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Intergenerational education 
mobility: University 
completion in relation to 
parents’ education level
by Martin Turcotte

Introduction
In Canada, as in other parts of the 
world, there is a strong correlation 
between the education of parents 
and that of their children.1 Young 
adults with at least one parent who 
completed a university degree are 
themselves much more l ikely to 
graduate from university. Studies 
have  even shown that  parents ’ 
education level had an even greater 
impact than their income level on 
the probabil i ty of young people 
pursuing and completing university.2 
There is a similar, though less clear-
cut, association for college or trade 
school education: children whose 
parents pursued such studies are 
more likely to do so themselves.

The correlation between parents’ 
and children’s education level is 
attributable to a number of factors. 
First, from a financial perspective, 
future parents with more education 
also have higher incomes. Wel l-
educated people tend to form unions 
w i th  par tners  who have  s imi la r 
educational profiles,3 which further 
contributes to family income and 
assets. Those financial resources 
make it easier for parents to put 

money aside and help their children 
pay for postsecondary education. 
This financial advantage is even more 
apparent for families in which the 
woman is more educated. When these 
women have children, they have fewer 
on average (and therefore are able to 
allocate more financial resources to 
each one, from early childhood to 
postsecondary education).

To  r e d u c e  t h e  d i s p a r i t y  i n 
education opportunities based on 
social background, governments and 
various foundations provide financial 
assistance to young people with the 
aptitude for university studies, but 
who are from lower income families. 
Despite such assistance programs, 
young people from disadvantaged 
areas, where fewer parents went to 
college or university, remain less 
likely to attend university and earn a 
degree.4 In fact, a number of recent 
Canadian studies have shown that 
financial constraints (tuition fees 
or lack of financial support) only 
partly account for the low university 
participation rate of young people 
from lower income families.5 Cultural 
factors associated with parents’ 
e d u c a t i o n  p l a y  a n  e v e n  m o r e 
important role in this regard. 

For example, according to some 
researchers, better-educated parents 
p rov ide  the i r  ch i l d ren  w i th  an 
environment that is more conducive 
to their cognitive development from 
birth,  and becomes apparent in 
various ways, including higher high 
school grades.6 Moreover, it has been 
shown that children’s high school 
reading skil ls and the amount of 
effort they put into their education—
two key factors associated with 
p o s t s e c o n d a r y  e n r o l m e n t  a n d 
success—are greater among children 
whose parents are well-educated.7 In 
addition, parents who are university 
graduates have higher educational 
aspir ations for their children and are 
more likely to transmit them to their 
children. For example, according 
to a recent study of postsecondary 
students from lower income families, 
those whose parents held a university 
degree were much more likely to 
have always known that they wanted 
to continue their studies after high 
school (about 50%, compared with 
31% for those whose parents had only 
a high school diploma).8

These findings have many policy 
implications. A number of experts 
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The General Social Survey (GSS), conducted annually since 

1985, has two main objectives: 1) gather data on social trends 

in order to monitor changes in the living conditions and well-

being of Canadians over time, and 2) provide information on 

specific social policy issues of current or emerging interest. 

The present study addresses those two objectives. To track 

changes in the relationship between parents’ and children’s 

education, data from 12 different years were used: 1986, 

1994, 1995, 1999, 2000, 2001, 2003, 2004, 2005, 2006, 2008 

and 2009. Those are the years in which the GSS collected 

information on the education level of respondents’ parents. 

To facilitate interpretation of the tables, data are shown for 

only 6 GSS cycles. However, the logistic regression model 

includes the data from all 12 cycles.

The 25-to-39 age group is covered. Most people have 

usually completed their education by the age of 25. To 

increase the sample size, the 25-to-34 age group, which is 

used in many studies, was expanded to include people up 

to the age of 39. The sample size varied from cycle to cycle, 

ranging from a low of 3,007 respondents in 1994 to a high 

of 6,371 in 1999. In 2009, the most recent year covered, 

the sample consisted of 3,508 respondents, representing 

5.4 million Canadian-born people from 25 to 39 years of age.

What you should know about this study

The questions used to measure parents’ and respondents’ 

education did not change from 1994 to 2009 (respondents 

were asked to provide their highest level of education and 

the highest level of education for their mother and father). In 

1986, a slightly different set of questions was used to gather 

information about respondents’ education. Nevertheless, 

there was no difficulty separating those who held a university 

degree from those who did not.

Logistic regression

Logistic regression analysis was used to determine the extent 

to which the education of respondents and their parents had 

changed over time. Data from the 12 cycles were stored in a 

single database, with a total of 55,700 observations.

In the logistic regression model, cycle is a continuous 

variable with a value between the maximum of 23 for 2009 

and the minimum of 0 for 1986. For example, cycle’s value 

is 22 for 2008, 20 for 2006, 19 for 2005, and so on. Creating 

a variable for interaction between cycle and the variable 

for the parent’s education makes it possible to determine 

whether the correlation between the parent’s education and 

the probability of holding a university degree became weaker 

during the period.

Three models were used: one for all persons aged 25 to 

39, one for women in that age group and another for men.

maintain that while measures whose 
sole purpose is to financially assist 
young people from lower income 
families in pursuing and completing 
postsecondary studies are important, 
they are not sufficient to equalize 
opportuni t ies . 9 They should be 
combined with policies that provide 
children of less well-educated parents 
with resources that they may not 
have and which are associated with 
academic success and pursuit of 
postsecondary education (greater 
access to cultural activit ies and 
materials, demonstration of positive 
values and att itudes concerning 
the util ity of education, etc.). In 
short, while the causes of inequality 
of educational opportunities are 
mult ip le  and complex,  one fact 
r ema ins :  the re  i s  a  gap  in  the 
l i ke l i h o o d  o f  g r a d u a t i n g  f r o m 

university between children whose 
parents hold a university degree 
and other children. But is that gap 
shrinking?

Over the last few decades, the 
proportion of young adults who hold 
a university degree has increased 
substant ia l l y.  But  how has  the 
correlation between parents’ and 
children’s education changed? Has 
university completion among young 
adults, especially women, grown at 
the same pace among young people 
whose parents are less well-educated?

The object of this article is to 
determine whether intergenerational 
mobility in university completion 
h a s  b e e n  i n c r e a s i n g  i n  r e c e n t 
years. In other words, it explores 
whether people whose parents did 
not graduate from university are 
themselves  more l ike ly  to  have 

finished university than was the case 
about 25 years ago, and whether the 
gap between them and those whose 
parents completed university has 
narrowed over time.

To address that question, data 
from 12 cycles of the General Social 
Survey from 1986 to 2009 were used. 
The analysis covers Canadian-born 
people between the ages of 25 and 
39 ( for  more detai ls  concerning 
methodology and concepts,  see 
“What you should know about this 
study”). For people born outside 
Canada, intergenerational education 
mobility may be affected by different 
factors, probably associated with 
the social, cultural and economic 
characteristics of their country of 
origin. Other studies have focused on 
the education mobility of immigrants’ 
children.10
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The proportion of university 
graduates in the 25-to-39 age 
group more than doubled from 
1986 to 2009
Apart from the increased participation 
of women in the labour market, one of 
the major transformations in the last 
quarter-century is the sharp increase 
in the number of university graduates 
in the population. Specifically, in 
1986, just under 15% of Canadian-
born people between 25 and 39 held 
a university degree; by 2009, the 
proportion had more than doubled 
to 31% (Table 1).

The increase was much larger for 
women than men. In 1986, men were 
slightly more likely than women to 
hold a university degree (16% and 
13% respectively for Canadian-born 
people between 25 and 39). In 2009, 
however, the reverse was true: 37% 
of women in this age group held a 
university degree, compared with 27% 
of men (Table 1).

In 2009, the probability of holding 
a university degree was much higher 
for people with at least one parent 
who held a university degree (56%) 
than for people with neither parent 
holding a university degree (23%) 
(Table 1). The gap was even greater 
between people whose parents both 
held a university degree and those 
whose parents both held only a 
high school diploma. For men the 
respective proportions of university 
graduates were 67% versus 20%. 
(Chart 1).

When just  one parent  he ld  a 
university degree, whether it was 
the father or the mother, there was 
an impact on the result for boys 
(the father holding a degree was 
more strongly correlated with their 
university completion). Among boys 
whose father held a university degree 
but whose mother did not, 46% were 
university graduates. In contrast, only 
33% of boys whose mother held a 
university degree but whose father did 
not were university graduates. Among 
girls, whether the father or mother 
held a university degree was not 
much of a factor in their university 
completion (data not shown).

It is known that the number of 
young adults whose parents hold 
a university degree is growing. The 
proportion of people between 25 and 
39 whose parents held a university 
degree rose steadily from 8% in 1986 
to 26% in 2009. Are people whose 
parents were not university graduates 
more likely to hold a degree than they 
were in the past?

Young adults with less well-
educated parents were more 
likely to be university graduates 
in 2009 than in 1986
Fo r  p e o p l e  w h o s e  p a r e n t s  d i d 
not graduate from university, the 
probability of holding a degree nearly 
doubled from 1986 to 2009, from 
12% to 23% (Table 1). For people with 
at least one parent who graduated 
from university, the proportion also 
increased, but not as dramatically, 
from 45% in 1986 to 56% in 2009 
(1.25 times higher). Clearly, when the 
percentage at the beginning of the 
period is low, as is the case here for 
people whose parents do not hold a 

university degree, a sharp increase 
is more likely than when the initial 
proportion is higher (as is the case 
for children of university graduates).

The percentage-point difference 
in the proportion of graduates by 
their parents’ education remained 
unchanged from 1986 to 2009 (about 
30 percentage points). However, the 
relative difference declined. In 1986, 
the probability of earning a university 
degree was about four times higher 
for  people  whose parents  were 
university graduates than for those 
whose parents were not (45% versus 
12%, a ratio of 3.8). In 2009, the ratio 
was smaller, with 56% of the children 
of university graduates holding a 
degree, compared with 23% for others 
(2.4 times more likely).11

To confirm that the disparity in 
intergenerational education mobility 
has diminished over time, a logistic 
regression model was developed. 
The  mode l  i s  des i gned  to  tes t 
this hypothesis while controlling 
fo r  factors  a f fect ing  un ivers i ty 
completion that have changed over 

Chart 1 Among women aged 25 to 39 whose two parents graduated 
from university, 77% held a university degree in 2009
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time (in particular, the gender effect 
and the widespread increase in the 
proportion of people with a university 
degree). Since people whose parents 
were not born in Canada are more 
likely to hold a university degree 
(Table 1), the model also controls for 
the parents’ place of birth and the 
respondent’s age.

The results of the analysis confirm 
tha t  the  r e l a t i ve  d i f f e r ence  i n 
un ive rs i ty  complet ion  between 
people whose parents are university 
graduates and people whose parents 
are not university graduates shrank 
s o m e w h a t  f r o m  1 9 8 6  t o  2 0 0 9 

(Table A.1). Factors that may have 
contributed to the slight decline in 
disparity are complex and probably 
numerous (a culture change regarding 
the value of university education, 
loan and scholarship programs, 
etc.); identifying those factors is 
impossible with the available data 
and is beyond the scope of this 
study. Moreover, despite the modest 
decrease in disparity, there remains 
an appreciable difference between 
the two groups, and a person whose 
parents hold a university degree 
is much more likely than others to 
complete university.

Among women whose parents 
do not hold a university degree, 
the proportion of those who 
are university graduates nearly 
tripled from 1986 to 2009
The increase in the percentage of 
university graduates among people 
w h o s e  p a r e n t s  d i d  n o t  a t t e n d 
university is largely attributable to 
women. In 1986, only 10% of women 
whose parents were not university 
graduates held a degree. By 2009, 
that  proport ion had jumped to 
28%, almost triple. The gain for men 
was much more modest, with the 
corresponding proportion rising from 
14% in 1986 to 18% in 2009 (Table 1).

 Canadian-born persons aged 25 to 39
 
 1986† 1994 2000 2003 2006 2009

 percentage with a university degree
Total 14.7 20.5 * 23.1 * 26.4 * 30.5 * 31.4 *
Parents’ education
No university degree or don’t know 12.0 17.0 * 17.2 * 20.1 * 22.8 * 23.0 *
At least one university degree 44.7 49.3  51.1  52.1  54.7 * 55.8 *
Sex
Men 16.2 19.9 * 22.3 * 24.2 * 27.6 * 26.6 *
Women 13.3 21.2 * 23.9 * 28.6 * 33.4 * 36.5 *
Parents’ education and sex
 No university degree or don’t know
 Men 13.7 15.7  16.0  17.4 * 20.4 * 18.1 *
 Women 10.3 18.3 * 18.3 * 22.7 * 25.3 * 28.0 *
 At least one university degree
 Men 42.5 52.4  49.3  50.6  50.2  50.1 
 Women 47.1 46.0  53.4  53.6  59.3 * 62.0 *
Parents’ country of birth
Canada 13.6 19.1 * 21.2 * 23.5 * 27.7 * 28.9 *
At least one foreign-born parent 20.6 26.7  31.0 * 36.4 * 40.1 * 40.2 *
Region of birth1

Atlantic .. 17.1  23.2 * 23.2 * 24.0 * 29.3 *
Quebec .. 20.7  22.7  26.4 * 31.8 * 30.4 *
Ontario .. 22.4  24.9  29.0 * 31.7 * 33.7 *
Prairies .. 19.2  21.8  24.7 * 28.5 * 29.6 *
British Columbia .. 18.9  19.6  23.4  32.4 * 31.3 *
Mother tongue
English 15.8 20.8 * 23.6 * 26.7 * 29.3 * 31.6 *
French 11.5 18.1 * 21.3 * 24.3 * 30.4 * 29.0 *
Other 24.2 30.9  26.9  32.2  42.3 * 44.5 *

† reference group
* statistically significant difference from reference group at  p < 0.05
1. For region of birth, the reference group is 1994.
Source: Statistics Canada, General Social Suvey, 1986, 1994, 2000, 2003, 2006 and 2009.

Table 1 Percentage of people aged 25 to 39 who hold a university degree, 1986-2009
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These  resu l t s  show tha t  the 
decline in the disparity in university 
completion is mainly attributable 
to women. Among men in 1986, the 
probability of completing university 
was 3.1 times higher for those whose 
parents held a university degree than 
for those whose parents did not 
hold a degree (42.5% / 13.7% = 3.1) 
(Table 1). In 2009, the ratio was only 
slightly lower at 2.8.

The situation was very different 
for women. In 1986, the probability 
of holding a university degree was 
4.6 times higher for women whose 
parents were university graduates 
than for  women whose parents 
were less-educated. By 2009, the 
difference between the two groups 
had narrowed appreciably, and the 
ratio between the two proportions 
was just  2 .2  (62% /  28% = 2.2) 
(Table 1). This finding is confirmed 
i n  Ta b l e  A . 1 .  Fo r  w o m e n ,  t h e 
correlation between having parents 
with a university degree and holding 
a university degree is declining with 
time. For men, the corresponding 
result is not statistically significant.

Parents’ education has less 
of an impact for second-
generation immigrants than for 
the Canadian-born
Previous studies have shown that 
the children of immigrants (second 
generation) were proportionately 
more likely to complete university 
than children born in Canada.12 The 
results of this study are consistent 
with those findings. In 2009, 40% of 
people aged 25 to 39 with at least 
one parent born outside Canada 
were university graduates, compared 
with 29% of those whose parents 
were both born in Canada. This 
difference is also evident with regard 
to language, as those whose mother 
tongue was neither English nor French 
were more likely to hold a university 
degree than others.

The results of this study also 
indicate that for people with at 
l eas t  one  pa ren t  bo rn  ou ts ide 
Canada, social background has less 
of an impact on the probability of 

completing university (compared 
with people whose parents were 
born in Canada). These findings are 
consistent with the results of other 
studies on the subject.13

For  example,  in  2009,  among 
people with at least one parent 
born outside Canada, the respective 
proportions of people who held a 
university degree were 30% for those 
whose parents were not university 
graduates and 62% for those with at 
least one parent who held a degree. In 
other words, the proportion was twice 
as high for people with parents who 
graduated from university. However, 
for people with two Canadian-born 
parents ,  the re lat ive  d i f ference 
between those whose parents were 
university graduates and others 
was even greater  (53% and 21% 
respectively, a proportion 2.5 times 
h i g h e r ) .  T h e  s t a t i s t i c a l  m o d e l 
confirms these results (Table A.1). In 
short, having parents who graduated 
from university makes one more 
likely to be a university graduate, 
but the effect is smaller for second-
generation immigrants.

The level of intergenerational 
mobility is proportionally 
similar in the United States and 
Canada
The latest data from the U.S. General 
Social Survey show differences in 
intergenerational education mobility 
t h a t  a r e  v e r y  s i m i l a r  t o  t h o s e 
observed in Canada. For the period 
from 2006 to 2008, 56% of U.S.-born 
Americans aged 25 to 39 whose 
parents were university graduates 
held a degree themselves; that is the 
same proportion observed in Canada 
in 2009.14 The picture was also similar 
for Americans whose parents did not 
complete university studies, with 
about one-quarter of them holding 
a university degree.

On the other hand, a study has 
shown  tha t  househo ld  i ncome 
played a more important role in the 
pursuit of a university education in 
the United States than in Canada. 
Specifically, it indicated that the 
pursuit of a university education 

was less prevalent among lower 
income students and members of 
visible minorities in the United States 
than among their counterparts in 
Canada.15 Other data show a stronger 
correlation in the United States than 
in Canada between parental income 
and students’ high school grades.16

Summary
In the last 25 years, there has been 
a substantial increase in the number 
of young adults completing university. 
Just 50 years ago, only the elite, with 
some exceptions, could aspire to 
a university education. Disparities 
in university completion by family 
background have declined slightly 
in the last quarter-century. In 1986, 
only 12% of Canadian-born people 
aged 25 to 39 whose parents did 
not  complete  un ivers i ty  he ld  a 
degree. By 2009, the proportion had 
almost doubled, and nearly one-
quarter (23%) of the people in such 
a situation were university graduates. 
Because of this increase, the relative 
difference between them and people 
whose parents held a university 
degree diminished between 1986 
and 2009. Yet the disparities have 
certainly not vanished. Even today, 
people whose parents are university 
graduates are much more likely to 
pursue a university education than 
other people.

The data show clear differences 
between men and women. Today, 
women aged 25 to 39 are more likely 
than men in the same age group to 
hold a university degree. The increase 
was particularly dramatic among 
women whose parents did not attend 
university: in 2009, 28% of women 
held a degree compared with just 18% 
of men in the same situation. Thus, 
women have played a significant role 
in narrowing the overall gap between 
people whose parents are university 
graduates and other people.

Martin Turcotte is a senior analyst 
in the Social and Aboriginal Statistics 
Division at Statistics Canada.
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 Total Women Men

 coefficient odds coefficient odds coefficient odds
  ratio  ratio  ratio

Constant -2.06 * 0.13 -1.83 * 0.16 -2.51 * 0.08
Cycle (continuous variable)1 0.02 * 1.02 0.05 * 1.05 0.02 * 1.02
Respondent’s age (continuous variable) 0.00  1.00 -0.01 * 0.99 0.01 * 1.01
Parents’ education
No university degree or don’t know† …  1.00 …  1.00 …  1.00
University degree 1.86 * 6.40 1.95 * 7.06 1.76 * 5.83
University degree * cycle -0.01 * 0.99 -0.02 * 0.98 -0.01  0.99
Sex
Men† …  1.00 …  … …  …
Women -0.19 * 0.83 …  … …  …
Women * cycle 0.03 * 1.03 …  … …  …
Parents’ country of birth
Canada† …  1.00 …  1.00 …  1.00
At least one foreign-born parent 0.67 * 1.95 0.59 * 1.80 0.74 * 2.10
Interaction between parents’ country of
birth and parents’ education
Parent born outside Canada * parent has a 
university degree -0.42 * 0.66 -0.48 * 0.62 -0.36 * 0.70
Interaction between parents’ country
of birth and the cycle
Parent born outside Canada * cycle 0.00  1.00 0.00  1.00 -0.01  0.99

† reference group
* statistically significant difference from reference group at  p < 0.05
1. For an explanation of the cycle variable, see “What you should know about this study.”
Source: Statistics Canada, General Social Survey, 1986, 1994, 1995, 1999, 2000, 2001, 2003, 2004, 2005, 2006, 2008 and 2009.

Table A.1 Logistic regression of factors associated with the likelihood of holding a university degree for 
people aged 25 to 39


