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Mobility, polarization and meritocracy  
Syllabus 2022-23 

 Cecilia García Peñalosa 

 

Course’s objective 

The course seeks to explore three important developments in late 20th century and early 21st 

century Western economies. The first is the decline in income mobility, as captured by an 

increase in the extent to which the position in the income distribution is transmitted between 

parents and children. The second is the change in the structure of employment and the 

emergence of employment polarization, understood as the disappearance of jobs in the middle 

of the income scale. Lastly, the last few decades have been characterized by an increase in the 

importance of education to determine life-time income and an emphasis on the meritocratic 

nature of a system that rewards education investments. We will define these three concepts, 

analyse recent trends, and ask to what extent they are related and can explain broader economic 

and political trends. 

Outline 

Lecture 1: Measuring mobility  

   Concepts of mobility – inter and intra generational mobility. 

Measuring mobility. 

Mobility versus inequality. 

 

Lecture 2: The geography of intergenerational mobility 

   Recent evidence on intergenerational mobility.  

Mobility as a local rather than national phenomenon. 

 
Lecture 3: Job polarization 

The emergence of job polarization in the late XXth century. 

The causes of job polarization. 

 
Lecture 4: Meritocracy and its implications for redistribution 

What is meritocracy and why is it desirable. To what extent does meritocracy 

justify or repudiate redistributions?  Hayek versus Rawls.  

 
Lecture 5: The costs of meritocracy 

Meritocracy and inequality, meritocracy and working hours, meritocracy and 

parenting. 

 
Lecture 6: Bringing it all together 

  Has the erosion of middle-income jobs been one of the causes of reduced income 

mobility? Does reduced mobility challenge the concept of meritocracy? Are 

meritocracy and the lack of mobility behind the rise of populism? 
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Course materials 

Lectures’ notes are available on AMeTICE. 

Grading 

Students will be graded on the basis of an oral exam, taking the form of a brief critical 

presentation of a paper not discussed in class but closely related to the topics presented. 

Reference handbook 

Arrow, K., Bowles, S., & Durlauf, S. N. (Eds.). (2000). Meritocracy and economic inequality. 

Princeton University Press. 

 

Complementary books 

Doepke, M., & Zilibotti, F. (2019). Love, money, and parenting: How economics explains the 

way we raise our kids. Princeton University Press. 

Markovits, D. (2019). The meritocracy trap. Penguin UK. 

Sandel, M. J. (2020). The Tyranny of Merit: What's Become of the Common Good?. London: 

Allen Lane. 
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