct effects of origin is 

significant can be interpreted as ‘social immobility’ which indicates the association 

between origin and destination including the meditation effects of education. 

 To answer my research questions through SEM analysis, compared the results using 

four categories. First, I compared the SEM results between the models that I used the 

absolute value of education and the relative value of education as the mediation variable. 

Second, I compared the results of cohorts. Third, I compared the results between income 

social mobility and wealth social mobility. Fourth, I compared the results between 2007 

and 2017. 

Ordinal Logit Regression: Intra-generational Social Mobility 

 The ordinal logit regression analysis model in this paper tests whether and how 

much education affects one’s economic quintile ten years later. By using cohort based 

income and wealth quintile groups, this research applied ordinal logit regression models 

to estimate the intra-generational social mobility and how different education attainment 

levels are associated with social mobility. Ordinal Logit Regression modeling is preferred 

by researchers who measure social mobility compared to Ordinary Least Squared 

regression because the coefficient is the probability of being in the upper social status 

using an ordered categorical dependent variable (Mare, 198l). 

 Economic status, the dependent variable in the ordinal logit regression models, can 

be measured by income or wealth levels of a household. This research used quintiles of 

income and wealth as economic status levels to estimate the relative social mobility. I 

relied on relative social mobility because when researchers use the actual value of income 
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and wealth as dependent variables, the expansion of economic development easily 

influences upward social mobility. This analysis employed the quintiles of income and 

wealth distributions to avoid that limitation (Sung, M.J., 2018).  

 In the analysis of intra-generational social mobility, the origin is the households’ 

economic status in the generation in 2007, education is the educational attainment of the 

head of households in 2007, and destination is the economic status of the households in 

2017. Income quintiles and wealth quintiles within the cohort are the measures of 

economic status. This model estimates the associations between origin and education 

(OE), education and destination (ED), origin and destination (OD), and the total effect of 

origin on destination controlling for the effects of education on destination (OED). Each 

association of the OED framework was analyzed for each cohort (Devine & Li, 2016). 

The coefficients of the results are odds ratios, which are the probabilities of moving one 

stage upward in the distribution of the dependent variable when there is a one-unit change 

in the independent variable.  

 I presented the results as exponentiated odds ratio coefficients for a better 

interpretation of results. When the exponentiated odds ratio coefficient is 10, it means 

that the category is ten times more likely be in a higher position and avoid a lower 

position on the dependent variable, in this model that is income or wealth quintile, than 

the lowest category. Furthermore, I calculated the probabilities of each category being at 

a certain level of economic status by using an R function, predict. I graphically presented 

the probabilities in the figures. 

 To answer my research questions, I presented the orderly logit regression results of 

the total sample and by each cohort. Also, I compared the intra-social mobility 
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differences between income models and wealth models. For the total sample analysis, I 

used the absolute measure of education and the relative economic status quintiles based 

on the total sample to see the overall impact of education credentials in total sample 

social mobility. For cohort analysis, I used the within cohort economic status quintiles in 

2007 as the independent variable and used the within cohort economic status quintiles in 

2017 as the dependent variable. I used two types of education variables as control 

variables for the cohort analysis. First, I used the absolute measure of education to 

compare the results to the total sample. Second, I used the within cohort education 

quartile to understand differences between education measures. 

 Chapter 4 includes the results of descriptive analysis and inequality analysis. 

Chapter 5 includes the results of inter-generational social mobility and intra-generational 

social mobility. In Chapter 6, I will summarize the results from those two chapters and 

discuss the implications of the results. 
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Chapter 4:  INEQUALITY ANALYSIS RESULTS 

 In this chapter, I present the distributions of income, wealth, educational 

attainments, and familial background using frequency tables and inequality measures in 

the analysis dataset based on the OED framework. Generational cohorts, income, and 

wealth quintiles are categorical variables which is of primary interest for this study. 

Through these descriptive explorations, we can see the structural characteristics of the 

inequality of Korean society. This chapter consists of four sections. First, I will compare 

the family background characteristics, Origin, of the head of household by cohort. 

Second, I will compare educational attainment characteristics, Education, of the head of 

household by cohort. Third, I will compare the proportion of the income and wealth 

quintiles of the head of household, Destination, within a cohort. Fourth, I will present 

inequality estimates of the total sample, the within generational cohort inequality 

estimates, and the within generational income/wealth quintile inequality estimates.  

DESCRIPTIVE ANALYSIS OF ORIGIN 

 As expected, the generational characteristics of the origin, familial background, is 

widely different by cohort. Table 4.1 shows the family background characteristics of the 

total sample by cohort. As the Korean economy has developed rapidly and Korean public 

education and higher education has expanded quickly, there are vivid differences of 

educational attainment levels, economic status levels, and job status levels of the head of 

households between cohorts. About 95% of Cohort 5, the oldest cohort, have parents who 

have less than a high school degree while less than 60% of Cohort 1, the youngest cohort, 

have parents who have less than a high school degree. Less than 5 % of Cohort 3, 4, 5 

have parents who have higher than a 4-year college degree. Among Cohort 1, 11% of 
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them have parents who have higher than a 4-year college degree. This result clearly 

shows that the parental education background is different by generation. 

 The subjective response regarding the economic status of their parents when the 

respondent was 15 shows that less than 1% of them answered that their parents were 

‘very rich.’ More than 50% of Cohort 3, 4, and 5 responded that their parents were ‘poor’ 

or ‘very poor.’ On the other hand, more than 50% of Cohort 1 and Cohort 2 responded 

that their parents’ economic status was about average. The percentage of respondents 

who answered that their parents were ‘rich’ or ‘very rich’ were between 10% and 13% 

across cohorts. The doubled ‘average’ economic status groups, however, from Cohort 5 

and Cohort 4 to Cohort 1 hints of the expansion of the middle class in the Korean 

economy. 

 Parent’s job status shows the changes in the Korean economic structure of parental 

generations. More than 70% of Cohort 3, 4, and 5 have parents who were low-skilled 

workers or agriculture workers. The percentage of this job category drops to 50% for the 

parents of Cohort 1. The percentage of parents who had jobs in job category Q4 (office 

worker, skilled worker, semi-specialist) or job category Q5 (high-level public official, 

specialist) more than doubled between Cohort 3 and Cohort 1. Summing up, we can 

conclude that for younger generations, the origin value, that the parental socio-economic 

status, is higher than other older cohorts. 
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Table 4.1 Family Background Characteristics by Cohort 

 
Note: Parent’s job status Q1: manual worker; housewife, no job; Q2: agriculture, low skilled 
worker; Q3 service worker, sales worker; Q4: office worker, skilled worker, semi specialist; Q5: 
high-level public official, specialist. 
 
 

DESCRIPTIVE ANALYSIS OF EDUCATION 

Table 4.2 shows the education attainment levels by cohort in 2007 and 2017. 

There is less education credential difference between 2007 and 2017 among the same 

groups of adults. Only among the recent adults, Cohort 1, there was a four percentage 

point increase in graduate school level degrees. Seventy-two percent of Cohort 5 have 

less than a high school degree.  

The proportion of heads of household who have a 4-year college degree or 

graduate school degree among Cohort 1 and Cohort 2 are 40% and 36% respectively in 

2007. The proportion of heads of household who have a 4-year college degree or 

graduate school degree among Cohort 3 and Cohort 4 are less than 16%, and among 

Cohort 5, this percentage is less than 10%. This result clearly shows a rapid expansion of 

higher education between Cohort 1 and Cohort 5. Given substantial differences in 

educational attainment among Cohorts, it is necessary to analyze them separately.  

Middle Sch. 334 59% 621 73% 797 83% 582 88% 435 95% 2769 79%
High Sch. 162 29% 166 19% 110 11% 54 8% 10 2% 502 14%

2-year College 6 1% 10 1% 15 2% 10 2% 3 1% 44 1%
4-year College 56 10% 49 6% 41 4% 17 3% 12 3% 175 5%
Graduate Sch. 8 1% 8 1% 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 16 0%

Very Poor 12 2% 35 4% 114 12% 89 13% 76 16% 326 9%
Poor 135 24% 291 34% 399 41% 274 41% 188 40% 1287 36%

Average 365 64% 461 54% 356 36% 214 32% 147 31% 1543 43%
Rich 55 10% 68 8% 107 11% 86 13% 57 12% 373 10%

Very Rich 1 0% 5 1% 7 1% 11 2% 3 1% 27 1%
Q1 57 9% 62 7% 41 4% 29 4% 16 4% 205 4%
Q2 287 50% 509 58% 710 73% 501 77% 349 74% 2356 74%
Q3 95 16% 150 17% 119 12% 52 7% 44 10% 460 10%
Q4 65 14% 71 9% 59 6% 49 6% 28 6% 272 6%
Q5 65 11% 67 8% 53 5% 41 6% 31 6% 257 6%

Total
(n=3573)

Parent's 
Economic 

Status

Parent's 
Job 

Status

(n=473)

Parent's
Education

Attainment
Level

Cohort 1 Cohort 2 Cohort 3 Cohort 4 Cohort 5
(n=569) (n=862) (n=990) (n=678)
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Table 4.2 Education Attainment Level in 2007 and 2017 by Cohort 

 
 

 Again, when we look at the relative measure of education by cohort from Table 

4.3 and Table 4.4, each cohort’s highest quartiles include different education credentials. 

For example, general high school graduates in Cohort 5 is in the highest quartile in the 

cohort, but this level of education credential is in the lowest quartile among Cohort 1. 

This shows that if we use the absolute measure of education across different generations, 

it might devalue the positional value of older cohorts’ education and overvalue the 

positional value of younger cohorts’ education. Because the positional value of general 

high school credential for Cohort 5 is Q4, the highest quartile, while for Cohort 1 it is Q1, 

the lowest quartile. Thus, the same education credential in absolute terms, a general high 

school credential, has different positional values in different cohorts. 

Middle Sch. 15 3% 77 9% 380 38% 393 58% 341 72% 1206 34%
High Sch. 185 33% 352 41% 401 41% 177 26% 76 16% 1191 33%

2-year College 142 25% 122 14% 52 5% 14 2% 16 3% 346 10%
4-year College 207 36% 275 32% 124 13% 69 10% 31 7% 706 20%
Graduate Sch. 20 4% 36 4% 33 3% 25 4% 10 2% 124 3%

Middle Sch. 15 3% 70 8% 375 38% 395 58% 339 72% 1194 33%
High Sch. 175 31% 354 41% 400 40% 174 26% 77 16% 1180 33%

2-year College 143 25% 109 13% 58 6% 14 2% 15 3% 339 9%
4-year College 198 35% 287 33% 116 12% 71 10% 32 7% 704 20%
Graduate Sch. 38 7% 42 5% 41 4% 25 4% 10 2% 156 4%

(n=473)

Education 
Attainment 

Level
(2017)

Education 
Attainment 

Level
(2007)

Total
(n=3573)

Cohort 1 Cohort 2 Cohort 3 Cohort 4 Cohort 5
(n=569) (n=862) (n=990) (n=678)
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Table 4.3 Relative Measure of Education Attainment Level in 2007 by Cohort 

 

 

Table 4.4 Relative Measure of Educational Attainment Level in 2017 by Cohort 

 

 

Freq

Within 
Cohort 

Quartile Freq

Within 
Cohort 

Quartile Freq

Within 
Cohort 

Quartile Freq

Within 
Cohort 

Quartile Freq

Within 
Cohort 

Quartile Freq
Total 

Quintile
1 No education credential 0 1 12 38 86 137
2 Elementary drop out 0 3 24 37 54 118
3 Elementary graduate 0 18 128 164 117 Q2 427
4 Middle school drop-out 1 9 24 16 19 69
5 Middle school graduate 5 32 176 127 55 395
6 High school drop-out 9 14 16 11 8 58

7
Vocational/alternative/ high school 

graduate / GED 99 173 221 75 41 609

8
General / Autonomous public high 

school graduate 85 178 180
Q3

102 35 580
Q3

9
Special purpose / Autonomous 

private high school graduate 1 1 0 0 0 2
10 College drop-out 32 32 12 11 6 93

11
2-year college graduate in outside of 

capital area 80 52 28 2 7 169
12 2-year college graduate in capital 31 38 12 0 2 83

13
4-year college graduate in outside of 

capital area 135 185 60 31 17 428

14
4-year college graduate in Capital 

Area 71 85 62 38 13 269

15
4-year college graduate with some 

graduate school 2 5 2 0 1 10
16 Graduate School degree 20 36 33 25 10 124

Q4

Education in 2007

Q4

Q5

Q4

Q1

Q2

Q1

Q2

Q3

Q4

Q1

Q2

Q3

Q4

Q1

Q2

Q3

Q4

Q1

Q3

Total
(n=569) (n=862) (n=990) (n=678) (n=473) (n=3573)

Cohort 1 Cohort 2 Cohort 3 Cohort 4 Cohort 5

Q1

Q2

Freq

Within 
Cohort 

Quartile Freq

Within 
Cohort 

Quartile Freq

Within 
Cohort 

Quartile Freq

Within 
Cohort 

Quartile Freq

Within 
Cohort 

Quartile Freq
Total 

Quintile
1 No education credential 0 0 10 38 87 135
2 Elementary drop out 0 4 25 39 56 124
3 Elementary graduate 1 16 116 166 115 Q2 414
4 Middle school drop-out 0 8 26 18 20 72
5 Middle school graduate 4 31 182 123 53 393
6 High school drop-out 10 11 15 11 9 56

7
Vocational/alternative/ high school 

graduate / GED 93 174 226 74 43 610

8
General / Autonomous public high 

school graduate 82 178 174
Q3

100 34 568
Q3

9
Special purpose / Autonomous 

private high school graduate 1 1 0 0 0 2
10 College drop-out 27 22 11 10 6 76

11
2-year college graduate in outside of 

capital area 85 51 33 4 7 180

12
2-year college graduate in capital 

area 30 36 14 0 1 81

13
4-year college graduate in outside of 

capital area 131 199 59 33 17 439

14
4-year college graduate in Capital 

Area 64 87 57 38 14 260

15
4-year college graduate with some 

graduate school 3 1 0 0 1 5
16 Graduate School degree 38 42 41 25 10 156

Q2

Q1

Q3

Q3

Q1

Q2

Q4

Q3
Q3

Q4 Q4 Q5

Q4

Q2

Q4

Q2

Q4

Q1
Q1

Q1

Q2

Q1

Total
(n=569) (n=862) (n=990) (n=678) (n=473) (n=3573)

Cohort 5

Education in 2017

Cohort 1 Cohort 2 Cohort 3 Cohort 4
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DESCRIPTIVE ANALYSIS OF DESTINATION 

 This section explores the differences between cohorts and between income/wealth 

quintiles to understand the structural characteristics of the inequality of Korean society 

comprehensively. Table 4.5 shows the number of heads of household in overall income 

(market income) and wealth quintile groups by cohort. The quintiles of Table 4.5 are 

based on the total sample. Twenty-eight percent of Cohort 1 is in the highest income 

quintile (Q5) in the total sample, while only 1% of Cohort 5 is in the highest income 

quintile (Q5) in the total sample in 2007. Most of financial support for older cohort 

comes from wealth not income, perhaps partly because they are retired. In general, the 

table shows that the households from the younger cohorts are more likely to be in a 

higher income quintile group. This generational trend is flipped among the highest wealth 

quintiles. Twenty-seven percent of Cohort 4 and 20% of Cohort 5 is in the highest wealth 

quintile group, while only 14% of Cohort 1 is in the highest wealth quintile group in 

2007. The majority of Cohort 5 is in the lowest income quintile group in 2007 (58%) and 

2017 (64%). 

 Figure 4.1 shows that across cohorts, there are vast differences among the 

percentage of high-income groups (Q4, Q5) in each cohort. More Cohort 2 households 

entered in the higher wealth quintiles, after ten years (from 24% to 35%), and the 

percentage of people in the wealthiest quintile among Cohort 2 also increased (from 16% 

to 20%) (see Table 4.3 and Figure 4-2). Both Figure 4.1 and Figure 4.2 show that the 

percentage of households in Cohort 2, which is in higher income and wealth quintiles 

(Q4, Q5) increased between 2007 and 2017. This might be because the highest income 

group in Cohort 2 is at the highest level of their career (ages between 36 and 45 in 2007), 
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so their wages and salaries are the highest among other generations and with the high 

income, they might have been able to accrue more wealth than other cohorts between 

2007 and 2017. 

  

Table 4.5 Destination: Income and Wealth Quintiles in 2007 and 2017 by Cohort 

 

 

Total
(n=3573)

Q1 35 6% 88 10% 121 12% 195 29% 277 58% 716
Q2 81 14% 145 17% 192 19% 180 27% 117 25% 715
Q3 127 22% 196 23% 202 20% 134 20% 54 11% 713
Q4 165 29% 225 26% 221 22% 87 13% 19 4% 717
Q5 160 28% 208 24% 255 26% 83 12% 7 1% 713
Q1 62 11% 148 17% 200 20% 145 21% 161 34% 716
Q2 148 26% 188 22% 189 19% 109 16% 82 17% 716
Q3 166 29% 199 23% 195 20% 100 15% 52 11% 712
Q4 112 20% 188 22% 194 20% 138 20% 81 17% 713
Q5 80 14% 139 16% 213 21% 186 27% 96 20% 714

Total
(n=3573)

Q1 15 3% 42 5% 110 11% 248 37% 305 64% 720
Q2 54 10% 111 13% 205 21% 219 32% 122 26% 711
Q3 159 28% 166 19% 245 25% 119 18% 25 5% 714
Q4 187 33% 242 28% 195 20% 70 10% 18 4% 712
Q5 154 27% 301 35% 234 24% 22 3% 2 0% 713
Q1 58 10% 120 14% 177 18% 168 25% 193 41% 716
Q2 146 26% 195 23% 159 16% 129 19% 84 18% 713
Q3 156 27% 199 23% 191 19% 99 15% 70 15% 715
Q4 147 26% 177 21% 218 22% 110 16% 61 13% 713
Q5 62 11% 172 20% 245 25% 172 25% 64 14% 715

Income 
Quilntile

Wealth 
Quintile

(n=473)

Income 
Quilntile

Wealth 
Quintile

Year: 2007
Cohort 1 Cohort 2 Cohort 3 Cohort 4 Cohort 5
(n=569) (n=862) (n=990) (n=678)

Year: 2017
Cohort 1 Cohort 2 Cohort 3 Cohort 4 Cohort 5
(n=569) (n=862) (n=990) (n=678) (n=473)
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Figure 4.1 Percentage of People in the Higher Income and Wealth Quintiles by 
Generation 

 

Figure 4.2 Percentage of People in the Highest Income and Wealth Quintiles by 
Generation 

 

 Table 4.6 shows the descriptive statistics of income and wealth quintiles. Table 

4.7 presents the descriptive statistics of income and wealth between cohorts. The negative 

values of income are due to the negative business income when a loss is experienced. 

When a head of household runs a business that showed a deficit, and there are no other 

income sources that offset the deficit in business income, then the market income of that 

household will have negative values. Compared to income and wealth quintile 

differences, the generational difference is smaller. Furthermore, there are huge within 

quintile differences in the highest quintiles when we look at the standard deviations.  
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Table 4.8 shows the mean and standard deviations of within cohort income and 

wealth quintiles in 2007 and 2017. Mean income of within cohort quintiles Q3, and Q4 

across Cohorts 1, Cohort 2, Cohort 3 look similar (highlighted areas in Table 4.8). That 

means that upper middle-class populations in working ages (ages between 26-65) gain a 

similar amount of income. 

 

Table 4.6 Descriptive Statistics of Income and Wealth Quintiles 

 

Table 4.7 Descriptive Statistics of Income and Wealth by Cohort 

Year:2007 Quintile n Mean SD Median Max Min
1 716 506 404 558 1004 -4828
2 715 1431 240 1452 1835 1005
3 712 2215 225 2217 2632 1835
4 716 3159 344 3133 3807 2634
5 713 5716 2722 5016 41205 3811
1 717 124 114 93 379 0
2 716 915 345 894 1582 379
3 712 2600 680 2495 3933 1589
4 714 6954 2178 6543 11467 3954
5 714 32046 28433 22148 290086 11485

Year:2017 Quintile n Mean SD Median Max Min
1 720 282 3837 403 6763 -101082
2 713 1458 333 1464 2039 896
3 715 2591 291 2608 3072 2047
4 713 3702 399 3673 4424 3074
5 713 6434 2431 5866 36329 4424
1 716 267 217 210 692 0
2 713 1730 705 1637 3086 695
3 714 5104 1363 5060 7800 3087
4 714 12871 3347 12344 19660 7806
5 715 53998 53314 37569 521560 19751

Income

Wealth

Income

Wealth
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 Wealth is more unevenly distributed across cohorts than income. The average of 

the highest wealth quintile of Cohort 1 is 16,826, and the average of the highest wealth 

quintile of Cohort 4 is 45,823 in 2007. In other words, the top 20% of Cohort 4 is three 

times richer than the top 20% of Cohort 1.  

 

Year:2007 Cohort n Mean SD Median Max Min
1 569 3105 1601 2788 8231 28
2 862 2959 2366 2634 39721 -4828
3 990 3052 2453 2514 41205 -1417
4 678 2115 1873 1664 14185 -1247
5 473 1116 1179 825 13628 2
1 569 5074 7595 2400 74600 0
2 862 6897 14059 2459 216998 0
3 990 9109 17518 2495 156089 0
4 678 12190 24499 3439 290086 0
5 473 9120 18539 1421 165526 0

Year:2017 Cohort n Mean SD Median Max Min
1 569 3417 6685 3460 15812 -101082
2 862 3986 2446 3672 17984 -49
3 990 3215 2703 2718 36329 -333
4 678 1619 1427 1240 11743 -1979
5 473 904 882 597 6332 -209
1 569 10912 20901 4512 249947 0
2 862 14883 34740 5475 521560 0
3 990 18140 37349 5737 350325 0
4 678 16703 34520 4722 496978 0
5 473 8813 18063 1139 138397 0

Income

Wealth

Income

Wealth
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Table 4.8 Descriptive Statistics of Economic Variables by Cohort and Within Cohort 
Economic Quintile Group 

 

 

 Table 4.9 gives us detailed information about the sources of income and forms of 

wealth by income quintiles and wealth quintiles. The most significant portion of market 

income (labor income + business income + capital income + private transferred income) 

comes from labor income for all income quintiles except the lowest quintile (Q1). For the 

lowest income quintile group, privately transferred income is the largest income source. 

The public transferred income, which is not included in the market income, also accounts 

for a high portion of low-income household’s disposable income. The most significant 

form of wealth for the highest wealth quintile group (Q5) is real-estate while for the 

lowest wealth quintile group (Q1) it is other possessions such as cars, jewelry, and fine 

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD
Q1 1235 477 882 536 769 456 390 243 205 125 506 404
Q2 2128 196 1950 223 1768 233 1053 186 552 79 1431 240
Q3 2829 203 2633 222 2549 247 1674 177 841 109 2215 225
Q4 3750 335 3531 300 3568 391 2445 284 1330 172 3159 344
Q5 5625 1040 5584 1868 6550 2711 4948 1848 2660 1804 5716 2722
Q1 321 237 174 150 131 122 100 94 37 34 124 114
Q2 1221 324 1059 332 914 370 976 435 313 172 915 345
Q3 2396 397 2571 627 2648 709 3651 1130 1731 820 2600 680
Q4 4682 1044 6030 1649 7722 2386 10443 3328 6497 2196 6954 2178
Q5 16826 10234 24790 23957 34143 26672 45823 38945 36594 26096 32046 28433

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD
Q1 799 9714 1349 645 749 483 221 151 138 86 282 3837
Q2 2786 198 2768 285 1982 272 742 137 388 60 1458 333
Q3 3471 239 3743 300 2824 226 1265 181 638 97 2591 291
Q4 4360 332 4817 417 3884 458 2107 326 1064 167 3702 399
Q5 6839 1510 7515 1816 6837 3376 3774 1415 2340 897 6434 2431
Q1 760 492 478 358 339 257 179 147 56 48 267 217
Q2 2537 562 2259 744 2346 991 1325 609 395 155 1730 705
Q3 4857 879 5600 1227 7070 1977 5134 1827 1664 839 5104 1363
Q4 10427 2428 12701 3146 16623 3905 15324 5411 6959 2863 12871 3347
Q5 35007 34327 52293 64070 67089 58103 62992 53839 36143 24759 53998 53314

Year: 2017

Total Quintiles
(n=3573)

Total Quintiles
(n=3573)(n=862) (n=990) (n=678) (n=473)

Cohort 1 Cohort 2 Cohort 3 Cohort 4 Cohort 5

Within
Cohort
Income 
Quintile

Within
Cohort
Wealth 
Quintile

(n=473)

Within
Cohort
Income 
Quintile

Within
Cohort
Wealth 
Quintile

Cohort 1 Cohort 2 Cohort 3 Cohort 4 Cohort 5
(n=569)

(n=569) (n=862) (n=990) (n=678)Year: 2007
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arts. Again, Table 4.9 reveals that there is a wide gap between the wealthiest quintile and 

the poorest quintile in every form of wealth. It is interesting to see that the capital income 

gaps are not that large compared to other sources of income gaps. This means that the 

return on capital might not be the largest source of income inequality, which is a part of 

Piketty’s argument (Piketty, 2014). The standard deviation, however, among the highest 

income and wealth quintiles are the largest among other cohorts. This means that there 

are massive inequalities, even within the top 20% income and wealth groups. 

 The most substantial change among incomes between 2007 and 2017 comes from 

the public transferred income (more than 100% increase). Table 4.10 shows that in 

general, the percent change of capital income is higher than that of other types of income, 

and wealth change rates are faster than that of income change rates.  
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Table 4.9 Descriptive Statistics of Subcategories of Income and Wealth by Economic 
Quintile Group 

 

 

Table 4.10 Mean Changes of Income and Wealth Sources between 2007 and 2017 by 
Quintile 

 

 

 

n Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD
Q1 711 506 404 193 302 56 383 42 115 215 230 418 595
Q2 709 1431 240 828 619 290 486 80 232 234 350 190 423
Q3 709 2215 225 1486 869 476 788 106 335 148 316 118 408
Q4 709 3159 344 2427 1086 510 967 100 324 123 286 68 248
Q5 710 5716 2722 4065 2221 1157 3020 319 918 174 404 74 299
Q1 712 282 3837 85 203 -97 3825 52 125 241 208 846 833
Q2 707 1458 333 760 662 203 428 130 297 365 408 417 566
Q3 709 2591 291 1786 982 466 847 136 419 203 358 278 481
Q4 710 3702 399 2665 1324 666 1186 186 501 185 332 189 406
Q5 708 6434 2431 4634 2549 1298 2701 338 895 165 343 150 406

n Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD
Q1 711 124 114 1 18 92 101 222 658 1507 4037 -1383 4044
Q2 708 915 345 22 138 635 380 415 1263 1456 2745 -542 2734
Q3 710 2600 680 231 659 1834 905 608 1452 1569 2917 1030 2966
Q4 708 6954 2178 2524 3091 3516 2745 674 1146 1999 3345 4955 3765
Q5 710 32046 28433 21729 25222 8978 14286 1156 2273 4492 8277 27554 27229
Q1 710 267 217 1 21 216 199 239 1356 1431 4091 -1165 4078
Q2 709 1730 705 77 345 1244 796 590 1873 1827 3102 -97 3191
Q3 710 5104 1363 799 1673 3524 1863 836 2553 2690 7314 2414 7575
Q4 708 12871 3347 4644 5029 7056 4924 921 1343 2666 4608 10204 5436
Q5 709 53998 53314 37958 51957 14282 15765 1587 2641 7288 14461 46710 50650

Public
Transferred 

Income

Net Wealth

07

17

Financial
Asset

Other 
Possessions Debt Total

07

17

Wealth
Quintiles

Wealth 
Total

Real-estate
Asset

Private
Transferred

Income
Income

Quintiles
Market Income 

Total
Labor

Income
Business 
Income

Capital 
Income

diff. pec. chng diff. pec. chng diff. pec. chng diff. pec. chng diff. pec. chng diff. pec. chng
Q1 -224 -44 -108 -56 -153 -273 10 24 26 12 428 102
Q2 27 2 -68 -8 -87 -30 50 63 131 56 227 119
Q3 376 17 300 20 -10 -2 30 28 55 37 160 136
Q4 543 17 238 10 156 31 86 86 62 50 121 178
Q5 718 13 569 14 141 12 19 6 -9 -5 76 103

diff. pec. chng diff. pec. chng diff. pec. chng diff. pec. chng diff. pec. chng diff. pec. chng
Q1 143 115 0 0 124 135 17 8 -76 -5 218 -16
Q2 815 89 55 250 609 96 175 42 371 25 445 -82
Q3 2504 96 568 246 1690 92 228 38 1121 71 1384 134
Q4 5917 85 2120 84 3540 101 247 37 667 33 5249 106
Q5 21952 69 16229 75 5304 59 431 37 2796 62 19156 70

Debt Total Net Wealth
Wealth

Quintiles

Income
Quintiles

Wealth 
Total

Real-estate
Asset

Financial
Asset

Other 
Possessions

Market Income 
Total

Labor
Income

Business 
Income

Capital 
Income

Private
Transferred

Public
Transferred 
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INEQUALITY ANALYSIS 

 Table 4.11 shows the 11 inequality indices of disposable income, market income, 

and wealth for the total analysis sample in 2007 and 2017. In every inequality measure, 

wealth inequality is significantly worse than disposable and market incomes. The Gini 

coefficient of wealth is twice that of disposable income Gini coefficient. The wealthiest 

top 10% of total households own more than half of the total assets in the entire analysis 

sample. The wealthy top 1% of total households own 16% of the total assets of the whole 

analysis sample. However, ten years later in 2017, those top 1%, 5%, and 10% income 

and wealth concentration indices decreased except for the wealth of the top 1%. By 

contrast, the income and wealth share of the middle 50% group (between top 10% and 

top 60%) increased while the share of the bottom 40% decreased from 2007 to 2017. 

 P90/P50 is the inequality measure of the upper-income group, and P50/P10 is the 

inequality measure of the lower income group. By looking at P50/P10 measures, we can 

tell that the increased Gini coefficients of market income after ten years stem from the 

increased inequality of lower income groups (P50/P10 from 4.0 to 6.5) while P90/P50 

remained the same at 2.3. 
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Table 4.11 Inequality Indices of Disposable Income, Market Income, and Wealth in 2007 
and 2017 

 
Source: Calculated by the researcher using KWPS data 

 The effect of the government’s redistribution effort can be measured by looking at 

the differences of the inequality measures between market income and disposable 

income. Market income includes labor income, business income, capital income, and 

private transferred income. Disposable income includes transferred public income and 

excludes taxes from market income (Cobham & Sumner, 2013). After the taxes and 

transfers, the Gini improved five percentage points in 2007 (from .40 to .35) and eight 

percentage points for 2017 (from .43 to .35). Furthermore, while the market income gap 

within low-income groups (P50/P10 and Palma ratio) between 2007 and 2017 widened 

(from 4.0 to 6.5), the P50/P10 ratio of disposable income remained at a similar level 

(from 2.7 to 2.8). The overall inequality (Gini), and the within lower class inequality 

(Palma ratio, P50/P10, Bottom 40% share) of disposable income remained similar 

between 2007 and 2017.  

 There are differences in inequality between cohorts. When we compare the 

differences in Gini coefficients between disposable income and market income by cohort, 

Year Variable Gini

Top 
1% 

share

Top 
5% 

share

Top 
10% 

share

Middle 
50% 

share

Bottom 
40% 

share

Palma 
Ratio

S90/S40
S80/
S20

P90/
P50

P50/
P10 Wolfson

Disposable 
Income 35 5.1 15.4 25.3 56.7 18.0 1.4 7.0 2.1 2.7 30
Market 
Income 40 5.3 16.4 27.1 58.0 14.9 1.8 11.3 2.3 4.0 35
 Wealth 72 14.4 40.1 56.4 41.2 2.4 23.2 257.2 8.9 26.7 125

Disposable 
Income 35 4.2 14.1 23.9 58.3 17.8 1.4 7.6 2.0 2.8 29
Market 
Income 43 4.7 16.0 27.3 60.8 11.9 2.3 24.0 2.3 6.5 37
Wealth 71 15.9 38.8 54.6 42.7 2.7 20.3 202.0 7.4 23.8 109

07

17
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Cohort 5 has benefitted the most from governmental redistribution efforts (See Figure 

4.3).  There is a pattern that as cohorts get older, the inequality measures increase (see 

Table 4.12). The younger generation is experiencing the least unequal economic situation 

within cohort compared to other cohorts. The Palma ratios of Cohort 1 disposable and 

market incomes are around 1.0. 

   

 

Figure 4.3 Gini Coefficients for Income and Wealth by Cohort in 2007 and 2017 

 

 In general, between 2007 and 2017, the inequality indices improved overall and 

across cohorts (see Table 4.11 and Table 4.12). This is not from the decreased inequality 

within the upper middle-income group (higher than median income), but from the 

increased incomes among the lower income group (the bottom 10%). 
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Table 4.12 Within Cohort Inequality Measures in 2007 and 2017 

 
 
 

Income and Wealth Changes between 2007 and 2017 by Cohort 

 Cohorts are different in their familial background, education attainment levels and 

quintiles, income and wealth quintiles, and social mobility patterns. Figure 4.4 to Figure 

4.8 graphically present the median or mean of different types of income by quintiles and 

Variable Year Cohort Gini

Top 
1% 

share

Top 
5% 

share

Top 
10% 

share

Middle 
50% 

share

Bottom 
40% 

share

Palma 
Ratio

S90/S40
S80/
S20

P90/
P50

P50/
P10 Wolfson

1 26 3.6 11.5 19.8 57.1 23.1 0.9 3.8 1.8 1.8 22
2 31 5.8 14.5 23.4 55.8 20.8 1.1 5.4 1.8 2.2 24
3 35 5.7 16.5 25.6 55.9 18.5 1.4 6.5 2.2 2.4 30
4 38 5.2 16.7 27.5 55.6 16.9 1.6 7.8 2.3 2.8 32
5 37 5.5 17.1 26.8 55.5 17.8 1.5 6.3 2.3 2.1 35
1 31 4.0 11.5 20.2 60.2 19.6 1.0 7.2 1.8 1.7 19
2 28 3.0 9.8 17.3 65.2 17.5 1.0 4.7 1.8 2.2 23
3 31 3.8 11.1 18.4 65.9 15.7 1.2 5.1 1.9 2.2 26
4 32 4.0 13.7 22.9 57.6 19.5 1.2 5.3 2.0 2.2 29
5 32 4.6 16.7 28.7 47.7 23.5 1.2 4.9 2.4 1.9 29
1 28 2.8 11.6 21.1 57.2 21.7 1.0 4.6 1.9 2.1 25
2 34 5.7 15.3 24.2 57.0 18.7 1.3 7.0 1.9 2.7 27
3 38 6.0 16.4 27.2 56.2 16.6 1.6 8.6 2.3 2.8 32
4 43 6.0 18.6 30.9 55.6 13.5 2.3 13.1 2.6 3.9 39
5 44 8.5 19.0 29.8 56.7 13.5 2.2 12.8 2.8 3.7 42
1 33 3.2 12.2 20.5 60.9 18.6 1.1 8.5 1.9 1.8 21
2 31 3.1 10.4 17.7 66.0 16.3 1.1 5.6 1.9 2.6 25
3 37 4.6 12.3 20.0 67.1 12.8 1.6 9.1 2.1 3.5 30
4 45 5.3 17.3 28.2 60.3 11.5 2.5 18.6 2.7 5.8 47
5 48 5.4 23.0 39.3 47.1 13.5 2.9 17.0 3.1 4.8 48
1 62 9.7 28.1 44.4 49.7 5.9 7.5 51.2 6.1 7.8 77
2 69 15.6 37.1 52.6 43.9 3.6 14.7 141.5 7.3 16.9 103
3 72 13.9 39.4 56.1 41.6 2.3 24.4 259.9 9.4 23.1 136
4 73 13.0 39.1 55.7 42.5 1.8 31.5 456.4 9.3 57.0 137
5 77 12.7 42.8 61.7 37.5 0.8 77.9 1035.2 17.3 39.4 241
1 63 12.2 30.7 41.6 53.1 5.3 7.9 45.1 4.5 6.7 78
2 69 13.7 29.9 41.4 55.7 2.9 14.3 108.3 6.7 12.2 92
3 70 12.1 29.7 42.2 55.5 2.2 18.8 196.7 6.8 20.2 103
4 72 13.9 38.5 54.2 44.0 1.8 30.4 350.5 9.4 33.8 136
5 76 15.2 46.4 72.2 26.6 1.1 63.8 641.9 21.8 26.3 279

2007

2017

Disp. 
Income

Market 
Income

Wealth

2007

2017

2007

2017
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by cohorts. With this data, I describe the characteristics of cohorts and their inequality 

contexts. 

 

 
Figure 4.4 Median Market Income by Cohort and by Within Cohort Income Quintile 

 

 
Figure 4.5 Median Labor Income by Cohort and by Within Cohort Income Quintile 

 

 
Figure 4.6 Mean Capital Income by Cohort and by Within Cohort Income Quintile 
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Figure 4.7 Median Wealth Total by Cohort by Within Cohort Wealth Quintile 

 
 

 
Figure 4.8 Mean Real-estate Wealth by Cohort by Within Cohort Wealth Quintile 

 

 Cohort 5 was born from 1932-1941 in Chosun dynasty, former Korean nation, 

controlled by the Japanese Empire. In 2017, they were 86-95 years old. They experienced 

the Korean War when they were teenagers and early 20s. More than 95% of their parents 

have less than high school education. More than half of them remember that their family 

was poor. Seventy-two percent of Cohort 5 did not enter high school, and 11% of Cohort 

5 have some higher education. Cohort 5 has the highest within wealth and market income 

inequality among cohorts on almost every inequality measure. However, after the 

implementation of several social welfare policies, disposable income increased, and the 

overall inequality decreased in 2017. They experienced extreme poverty when they were 
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young, and still, many of them are experiencing poverty, depending on public transfer 

income. But, the top 20% of Cohort 5 was able to accrue similar wealth compared to 

other cohorts’ top 20% groups. Figure 4.5 shows the capital income differences between 

cohorts and within cohort quintiles. The far right box shows the mean capital income 

within Cohort 5. The top 20% income earners of Cohort 5 earned a similar amount of 

capital income to that of Cohort 3. Most of the capital income is from rental income for 

Cohort 5. 

 The members of Cohort 4 were born between 1942 and 1951. In 2017, they were 

between 66 and 75 years old. Eighty-eight percent of their parents have less than high 

school education; 54% of them said that their childhood was poor. Fifty-eight percent of 

them did not enter high school, and 16% of them have some higher education. The Palma 

ratios of Cohort 4 income is the highest among other cohorts in 2007, and wealth 

inequality measures are the second highest after Cohort 5. The income and wealth social 

mobility of Cohort 4 in 2007 is the worst among other cohorts. The main form of wealth 

is real-estate for Cohort 4. Cohort 4 has the highest mean real-estate wealth among other 

cohorts. As a result, their mean capital income is the highest.  

 Members of Cohort 3 were born between 1952 and 1961. In 2017, they were 

between 56 and 65 years old. They benefited from the ‘No middle school entrance exam’ 

policy, and the public education started to expand. They experienced rapid economic 

development and demand for skilled workers with a middle school or high school degree 

rose quickly. Eighty-three percent of their parents did not enter high school. Fifty-three 

percent of them answered that their childhood family was poor. Twenty-one percent of 

them have some higher education. They experienced the highest higher education 
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premium (Kim, E.S. & Chun, B.G., 2013). Compared to Cohort 3 and Cohort 4, they 

experienced less income and wealth inequality. The primary source of wealth increase 

between 2007 and 2017 was real-estate among the Q4 wealth quintile of Cohort 3. In 

Figure 4.8, the increase rate of Q4 of Cohort 3 is the highest among all other groups. 

 The cohort with birth years spanning 1962-1971, Cohort 2, experienced the High 

school college equalization policy, and the College enrollment expansion policy. The 

college entrance rate reached 23.6% in 1990. They also experienced rapid development 

and democratic movement when they were teenagers and young adults. Cohort 2 also 

experienced a high college wage premium similar to that of Cohort 3. Seventy-three 

percent of their parents did not enter high school. Thirty-eight percent of them said that 

their family was poor when they were 15 years old. But, 50% of themselves have higher 

education degrees. They enjoyed the second lowest economic inequality compared to 

other cohorts. Inter-generational social mobility measures of Cohort 2 are in between the 

extremes. They have the highest mean market income and labor income among all other 

groups. 

 Cohort 1, whose members were born between 1972 and 1981, were between 36 and 

45 years old in 2017. In 1996, the Korean government deregulated the university 

establishment requirements, and after this deregulation, college education expanded 

rapidly. They experienced the 1997 financial crisis when they were young adults. In 

2000, the college entrance rate was 36%, and 24% of the working age population (ages 

25-64) had a college degree. The college premium was low compared to the previous two 

generations. Twelve percent of their parents have some college education. Twenty-six 

percent of them said that their family was poor when they were 15 years old. Sixty-five 
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percent of them have higher education degrees. In 2007 and 2017, They are still in early 

stages of their economic life. Within cohort inequality measures of their income and 

wealth are the lowest compared to other cohorts. 

Summary 

 In this chapter, I examined the differences between generational cohorts and 

between income/wealth quintiles in their Origin, Education, and Destination 

characteristics. As a result, it is clear that there are vast OED characteristics differences 

between cohorts. This suggests that it is necessary to analyze the inequality and social 

mobility by cohort group. From the results of inequality analysis, we found that there was 

a reduction in disposable inequality in general between 2007 and 2017, which is similar 

to findings with prior statistics (KOSIS, 2018) and different from other researchers (Kim, 

N.N, 2014). Based on descriptive data comparisons, there was an improvement in 

disposable inequality and wealth inequality measures. However, the level of inequality is 

still high compared to other countries, and the market income inequality increased after 

ten years. The position of inequality is largely within lower income groups, especially 

among senior groups. It is interesting to see that the income and wealth inequality 

measures within the young generation are the lowest among other generation cohorts. 

Also, it is clear that the inequality of wealth is greater than the inequality of income. In 

the following chapter, I will explore the relationship between education and 

income/wealth social mobility and the generational differences of that relationship 

between education and social mobility. 
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Chapter 5:  SOCIAL MOBILITY ANALYSIS RESULTS 

 This chapter examines two types of social mobility: inter-generational social 

mobility and intra-generational mobility through education. By analyzing social-

mobility through education, I will discuss the impact of social mobility through 

education on the overall inequality. 

INTER-GENERATIONAL SOCIAL MOBILITY RESULTS 

 This section summarizes the estimated direct and indirect effects of familial origins 

on children’s destinations by cohorts. Structural equation modeling (SEM) allows us to 

use a latent variable for parent’s socioeconomic status variable. To understand the OED 

relationships differences among cohorts, I analyzed the total sample by cohort. 

Furthermore, to understand the differences between using the absolute measure of 

education and the relative measure of education, I applied both measures and compared 

them.  

 This section includes four sub-sections. First, I will compare the SEM results 

among the absolute measure of education models and relative measures of education 

models. There are two relative measures of education models. One is based on a relative 

position in the total sample, and the other one is based on the relative position in the same 

cohort. The total sample based positionality of education model assumes that the overall 

competitiveness in the population is more important in the job market while the cohort-

based positionality of education model assumes that the competitiveness within the 

similar cohort is more critical in the job market. When I analyze the total sample, I used 

income and wealth quintiles based on the total sample. 
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 Second, I will present the result of SEM analysis by cohort to show the differences 

between cohorts. I used income and wealth quintiles based on each cohort when I 

analyzed the sample by cohort. Third, I will compare the different relationships in OED 

between income mobility and wealth mobility. Fourth, I will examine the social mobility 

changes between 2007 and 2017.  

Absolute and Relative Measure of Education 

 In this section, I compared the results from models using an absolute measure of 

education and models using a relative measure of education. I found that there are little 

differences between models using the absolute value of education and the models using a 

relative value of education (see Table 5.1). All models, whether it uses the absolute 

measure of education or relative measure of education, shows there are no significant 

direct effects between origin and destination. There were significant indirect effects of 

education between origin and destination, and there were significant total effects of origin 

on destination. In other words, using a different measure of education does not change the 

overall pattern of social mobility for total sample models. 

 There were, however, differences in the effect sizes between the results from the 

absolute measure of education model and the relative measure of education model. In the 

2007 income models, compared to the absolute education model, within cohort relative 

education models show less associations between Origin and Education (OE) 

(absolute: .472 vs. within cohort relative: .377), and between Education and Destination 

(ED) (absolute: .462 vs. within cohort relative: .353). The OED indirect effect is lower 

when I used within cohort relative education measure (.133 in 2007 and .097 in 2017) 

than the absolute education measure (.218 in 2007 and .197 in 2017) (see Table 5.2). In 
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sum, when I use within cohort relative measure of education, the mediation effect of 

education between OD and the total effects diminished, and the direct effect between OD 

increased.  

 
Table 5.1 SEM Results Comparison Between Absolute and Relative Measure of 
Education of the Total Sample 2007 

 
Note: Grey backgrounded coefficients have p-values higher than .05 

 

Table 5.2 SEM Results Comparison Between Absolute and Relative Measure of 
Education of the Total Sample 2017 

 

Note: Grey backgrounded coefficients have p-values higher than .05 

 

coef. p-value coef. p-value coef. p-value coef. p-value coef. p-value coef. p-value
Parent Edu-Origin 0.749 <.001 0.731 <.001 0.708 <.001 0.75 <.001 0.730 <.001 0.706 <.001
Parent Job-Origin 0.637 <.001 0.648 <.001 0.678 <.001 0.636 <.001 0.648 <.001 0.679 <.001
Parent Econ-Origin 0.349 <.001 0.360 <.001 0.347 <.001 0.349 <.001 0.361 <.001 0.348 <.001
OE Direct 0.472 <.001 0.468 <.001 0.377 <.001 0.472 <.001 0.468 <.001 0.377 <.001
OD Direct 0.010 0.706 0.017 0.545 0.017 0.544 -0.031 0.310 -0.020 0.513 0.004 0.902
ED Direct 0.462 <.001 0.449 <.001 0.353 <.001 0.286 <.001 0.274 <.001 0.305 <.001
OED Indirect Effect 0.218 <.001 0.210 <.001 0.133 <.001 0.135 <.001 0.128 <.001 0.115 <.001
OED Total Effect 0.228 <.001 0.227 <.001 0.150 <.001 0.104 <.001 0.108 <.001 0.119 <.001
RMSEA 0.071 0.007 0.089 <.001 0.077 0.001 0.068 0.018 0.083 <.001 0.076 0.001
CFI 0.974 0.959 0.957 0.966 0.950 0.954
TLI 0.934 0.898 0.892 0.916 0.875 0.886
SRMR 0.029 0.035 0.032 0.028 0.033 0.033

Within Cohort 
Relative Edu

2007

Income Wealth

Absolute Edu
Relative Edu

Within Cohort 
Relative Edu

Absolute Edu
Relative Edu

coef. p-value coef. p-value coef. p-value coef. p-value coef. p-value coef. p-value
Parent Edu-Origin 0.743 <.001 0.726 <.001 0.716 <.001 0.708 <.001 0.726 <.001 0.707 <.001
Parent Job-Origin 0.643 <.001 0.649 <.001 0.665 <.001 0.673 <.001 0.649 <.001 0.674 <.001
Parent Econ-Origin 0.349 <.001 0.358 <.001 0.349 <.001 0.346 <.001 0.358 <.001 0.346 <.001
OE Direct 0.465 <.001 0.461 <.001 0.378 <.001 0.380 <.001 0.461 <.001 0.380 <.001
OD Direct -0.025 0.483 -0.031 0.343 -0.020 0.538 -0.057 0.030 -0.061 0.056 -0.044 0.153
ED Direct 0.423 <.001 0.419 <.001 0.256 <.001 0.302 <.001 0.306 <.001 0.298 <.001
OED Indirect Effect 0.197 <.001 0.193 <.001 0.097 <.001 0.140 <.001 0.141 <.001 0.113 <.001
OED Total Effect 0.172 <.001 0.162 <.001 0.078 0.008 0.084 0.002 0.081 <.001 0.070 0.017
RMSEA 0.069 0.013 0.084 <.001 0.073 0.004 0.062 0.072 0.079 0.072 0.005
CFI 0.974 0.963 0.957 0.972 0.956 0.958
TLI 0.936 0.908 0.892 0.931 0.889 0.895
SRMR 0.034 0.039 0.034 0.027 0.033 0.032

2017

Income Wealth

Absolute Edu
Relative Edu

Within Cohort 
Relative Edu

Absolute Edu
Relative Edu

Within Cohort 
Relative Edu
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Inter-generational Social Mobility by Cohort 

 By looking at SEM results by cohorts, I found there are different stories for each 

cohort. To compare the OED relationships by cohort, I used within cohort relative 

measures of education, income, and wealth in this subsection (see Table 5.3). I analyzed 

the data using other possible combinations including using relative education variable, 

within cohort relative education variable, absolute measure of education, total sample 

based quintile, and within cohort income and wealth quintiles. The social mobility 

measures were not drastically different between models that I used for this section (See 

Table 5.4, Table 5.5, and Table 5.6). 

 In this section, I describe the results for each cohort and compare the results 

between them. The total effect of Cohort 1 in 2007 was .172, and the indirect effect 

was .142. While the direct effect between origin and destination (OD link) is not 

significant, the total effect and the indirect effects were significant. Eighty-two percent of 

the total effect was mediated by education (.142/.172). That means that for Cohort 1, 

education plays a reproduction role in social status. In 2017, there was significant indirect 

effect while the OD link and the total effect were not significant. Which means that the 

general social mobility is low while there is an indirect effect of education. 

  For Cohort 2 in 2007, the total effect was .188, and the indirect effect was .137. The 

OD link is not significant. The total effect of .188 is the highest among the cohorts, which 

means that social mobility was the lowest for Cohort 2 in 2007. In 2017 for Cohort 2, the 

total effect and the OD link were not significant, while the indirect effect is significant. 

For Cohort 2, education played a reproduction role. 
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 In 2007, the total effect of Cohort 3 was .138, and the indirect effect was .144. Both 

of them were significant. Even though the OD link is not significant, the total effect is 

less than the indirect effect, which means the OD direct effects and indirect effects were 

offsetting each other. However, the indirect effect was more larger than the total effect; 

the total effect was still positive. That means most of the social immobility was mediated 

by education. In 2017, the direction of the OD link direct effect was positive, but it was 

not significant. The total effect and indirect effect were significant. Again, education 

played a reproduction role. 

 For Cohort 4, in 2007, the indirect effect was .156, the highest among the cohorts. 

However, the total effect was .122, which was the lowest among the cohorts. This is 

because there was a negative OD link, which was not significant. The high indirect effect 

was due to the high OE link (.440). Since there was a strong association between origin 

and education, education played a reproduction role in Cohort 4, even though the OD link 

was not significant. In 2017, the OD link was significant, and it was -.138. The direction 

of the total effect was negative, but it was not significant. However, the indirect effect 

was .093 and was significant because of the strong and significant OE link (.450) with a 

significant ED link (.206). This shows that even though origin had a negative direct effect 

on the destination, the positive mediation effect of education canceled out the direct 

effect. 

 The total effect of Cohort 5 in 2007 was .154, and the indirect effect was .062. Both 

were significant, and the indirect effect was the lowest among all cohorts. This is due to 

the low ED direct effect (.167). Even though the OD link was not significant, the total 

effect was significant and was positive. On the other hand, in 2017, the total effect 
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was .027 and was not significant. The indirect effect was .064, and it was the lowest 

among the other cohorts. The model fit indices tell us that the OED model is not 

explaining Cohort 5 data. For the 2007 model, TLI was .725 and RMSEA was .101. For 

the 2017 model, TLI was 753.  

 In sum, in 2007, results show that Cohort 4 enjoyed the highest social mobility (the 

lowest total effect, .122), and it was mainly through the mediation effect of education 

(.156). In most cases, the OD link was not significant, which means that social mobility 

usually has indirect effects through education and not directly associated with destination 

income quintiles. In 2017, most of the total effects were not significant, except for Cohort 

3. Non-significant total effects mean that there are alternative indirect effects that cancel 

out the significant indirect effect of education (Shrout & Bolger, 2002). That means there 

are likely other omitted variable(s) that mediate the relationships between origin and 

destination and which were not included in the OED framework.  
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Table 5.3 SEM results by Cohort using Within Cohort Education Quartile, Within 
Income and Wealth Quintiles 

 
Note: Grey backgrounded estimates have p-values higher than .05 

 

Table 5.4 SEM results by Cohort using Within Cohort Education Quartile, Total Sample 
Income and Wealth Quintiles 

 
Note: Grey backgrounded estimates have p-values higher than .05 

 

Cohort 1 Cohort 2 Cohort 3 Cohort 4 Cohort 5 Cohort 1 Cohort 2 Cohort 3 Cohort 4 Cohort 5
Parent Edu-Origin 0.921 0.648 0.761 0.696 0.617 0.941 0.640 0.762 0.705 0.617
Parent Job-Origin 0.471 0.632 0.731 0.831 0.783 0.461 0.640 0.731 0.818 0.785
Parent Econ-Origin 0.288 0.305 0.337 0.355 0.270 0.282 0.305 0.336 0.361 0.269
OE Direct 0.393 0.402 0.341 0.440 0.370 0.356 0.403 0.341 0.442 0.369
OD Direct 0.030 0.052 -0.007 -0.034 0.092 -0.037 0.069 -0.001 -0.132 0.082
ED Direct 0.362 0.340 0.424 0.355 0.167 0.285 0.269 0.266 0.431 0.329
OED Indirect Effect 0.142 0.137 0.144 0.156 0.062 0.102 0.108 0.091 0.190 0.122
OED Total Effect 0.172 0.188 0.138 0.122 0.154 0.064 0.177 0.090 0.058 0.203

Cohort 1 Cohort 2 Cohort 3 Cohort 4 Cohort 5 Cohort 1 Cohort 2 Cohort 3 Cohort 4 Cohort 5
Parent Edu-Origin 0.939 0.665 0.737 0.657 0.653 0.946 0.661 0.726 0.661 0.652
Parent Job-Origin 0.482 0.623 0.719 0.842 0.752 0.479 0.624 0.729 0.836 0.752
Parent Econ-Origin 0.312 0.296 0.352 0.341 0.251 0.310 0.300 0.354 0.344 0.253
OE Direct 0.334 0.377 0.356 0.450 0.370 0.332 0.379 0.356 0.452 0.371
OD Direct 0.047 -0.038 0.014 -0.138 -0.037 -0.025 0.039 -0.123 -0.085 -0.018
ED Direct 0.257 0.288 0.297 0.206 0.172 0.378 0.213 0.318 0.331 0.287
OED Indirect Effect 0.086 0.109 0.106 0.093 0.064 0.125 0.081 0.113 0.150 0.106
OED Total Effect 0.133 0.070 0.119 -0.045 0.027 0.100 0.119 -0.009 0.065 0.088

Income

Income
2017

Wealth

2007
Wealth

Cohort 1 Cohort 2 Cohort 3 Cohort 4 Cohort 5 Cohort 1 Cohort 2 Cohort 3 Cohort 4 Cohort 5
OE Direct 0.361 0.411 0.357 0.484 0.455 0.355 0.412 0.357 0.486 0.454
OD Direct 0.071 0.056 -0.021 -0.069 0.147 -0.024 0.071 -0.018 -0.143 0.069
ED Direct 0.322 0.336 0.418 0.381 0.153 0.232 0.273 0.290 0.397 0.284
OED Indirect Effect 0.116 0.138 0.149 0.184 0.070 0.082 0.112 0.103 0.193 0.129
OED Total Effect 0.187 0.194 0.128 0.115 0.217 0.058 0.183 0.085 0.050 0.198

Cohort 1 Cohort 2 Cohort 3 Cohort 4 Cohort 5 Cohort 1 Cohort 2 Cohort 3 Cohort 4 Cohort 5
OE Direct 0.340 0.382 0.377 0.476 0.478 0.336 0.384 0.377 0.476 0.479
OD Direct 0.048 -0.048 -0.023 -0.149 -0.095 0.012 0.026 -0.116 -0.107 -0.022
ED Direct 0.217 0.319 0.260 0.280 0.175 0.300 0.241 0.324 0.348 0.278
OED Indirect Effect 0.074 0.122 0.098 0.133 0.084 0.101 0.093 0.122 0.166 0.133
OED Total Effect 0.122 0.074 0.075 -0.016 -0.011 0.113 0.119 0.006 0.059 0.111

2007
Income Wealth

2017
Income Wealth
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Table 5.5 SEM results by Cohort using Absolute Measure of Education, Within Cohort 
Income and Wealth Quintiles 

 
Note: Grey backgrounded estimates have p-values higher than .05 

 
Table 5.6 SEM results by Cohort using Absolute Measure of Education, Total Sample 
Income and Wealth Quintiles 

 
Note: Grey backgrounded estimates have p-values higher than .05 

 

Income Mobility vs. Wealth Mobility 

 In this section, I compare the results of income and wealth models for each cohort 

and then compare the results between cohorts. For Cohort 1, both in 2007 and 2017, the 

total effects of origin to wealth quintile destination and the OD link were not significant. 

The directions of OD links were negative in wealth models while it was positive in 

income models. That means for Cohort 1; origin has fewer effects on wealth destination 

than on income destination, even including the significant mediation effect of education. 

Cohort 1 Cohort 2 Cohort 3 Cohort 4 Cohort 5 Cohort 1 Cohort 2 Cohort 3 Cohort 4 Cohort 5
OE Direct 0.358 0.403 0.341 0.440 0.370 0.355 0.403 0.341 0.442 0.369
OD Direct 0.036 0.049 -0.006 -0.034 0.092 -0.038 0.069 -0.001 -0.132 0.082
ED Direct 0.394 0.341 0.424 0.354 0.167 0.284 0.269 0.266 0.431 0.329
OED Indirect Effect 0.141 0.137 0.144 0.156 0.062 0.101 0.108 0.091 0.190 0.121
OED Total Effect 0.177 0.186 0.138 0.122 0.154 0.063 0.177 0.090 0.058 0.203

Cohort 1 Cohort 2 Cohort 3 Cohort 4 Cohort 5 Cohort 1 Cohort 2 Cohort 3 Cohort 4 Cohort 5
OE Direct 0.327 0.375 0.356 0.450 0.371 0.328 0.377 0.356 0.452 0.371
OD Direct 0.045 -0.042 0.013 -0.138 -0.037 -0.023 0.037 -0.123 -0.085 -0.018
ED Direct 0.253 0.288 0.297 0.205 0.170 0.374 0.211 0.318 0.331 0.287
OED Indirect Effect 0.083 0.108 0.106 0.092 0.063 0.123 0.080 0.113 0.150 0.106
OED Total Effect 0.128 0.066 0.119 -0.046 0.026 0.100 0.117 -0.010 0.065 0.088

2007
Income Wealth

2017
Income Wealth

Cohort 1 Cohort 2 Cohort 3 Cohort 4 Cohort 5 Cohort 1 Cohort 2 Cohort 3 Cohort 4 Cohort 5
OE Direct 0.338 0.423 0.373 0.439 0.483 0.329 0.424 0.373 0.441 0.483
OD Direct 0.034 0.032 -0.034 -0.044 0.126 -0.041 0.046 -0.030 -0.121 0.052
ED Direct 0.420 0.384 0.444 0.363 0.180 0.268 0.312 0.300 0.387 0.297
OED Indirect Effect 0.142 0.163 0.166 0.160 0.087 0.088 0.132 0.112 0.171 0.144
OED Total Effect 0.176 0.195 0.132 0.116 0.213 0.047 0.178 0.082 0.050 0.196

Cohort 1 Cohort 2 Cohort 3 Cohort 4 Cohort 5 Cohort 1 Cohort 2 Cohort 3 Cohort 4 Cohort 5
OE Direct 0.308 0.430 0.377 0.434 0.477 0.310 0.431 0.377 0.434 0.476
OD Direct -0.023 -0.049 -0.010 -0.090 -0.104 -0.015 0.007 -0.118 -0.056 -0.069
ED Direct 0.286 0.298 0.238 0.248 0.168 0.358 0.259 0.333 0.304 0.251
OED Indirect Effect 0.088 0.128 0.090 0.108 0.080 0.111 0.111 0.126 0.132 0.120
OED Total Effect 0.065 0.079 0.080 0.018 -0.024 0.096 0.118 0.008 0.076 0.051

2007
Income Wealth

2017
Income Wealth
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 Cohort 2 in the 2007 wealth model, the total effect was .177, and the indirect effect 

was .108, both were significant. That means for Cohort 2 in 2007, social mobility was 

high, and education played a reproduction role. The indirect effect sizes were low in 

wealth models compared to that of income models in both 2007 and 2017. Also, the ED 

direct effect sizes were smaller in wealth models than that of income models. This shows 

that education is less associated with wealth social mobility compared to income mobility 

for Cohort 2. 

 For Cohort 3, wealth social mobility models have no significant total effects and 

OD direct effects while income models for Cohort 3 have significant total effects. This 

shows that for Cohort 3, wealth social mobility was higher than income social mobility. 

In the 2017 wealth model, the OD direct effect was -.123 and was significant. However, 

the indirect effect was significant and canceled out the negative direction of the OD link. 

 For Cohort 4, indirect effects of wealth models were higher than that of income 

models both in 2007 and 2017. This means the association between education and wealth 

social mobility is stronger compared to the association between education and income 

social mobility for Cohort 4. The total effects of wealth models for Cohort 4 were not 

significant in both 2007 and 2017. To sum, familial socio-economic status was not 

associated with child’s wealth status for Cohort 4, while the association of child’s 

education and child’s wealth status was higher among other cohorts. 

 The total effect of Cohort 5 wealth model was .203, which is the highest among all 

other models in Table 5.3. It means that the wealth social inter-generational mobility of 

Cohort 5 was the lowest. The indirect effects of wealth models were higher than that of 
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income models for Cohort 5, which means that education played a more powerful role in 

reproducing wealth status than reproducing income status. 

 As expected, ED direct effects of income models are higher than ED direct effects 

of wealth models for Cohort 1, 2, and 3. Since Cohort 4 and five are not the working age 

groups, their income is less likely associated with their education. Their life income, 

which is associated with education, accrued in forms of wealth. Thus, there is a bigger 

association between education and wealth than between education and income among 

Cohort 4 and Cohort 5. 

Comparing Social Mobility between 2007 and 2017 

 In general, social mobility measures have improved between 2007 and 2017. The 

OE direct effects are constant because there are few changes in educational attainment 

and parent’s SES. Since there is no significant effect of Origin on Destination (OD), the 

changes in the direct effect of education on destination (ED) is the only factor that 

changed in the OED total effect. Between 2007 and 2017, the ED direct effects decreased 

across cohorts in the income models. In the OED triangle model, it is assumed that there 

are associations between Origin and Education, Education and Destination, and Origin 

and Destination. The effect of Education on Destination can be interpreted as the return 

to education. In other words, the decrease in the return to education increases social 

mobility between 2007 and 2017 in the analysis sample.  
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Figure 5.1 SEM Result Using within Cohort Relational Education and Income Variables 
in 2007 
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Figure 5.2 SEM Result Using within Cohort Relational Education and Income Variables 
in 2017 

 

 Figure 5.1 and Figure 5.2 present the OED results by cohort in 2007 and 2017. The 

dotted lines in the figures mean that the arrow is not statistically significant. I added 

goodness of fit indices on the figures when indices are not good. Across all the models, 

most of the OE links, ED links, and indirect effects are significant and positive. It means 

that education plays an important social status reproductive role in Korean society 

INTRA-GENERATIONAL SOCIAL MOBILITY RESULTS 

In this section, I will present the ordinal logit regression results of the total sample 

intra-generational mobility and the results of the analysis by the cohort sample. Intra-

generational social mobility measures the social strata changes between two-time frames 

within the same group. This analysis is testing whether and how much education affects 

one’s economic quintile ten years later. From the previous analysis on inter-generational 

social mobility similar to previous literature (Yeo, 2008; Goldthorpe, 1996), I found that 

the educational attainment level has a strong relationship with the economic quintile. 

From intra-generational social mobility analysis, I present the extent of the impact of 
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education on the income and wealth mobility by different cohort group and for the total 

sample. 

Total Sample Intra-Generational Social Mobility 

 The data in Table 5.7 shows the exponentiated coefficients from the ordinal logit 

regressions on the OE, Ed, and OD links for income and wealth models. The 

exponentiated coefficients can be understood as the likelihood of people with family or 

educational backgrounds to obtain higher status and avoid lower positions. For instance, a 

person from income quintile Q2 in 2007 is 2.5 times more likely to have a higher level of 

education (see OE column) than a person from Q1, and a person from income quintile Q5 

in 2007 is 20 times more likely to have a higher level of education than a person from 

Q1. I describe the results from income models and wealth models, and then I summarize 

two features of the results. 

 The results in the OE model (the first column in Table 5.7) predicts the likelihood 

of being in a higher education position from the origin quintile. It shows that a person in 

2007 income quintile Q5 (the highest income quintile) is 20 times more likely to have a 

higher education credential and avoid a lower education credential compared to that of 

Q1 (the lowest income quintile). The results in the ED model (the second column) show 

that 4-year college graduates are 11 times more likely to be in a higher income quintile in 

2017 compared to that of a person who has less than a high school degree. The results of 

the OED model (the third column), show that after controlling for education, individuals 

in income quintile Q5 in 2007 are 40 times more likely to be in a higher income quintile 

and avoid lower quintiles in 2017 compared to the income quintile Q1 in 2007. It also 

shows that controlling for origin income quintile, 4-year college degree holders are four 
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times more likely to be in a higher income quintile in 2017 compared to who have less 

than a high school degree. The results of OD model (the fourth column) shows that 

without controlling for education, a person who is from income quintile Q5 in 2007 is 70 

times more likely to be in a higher income quintile in 2017 compared to income quintile 

Q1 in 2007. 

 When I compared the results of the wealth OE model to the income OE model, it 

shows that wealth quintiles in 2007 are less associated with educational credentials than 

education quintiles. The highest wealth quintile Q5 in 2007 is five times more likely to 

have higher education credentials compared to Q1. The results of wealth ED model show 

that graduate degree holders are five times more likely to be in a higher wealth quintile in 

2017 than who have less than a high school degree. The OED model results show that 

after controlling for education, the wealth quintile Q5 is 57 times more likely to be in a 

higher wealth quintile and avoid lower quintiles in 2017 than Q1. After controlling for 

origin, graduate school degree holders are less likely to be in a higher wealth quintile than 

4-year college degree holders. The results of the OD model show that wealth quintile Q5 

in 2007 is 69 times more likely to be in a higher wealth quintile in 2017 than Q1. 

 From these results, I found two main features. First, education levels are more 

closely related to income quintiles than they are to wealth quintiles. For example, a 

person from income quintile Q5 in 2007 is 20 times more likely to be in a higher 

education position than income quintile Q1 while a person from wealth quintile Q5 is five 

times more likely to be in a higher education position than wealth quintile Q1 (see OE 

column). This result is similar to the results of the inter-generational social mobility 

analysis.  
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Second, having a graduate school degree is less likely to place individuals in a 

higher position in wealth quintile in 2017 compared to the probability of being in a higher 

position in wealth quintile for 4-year college degree holders (OED column). Furthermore, 

having a graduate school degree in 2007 is less effective to obtain higher income status 

and avoid lower income status in 2017 compared to the middle school or less than middle 

school degree holders than other education degrees (OED column). 
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Table 5.7 Ordinal Logit Regression Coefficients on Education and Economic 
Destinations 

 
 
 Based on the results from the ordinal logit regression analysis, I calculated the 

probability predictions using predict function in R. Figure 5.3, and Figure 5.4 graphically 

presents the probabilities. The x-axis of the graph is the absolute measure of education. 

The y-axis of the graph is the calculated probability. Each of the box columns is origin 

quintiles. The line types and symbolic points are destination quintiles. For instance, a 

Education (OE)
2017 Income 
Quintile (ED)

2017 Income 
Quintile (OED)

2017 Income 
Quintile (OD)

Origin (2007 income)
(Q1 = ref.)

Q2 2.454 4.620 5.463
Q3 4.194 10.375 13.818
Q4 7.992 20.057 29.533
Q5 20.413 39.630 70.296

Education
(middle sch. = ref.)

High school 4.500 2.502
2-year college 5.776 2.627
4-year college 11.493 3.838

Graduate school 6.817 2.107
Residual Deviance 9026 10643 9544 9765

AIC 9042 10659 9568 9781

Education (OE)
2017 Wealth 
Quintile (ED)

2017 Wealth 
Quintile (OED)

2017 Wealth 
Quintile (OD)

Origin (2007 wealth)
(Q1 = ref.)

Q2 2.429 3.299 3.716
Q3 3.889 7.380 8.801
Q4 4.052 13.053 15.642
Q5 4.985 57.028 68.627

Education
(middle sch. = ref.)

High school 2.157 1.712
2-year college 1.950 1.353
4-year college 4.319 2.443

Graduate school 4.648 2.176
Residual Deviance 9645 11172 9732 9843

AIC 9661 11188 9756 9859
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person from wealth quintile Q5 in 2007 (Origin) with Education level 1, less than high 

school level, will have a 42% chance of being in Wealth quintile Q5 in 2017 (see Figure 

5.4 far right Origin Q5 box, a crossed square at Education level 1). When this person has 

a 4-year college degree, then this person will have a 64% chance of being in the top 

wealth quintile (Q5) in 2017. 

 

 

Figure 5.3 Probability of Being in Destination Quintiles by Education Level and Origin 
Quintiles for Income Model 

 

 

Figure 5.4 Probability of Being in Destination Quintiles by Education Level and Origin 
Quintiles for Wealth Model 
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Intra-Generational Social Mobility by Cohort 

 As we saw in Chapter 3 and Chapter 4, cohorts widely differ from each other; it is 

necessary to analyze them separately. In this section, I describe the results for OED 

models for each cohort (see Table 5.8 and Table 5.9). The results from Cohort 1 OED 

model show that after controlling for education, income quintile Q5 in 2007 is 17 times 

more likely to be in a higher quintile in 2017 compared to Q1. From the results of the 

wealth model, after controlling for education, wealth quintile Q5 is 11 times more likely 

to be in a higher quintile in 2017 compared to Q1. That means that intra-social mobility 

for wealth is higher than income. 

 The results for Cohort 2 show that income quintile Q5 in 2007 is 40 times more 

likely to be in a higher quintile or avoid lower quintiles in 2017 compared to Q1. This 

amount is the highest among income quintile models. That means Cohort 2 has the lowest 

intra-generational income mobility. 

 For Cohort 3, wealth social mobility is profound. The wealth quintile Q5 in 2007 

is 112 times more likely to be in a higher quintile and avoid lower wealth quintiles in 

2017 compared to Q1. However, income mobility is highest (the lowest Q5 exponentiated 

coefficient) among other models. That means Cohort 3 has the highest income mobility, 

while Cohort 3 has the lowest wealth mobility. 

 In the Cohort 4 model results, wealth social mobility is also low compared to 

other cohorts. Wealth quintile Q5 of Cohort 4 in 2007 is 96 times more likely to be in a 

higher position and avoid lower positions in 2017 compared to Q1.  

 The results of Cohort 5 models show that education credential differences are not 

associated with predicting the destination quintiles for Cohort 5. All education credentials 
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are not significantly different from the credential of having less than a high school degree 

(p>.05). However, the coefficients of the associations between origin quintiles and 

destination quintiles are significant. 

 
Table 5.8 Ordinal Logit Regression Results by Cohort Using Absolute Measure of 
Education 

 
  Note: Grey background means p>.05 

 

 When I use within cohort relative measure of education, it gives us slightly 

different results from the model that uses the absolute measure of education (see Table 

5.8 and Table 5.9). The exponentiated coefficients of Q5s in Cohort 1, Cohort 2, and 

Cohort 4 is higher when I use a relative measure of education than the absolute measure 

Cohort 1 Cohort 2 Cohort 3 Cohort 4 Cohort 5

2007 Income Quintile (Q1 = ref.)
Q2 2.335 2.157 2.629 2.991 3.135
Q3 3.426 4.900 4.623 4.580 4.294
Q4 9.218 12.467 4.908 9.688 8.575
Q5 16.929 40.108 10.724 17.528 20.342

Education (middle sch. = ref.)
High school 33.439 1.847 1.877 1.143 1.102

2-year college 21.608 1.605 2.511 0.299 1.293
4-year college 51.726 2.626 1.612 2.030 1.929

Graduate school 56.174 2.500 2.046 0.611 0.469

Cohort 1 Cohort 2 Cohort 3 Cohort 4 Cohort 5
2007 Wealth Quintile (Q1 = ref.)

Q2 2.497 2.923 5.314 2.766 2.464
Q3 2.783 5.560 13.169 8.387 4.035
Q4 7.530 9.742 25.853 18.971 8.950
Q5 10.743 29.913 112.451 95.720 52.228

Education (middle sch. = ref.)
High school 3.531 2.220 1.755 1.081 1.292

2-year college 3.530 1.801 1.385 0.523 1.020
4-year college 10.261 2.770 2.769 2.709 1.040

Graduate school 10.653 3.255 2.033 1.398 1.224

2017 Income Quintile (OED)

 2017 Wealth Quin le (OED)
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of education. However, for Cohort 5, when I use the relative measure of education, the 

exponentiated coefficients for Q5 decrease.  

 

Table 5.9 Ordinal Logit Regression Results by Cohort Using Relative Measure of 
Education 

 

 

Note: Grey background means p>.05 

CHAPTER SUMMARY 

 In this chapter, I analyzed the inter-generational mobility and the intra-

generational mobility of the Korean heads of household in 2007 and 2017. The results of 

structural equation modeling of OED show that parent’s SES (Origin) has no significant 

direct effects on the child’s income and wealth quintiles. Usually, Origin only has 

indirect effects on destination through education, which means that education plays a 

Cohort 1 Cohort 2 Cohort 3 Cohort 4 Cohort 5

2007 Income Quintile (Q1 = ref.)
Q2 2.522 2.395 2.604 3.010 3.054
Q3 3.893 5.345 4.702 4.656 4.314
Q4 10.381 14.358 4.955 9.446 8.052
Q5 19.159 48.631 10.074 18.145 17.956

Cohort Education Quartile (Q1 = ref.)
Q2 0.848 1.251 1.794 0.976 1.209
Q3 1.320 1.525 2.675 1.145 1.212
Q4 1.865 1.236 2.101 1.186 1.625

Cohort 1 Cohort 2 Cohort 3 Cohort 4 Cohort 5
2007 Wealth Quintile (Q1 = ref.)

Q2 2.986 3.192 5.361 2.623 2.463
Q3 3.463 6.157 13.104 7.939 3.809
Q4 8.629 11.243 25.667 16.854 8.309
Q5 12.432 32.834 117.478 91.830 48.457

Cohort Education Quartile (Q1 = ref.)
Q2 1.069 1.224 1.790 1.512 1.679
Q3 2.031 1.416 1.987 1.307 1.532
Q4 5.130 1.314 2.260 2.167 1.341

2017 Income Quintile (OED)

 2017 Wealth Quin le (OED)
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mediation role between origin and destination in Korean society. Decoupling Origin and 

Destination is a desirable result. However, when there are strong and significant 

associations between origin and education, then we cannot guarantee that the society’s 

social mobility is high and people can achieve their economic status no matter where they 

are coming from. 

 From the results of the ordinal logit regression analyses for intra-generational 

social mobility, I found that between 2007 and 2017, whether it is an absolute measure of 

education or a relative measure of education, origin income/wealth quintiles have more 

prediction power on destination income/wealth quintiles than education in intra-social 

mobility. Furthermore, when a person from Cohort 3 or Cohort 4 has some graduate 

school education, then the probability of being in a higher income quintile is similar to 

someone who has less than some high school education. In the following chapter, I will 

expand the discussion on the relationship between inequality and social mobility through 

education based on my analytical results and conclusions. 
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Chapter 6:  DISCUSSION 

 In this chapter, I summarize the results of the main analyses following the order of 

the research questions and discuss the implications of the results. After that, I discuss 

future avenues of research.  

SUMMARY 

How, if at all, is social mobility associated with economic inequality in Korea? 

 The results from this paper’s inequality analysis by cohort and the results from 

SEM analyses by cohort show that there is no clear relationship between inequality and 

social mobility. This result contrasts with previous research on the relationship between 

inequality and social mobility, which indicated that there is a clear negative relationship 

between them (Corak, 2011; Krueger, 2012). It is difficult to conclude any clear 

relationships between inequality and social mobility from the results of this analysis; the 

results were mixed.  This implies that the relationship between inequality and social 

mobility differ by cohorts, and it depends on the context of the cohorts. There might have 

been other impacts on the inequality such as the supply and demand of skilled labor, the 

labor share of GDP, economic development, globalization, and government’s 

redistribution policies. It is necessary to understand the different contexts that different 

generations are experiencing to shape policy properly. 

How, if at all, is education associated with social mobility in Korea? 

 Based on the results of SEM analysis for intergenerational social mobility, 

education has a mediation effect on the association between origin and destination. In 

most cases, there are no statistically significant direct associations between origin and 

destination, while origin has an indirect impact through education. There are significant 
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associations between origin and education across years, cohorts, and income and wealth 

models. As a result, in the OED framework, the role of education in inter-generational 

social mobility is a pathway to the reproduction of parent’s socio-economic status. 

 In sum, in Korea, education is closely associated with parental status, and it often 

functions as a reproduction mechanism in the OED framework even when OD direct 

effect is not typically present. It is crucial to weaken the association between origin and 

education to improve social mobility because this is the path that origin has an impact on 

destination in most cases in Korea. The Korean government has tried to weaken the 

relationship between origin and education by implementing various education policies. 

For instance, a policy that prohibits private tutoring was implemented because the 

tutoring expenses gaps between wealthy families and non-wealthy families were huge 

and that widened student achievement gaps between students from wealthy families and 

non-wealthy families at least partially. Another policy that Korean government has been 

implemented is accepting more students from low-income families and rural areas to the 

elite national public colleges to compensate for the disadvantages faced by students from 

low-income families and from rural areas. Another example is a policy that is for 

providing affordable or free after-school programs to students from lower-income 

families, and expanding scholarships for college students from low-income families.   

How, if at all, are the generational cohorts different from each other in terms of the 

association between education and social mobility? 

 The five cohorts are all different. The relationship between inequality and social 

mobility through education is different. It looks like the context that a generation is in 

matters to inequality and social mobility more than the educational attainment level of a 
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person. The context, including factors outside of education system, such as the 

distribution of family background, different sources of income, different forms of wealth, 

the demand and supply of skilled labor, and the economic crisis, all have a huge impact 

on the relationship between inequality and the social mobility. As a result, every cohort 

has different stories of inequality and social mobility. Thus, it is necessary to understand 

those differences between cohorts to manage inequality and social mobility problems 

through education policies. 

How, if at all, is using the absolute measure of education on social mobility different 

from using the relative measure of education in the analysis of social mobility? 

 From the results of previous analyses in this research, I found that there are large 

differences between the absolute measure of education and the relative measure of 

education. It shows that education has positionality in the analysis of inequality, and 

social mobility as prior research argued (Shavit & Par, 2016). When I used a within-

cohort relative measure of education, the inter-generational income social mobility 

decreased while the inter-generational wealth social mobility improved (see Table 5.2). 

This mixed result reveals that the selection of measurement is critical in social mobility 

analysis. I argue that given the distribution of education attainment level in a population 

that is so diverse in its subgroups, using the within subgroup relative measure of 

education is more valid.  

Inequality and social mobility between Income and Wealth 

 Based on the results of the analyses in this research, I found that there is a huge 

difference between income and wealth inequality and between income and wealth social 

mobility. First, wealth is much more unevenly distributed across cohorts. Second, income 
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is more closely associated with education than wealth in the analysis of inter-generational 

social mobility. Labor income takes the most substantial portion of market income, and 

labor income is directly related to education. Wealth, however, enables acquiring higher 

education status, but education only indirectly helps to accrue wealth through income, as 

shown in Figure 2.3.Third, education is associated with both income and wealth intra-

generational social mobility. This result is different from my hypothesis. In the OED 

social mobility framework, I theorized that the association between Education and 

Destination wealth quintile would be weak. However, Education is highly associated with 

Destination wealth quintiles. There are several issues. The direction of the relationship 

between origin and education might be reversed. Education might have impacted the 

origin wealth because the attainment of education credential usually happens at before 

age 25. If the origin was after the age of 25, the direction of the relationship in the OED 

framework should be reversed. 

Inequality and social mobility changes between 2007 and 2017 

 According to the inequality analysis results, market inequality measures were worse 

in 2017 compared to 2007, especially within lower income groups. While the top 10% 

share of total market income and the middle 50% share of total market income increased, 

the bottom 40% share of total market income decreased. The P50/P10 shows that the gap 

between the median income and the lowest 10% increased. On the other hand, disposable 

income inequality improved or stayed at similar stages. Given that market inequality 

increased, more robust government intervention may have helped to lessen disposable 

income inequality in 2017. It shows that to improve inequality, the direct supports toward 

low-income families are likely to be effective. In particular, low-income seniors often do 
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not have enough market income and depend on public transfer income. Increases in 

public transfer income for specific target groups will likely improve income equality 

overall. 

 Education played a mediating role in inter-generational income social mobility. 

Nevertheless, the size of the OED indirect effect decreased in 2017 compared to 2007. 

This decline stemmed from the reduction in ED rather than a reduction in OE. However, 

in a meritocratic society, to improve intergenerational social mobility  weakening OE 

links is a better solution than weakening ED links. A positive relationship between 

education and destination is desirable because it means that the society sorts people by 

people’s knowledge and skills. The policymakers need to consider developing more 

effective ways to decouple the OE link. 

 Wealth inequality in 2017 stayed similar to the inequality in 2007. However, the 

uneven real-estate increases between higher wealth quintile groups (Q5, Q4) and lower 

wealth quintile groups (Q3, Q2, Q1) is problematic. Because capital income stems from 

real-estate assets, inequality will widen not only the wealth gap but also the capital 

income gap between high wealth and low wealth groups. In particular, the youngest 

generation (Cohort 1) has the lowest amount of real-estate wealth while older cohorts 

(Cohort 2, Cohort 3, Cohort 4, Cohort 5) have a similar amount of real-estate wealth. 

This real-estate wealth gap will create inter-generational wealth and income gaps in the 

near future. As already noted, wealth inequality and social mobility are less associated 

with education. To improve wealth inequality and wealth social mobility, other solutions 

outside of the education system need to be examined. In particular, younger generations 

who do not have enough real-estate assets need support. To lessen the enormous wealth 
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inequality, to support low-wealth groups, helping a low-real-estate target group is 

necessary.  

 Further, between 2007 and 2017, increases in the value of the real-estate asset are 

the fastest among other forms of assets and incomes. Land assets increased most rapidly 

between 2007 and 2017 among the assets of the top 20% wealth quintile. I examined 

whether the asset was accrued by purchase, inheritance, or value changes by tracking the 

income and wealth changes of the wealthy top 20% in 2017 from 2007 to 2017. As a 

result, I found that the increase in the real-estate asset is mostly from the changed value 

of the assets. This means that households in the top 20% of the wealth distribution were 

able to maintain their position because of the increase of the value of the building not by 

the accumulation of labor income, business income, nor capital income. This suggests 

that to lessen wealth inequality and improve wealth social mobility, it is necessary to 

consider solutions to address the inequality in the ownership of the building and other 

forms of real-estate assets. 

FUTURE AVENUES OF RESEARCH 

 This research tried to understand the complex relationships among education, 

inequality, and social mobility to inform policymakers. However, it is necessary to 

acknowledge some of the limitations of this research. First, the sample that this research 

used does not fully represent the total sample, which is representative of the Korean 

population. The analysis sample has younger individuals and males than the original total 

sample. If data is available, future research needs to use a fully representative sample for 

the analysis.  
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Second, some of the model fit indices for Cohort 4 and Cohort 5 SEM analyses 

were not good. Also, the not significant total effects with significant indirect effects 

signal that there might be omitted indirect effects between origin and destination. 

Exploring and including the omitted indirect effects between origin and destination 

would contribute to the OED framework research. 

Third, this research did not directly examine the impacts of macroeconomic 

factors on inequality and social mobility. Supply and demand for skilled labor, the labor 

income share of GDP, and return to higher education have close associations with 

inequality and social mobility. This paper used cohort analysis to infer the different 

contexts faced based on specific eras. To better understand the dynamics of 

macroeconomic factors on inequality and social mobility, it is necessary to analyze 

empirically the impact of those factors directly. 
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