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High and rising economic inequality in the United States1–3 
has led to widespread concern about the consequences for 
the promise of opportunity and mobility for those in younger 

generations. Scholars across social science disciplines have con-
sidered how exposure to high levels of economic inequality affects 
the attitudes and behaviours of youth and young adults, especially 
among those from low-SES backgrounds. In this Perspective, we 
focus on research from the fields of economics and psychology on 
this issue, which have proceeded largely in parallel but unwittingly 
proposed and provided empirical support for a common notion: 
namely, that economic inequality weakens people’s belief in socio-
economic opportunity, thereby affecting the likelihood that youth 
from low-socioeconomic status (SES) backgrounds will engage in 
behaviours associated with socioeconomic success.

The purpose of this Perspective is to outline and integrate the 
complementary theoretical frameworks and empirical findings that 
have emerged across economics and psychology to offer a cohesive 
framework for considering how economic inequality shapes the 
expected and realized life opportunities of youth and young adults 
from low-SES backgrounds. We review models and empirical work 
across disciplines and unify the models and terminology. Our goal is 
to demonstrate that the interdisciplinary body of evidence presents 
a more complete and compelling framework for our understand-
ing of the issue than does either discipline alone. We conclude with 
observations for public policy that would help improve the lives of 
low-SES young people based on what we have learned.

Unified framework
Figure 1 presents our unified theoretical model that merges the per-
spectives of economists and psychologists regarding an important 
pathway by which economic inequality influences the behaviour of 
young people from low-SES backgrounds. The framework begins 
with the level of economic inequality that exists in the environment 
facing these individuals (Box A). This factor is proposed to have 

a negative relationship with their beliefs regarding socioeconomic 
mobility (Box B)—that is, their tendencies to view society as a place 
where socioeconomic opportunities and mobility are both attain-
able and within one’s control. Specifically, economic inequality in 
a society is proposed to weaken all inhabitants’ beliefs regarding 
the attainability of socioeconomic success and upward mobility, 
in addition to its potential negative effects on access to important 
material resources and opportunities4. Those weakened beliefs are 
then hypothesized to lead to a decreased likelihood that low-SES 
young people will engage in behaviours associated with socioeco-
nomic success (Box C), such as persisting in school, averting teen-
age pregnancy, and avoiding illegal and delinquent behaviour.

In sum, our unified model proposes that exposure to economic 
inequality can contribute to concrete negative outcomes for young 
people from low-SES backgrounds by weakening the motivating 
belief that achieving socioeconomic success is possible for them. We 
offer this as one important channel, without ruling out the very real 
possibility of other potential channels through which higher levels 
of economic inequality exacerbate economic disparities and hinder 
upward mobility of those from lower SES backgrounds. In addition, 
numerous other structural and contextual factors may also contrib-
ute to differences in people’s beliefs about mobility and opportu-
nity5. In our framework, we focus on economic inequality as a key 
contextual factor because we are building directly on theoretical and 
empirical innovations in both economics and psychology that focus 
on economic inequality, demonstrating how mutual consideration 
of similar ideas provides a compelling framework for understand-
ing this issue.

Conceptual perspectives
Anthropology and sociology. Much of the early interest in the 
relationships between economic inequality and people’s beliefs and 
behaviours emerged in the fields of cultural anthropology and soci-
ology, in response to the controversial ‘culture of poverty’ theory6. 
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This perspective proposed that low-SES youth often remained in 
poverty as adults not only because of a lack of resources and oppor-
tunities, but also because of how these tangible disparities affect “the 
worldview, aspirations, and character of the children who grow up 
in it” (p. 199). Specifically, culture of poverty theorists6 have argued 
that those who grow up in a “marginal position” come to internalize 
“feelings of hopelessness and despair that develop from the realiza-
tion of the improbability of achieving success” which results in them 
being “psychologically unready to take full advantage of changing 
conditions of improving opportunities that may develop in their 
lifetime” (p. 189–190).

In this Perspective, we emphasize the role of structural factors 
over person-specific factors, while still maintaining an important 
role of internal psychological factors, like feelings of hopeless-
ness and despair, in driving behaviour among low-SES youth. In 
his seminal book The Truly Disadvantaged7, the prominent soci-
ologist William Julius Wilson argued that poverty among African-
Americans living in economically disadvantaged communities was 
primarily maintained by a specific subtype of economic inequality: 
“A social isolation that excludes them from the job network system 
that permeates other neighborhoods and that is so important in 
learning about or being recommended for jobs that become avail-
able in various parts of the city” (p. 57). As he elaborates in When 
Work Disappears8, “In [low-SES] communities [marked by struc-
tural inequalities like these] where the young people have little 
reason to believe that they have a promising future—including the 
prospects of stable employment… adolescents and young adults are 
more likely to engage in behaviour that jeopardizes their chances for 
social and economic mobility” (p. 107). In contrast with the origi-
nal culture of poverty theory, such perspectives suggest that struc-
tural changes (for example, reducing the job-based inequalities that 
exist between lower- and higher-SES neighborhoods) would have 
positive influences on the expectations and behaviours of low-SES 
youth and young adults. The psychological and economic perspec-
tives that are relevant to the present framework have emerged from 
a similar structurally focused perspective.

Social psychology. Numerous social psychological theories con-
tend that individuals are motivated to persist longer on difficult 
tasks and in domains that feel connected to the possibility of reach-
ing the positive and successful futures that they envision for them-
selves9–13. This relationship is especially important among youth and 
young adults, individuals who stand on the bridge between their 
backgrounds of origin and various potential futures. For example, 
students who see a connection between academics and the kinds of 
jobs they desire to have in the future are more motivated to work 
hard in school and ultimately have better academic outcomes than 
those who do not naturally see these connections14. Similarly, young 
adults who naturally see a strong connection between their current 
lives and actions and the person they will become in the future make 
financial decisions more focused on long-term outcomes15 and are 
less likely to engage in delinquent and illegal behaviours than those 
who do not naturally see these connections16–18.

However, at the heart of social psychology (and in line with 
contemporary perspectives advanced by cultural sociologists and 
anthropologists, discussed above) is a focus on the role of contextual 
and environmental factors in shaping people’s beliefs and expecta-
tions13,19. Social psychological perspectives suggest that the extent 
to which a task or domain feels connected to the futures that youth 
and young adults desire for themselves is dynamic, meaning that 
it shifts from moment to moment depending upon cues available 
in the salient context10,20,21. For instance22, because low-SES youth 
come from backgrounds that are structurally characterized by 
restricted access to economic capital and power, they are likely to 
be socialized to be interdependent: to adjust to the social context, 
to be aware of their position in the social hierarchy, and to avoid 
standing out. Research has shown that these tendencies are moti-
vationally and behaviourally adaptive in some settings, specifically 
certain home environments. At the same time, these tendencies are 
also sharply mismatched and motivationally detrimental in settings 
like traditional Western schools and workplaces. This is because 
those settings promote and favor different, more independence-
focused tendencies, like acting to influence one’s social contexts 
and working to stand out from others. In other words, the extent 
to which characteristics of an environment support or conflict with 
youth’s own deeply-held characteristics—such as their tendencies, 
worldviews, or aspirations—can shape their motivation to engage 
in behaviours in those environments.

The unified framework we highlight proposes that one contex-
tual cue that can influence individuals’ behaviour on tasks and in 
domains that could contribute to desired future outcomes is the 
level of economic inequality in society. Across many developed 
countries, a majority of people express a strong desire to improve 
their socioeconomic standing and associated quality of life23,24. This 
drive is especially pronounced among young people who come 
from low-SES backgrounds, those who stand to gain the most from 
attaining some degree of upward mobility25.

Over the past several decades, however, as economic inequality 
has risen, absolute income mobility in the US has declined, mean-
ing that it is less likely for the current generation to have higher 
incomes than their parents, as compared to earlier generations26. 
Furthermore, increasing levels of economic inequality typically 
generate increased tangible disparities in lower- and higher-SES 
individuals’ ability to access resources and opportunities that con-
tribute to success and well-being in life (school funding, social ser-
vices, safe neighborhoods, political influence, etc.)27–33. For example, 
as economic inequality has risen, college graduation rates among 
high-SES students have pulled further ahead of their low-SES 
peers34, especially at schools that have historically produced high 
mobility rates among its low-SES graduates35. Living in areas with 
high levels of economic inequality may therefore signal to inhabit-
ants that people in that society are unlikely to be able change their 
position on the socioeconomic ladder. And if they have reason to 
believe that mobility generally cannot occur, behaviours related to 
socioeconomic success (for example, persisting in school or avoid-
ing deleterious behaviours) may feel pointless for people at the bot-
tom of the SES distribution, and their motivation to engage in them 
may therefore wane.

Economics. Economic models of behaviour and social outcomes 
in the neoclassical framework have traditionally not incorporated 
notions of culture or expectations. Instead, the standard econom-
ics approach generally models decision-making as a rational, fully 
informed consideration of the benefits and costs associated with 
various options. Individuals are therefore presumed to make the 
decision that yields the best outcome for them given the relevant 
constraints that they face. The ‘human capital model’ in labour 
economics36–38 posits that because economic inequality implies an 
increase in the returns to investment, when inequality is higher, 
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Fig. 1 | Unified theoretical framework. This figure demonstrates our 
conceptual model, in which increased economic inequality in a society 
weakens inhabitants’ beliefs about the attainability of socioeconomic 
mobility, which have a positive influence on engagement in behaviours 
related to socioeconomic success among youth from low-SES backgrounds.
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individuals (especially those from low-SES backgrounds, who stand 
to gain the most) should be more likely to make human capital 
investments like attaining higher levels of education.

An important element of these traditional models is that there is 
not an explicit consideration of how social or cultural forces might 
affect the subjective probability of success held by the decision-
maker. Recent work incorporates this more nuanced perspective 
about how context-driven subjective perceptions might influence 
decision making among low-SES individuals in particular. One such 
framework, the ‘economic despair’ model39,40, posits that greater 
inequality leads low-SES youth to perceive a lower rate of conditional 
success for themselves, thereby offsetting any potential ‘aspirational’ 
effect of higher investment premiums. But crucially, the same level 
of inequality might cause some individuals to invest more in their 
future, while discouraging others; both can occur at the same time. 
The main contribution of the economic despair model is thus the 
recognition that decision-makers differ in their anticipated per-
sonal probability of success conditional on investment, because of 
how contextual factors shape their actual or perceived differences in 
returns to investment. Those with a lower anticipated success prob-
ability have lower perceived returns and are thus less likely to take 
actions that would lead to economic or social success, like staying in 
school39 or avoiding childbearing at a young age40.

A related model provides a theory of ‘socially determined aspi-
rations’41. This framework mathematically models the interaction 
of economic inequality with aspirations and ultimately economic 
growth: economy-wide outcomes determine individual-level aspi-
rations, which in turn determine investment incentives and there-
fore economic growth. This model makes explicit the notion that 
“individuals do not choose their level of aspirations. It is determined 
by their experience and the income distribution around them” (p. 
491).” This is a novel contribution, beyond previous work that has 
highlighted the important role of aspirations themselves in driv-
ing outcomes42. A central feature of the model that drives the main 
results is that aspirations that are moderately above an individual’s 
current standard of living tend to encourage investment, while still 
higher aspirations may lead to frustration.

A distinct but related line of inquiry into “identity econom-
ics”43 incorporates the appropriateness of one’s behaviour relative 
to others in an individual’s relevant social category into a more 
traditional economic model of the decision-making process. One 
category explicitly considered in this work is the economics of 
social exclusion and poverty. Because individuals identify them-
selves with the members of their social group, another individual’s 
attempt to leave that social group can sometimes be perceived as 
threatening. The authors of this work note that “those who seek 
upward mobility are often teased by their peers” (p. 725). This type 
of model relates to our conceptual framework captured in Fig. 1 
because young people who grow up in a more unequal society 
might have a stronger sense of where they are in the social and eco-
nomic hierarchy, making such identities more salient. This could 
reduce the likelihood that young people undertake actions that 
would advance their own upward mobility.

Empirical evidence
Complementary empirical work across disciplines has also 
emerged that supports the relationship between economic inequal-
ity, people’s beliefs about socioeconomic mobility, and behaviours 
related to socioeconomic success among young people from low-
SES backgrounds.

The research methods and large-scale datasets employed by 
economists are well-suited to capture broad, objective, societal-
level indicators and their relationship to individual behaviour in 
the aggregate. Economists therefore tend to measure well the link 
between Box A and Box C in Fig. 1, without being able to directly 
test the intermediate step at Box B. Social psychologists, on the other 

hand, are adept at designing smaller-scale, controlled experiments 
that investigate people’s subjective internal experiences, which can 
therefore provide compelling evidence for the mediating role of 
people’s perceptions of socioeconomic mobility in this model (Box 
B). Taken together, the complementary strengths of the empirical 
practices employed by the two disciplines provide a strong, unified 
body of evidence in favor of this unified framework.

Inequality reduces behaviours related to economic success. 
Empirical work conducted by economists focusing on the economic 
despair model have examined the relationship between inequal-
ity and two specific teen behaviours: completing high school39 
and avoiding a non-marital birth at a young age40. These studies 
use nationally representative data from the National Surveys of 
Family Growth (for young, non-marital childbearing) and from the 
National Longitudinal Surveys of Youth (1979 and 1997 cohorts), 
the National Educational Longitudinal Survey, the High School 
and Beyond survey, and the Educational Longitudinal Survey (for 
high school dropout). These data sources provide researchers with 
objective information on tens of thousands of American teenag-
ers, including residential information (available as restricted use 
data files for approved projects) and individual-level demograph-
ics that allows the researchers to calculate measures of local income 
inequality, youth’s SES backgrounds (based on maternal education 
levels44), and potential alternative contributors that are important to 
account for (for example, race, whether there are two parents in the 
home, and local economic and policy conditions).

These analyses find a negative relationship between state and 
metro area measures of inequality and behaviours related to socio-
economic success among low-SES youth. As shown in Fig. 2, 25% 
of boys who come from lower-SES backgrounds (i.e., those with 
a mother who dropped out of high school) and who lived in the 
most unequal states dropped out of high school, compared to 19% 
of boys in the least unequal states39. That gap across states does not 
emerge among higher-SES students (i.e., those whose mothers are 
more highly educated). Furthermore, that 6% gap in dropout rates 
between low-SES boys in states with higher and lower levels of 
inequality remains in an econometric model that controls for demo-
graphics, labour market conditions, and relevant public policies. 
Similarly, analyses of data on marriage and childbearing reveal that 
low-SES girls are about 5 percentage points more likely to become 
young unmarried mothers if they grow up in a more unequal state 
as compared to low-SES girls in more equal states40.

To determine that the observed relationship between income 
inequality and individual level outcomes is due to income inequal-
ity and not some other correlated, confounding factor, the authors 
estimate a series of ‘horse race’ models. These regression models 
include interaction terms between other factors that might be cor-
related with aggregate levels of income inequality and exert their 
own effect on the outcomes of low-SES youth, like the industrial 
composition of the labour market, the demographic characteristics 
of a state, measures of residential segregation, measures of public 
school financing, and other features of the income distribution. In 
all cases, the addition of these additional interaction terms to the 
regression model has no bearing on the estimated effect of inequal-
ity on the outcomes of low-SES youth. The robustness of the main 
findings with regard to high school completion rates and rates of 
early non-marital childbearing across specifications bolsters the 
case for a causal interpretation of the relationship between eco-
nomic inequality itself (as opposed to as a proxy for something else) 
and these outcomes. These studies thus provide compelling support 
for the hypothesis that greater income inequality influences low-
SES youth’s behaviours related to socioeconomic success.

Inequality weakens beliefs about socioeconomic mobility. 
Empirical research in psychology has addressed whether economic 
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inequality influences behavioural engagement among low-SES 
young people specifically by weakening people’s beliefs regarding 
the attainability of socioeconomic mobility. Lab and real-world 
experiments that can causally test the antecedents and conse-
quences of people’s subjective, internal experiences are common 
in social psychological research19,45. In such designs, participants 
are randomly assigned to distinct experimental groups, such that 
some groups (but not others) are exposed to actual environmen-
tal conditions (for example, the unequal distribution of resources 
in an economic game46,47) or biased information about the social 
environment that they inhabit (for example, a newspaper article 
discussing the lack of intergenerational mobility in a participant’s 
country48–50). By manipulating only one factor of interest (for exam-
ple, the levels of economic inequality or socioeconomic mobility 
that one perceived in their society), these experimental designs pro-
vide controlled tests of whether these isolated factors have a causal 
influence on an outcome of interest (for example, their beliefs about 
economic mobility).

A number of laboratory experiments from the social psychology 
literature provide causal evidence that heightened perceptions of 
economic inequality in a society can weaken beliefs about whether 
upward mobility is plausible among those living in those societies. 
One body of work involved experimentally manipulating partici-
pants’ perceptions of economic inequality in their society by ran-
domly assigning some participants (but not others) to read articles 
about rising inequality in their society51. Participants who were led 
to believe that the level of economic inequality in their society was 
high and rising believed that ‘getting ahead’ in society depended 
more on uncontrollable structural factors (for example, “coming 

from a wealthy family,” “having well-educated parents”) and less on 
controllable individual factors (for example, “hard work,” “ambi-
tion”). In other words, these participants were more skeptical about 
the extent to which the prospect of upward mobility in their society 
was within their control.

There is also direct evidence that heightened perceptions of 
inequality can lead people to become more skeptical about the 
prospect of socioeconomic mobility writ large. In a series of 
studies52, participants’ perceptions of economic inequality were 
experimentally manipulated by having them view a pie chart that 
ostensibly depicted the proportion of wealth owned by each quin-
tile of the population in their current state of residence as being 
either highly unequal (poorest quintile: 1%; second quintile: 3%; 
middle quintile: 4%; fourth quintile: 11%; richest quintile: 81%) or 
relatively more equal (11%, 15%, 18%, 21%, and 35%)53. All partic-
ipants then reported the extent to which they believed that people 
born into the poorest wealth quintile in the country would end 
up in a higher quintile as adults—that is, that they would experi-
ence upward mobility54. Results indicated that participants cued to 
view their society as highly unequal were less likely to believe that 
upward mobility could occur than those cued to view their society 
as relatively more equal. Additional research employing similar 
methodologies provides complementary findings with regard to 
people’s perceptions of the likelihood that middle-SES individu-
als can experience upward mobility and that high-SES individuals 
can experience downward mobility (Browman & Destin, manu-
script in preparation). And across these numerous separate inves-
tigations51,52 (Browman & Destin, manuscript in preparation), the 
effects of inequality on perceptions of mobility appear to emerge 
regardless of respondents’ own SES. Together, then, these studies 
provide compelling causal support for the notion that societal-
level economic inequality can negatively influence people’s per-
ceptions of whether socioeconomic mobility is generally attainable 
in their society.

Mobility beliefs drive behaviours related to socioeconomic suc-
cess. Experimental studies have also provided causal evidence link-
ing beliefs about socioeconomic mobility to behaviours related to 
socioeconomic success. These studies have involved experimentally 
manipulating low-SES young people’s beliefs about the attainability 
of economic mobility in their society and examining its impact on 
behaviours relevant to achieving future socioeconomic success. In 
one lab experiment with university students and one field experi-
ment with students at the critical middle school-to-high school 
transition48, students from lower- and higher-SES backgrounds 
were presented with information that suggested that socioeconomic 
mobility was something that generally either could or could not 
occur in their society. For example, at the beginning of the academic 
year, students in the field study were presented with a figure adapted 
from a report on socioeconomic mobility that depicted their coun-
try as currently having either a very low level of socioeconomic 
mobility or a much greater level. In both studies, lower (but not 
higher) SES students (based on household income) who were led 
to believe that economic mobility was more likely to occur dem-
onstrated (on both self-report measures and behavioural academic 
tasks) greater inclinations to persist when faced with academic dif-
ficulty than those led to believe that mobility was less likely to occur. 
These results are displayed in Fig. 3. And most critically, in the field 
study, this increased persistence among lower-SES students who 
were led to hold stronger mobility beliefs at the beginning of the 
academic year positively predicted their official grades at the end of 
the academic year.

Additional experimental investigations have provided further 
support for these relationships49,55. In one set of studies55, researchers 
recruited samples of university students from ethnic-minority groups 
and manipulated the extent to which they viewed their society as a 
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ref. 39, Brookings.

Nature Human Behaviour | www.nature.com/nathumbehav

http://www.nature.com/nathumbehav


PerspectiveNaTurE Human BEhavIour

just and meritocratic place, one in which people’s efforts are fairly 
rewarded. In one study, half of the students were randomly assigned 
to read an article, ostensibly taken from a major newspaper, describ-
ing how “it is becoming more and more likely that the hard work of 
[university location] citizens will translate into occupational success, 
and less likely that factors such as gender or family connections will 
have an influence” (p. 157). Participants in the control condition read 
an article that also had a positive and optimistic message, but was not 
related to societal fairness. All participants then completed a mea-
sure of their interest in completing the years of schooling typically 
required to practice a series of desirable professions (for example, 
lawyer). The researchers found that participants were more willing to 
complete additional years of schooling when they were led to believe 
that their society was becoming a more fair and meritocratic place, 
relative to participants in a control condition. In line with our uni-
fied framework, these researchers55 suggest that low-SES individu-
als might “calibrate their pursuit of long-term goals to their beliefs 
about societal fairness” (p. 149). That is, individuals from low-SES 
backgrounds might adjust their engagement in behaviours that can 
promote future socioeconomic success based on their perceptions 
of the attainability of socioeconomic mobility. These experimental 
findings are also complemented by at least five cross-sectional and 
longitudinal studies48,55.

Implications of the framework and future directions
The general conclusions of our unified model provide impor-
tant policy implications. First, our model and the literature we 
review imply that disadvantages that are associated with poverty 
are heightened in an environment characterized by high levels of  

economic inequality. This provides additional support for calls to 
enact policies designed to reduce inequality56,57.

Second, we also note our model’s implications for more immedi-
ate interventions that could increase the chances of upward mobility 
among low-SES youth both by changing their perceptions of what 
is possible for them and by increasing their access to mobility-pro-
moting opportunities. The insights presented above imply that it is 
critical both to expand the opportunities for advancement to low-
SES youth and to ensure that these opportunities are presented in 
such a way as to help them see value in investing their time and 
energy into pursuing them.

This view is potentially quite promising in that interventions 
building on these insights need not be prohibitively expensive. 
For example, mentoring programs (like Big Brothers Big Sisters 
of America58, Arches Transformative Mentoring Program in New 
York59, the College Advising Corps60) could have high returns at 
relatively little cost61. These initiatives engage volunteers to provide 
resources, motivation, and strategies for low-SES youth to over-
come barriers and achieve work or college goals. They offer students 
access to relatable figures who understand the barriers they face and 
thus are able to offer the specific types of resources and advice that 
they need to navigate the difficult path towards success, which can 
increase low-SES youth’s academic confidence and performance62. 
Our model provides a similar rationale in favor of early-childhood 
parenting programs and interventions that work with parents to 
create supportive environments and to help prepare their children 
to think about their future goals and about how school and certain 
behaviours can help them reach those goals. This rationale is also 
consistent with evidence that schools that alter the educational sys-
tem in ways that set high expectations for their students can lead 
to improved student outcomes63,64. These interventions all share the 
feature of directly working to influence youth’s perceptions about 
what they can achieve.

Our model also provides an augmented explanation for why some 
notable interventions might have been successful at improving the 
life chances of children who grow up in low-SES households. One 
category includes programs that focus on the offer of free or heavily 
subsidized college or community college tuition to high-risk stu-
dents who complete high school. These include Promise Programs 
like the Kalamazoo Promise, the Georgia HOPE Scholarship, or the 
Chicago Star Scholarship. Research has demonstrated that eligible 
students are relatively more likely to attend and complete post-
secondary programs65–67. Though generally thought of primarily as 
tuition subsidy programs, our model suggests that the salient mes-
sage of the program and the availability of real opportunities might 
enhance student perceptions of the attainability of future socioeco-
nomic success. It may therefore be the combination of these struc-
tural and psychological improvements that ultimately produces 
positive outcomes.

Our model provides a similar, additional interpretation to the 
positive findings from the Moving to Opportunity (MTO) experi-
ment, which offered housing vouchers and mobility counseling to 
families living in public housing to move to low poverty areas68. 
Children who moved experienced increased college attendance and 
wages, and those who moved at the youngest ages experienced the 
largest positive effects. The authors attribute these findings to the 
extended exposure to the greater tangible resources and opportuni-
ties in the new environment. Our model augments this interpre-
tation by suggesting that younger children’s prolonged exposure 
to such resources could also have altered their perceptions of what 
would be possible for them to achieve in their futures.

An important area for future research concerns how other struc-
tural and contextual factors that may also contribute to differences 
in people’s beliefs about mobility and opportunity (for example, 
the availability of successful role models69, the extent to which 
one experiences cultural barriers in school and in the workplace22,  
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Fig. 3 | Motivation to persist academically by mobility beliefs and SES. 
This figure depicts high school students’ (n = 170) self-reported motivation 
to persist when facing academic difficulty, separated by experimental 
condition and student’s family household income. Students in the ‘weak’ 
and ‘strong mobility salient’ conditions were presented with figures 
that depicted mobility as either rare or common in their country before 
responding. Those in the control condition were not presented with a 
mobility manipulation before responding. Household income represents the 
median household income for the census block group of each family in the 
study (obtained from the US Census Bureau) and is plotted at ±1 s.d. Error 
bars represent ±1 s.e.m. Fig. adapted with permission from ref. 48, Elsevier.
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community support70, and others5) fit within our proposed frame-
work. One possibility is that many such factors may be exacer-
bated by increased economic inequality. Indeed, as inequality has 
increased, low-SES communities have had less access to resources 
that have historically provided mobility opportunities34,35, and there 
is emerging evidence that inequality might also alter salient cultural 
mindsets71 and erode community buffers72. Exploring these rela-
tionships in greater depth will be critical for expanding the scope 
of our model.

In summary, our model and the related literatures do not imply 
that low-SES students who avoid positive behaviours do so simply 
because they hold misguided beliefs about mobility, and that all that 
is needed is to convince them otherwise. Individuals who believe that 
mobility is unrealistic likely hold those beliefs because their society 
has not historically provided viable opportunities for or pathways to 
mobility for people from their backgrounds4. Interventions in this 
domain should entail real, systemic changes to educational, occu-
pational, and social environments that can provide low-SES youth 
and young adults with concrete and viable routes to future socio-
economic success and mobility in an increasingly unequal society.
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