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Abstract 

Concerns about rising economic inequality and reduced economic mobility have increased 

significantly in the United States in recent decades. To combat these issues, understanding the 

mechanisms behind the intergenerational transmission of income is essential. One possible 

mechanism that has been understudied is conscientiousness. Previous research has found that 

conscientiousness is a significant predictor of earnings in adulthood, and that conscientiousness 

can be passed from parents to child through genetic and environmental factors. Therefore, we 

wanted to examine the direct and indirect effects that parent conscientiousness had on their 

children’s income. Using data from the Midlife in the United States study and the United States 

Consumer Report, we analyzed these indirect and direct intergenerational effects, using 

structural equation modelling and path analysis. We did not find any direct or total effects of 

parent conscientiousness on child income, but did find evidence for an indirect effect of parent 

conscientiousness on child income, through the transmission of conscientiousness between 

parents and children. While our study has several major limitations, primarily due to the lack of 

precise personality and income data from parents, our results indicate that the intergenerational 

transmission of conscientiousness could still be one mechanism for the transmission of income, 

in addition to expanding on the existing literature on the direct effects of conscientiousness on 

income.   
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Introduction 

In this study, we explored the intergenerational relationships between personality and 

income. As income inequality has sharply risen in recent decades within the United States, it is 

essential to understand the factors that influences the transmission of income from parents to 

children for determining appropriate policy prescriptions (Saez & Zucman, 2016). Much 

previous research has examined classic factors such as intelligence, education, and demographics 

as explanatory variables for the persistence of income across generations. However, even these 

factors do not fully account for the similarities in the incomes between parents and their children. 

One factor that remains understudied is personality, even though previous literature has found 

that personality traits are predictive of earnings, and can also be transmitted between generations. 

We examine the role of personality traits in the intergenerational transmission of income, using 

data from the Midlife in the United States (MIDUS) study, which is a longitudinal study of U.S. 

adults that focuses on issues of middle and late adulthood, and contains variables on family 

history, personality, and earnings. 

Background 

Personality and the Five-Factor Model 

 Personality can be broadly defined as relatively enduring patterns in an individual’s 

thoughts, behaviors, and emotions, and how these patterns vary across individuals (Roberts & 

Jackson, 2008). Moreover, personality encompasses patterns that remain relatively stable across 

time and across similar situations (Roberts & Hill, 2017). In economic contexts, personality traits 

are frequently described as an example of non-cognitive abilities (in contrast to abilities that are 

based on more cognitive skills, such as intelligence) (Heckman, Stixrud, & Urzua, 2006).  
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 One of the most popular and validated models for personality is the Big Five Factor 

Model of Personality. Although the five factor model of personality originated in the 1940s and 

1950s, evidence supporting the model greatly accelerated in the 1980s and 1990s, largely 

resulting from factor analyses of a large number of personality scales and items developed by 

personality psychologists (Goldberg, 1990). The model decomposes personality into five distinct 

dimensions. These five dimensions are extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, 

neuroticism, and openness to experience (Goldberg, 1992). Within each of these dimensions, 

there are several sub-dimensions of strongly correlated facets. For example, extraversion 

contains sub-dimensions that measure assertiveness, sociability, activity level, cheerfulness, and 

sensation seeking (McCrae & Costa, 1987). With these subdimensions, the Big Five appears to 

capture most of the domains along which individuals differ, as inclusion of additional possible 

traits does not significantly increase explanatory power for individual differences (Goldberg, 

1992). This provides evidence that the Big Five is a relatively concise model that manages to 

encompass the much broader scope of personality more generally. Finally, longitudinal research 

has found that many Big Five traits remain relatively stable over extended periods of time, 

suggesting the model also captures the “relatively enduring” component in the definition of 

personality traits (McCrae et al., 2000). 

 There exists strong evidence of moderate to strong levels of genetic heritability for the 

Big Five Traits (Revelle, 2011; Nyhus & Pons, 2005). Twin studies estimate that individual 

differences in genes account for approximately 40 – 60% of the individual differences in 

personality traits (Bouchard & McGue, 2003; Jang, Livesley, Vernon, 1996; Power & Pluess, 

2015). In addition, recent research has also implicated additional biological factors as potential 

bases for Big Five traits. For example, DeYoung et al. (2010) found correlations between trait 
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scores of four of the five traits (with openness to experience as the one exception), and the 

volumes of various brain regions. Environmental factors also play a role in dictating personality 

traits, especially in determining personality differences between parents and children, and 

between siblings (Bouchard & McGue, 2003). However, shared environmental factors do not 

explain much of the variance in personality once genetics are controlled for, and even differential 

environmental factors explain a much smaller proportion of the variance in personality than 

genetic factors do (Bouchard & McGue, 2003; Revelle, 2011). Even so, the biological and 

environmental evidence for the basis of personality implies that personality traits can be readily 

transmitted from parents to their children.  

Despite the relative stability of personality traits, along with evidence that personality is 

rooted in genetics and other relatively inflexible factors, recent research suggests that personality 

traits can still change over time. There are three ways that personality can change; one, through 

changes relative to other individuals (also termed “rank-order” change); two, through changes in 

mean level of personality traits as a cohort ages; three, through individual differences in 

personality change (Roberts & Hill, 2017). Substantial research has found that while relative 

ranking remains stable over the lifespan, mean levels of several personality traits may change 

over time, with several studies finding increases in conscientiousness and agreeableness and 

decreases in extraversion, neuroticism and openness as individuals age (Roberts & Hill, 2017). 

There is also evidence that therapeutic techniques can influence personality traits. A meta-

analysis from Roberts et al. (2017) found that neuroticism and extraversion can change under 

certain therapeutic techniques, along with more modest changes in agreeableness and 

conscientiousness. Moreover, there is further evidence that personality is more malleable in 

childhood and young adulthood, compared to later in life (McCrae et al., 2000). This may signify 
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that interventions for personality change might be better targeted at children, adolescents, or 

young adults. With the evidence that personality is malleable, especially in younger populations, 

understanding the impact of personality on a variety of important life outcomes is essential. 

Personality and Income 

 Personality research has focused on the predictive power of personality (and specifically, 

the Big Five traits) across a wide range of domains, including employment and income.  Of the 

Big Five traits, conscientiousness is one of the Big Five personality traits that is most strongly 

associated with income, along with neuroticism and agreeableness (Nyhus & Pons, 2005). The 

relationship between conscientiousness and earnings seems intuitive, as the characteristics that 

are associated with conscientiousness, such as willingness to work hard, punctuality, reliability, 

and organizational skills, are all traits that would be highly valued by employers. For example, 

Judge (1999) found that conscientiousness in childhood was the strongest predictor for earnings 

in adulthood, even after controlling for IQ and education. Conversely, one may also expect that 

high neuroticism would be associated with lower earnings, perhaps through diminished ability to 

hold stressful (but high-paying) jobs, or through the resulting decrements in interpersonal skills. 

More surprisingly, agreeableness has also been found to have a negative association with 

income. High agreeableness scores might have a negative impact on earnings through either a 

reluctance in asking for raises and promotions, or through being perceived as too unassertive to 

assume high-paying leadership roles. As one example, Judge, Livingston, and Hurst (2012) 

found that agreeableness negatively impacted earnings, especially in men (although we note that 

Nyhus and Pons (2005) found that the effect was stronger for women).  

Moreover, the effects of personality on earnings appear to persist throughout one’s 

lifetime, as more conscientious and emotionally stable adults earned more throughout their 
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lifetimes, and conscientious retirees had higher levels of retirement savings (Duckworth & Weir, 

2010). Although research on the effects of personality on earnings is still relatively new, 

neuroticism, agreeableness, and especially conscientiousness are consistently linked with lower 

and higher incomes, respectively. 

Intergenerational Transmission of Income and Intergenerational Income Mobility 

 Both personality and income are transmitted, at least in part, through family relations.  

Genetic factors underlie both, but cultural, social and behavioral mechanisms that exist within 

families also promote similarity between children and their parents on both personality and 

earnings (and on a wide range of other variables). Over the past three decades, a wide literature 

has emerged that has not only computed estimates for intergenerational income mobility (IIM), 

but has also attempted to analyze the factors explaining any persistence in income across 

generations (Lee & Solon, 2009). One metric used to measure IIM is the intergenerational 

elasticity of income, or the percentage change in a child’s income when a parent’s income 

increases by 1%. In the United States, Solon (1992) estimated that this elasticity is at least 0.4, 

and potentially as high as 0.5. Corak (2016) also found estimates within this range, reporting an 

elasticity of 0.47. Compared to other developed countries, this elasticity is substantially higher, 

with other developed countries typically falling in the range of 0.15-0.3 (Bjorklund & Jantti, 

1997; Corak, 2016). Even in these countries, however, it is clear that at least some portion of a 

parent’s income is transmitted to their children. 

 Several potential causal mechanisms have been proposed in explaining income 

persistence across generations, and analyzing why some countries have much higher elasticities 

than others. One mechanism is that parents with greater financial resources may be able to 

provide more stimulating environments for their children, which may influence their later 
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cognitive and social development in ways that promote better labor outcomes as adults (Corak, 

2016). However, Lafgren, Lindquist, & Sims (2012) attempted to partial out the influences of 

parental financial resources on their children’s labor outcomes, and found that parental financial 

resources explained no more than 37% of the transmission of income between fathers and sons. 

Another common mechanism that has been studied is education (Lafgren et al., 2012). One 

explanation for this mechanism is that higher education (along with the resulting higher income) 

leads to changes in the way that parents interact with their children. In turn, these changes in 

parenting eventually lead their children to seek more education, and earn more in the labor 

market as adults (Black, Devereux, & Salvanes, 2005). Moreover, Solon (2004) found that 

countries with higher rates of return on education had higher IIEs, implying that education, in 

conjunction with financial resources, can become a mechanism for intergenerational income 

persistence. Other researchers have pointed towards other human capital factors beyond 

education, including heritable traits. For example, Black, Devereux, and Salvanes (2009) 

examined the intergenerational transmission of IQ as one possible mechanism for explaining 

transmission of income, finding that the elasticity for IQ was approximately twice that of 

earnings. Finally, Borjas (1992) argued that “ethnic capital,” or the “quality of ethnic 

environments” that influences human capital, may also play a role in intergenerational income 

persistence, especially among ethnic minorities in the United States. 

Current Study 

 Given the associations between personality and income, as well as research that has 

found that personality traits are transmitted from parent to child, it is reasonable to hypothesize 

whether personality traits could be one additional pathway for explaining the intergenerational 

transmission of income. Currently, there is a lack of literature that explicitly examines this 
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intergenerational relationship between personality and income. Osborne (2005) examined how 

much transmission of “locus of control” (the degree to which one believes that they generally 

have control over their life circumstances) between sons and fathers explained the transmission 

of income between them. Their results suggested that similarities in locus of control between 

generations accounted for 11% of the similarities in earnings. Blanden, Gregg, & Macmillan 

(2007) examined the impact of several non-cognitive abilities (including extraversion and 

neuroticism) on intergenerational economic mobility, and found that the transmission of non-

cognitive abilities partially explained an increase in income persistence between generations. 

While these two studies provide support for an intergenerational relationship between personality 

and income, neither of these studies explicitly examined all Big Five personality traits. In 

particular, both studies lack measures of conscientiousness, which previous literature suggests is 

one of the most critical of the Big Five traits in explaining personality’s influence on earnings 

intragenerationally. The current study attempts to partially remedy this gap in the literature.  

 Ideally, a multi-generational dataset that contains all Big Five traits and income data 

would be used to conduct this analysis. However, between the difficulties in collecting data from 

multiple generations of respondents and the relatively recent development of the Big Five model 

of personality (and scales measuring these personality traits), no current study examines all the 

necessary variables for this approach. Of existing datasets, the Midlife in United States (MIDUS) 

study contains most of the necessary variables, lacking only precise measures of parental income 

and parental personality. However, the MIDUS contains two measures that may allow us to infer 

parental income and their relevant parent personality traits. First, the MIDUS asked respondents 

to describe how financially well off their family was compared to an “average family.” Using 

distributional information about family income from the United States Department of 
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Commerce, we can estimate family incomes from these relative rankings. Second, the MIDUS 

also asked respondents a series of items that assess the level of parental affection during their 

childhood years, which has been found to correlate with parental personality traits. Specifically, 

some literature has found a modest but significantly positive association between maternal 

warmth/sensitivity and conscientiousness (Kochanska et al., 2004; Smith et al., 2007). Other 

researchers, such as Bornstein, Hahn, and Haynes (2011), found a non-significant partial 

correlation between maternal sensitivity and conscientiousness, but conscientiousness was tied 

with openness to experience for the largest correlation with maternal sensitivity among the Big 

Five traits. Although the relationship between maternal sensitivity and conscientiousness is not 

particularly strong, this association does allow us to obtain some estimate of these critical traits. 

While some evidence exists that that the other Big Five traits are also related to maternal 

warmth, we restrict our investigation of personality to only conscientiousness for two reasons 

(Bornstein, Hahn, & Haynes, 2011; Smith et al., 2007). From previous studies, conscientiousness 

is one of the personality traits most strongly associated with income, and it is likely that any 

intergenerational relationships between personality and earnings would heavily involve 

conscientiousness. Finally, given the limited number of family history measures, we are 

restricted in how many proxies we can potentially use. If we were to use maternal warmth as a 

proxy for agreeableness as well, this would imply that conscientiousness and agreeableness are 

perfectly correlated, which is contrary to existing literature on the correlations between 

personality traits (Goldberg, 1992).  

 We propose a theoretical model for how intergenerational transmission may function. 

Based on past research, there exists linkages between personality of parents and children, 

incomes of parents and children, and personality and earnings within a single generation. From 
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this general structure, parent personality has at least two indirect effects on their child’s earnings. 

In addition to these indirect effects, our model proposes that there might be more direct 

intergenerational effects. Theoretically, there are four possibilities for the nature of a direct 

intergenerational relationship between personality and income, two of which are the most 

plausible from a theoretical perspective and the empirical evidence to date. The most intriguing 

(and theoretically sound) is that parent personality has a direct effect on the child’s income in 

adulthood. Under this scenario, parent personality may have been captured under parental 

income in studies that have examined the transmission of income from parents to children. This 

model explicitly separates out personality from the other factors influencing income 

transmissibility. The other possibility, as explored by Blanden et al. (2007), is that parental 

income influences child personality, which then goes on to affect their income as adults. This 

relationship may result from parents entering higher social classes that may influence parenting 

practices, social interactions with other high SES parents and their children, or from access to 

opportunities (such as higher quality education) that can shape a child’s personality. The two 

other possibilities are reversals of the first two; that child personality influences parent income, 

and that child income influences parent personality. However, given the broader literature on 

personality and earnings, it does not seem reasonable that the intergenerational relationship will 

exist in either of these forms. For this reason, we only consider the first two potential 

relationships for our analysis.  

 For a graphical representation of our model for the intra and intergenerational effects of 

personality and earnings, refer to Figure 1. 
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Method 

Sample 

 The Midlife in the United States (MIDUS) survey is a longitudinal study of 7,108 adults 

conducted between 1995 and early 1996, which focuses on issues of middle and late adulthood, 

ranging from health outcomes and psychological well-being, to personal finances and 

employment (Mroczek & Kolarz, 1998). Potential respondents were initially asked to complete a 

telephone interview, along with a self-reported questionnaire. After successfully completing the 

phone interview, respondents were asked to complete a follow-up questionnaire, which 

contained most of our variables of interest. Of the 7,108 adults who were successfully 

interviewed by phone, 6,325 (89%) completed the follow-up questionnaire. For correlational and 

regression analyses, we only considered respondents who answered all relevant items, producing 

a final sample of 4,713 participants. In the final sample, ages ranged from 20 to 75 (M = 45.7, SD 

= 12.5). In addition, 52% of the sample was female, 92% identified as Caucasian, and 33% had 

completed at least a bachelor’s degree. Annual income ranged from $0 to $125,000 (those who 

reported earning more than $100,000 were recorded as having earned an estimated mean of 

$125,000). 

Measures 

Respondent Conscientiousness Measure. To assess the Big Five personality traits, the 

MIDUS asked respondents how accurately certain adjectives described themselves, with possible 

responses ranging from 1 (a lot) to 4 (not at all). The four adjectives that measured 

conscientiousness were organized, responsible, hard-working, and careless. Responses are then 

reverse-scored, apart from the response to the adjective careless. After the appropriate reverse 

scoring, an aggregate measure for conscientiousness is computed by averaging scores across the 
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relevant four items for each trait (Turiano et al., 2012). Note that conscientiousness scores range 

from 1 to 4, with a greater score indicating greater levels of conscientiousness. 

Respondent Income Measures. To measure personal income, the MIDUS asked 

participants to select one of 38 possible income brackets that corresponded to their pre-tax 

earnings from wages or other stipends from their employment over the previous 12 months. 

These income brackets ranged from less than $0, to greater than $100,000. To compute a specific 

income figure, respondents who selected a given range are assigned an income figure that 

corresponds to the midpoint of that range. For example, if a respondent selected the $8,000 - 

$8,999 income bracket, they are assigned an income figure of $8,500. For respondents who 

reported earning negative income, the MIDUS assigned an income of zero. For respondents who 

reported earning more than $100,000, the MIDUS assigned an income of $125,000, which is the 

estimated mean income of those earning more than $100,000. All income figures are reported in 

1995 USD.  

Parent Conscientiousness Measure. As discussed previously, the personality of the 

respondent’s parents is not directly assessed in the MIDUS. However, we used the combined 

maternal and paternal warmth as a proxy for the parent’s conscientiousness, based on previous 

literature showing a positive association between parental warmth and levels of 

conscientiousness. In the MIDUS, respondents were asked seven questions for each parent that 

examined the level of affection that parent displayed during the respondent’s formative years.  

For example, one item asked respondents to rate how well their parent “understood their 

problems and worries.” Another item asked respondents how much the parent “taught them 

about life.” For six of the seven items, ratings are placed on a 1 to 4 scale, with a 1 indicating “a 

lot” and a 4 indicating “not at all.” For the seventh item (“rate your relationship with your parent 
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when you were growing up”), ratings were placed on a scale of 1 (excellent) to 5 (poor). Ratings 

on this seventh item are then scaled down by a factor of .75, for inter-item consistency, and all 

items are then reversed scored. 

After reversing scoring, scores for each parent are averaged across all seven items, which 

represents the aggregate maternal and paternal warmth scores, respectively. Finally, the maternal 

and paternal warmth scores are averaged to produce the combined parental warmth score. In the 

case where a respondent is only raised by a single parent, that parent’s warmth score becomes 

the combined parental warmth score. Note that scores range from 1 to 4, with a higher score 

indicating greater levels of paternal warmth. The combined parental warmth score is used as the 

proxy for parent conscientiousness.  

Parent Income Measures. Similar to parent personality, the MIDUS also did not ask for 

direct information about parental income. However, as part of the items about the respondent’s 

childhood background, the MIDUS asked respondents to rank “how well off” their parents were 

compared to an average family, on a scale of 1 (significantly better off) to 7 (significantly worse 

off). Note that a score of 4 indicates that the respondent’s family was as well off as an average 

family. With the respondent’s estimate of the relative financial status of their parents, income 

percentiles were assigned to each point on this scale. A score of 1 was assigned the 92nd 

percentile, with each additional point lowering the income percentile assigned by 14 (with the 

maximum score of 7 being assigned to the 8th percentile). Note that a score of 4 corresponds to 

the 50th percentile, representing the “average” family. 

After income percentiles were assigned, we computed income figures using household 

income distribution data for 1995 from the 1996 Consumer Report issued by the United States 

Department of Commerce. The 1996 Consumer Report contains data from the March 1996 



PERSONALITY AND INTERGENERATIONAL INCOME 16 

Current Population Survey (CPS), a nationalized telephone survey of 46,800 households in the 

United States. Respondents are surveyed on demographics, family information, and on income 

earned between April 1995 and March 1996. While the dataset itself was unavailable, the 

Consumer Report contains statistics regarding the distribution of income, including what 

percentage of households were in certain income ranges. Through this information, we estimated 

the household income levels for the income percentiles we assigned to respondent’s parents. 

Between each of the income brackets listed in the Consumer Report, we assumed household 

income is uniformly distributed, and rounded household income figures to the nearest $100. 

Using these estimation methods, the 92nd income percentile corresponded to a household income 

of $97,400, while the 8th percentile corresponded to a household income of $7,500.  

For the full list of income figures assigned to the relevant income percentiles, refer to 

Table 1. For the income distribution data that was used to assign income percentiles to income 

figures, refer to Appendix 1.  

Demographic Measures. As important control variables, we also included demographic 

factors such as age, ethnicity, gender, education status, and retirement status, all of which may 

influence income. Gender is represented as a dichotomous variable, with a 1 indicating the 

respondent is female. Ethnicity is also represented as a dichotomous variable, with a 0 indicating 

the respondent was non-Hispanic Caucasian. We used a dichotomous variable, rather than a 

categorical variable, because the portion of non-Hispanic Caucasians in the sample was 

relatively small (only 7.5%). Retirement status was included as a control variable because 

respondents who are retired likely have substantially lower incomes, even though they could 

theoretically earn substantially more in the labor market. Similar to gender, retirement status is 

measured as a dichotomous variable, with a 1 indicating the respondent is retired. To measure 
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education status, respondents were placed into one of five categories, and then assigned an 

integer between 1 and 5 based on their highest level of education. A 1 indicates a respondent did 

not complete high school, while a 5 indicates the respondent earned a post-undergraduate degree.  

Data Analysis Strategy 

 After computing summary statistics and assessing correlations between variables of 

interest, our analysis will proceed with two types of structural equation models. Our first model 

will use path analysis to assess the direct and indirect effects that parent conscientiousness may 

have on respondent income. In this model, we specify three equations. The first states that parent 

income is a function of parent conscientiousness, the father’s education level, and the mother’s 

education level. The second states that respondent conscientiousness is a function of their 

parent’s conscientiousness, and their education level. Note that we include education as a causal 

mechanism for conscientiousness due to findings that further education can enhance the 

respondent’s conscientiousness (Jackson, 2011). Finally, the third equation states that respondent 

income is a function of parent conscientiousness, parent income, respondent conscientiousness, 

and the relevant controls. In this specification, there is one direct and two indirect effects of 

parent conscientiousness on respondent income. One indirect effect leads through respondent 

conscientiousness, and the other leads through parent income. For a graphical representation of 

this regression model, refer to Figure 2. 

 Our second model posits that parent income has a direct effect on respondent 

conscientiousness, rather than parent conscientiousness having a direct effect on respondent 

income. To reflect this change, we adjust the three equations specified in the previous model by 

adding parent income as a predictor for respondent conscientiousness, and omitting parent 

conscientiousness as a predictor for respondent income. Note that in this model, there are three 
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indirect effects of parent conscientiousness on respondent income, and no direct effects. The first 

two indirect effects are the same as the first SEM model, one through parent income, and the 

other through respondent conscientiousness. The third indirect effect runs through parent 

income, and then through respondent conscientiousness. For a graphical representation of this 

regression model, refer to Figure 3. 

To test our results for robustness, we include three robustness checks on each of these 

models. The first will be to take the natural logarithm of parent and respondent income, to reflect 

multiplicative, rather than additive, effects that our variables of interest could have on income. 

This also mirrors the methodology used by Solon (1992) and Corak (2016) to compute estimates 

for the intergenerational elasticity of income. Our second robustness check restricts our sample 

to only full-time workers, to eliminate possible influence of retirees or workers who deliberately 

choose to work part-time. In these cases, earnings are less a function of conscientiousness than 

they might be for workers. This also matches the methodology adopted by other researchers who 

have looked at personality and income within the MIDUS, such as Judge et al. (2012). With this 

robustness check, we also dropped 48 respondents who either stated that they were both full-time 

workers and retired, or were full-time workers but reported zero income, 

Finally, our third robustness check relates to a potential trouble spot in our data due to an 

inconsistency in our estimates of family income for some respondents. In addition to ranking 

their family’s income relative to an “average” family, respondents in the MIDUS also answered 

an item that asked whether they were better off than their parents were at their current age. In 

theory, there could be an inconsistency between their response to this item, and our estimation of 

their parent’s income. Specifically, a respondent might say they are worse off than their parents, 

but we may find that their reported income is higher than our estimate for their parent’s income, 
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which is contradictory. We checked our sample for this inconsistency, and found that 172 of the 

4,713 respondents, or 3.6% of the sample, were “income inconsistent.” Although comprising a 

small portion of the sample, we wanted to test if our results were sensitive to dropping these 

respondents from our analyses. Note that for each model, we included each combination of 

robustness checks, for a total of eight variations for both models. In addition, we sometimes refer 

to the sample containing the income-consistent full-time workers as the “joint sample.” 

After conducting all regression analyses and robustness checks, we will conclude our 

analysis by comparing the fit between the two structural equation models, to assess which 

intergenerational relationship better explains the data. To do this, we will compute the Akaike 

information criterion metric for each model, and directly compare scores (note that a lower score 

reflects better model fit). 

Results 

Summary Statistics and Correlational Analysis 

 Before conducting our regression analyses, we briefly note a few key summary statistics 

and correlations between a few of our important variables. Within our sample, the median 

respondent income was $22,500 (M = $28,071, SD = $27,243), and the median parent income 

was $34,100 (M = $38,212, SD = $17,411), identical to the estimate from the United States 

Consumer Report. Average respondent conscientiousness scores were relatively high (M = 3.43, 

SD = .437), while parent conscientiousness scores were a bit lower, but still above the theoretical 

mean of 2.5 (M = 2.95, SD = .616).  

 In addition, we found small but positive correlations between parent conscientiousness 

and parent income (ρ = .178), as well as between parent conscientiousness and respondent 

conscientiousness (ρ = .131). Correlations between parent income and respondent income (ρ = 
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.098), parent conscientiousness and respondent income (ρ = .027), and parent income and 

respondent conscientiousness (ρ = .041) were near zero. For more detailed summary statistics 

and correlations between all variables, refer to Table 2. 

Structural Equations Model – Direct Effect of Parent Conscientiousness on Respondent 

Income 

We begin our analysis by examining the structural equation model stating that parent 

conscientiousness had a direct effect on respondent income, as specified in the Data Analysis 

section. For the direct effects, we found that a one point increase in parental conscientiousness 

was associated with a $950 decrease in respondent income, and was not statistically significant (z 

= -1.74, p = .082). However, a one point increase in respondent conscientiousness was associated 

with an $5,814 increase in their annual income (z = 7.61, p < .001). Finally, a $1,000 increase in 

parental family income increases respondent income by $58, which was also statistically 

significant (z = 2.99, p = .003). 

Next, we examined the two possible indirect effects of parent conscientiousness on 

respondent income; the first through parent income, and the second through respondent 

conscientiousness. The indirect effect through parent income was statistically significant, with a 

one unit increase of parent conscientiousness resulting in a $253 increase in respondent income 

(z = 2.89, p = .004). The indirect effect through respondent conscientiousness was also 

statistically significant, where a one unit increase in parent conscientiousness was associated 

with an approximately $524 increase in respondent income (z = 5.76, p < .001). The total of the 

two indirect effects estimates that a one unit increase in parent conscientiousness increases 

respondent income by approximately $776, and was statistically significant (z = 6.16, p < .001). 

The total effect of parent conscientiousness on respondent was not statistically significant, with a 
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one unit increase in parent conscientiousness decreasing respondent income by approximately 

$173 (z = -0.32, p = .746).  

This general pattern of results held when we considered only income consistent 

respondents, full-time workers, and the joint sample, with only two notable changes. First, the 

direct effect of parent conscientiousness on respondent income became negatively significant in 

the full-time workers (b = -1,616, z = -2.39, p = .017) and joint samples (b = -1,587, z = -2.29, p 

= .022). Second, the indirect effect through respondent conscientiousness, while remaining 

statistically significant, was lower in magnitude, with a one unit increase in parent conscientious 

increasing respondent income by approximately $338 in the complete full-time workers sample 

(z = 3.72, p < .001) and $321 in the joint sample (z = 3.50, p < .001). With both changes, the total 

effect of parent conscientiousness on respondent income was more negative in these two 

samples, although remaining statistically non-significant (b = -975, z = -1.46, p = .144 in the 

full-time workers sample; b = -1,046, z = -1.53, p = .127 in the joint sample). For more detailed 

results on these regressions, refer to Table 3. For more detailed results on the direct, indirect, and 

total effects of parent conscientiousness on respondent income, refer to Table 4.  

Next, we repeated the same analysis using logged measures of parent and respondent 

income. In the complete sample model, we found that a one point increase in parental 

conscientiousness was associated with a 1.2% increase in their child’s income, which was not 

statistically significant (b = .011, z = 0.46, p = .648). Moreover, in a change from the linear 

model, the coefficient on parent income was no longer statistically significant, with a 1% change 

in parent income being associated with an approximately 2.0% change in respondent income (b = 

.020, z = 0.59, p = .556). However, a one point increase in respondent conscientiousness was 

associated with an approximately 30.1% increase in respondent income, which was statistically 
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significant (b = .263, z = 7.56, p < .001). When interpreted at the mean level of respondent 

income (M = 28,071, SD = 27,243), the estimated impact of a one unit increase in 

conscientiousness on the child’s income was $8,444, higher than the estimates for the linear 

model.  

We then analyzed the two indirect effects of parent conscientiousness on respondent 

income. In the complete sample, the indirect effect through parent income was not statistically 

significant, with a one unit increase in parent conscientiousness increasing respondent income by 

approximately 0.3% (b = .003, z = 0.59, p =.556). However, the indirect effect through 

respondent conscientiousness was statistically significant, with a one unit increase in respondent 

conscientiousness increasing respondent income by approximately 2.3% (b = .023, z = 5.42, p < 

.001). The total indirect effect was also statistically significant, with a one unit increase in parent 

conscientiousness increasing respondent income by approximately 2.6%, through these indirect 

pathways (b = .025, z = 4.09, p < .001). When interpreted at the mean level of respondent 

income, a one unit change in parent conscientiousness is associated with a $730 increase in 

respondent income, similar to the estimate for the linear model. Finally, the total effect of parent 

conscientiousness on respondent income was not statistically significant (b = .037, z = 1.51, p = 

.163).  

This general pattern of results held when considering the three sub-samples, with the only 

changes mirroring the results for the linear models. Namely, the estimated direct effect of parent 

conscientiousness on respondent income became negatively significant in the complete full-time 

workers sample (b = -.039, z = -2.06, p = .039), and the estimated indirect effect through 

respondent conscientiousness was smaller in magnitude in both full-time workers samples, 

although remaining statistically significant. (b = .011, z = 3.95, p < .001 in the complete full-
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time workers sample; b = .010, z = 3.67, p < .001 in the joint sample). For more detailed results 

for the structural equation regressions involving logged measures of parent and respondent 

income, refer to Table 5. For more detailed results on the direct, indirect, and total effects of 

parent conscientiousness on the logarithm of respondent income, refer to Table 6.  

Structural Equations Model – Direct Effect of Parent Income on Respondent 

Conscientiousness 

 Next, we considered a model where parent income has a direct effect on respondent 

conscientiousness, and omit the direct effect of parent conscientiousness on respondent income. 

In the complete sample, the direct effect of parent income on respondent income was statistically 

significant, with a $1,000 increase in parent income increasing child income by approximately 

$52 (z = 2.73, p = .006). The direct effect of respondent conscientiousness on respondent income 

was also significant, with a one unit increase in respondent conscientiousness increasing 

respondent income by $5,630 (z = 7.44, p < .001). Although parent conscientiousness had no 

direct effect on respondent income, there were three indirect effects in the model. The first 

indirect effect, through parent income, was statistically significant, with a one unit change in 

parent conscientiousness being associated with a $228 increase in respondent income (z = 2.65, p 

= .008). The second indirect effect, through respondent conscientiousness, was also significant, 

with a one unit change in parent conscientiousness increasing respondent income by $504 (z = 

5.64, p < .001). The third indirect effect, through parent income and then respondent 

conscientiousness, was not statistically significant (b = 2.05, z = 0.22, p = .823). The total effect 

of a one unit increase parent conscientiousness on respondent income was $734, which was 

statistically significant (z = 6.00, p < .001).  
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 Some of the results above changed when considering the three other samples. In the 

income consistent sample, the indirect effect of parent conscientiousness on respondent income 

through parent income became borderline significant, with a one unit increase in parent 

conscientiousness increasing respondent income by $152 (z = 1.82, p = .068), a decrease from 

the complete sample. A similar pattern of results emerged when comparing the estimated indirect 

effect through parent income between the complete full-time workers (b = 268, z = 2.79, p = 

.005) and the joint sample (b = 186, z = 1.97, p = .049), although the effect remained significant 

when considering only the income consistent workers. In both full-time workers samples, the 

indirect effect through respondent conscientiousness was smaller compared to the complete and 

income consistent samples, with a one unit change of parent conscientiousness increasing 

respondent income by $327 in the full-time workers sample (z = 3.64, p < .001), and by $314 in 

the joint sample (z = 3.45, p = .001). The indirect effect through parent income and then 

respondent conscientiousness was not significant in all three of these samples. For more detailed 

regression results, refer to Table 9. For more details on the indirect effects of parent 

conscientiousness on respondent income, refer to Table 10. 

 Once again, we took the natural logarithm of the parent and respondent income measures, 

and repeated the same analysis. In the complete sample, the direct effect of parent income was 

not significant (b = .023, z = 0.70, p =. 487). However, the direct effect of respondent 

conscientiousness was statistically significant, with a one unit increase in respondent 

conscientiousness increasing respondent income by approximately 30.3% (b = .265, z = 7.69, p < 

.001). Next, we estimated the three indirect effects of parent conscientiousness on respondent 

income. The indirect effect through parent income was not statistically significant (b = .003, z = 

0.69, p =. 487), as was the indirect effect through parent income and then respondent 



PERSONALITY AND INTERGENERATIONAL INCOME 25 

conscientiousness (b = -.000, z = -0.33, p =. 738). However, the indirect effect through 

respondent conscientiousness was significant, with a one unit increase in parent 

conscientiousness increasing respondent income by approximately 2.3%, through its effects on 

respondent conscientiousness (b = .023, z = 5.44, p < .001). The total effect of parent 

conscientiousness on respondent income was also significant, with a one unit increase in parent 

conscientiousness increasing respondent income by approximately 2.6% (b = .026, z = 4.28, p < 

.001).  When interpreted at the mean level of respondent income, a one unit increase in parent 

conscientiousness increases respondent income by approximately $730, through indirect 

channels. This pattern of results held when considering the income consistent, full-time workers, 

and joint samples, with the only notable change being a reduction in the estimated indirect effect 

through respondent conscientiousness in the full-time workers (b = .011, z = 3.95, p < .001) and 

the joint sample (b = .011, z = 3.70, p < .001). For more detailed regression results for the 

logarithmic models, refer to Table 11. For more details on the indirect effects of parent 

conscientiousness on respondent income for the logarithmic models, refer to Table 12. 

Comparing Model Fit Between Structural Equation Models 

 Finally, we wanted to compare the model fits between the two specified structural 

equations models to determine which specification of direct intergenerational effects best 

explained the data. To do so, we computed the Akaike information criterion (AIC) metric for all 

eight variations on each model. Comparing the two models using the full sample linear models, 

the model with the direct effect of parent conscientiousness on respondent income (AIC = 

313,401) fit the data about as well as the model with the direct effect of parent income on 

respondent conscientiousness (AIC = 313,402). These results held for all four samples we 

considered, and for both the linear and the logarithmic specifications for the income variables. 
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Discussion 

We initially hypothesized that we would find both direct and indirect effects of parent’s 

personality (specifically conscientiousness) on their child’s income as adults. Although we found 

the indirect effects through respondent conscientiousness in all structural equation models we 

considered, and found indirect effects through parent income in the linear models, we never 

found a significantly positive direct effect of parent conscientiousness on respondent income. In 

fact, the direct effect was significantly negative in some of the models we considered, although 

never especially large in magnitude. Finally, any total effects of parent conscientiousness on 

respondent income were never statistically different from zero, except in models where we only 

considered the indirect effects. Although the magnitudes of these effects changed based on the 

samples or when employing logged measures of income, the significance or direction of effects 

remained mostly stable across the models we considered, with the notable exception of the effect 

of parent income on child income in logarithmic models.  

First, we note that our results for the direct effect of respondent conscientiousness on 

respondent income support the results found by Judge (1999) and Nyhus and Pons (2005), with 

conscientiousness having a highly significant impact on earnings even after controlling for 

education and demographic factors. In the samples that were not restricted to full-time workers, 

the effect of conscientiousness was comparable to or slightly lower than that of education. 

Moreover, this result held for the parents as well. In fact, the average conscientiousness score 

between parents had a stronger effect on parental income than either the father’s or mother’s 

education level alone. Although the lack of data on the parents (especially demographic factors) 

and the proxy measure for conscientiousness may result in omitted variable bias and other 
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sources of noise in these estimates, our results provide evidence that conscientiousness affects 

income even when controlling for demographic and human capital factors.  

There are several potential explanations for our results on the intergenerational 

relationships. The most obvious explanation is that there are no direct cross-generational effects 

between personality and income. Rather, any relationship that exists between a parent’s 

conscientiousness and a child’s income reflects the two effects which parent conscientiousness 

has on their income and their eventual children’s conscientiousness. These two factors, in turn, 

influence the child’s earnings potential in adulthood. While this explanation is supported by our 

finding of significant indirect effects (especially through child conscientiousness), it does not 

explain why the total effect of parent conscientiousness was non-significant, or why the direct 

effect of parent conscientiousness was occasionally significantly negative. If this explanation 

could fully account for our results, the total effect of parent conscientiousness should still have 

been positive (even in models that specified a direct effect), and the direct effects of parent 

conscientiousness should have been approximately zero. 

A more compelling explanation might be that our proxy measure for conscientiousness 

may have picked up on other traits, particularly agreeableness. Although the previous literature 

found slightly higher correlations for conscientiousness than for agreeableness, slightly weaker 

but positive correlations were also found between agreeableness and maternal warmth 

(Kochanska, Clark, & Goldman, 1997; Smith et al. 2007). Moreover, since these measures of 

parental warmth were taken from their children years and decades after respondents had already 

reached adulthood, this measure of parental warmth might differ substantially from the measures 

of parental warmth used in these studies. Specifically, Bornstein et al. (2011), Smith et al. 

(2007), and Kochanska et al. (1997) all observed mothers interacting with their young children in 
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naturalistic settings, and relied on independent coders to code for emotional sensitivity and 

nurturing behaviors. Meanwhile, respondents who are looking back on their childhood might be 

more biased in their reflections towards traits that reflect on their parent’s agreeableness, 

particularly if they maintained (or still had) a positive relationship with their parents. Items such 

as “my parents taught me a lot about life” might bias respondents towards responding to the 

question based on their current feelings about their parents, independent of their parents’ actual 

personality. Other items, including “how much did your [parent] understand your problems and 

worries” and “how much love and affection did your [parent] give you” may reflect on a mixture 

of being attentive (an element of conscientiousness) and being interpersonally sensitive (an 

element of agreeableness). 

Both sources of error – capturing parental warmth in childhood, or co-mingling parental 

warmth with conscientiousness and agreeableness – may have influenced the validity in using 

the MIDUS scale of parental warmth as a proxy for parental conscientiousness. The second of 

these errors, in particular, could have impacted our estimates of the total and direct effects of 

parent “conscientiousness” on respondent income. As discussed previously, negative 

associations have been found between agreeableness and earnings in adulthood. If this result held 

within our sample, and the parental warmth measure reflects on the comingling of agreeableness 

and conscientiousness, our estimated direct effect could have been lowered, compared to a 

measure that strictly measured conscientiousness. In other words, the “agreeableness” piece of 

parental warmth may have attenuated or wiped out any income gains from the 

“conscientiousness’ piece of parental warmth for the respondents. This effect may have been 

especially prominent for full-time workers, for whom conscientiousness is not as strong of a 

predictor of income (a point we return to later), which may explain why we only obtained 
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negatively significant direct effects in models in samples with only full-time workers. This 

comingling may also explain the significant but still relatively small transmission of 

conscientiousness between parents and children, and substantially smaller than the 40-60% 

heritability estimates found in twin studies (Revelle, 2011; Power & Pluess, 2015). Note that 

previous literature has found little to no correlation between conscientiousness and agreeableness 

(Costa, McCrae, & Dye, 1991; Goldberg, 1992). Therefore, if our measure of parental warmth 

contained elements of both agreeableness and conscientiousness, we would expect that the 

estimated transmission of conscientiousness would be attenuated. 

However, if parental warmth reflected this mixture of parental conscientiousness and 

agreeableness, why is the measure still significantly associated with income within the parents? 

A simple answer might be omitted variable bias, due to lack of additional controls for the 

parents. Although we included education of both the father and the mother, there may have been 

(an)other variable(s) (such as social class) that could have impacted income that was also 

positively correlated with our measure of parent conscientiousness/parental warmth. If we had 

data on these variables and included it in our models, we may have found a non-significant effect 

of parental warmth on parental income, which would have reduced the estimates of the indirect 

effect on respondent income through parent income. 

Setting aside the discussion on the validity of our measure of parental conscientiousness, 

another interesting finding from our results is the relative strength of the indirect effect of parent 

conscientiousness on respondent income through respondent conscientiousness. Within all the 

models we considered, the indirect effect through respondent conscientiousness was higher than 

the indirect effect through parent income, and in many cases, was two or three times higher (the 

ratio was even more disproportionate in the logarithmic models). This suggests that any indirect 
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transmission of income is better explained by the genetic and environmental transmission of their 

higher level of conscientiousness to their children rather than through the increase in parental 

financial resources that greater conscientiousness affords them. In other words, the transmission 

of conscientiousness (and more generally, personality) might have a larger role in transmitting 

income between generations than access to greater financial resources alone. This result would 

be consistent with Lafgren et al. (2012) finding that parent financial resources explain only a 

relative minority of the intergenerational transmission of income, and Black et al. (2005) finding 

that family characteristics and inherited abilities (which may include personality) better explains 

intergenerational transmission of education than spillover effects or parental finances. While this 

result requires verification with more robust measures of parent conscientiousness, it could have 

important implications for policy interventions that attempt to remedy income persistence across 

generations.  

One major caveat to the point above is that one reason that the indirect effect through 

parent income is small is because we found small effects of parental income on respondent 

income. In our logarithmic models, these effects were not significant, and in our linear models, 

these effects were significant but small in magnitude. In either case, they are substantially below 

the estimates of intergenerational elasticity from Solon (1992) of 0.4-0.5 within the United 

States. There could be a few reasons for this discrepancy. One reason is that adding in controls 

(such as respondent education and respondent conscientiousness) may have reduced the 

estimated direct impact of parental income on respondent income. Another reason is that we may 

have considerable noise in our estimates for parent income, as a result of relying on respondents 

to assess their parent’s income relative to an “average household” for this estimation. In the 

MIDUS, 75% of respondents stated their family was either the same or only slightly better or 
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worse off than an average family. Due to our estimation method, this meant that most parent 

incomes were estimated to be relatively close to the median household income. With this more 

“centralized” income distribution, our estimates of the impact of parent income on respondent 

income may have diminished.  

Finally, a third reason is that intergenerational mobility may been higher for many of the 

MIDUS respondents and their parents. While respondents reported their income for 1995, which 

was only shortly after Solon released his initial estimates (and later research has since included 

the year 1995 in computing similar estimates), income in earlier years may have influenced 

incomes in 1995. While there can be considerable variation in year-to-year income, people who 

are in higher income brackets are more likely to remain in those brackets later in their career, 

especially if they are in the top and bottom income quintiles (Donovan, Labonte, & Dalaker, 

2016). If this holds true, income relatively early in one’s career may place an important role in 

determining income later. Therefore, examining economic mobility early in respondents’ careers 

could be more informative. Respondents in the MIDUS were between 20 and 75 years of age 

when data was first collected in 1995, meaning respondents were born between 1920 and 1975. 

Many of these respondents would have entered the labor force in the decades immediately 

following World War II, a time during which economic mobility in the United States might have 

due to the economic boom and social policy reforms (Hilger, 2015). However, the current 

literature on whether intergenerational mobility has changed over time is mixed (Nybom & 

Sthuler, 2013). Lee and Solon (2009) found no evidence of change in intergenerational mobility 

for those born between 1952 and 1975, although they do not rule out the possibility of more 

gradual trends. On the other hand, Aaronson and Mazumder (2008) found that economic 

mobility increased from 1950 to 1980, but has declined since. Meanwhile, Chetty et al. (2017) 
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found that those born in the 1940s (a significant portion of the MIDUS respondents) were more 

likely to earn more than their parents, compared to those born in the 1970s. Some combination of 

these three factors likely played a role in finding non-significant direct effects of parent income 

and respondent income.  However, we note that even if our estimates of parental income’s 

impact on respondent income may have been too low, our estimates for parent 

conscientiousness’s effect on respondent conscientiousness were also likely conservative, if our 

measure parent conscientiousness was actually a mixture of conscientiousness and 

agreeableness. As a result, even more robust measures of parental conscientiousness and income 

may still find that the indirect effect through conscientiousness is stronger than the effect through 

parent income. 

Another interesting result from our analysis is that the indirect effect through respondent 

conscientiousness was generally lower for samples that only considered full-time workers. The 

direct effect of respondent conscientiousness on respondent income was also lower in the full-

time workers samples. The change in magnitude from the full sample to the full-time workers 

samples was especially pronounced in the logarithmic models. These results suggest that 

conscientiousness may have less of an impact on income after controlling for those who already 

have secured a full-time job. In turn, this may imply that one of the reasons that more 

conscientious people enjoy greater success in the labor market is that they are more likely to 

engage in behaviors that will help them find and get hired for jobs in the first place. Existing 

literature on this topic appears to support this view. For example, De Fruyt and Merviedle (1999) 

found that more conscientious college graduates were more likely to have secured full-time 

positions after graduation. Kanfer, Wanberg, and Kantrowitz (2001) reported that 

conscientiousness was one of the strongest predictors for engaging in more job search behaviors. 
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Moreover, there is also evidence that conscientiousness is the Big Five personality trait that is 

most frequently assessed in interviews, and is one that is most highly sought after by employers 

(along with agreeableness) (Sackett & Walmsley, 2014). Considering these findings in an 

intergenerational context, socialization between of children by their parents about the importance 

of engaging in these behaviors (particularly through role modeling) could be one component of 

how conscientiousness can influence intergenerational income transmission. Additional research 

is necessary to determine how much of the income gains associated with higher 

conscientiousness are related to the ability to secure full-time employment over better job 

performance, but our results are consistent with previous research that suggests both are key 

factors. In turn, understanding both might be essential to understanding the role of 

conscientiousness in income transmission.  

Finally, we also attempted to assess whether a direct effect of parent conscientiousness on 

respondent income, or a direct effect of parent income on respondent conscientiousness, would 

better explain any intergenerational interactions between personality and income. Since we did 

not find any evidence of either direct relationship, we were unable to ascertain which 

relationship had more explanatory power, or was greater in magnitude. More research with less 

noisy measures of parent conscientiousness and parent income is necessary to further investigate 

this issue, if direct intergenerational interactions are found in further studies.  

 Limitations 

 As already mentioned, our study has a few major limitations, primarily as result of the 

lack of precise personality data and income data on the parents of the MIDUS respondents. 

Although we created a proxy measure for both variables using items within the MIDUS, both 

inevitably contain a substantial amount of noise. Even though previous literature has found that 
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conscientiousness is one of the Big Five traits with the strongest associations with parental 

warmth, these correlations are still relatively low, typically on the order of 0.1 – 0.15 (Bornstein, 

Hahn, & Haynes, 2011). As such, our measure of parental warmth still contains a considerable 

amount of noise in measuring the parent’s “true” conscientiousness. Moreover, as previously 

discussed, parental warmth may contain factors that relate to other personality traits, especially 

agreeableness and emotional stability. This mixing of traits may have altered our estimates for 

any intergenerational direct and indirect effects. Finally, even if parental warmth was more 

strongly and more exclusively associated with conscientiousness, respondents may still have 

been biased in answering these questions based on more recent developments in their 

relationship with their parents, rather than accurately reflecting parental warmth in childhood and 

adolescence.  

Our estimation of parental income was also crude, as our estimated figure was based on 

respondent’s perceptions of what constituted an average household. One issue with this approach 

is that respondents who grew up in significantly higher or lower socioeconomic strata might have 

different ideas as to what they consider average, and it may differ wildly from the actual median 

income. For example, someone with an income below the median might be relatively well-off 

compared to others in a low-income neighborhood. Meanwhile, another high-income respondent 

may have felt relatively average compared to other high-income peers. As a result, we may have 

estimated a higher parent income for the former respondent compared to the latter, even though 

the latter respondent’s parents had significantly higher income. While empirical evidence is 

sparse on how well self-reported economic status relates to actual income, Callan, Kim, and 

Matthews (2015) found only a moderate correlation (0.58) between income and self-rated 

socioeconomic status, suggesting actual income may not have been the only factor respondents 
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accounted for when assessing their parent’s economic status. The income inconsistency issue 

discussed previously also suggests error in our measurement of parent income. While this 

inconsistency was found for only a relatively small portion of the sample (3.7%), finding any 

inconsistencies reflects on some error either within parent or respondent income, both of which 

may have impacted our results. Finally, using the income percentile data from 1995 to estimate 

parent incomes assumes that income distributions (controlling for inflation) were approximately 

similar when the respondent was growing up, which may have been decades earlier. This 

simplifying assumption is likely not accurate. For example, Bandourian, McDonald, and Turley 

(2002) found that income inequality rose between 1969 and 1997 in the United States, Despite 

the limitations for the parent income measure, however, we note that we generally replicated the 

expected relationships between parental income and parental education, as well as parent 

conscientiousness, suggesting some validity to the approach.  

Another possible limitation in our study lies in the self-report measures of respondent 

conscientiousness. Although self-report of personality traits is a common measure used in many 

datasets involving personality, there could be differences between self-evaluation and peer-

evaluation of Big Five traits, especially those that are evaluative, such as conscientiousness (John 

& Robins, 1993). Specifically, social desirability bias may have led respondents to report higher 

scores of their own conscientiousness than an independent might give. Respondents may not 

want to have described themselves as careless, disorganized, or not hard-working, all of which 

are components of low conscientiousness. In turn, this may have caused an upward bias in 

conscientiousness scores. Notably, 88.3% of conscientiousness scores were 3 or higher (on a 

range of 1 to 4), suggesting there could be some bias in their self-estimates. Another explanation 

for this pattern of conscientiousness scores might be selection bias within the MIDUS. 
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Respondents who were willing to take the time to complete both a telephone and written 

questionnaire may also more likely to be more organized, attentive, and hard-working. In turn, 

this may have led our sample to become biased towards more conscientious respondents.  

Finally, respondents in the MIDUS are less demographically diverse, are more likely to 

be educated, and earn higher incomes than the general US population (Turiano et al., 2015). Due 

to these factors, our results may not generalize to the broader American population. Another 

generalizability concern is that the MIDUS only contains American respondents, which limits 

generalizing our results to other countries. This might be especially important for examining 

personality’s role in the transmission of income more broadly, given the differences that exist 

between nations in the estimates (Bjorklund & Jantti, 1997). 

Future Direction 

 The most obvious extension to our study is to use more robust measures of parent 

conscientiousness and parent income, that do not rely on recollections of respondents from 

decades earlier, and using more direct measures of conscientiousness, rather than relying on 

proxy measures. This study would also ideally incorporate measures of the other Big Five traits 

as well, especially neuroticism and agreeableness, as they also appear to be significant predictors 

of income intragenerationally. This study would allow for a broader and more robust analysis on 

the role of personality in the intergenerational transmission of income. To our knowledge, there 

are currently no datasets that contain all the necessary variables for this analysis. However, the 

MIDUS may easily incorporate such data by conducting a follow-up study on the children of the 

original MIDUS respondents. Another study, the Longitudinal Study of Generations (LSOG), 

may also be more conducive for this analysis by including measures of more Big Five 

personality traits (currently, the study is limited to neuroticism and extraversion). Finally, a new 
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longitudinal study that assesses personality, income, other economic outcomes, and additional 

variables may also be valuable in better understanding the mechanisms behind the 

intergenerational transmission of income, and the resulting implications on public policy. 

 Another area for future research might consider alternative measures for income and 

personality. One intriguing measure for income might be lifetime earnings (or, at the minimum, 

cumulative earnings over a several-year period) over the one-year snapshot of income used in the 

MIDUS. Year-to-year income can be subject to fluctuations from systematic (e.g. economic 

downturns) or idiosyncratic (e.g. bonuses from very high firm performance) factors, which may 

cause some imprecision in personality’s impact on earnings (both within and between 

generations). Using lifetime earnings might provide a more precise estimate for these changes, as 

well as provide a better total estimate for how personality impacts earnings over the lifespan. 

This measure, along with tracking employment status over time, might also provide more 

evidence for our finding that part of the indirect effect of parent conscientiousness through 

respondent conscientiousness is related to higher likelihood of having a full-time job at all, 

compared to better job performance resulting in higher earnings. As mentioned in the limitations 

section, another possible measure for personality might be to use peer evaluations for 

conscientiousness scores. This may reduce any social desirability bias in conscientiousness (and 

possibly agreeableness) scores, and further improve any estimates for the intergenerational 

effects of personality on income. However, we note that using these alternative measures of 

would further add to the difficulties in collecting all the necessary data for this analysis, and 

therefore might not be entirely feasible.  

Finally, further research might also consider extending our analysis to a sample with data 

from those living in other countries. Of particular interest might be countries with lower 
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intergenerational elasticities than the United States, such as Sweden. Even in these countries, the 

intergenerational elasticity is not zero. It might be the case that personality might be one 

component of the intergenerational transmission of income that remains persistent across 

countries. Another possibility is that cultural and economic factors interact with personality to 

produce different estimates for how much personality contributes to income transmission, for 

different nations. 

Conclusion 

 Using the MIDUS, we attempted to examine the role that personality (and specifically 

conscientiousness) plays in the intergenerational transmission of income. Although we failed to 

find evidence for a direct intergenerational effect between personality and income, we did find 

evidence for an indirect effect through respondent conscientiousness. Moreover, this indirect 

effect was higher than the indirect effect through parent income, suggesting that transmission of 

conscientiousness accounts for a higher proportion of the transmission of income than parental 

financial resources. With the imperfections in current datasets, our best efforts to obtain 

measures of parent personality and parental income are quite limited, and further research is 

required to obtain more precise estimates for these relationships and more definitively rule out 

any direct effects. However, our findings for indirect effects of parental conscientiousness 

suggest that personality intervention efforts might still be one avenue for reducing income 

persistence across generations, and improving economic mobility. 

 How are wealth, power, and prestige transmitted between generations? The answer 

broadly lies in the characteristics of well-off families, but understanding what these 

characteristics are (and their relative contribution) is important for fostering economic mobility. 

These characteristics might include personality, differences in socialization, access to greater 
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financial resources, education, other traits, and societal factors. All of these can further interact 

with each other to reinforce existing socioeconomic hierarchies, even in countries that pride 

themselves on rags-to-riches stories. In any case, this question is far from trivial, and will require 

interdisciplinary work between economics, psychology, and sociology to reach a clearer 

understanding on these important issues.  
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Tables 

Table 1 

Conversion Table from Respondent’s Assessment of Relative Household Status as a Child to 

Estimated Household Income (1995 USD). 

Response Response Code Estimated 

Income 

Percentile 

Estimated 

Household 

Income  

Frequency 

(N = 4,713) 

“Much Better Off” 1 92 97,400 163 

“Better Off” 2 78 62,900 600 

“A Little Better Off” 3 64 46,000 694 

“Same As Average” 4 50 34,100 2,027 

“A Little Worse Off” 5 36 24,400 813 

“Somewhat Worse Off” 6 22 15,600 306 

“Much Worse Off” 7 8 7,500 110 

 

NOTE: Respondents are asked to make comparisons to “the average family.” Income estimates 

are rounded to the nearest $100. 
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Table 2 

Summary Statistics and Zero-Order Correlations Between Variables of Interest (N = 4,713) 

Variable 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10. 11. 

1. Age 1.000 - - - - - - - - - - 

2. Gender -.009 1.000 - - - - - - - - - 

3. Education -.070 -.105 1.000 - - - - - - - - 

4. Retirement Status .593 -.025 -.073 1.000 - - - - - - - 

5. Ethnicity -.106 .019 -.015 -.040 1.000 - - - - - - 

6. Father’s Education -.275 -.022 .399 -.165 -.029 1.000 - - - - - 

7. Mother’s Education -.255 -.049 .362 -.151 -.051 .558 1.000 - - - - 

8. Parental Income -.078 -.009 .165 -.061 .059 .306 .250 1.000 - - - 

9. Parental Conscientiousness .044 -.093 .044 .059 .031 .072 .052 .178 1.000 - - 

10. Respondent Income -.125 -.368 .347 -.294 -.036 .184 .201 .098 .027 1.000 - 

11. Respondent Conscientiousness .046 .124 .097 .004 .035 .011 .019 .041 .131 .081 1.000 

M 45.7 .515 3.09 .142 .075 2.17 2.11 38212 2.95 28071 3.43 

SD 12.5 .500 1.11 .349 .264 1.25 1.07 17411 .616 27243 .437 
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Table 3 

Regression Results from SEM Model (Parent Conscientiousness Predicting Respondent Income) 

Variable 

Full Sample Income Consistent 

Only 

Full Time 

Workers Only 

Full Time and 

Income Consistent 

Equation 1 (Parent Income)     

   Parent Conscientiousness 4,379.4*** 

(385.8) 

 

4,299.1*** 

(395.64) 

3,898.9*** 

(498.54) 

 

3,895.7*** 

(518.46) 

 

   Father Education 3,233.1*** 

(228.79) 

 

3,281.1*** 

(234.25) 

3,379.5*** 

(283.54) 

 

3,412.5*** 

(294.04) 

   Mother Education 1,826.1*** 

(266.70) 

 

1,829.94*** 

(273.46) 

1,555.4*** 

(333.00) 

1,550.93*** 

(345.96) 

Equation 2 (Respondent Conscientiousness)     

   Parent Conscientiousness .090*** 

(.010) 

 

.087*** 

(.010) 

.065*** 

(.013) 

.060*** 

(.014) 

   Child Education .036*** 

(.006) 

 

.035*** 

(.006) 

.042*** 

(.007) 

.042*** 

(.007) 

 

Equation 3 (Respondent Income)     

   Respondent Conscientiousness 5,813.9*** 

(763.89) 

 

5,950.0*** 

(770.28) 

5,174.2*** 

(947.3) 

5,331.3*** 

(965.01) 

   Parent Conscientiousness -949.88 

(545.93) 

 

-850.30 

(552.58) 

-1,615.9* 

(674.89) 

-1,587.1* 

(693.30) 

   Parent Income (Thousands) 57.84** 

(19.33) 

 

40.55* 

(19.46) 

77.64** 

(23.38) 

 

56.30* 

(23.71) 

   Age 195.33*** 

(32.64) 

 

174.91*** 

(32.91) 

398.77*** 

(39.75) 

390.89*** 

(40.28) 

   Gender -19,720.0*** 

(665.34) 

 

-19,452.6*** 

(673.40) 

-17,576.0*** 

(813.49) 

-17,461.5*** 

(831.78) 

   Child Education 6,811.35*** 

(302.7) 

 

6.646.73*** 

(306.75) 

8,782.1*** 

(367.79) 

8,796.66*** 

(376.97) 

   Ethnicity -2,822.3* 

(1,245.5) 

 

-2,650.83* 

(1,252.8) 

-3,794.6** 

(1,451.4) 

-3,717.9* 

(1,474.5) 

   Retired -26,174.5*** 

(1,354.2) 

 

-25,570.4*** 

(1,168.4) 

- - 

AIC 313,401 302,048 198,807 188,913 

N 4,713 4.541 3,025 2,873 

NOTE: A * denotes the variable was statistically significant at the p = .05 level, ** at the p =. 01 

level, and *** at the p =. 001 level. 
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Table 4 

Direct, Indirect, and Total Effects of Parent Conscientiousness on Respondent Income (SEM 

Model) 

Type of Effect 

Full 

Sample 

Income 

Consistent 

Only 

Full-Time 

Workers 

Only 

Full-Time 

and Income 

Consistent 

Direct Effect -949.88 

(545.93) 

-850.30 

(552.03) 

-1,615.9* 

(.674.89) 

-1,587.1* 

(692.33) 

Total Indirect Effects 776.43*** 

(125.95) 

689.41*** 

(124.59) 

640.51*** 

(134.44) 

541.07*** 

(133.61) 

   Respondent Conscientiousness 523.11*** 

(90.85) 

 

515.08*** 

(91.23) 

337.81*** 

(90.90) 

321.74*** 

(91.94) 

   Parent Income 253.32** 

(87.53) 

 

174.33* 

(85.10) 

302.70** 

(98.91) 

219.34* 

(96.75) 

Total Effect -173.45 

(536.07) 

-160.89 

(542.86) 

-975.43 

(667.01) 

 

-1,046.0 

(684.67) 

NOTE: A * denotes the variable was statistically significant at the p = .05 level, ** at the p =. 01 

level, and *** at the p =. 001 level. 
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Table 5 

Regression Results from SEM Model (Parent Conscientiousness Predicting Log Respondent 

Income) 

Variable 

Full Sample Income Consistent 

Only 

Full Time 

Workers Only 

Full Time and 

Income Consistent 

Equation 1 (Log Parent Income)     

   Parent Conscientiousness .136*** 

(.011) 

 

.134*** 

(.011) 

.129*** 

(.013) 

 

.131*** 

(.013) 

 

   Father’s Education .082*** 

(.006) 

 

.082*** 

(.006) 

.083*** 

(.007) 

 

.083*** 

(.008) 

   Mother’s Education .047*** 

(.007) 

 

.046*** 

(.008) 

.045*** 

(.009) 

.044*** 

(.009) 

Equation 2 (Respondent Conscientiousness)     

   Parent Conscientiousness .087*** 

(.011) 

 

.082*** 

(.011) 

.065*** 

(.013) 

.060*** 

(.013) 

   Respondent Education .034*** 

(.006) 

 

.033*** 

(.006) 

.042*** 

(.007) 

.042*** 

(.007) 

 

Equation 3 (Log Respondent Income)     

   Respondent Conscientiousness .263*** 

(.035) 

 

.274*** 

(.036) 

.168*** 

(.027) 

.173*** 

(.028) 

   Parent Conscientiousness .011 

(.025) 

 

.019 

(.026) 

-.039* 

(.019) 

-.037 

(.020) 

   Log Parent Income .019 

(.034) 

.017 

(.035) 

.036 

(.026) 

 

.025 

(.026) 

   Age .005*** 

(.001) 

 

.005** 

(.002) 

.010*** 

(.001) 

.010*** 

(.001) 

   Gender -.813*** 

(.030) 

 

-.818*** 

(.031) 

-.526*** 

(.023) 

-.529*** 

(.024) 

   Education .220*** 

(.014) 

 

.216*** 

(306.75) 

.236*** 

(.010) 

.236*** 

(.011) 

   Ethnicity -.037 

(.056) 

 

-.035 

(.057) 

-.091* 

(.041) 

-.090* 

(.042) 

   Retired -1.22*** 

(.064) 

-1.22*** 

(.065) 

- 

 

 

- 

AIC 99,617 95,551 71,534 68,077 

N 4,040 3,868 3,025 2,873 

NOTE: A * denotes the variable was statistically significant at the p = .05 level, ** at the p =. 01 

level, and *** at the p =. 001 level. 
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Table 6 

Direct, Indirect, and Total Effects of Parent Conscientiousness on Log Respondent Income  

Type of Effect 

Full Sample Income 

Consistent 

Only 

Full-Time 

Workers 

Only 

Full-Time 

and Income 

Consistent 

Direct Effect .011 

(.025) 

.019 

(.026) 

-.039* 

(.019) 

-.037 

(.020) 

Total Indirect Effects .025*** 

(.006) 

.025*** 

(.006) 

.016*** 

(.004) 

.014** 

(.004) 

   Parent Income .003 

(.005) 

 

.002 

(.005) 

.005 

(.003) 

.003 

(.003) 

   Respondent Conscientiousness .023*** 

(.004) 

 

.023*** 

(.004) 

.011*** 

(.003) 

.010*** 

(.003) 

Total Effect .037 

(.025) 

.044 

(.025) 

-.023 

(.019) 

 

-.023 

(.020) 

NOTE: A * denotes the variable was statistically significant at the p = .05 level, ** at the p =. 01 

level, and *** at the p =. 001 level. 
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Table 7 

Regression Results from SEM Model (Parent Income Predicting Child Conscientiousness) 

Variable 

Full Sample Income Consistent 

Only 

Full Time 

Workers Only 

Full Time and 

Income Consistent 

Equation 1 (Parent Income)     

   Parent Conscientiousness 4,379.4*** 

(385.79) 

 

4,299.1*** 

(395.64) 

3,898.9*** 

(498.54) 

 

3,895.7*** 

(518.46) 

 

   Father’s Education 3,233.1*** 

(228.79) 

 

3,281.1*** 

(234.25) 

3,379.5*** 

(283.54) 

 

3,412.5*** 

(294.04) 

   Mother’s Education 1,826.1*** 

(266.70) 

 

1,829.94*** 

(273.46) 

1,555.4*** 

(333.00) 

1,550.93*** 

(345.96) 

Equation 2 (Respondent Conscientiousness)     

   Parent Conscientiousness .090*** 

(.010) 

 

.086*** 

(.011) 

.066*** 

(.013) 

.061*** 

(.014) 

   Child Education .036*** 

(.006) 

 

.035*** 

(.006) 

.043*** 

(.007) 

.042*** 

(.007) 

 

   Parent Income (Thousands) .0000 

(.0003) 

.0001 

(.0003) 

-.0002 

(.0004) 

-.0002 

(.0005) 

Equation 3 (Child Income)     

   Child Conscientiousness 5,629.8*** 

(756.77) 

 

5,792.8*** 

(762.9) 

4,924.0*** 

(941.13) 

 

5,106.1*** 

(959.52) 

 

   Parent Income (Thousands) 51.97** 

(19.04) 

 

35.42 

(19.16) 

68.79** 

(23.07) 

47.72* 

(23.40) 

   Age 194.33*** 

(36.07) 

 

173.79*** 

(32.87) 

 

399.72*** 

(39.73) 

 

391.21*** 

(40.46) 

 

   Gender -19,593.99*** 

(661.60) 

 

-19,343.28*** 

(669.15) 

-17,358.5*** 

(808.09) 

 

-17,258.99*** 

(826.66) 

   Education 6,813.28*** 

(383.51) 

 

6,644.1*** 

(306.5) 

8,788.83*** 

(536.4) 

 

8,794.09*** 

(376.79) 

   Ethnicity -2,892.6* 

(1,245.2) 

 

-2,704.8* 

(1,251.4) 

-3,912.2** 

(1,452.0) 

 

-3,810.1* 

(1,473.2) 

   Retired -26,266.5*** 

(1,161.6) 

 

-25,646.1*** 

(1,166.5) 

- - 

AIC 313,402 302,048 198,810 188,916 

N 4,713 4.541 3,025 2,873 

NOTE: A * denotes the variable was statistically significant at the p = .05 level, ** at the p =. 01 

level, and *** at the p =. 001 level. 
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Table 8 

Indirect Effects of Parent Conscientiousness on Respondent Income 

Type of Effect 

Full Sample Income 

Consistent 

Only 

Full-Time 

Workers 

Only 

Full-Time 

and Income 

Consistent 

Parent Income 227.61** 

(85.74) 

 

152.28 

(83.55) 

268.20** 

(96.27) 

185.92* 

(94.47) 

Respondent Conscientiousness 504.29*** 

(89.48) 

 

499.82*** 

(90.13) 

326.53*** 

(89.61) 

313.50** 

(90.79) 

Parent Income and Respondent               

.  Conscientiousness 

2.046 

(9.173) 

 

1.500 

(9.425) 

-4.238 

(8.768) 

-4.483 

(9.293) 

Total Indirect Effects 733.95*** 

(122.35) 

653.59*** 

(121.37) 

590.49*** 

(129.95) 

 

494.94*** 

(129.56) 

 

NOTE: In this model specification, parent conscientiousness has no direct effect on respondent 

income. Rather, there are three possible indirect effects; parent conscientiousness affects 

respondent conscientiousness, which impacts respondent income; parent conscientiousness 

affects parental income, which impacts respondent income; parent conscientiousness affects 

parental income, which impacts respondent conscientiousness, and finally affects respondent 

income. A * denotes the variable was statistically significant at the p = .05 level, ** at the p =. 01 

level, and *** at the p =. 001 level. 
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Table 9 

Regression Results from SEM Model (Log Parent Income Predicting Child Conscientiousness) 

Variable 

Full Sample Income Consistent 

Only 

Full Time 

Workers Only 

Full Time and 

Income Consistent 

Equation 1 (Log Parent Income)     

   Parent Conscientiousness .136*** 

(.011) 

 

.134*** 

(.011) 

.129*** 

(.013) 

 

.131*** 

(.013) 

 

   Father’s Education .082*** 

(.006) 

 

.082*** 

(.006) 

.083*** 

(.007) 

 

.083*** 

(.008) 

   Mother’s Education .047*** 

(.007) 

 

.046*** 

(.008) 

.045*** 

(.009) 

.044*** 

(.009) 

Equation 2 (Respondent Conscientiousness)     

   Parent Conscientiousness .087*** 

(.011) 

 

.084*** 

(.012) 

.068*** 

(.013) 

.063*** 

(.014) 

   Respondent Education .034*** 

(.006) 

 

.034*** 

(.006) 

.043*** 

(.007) 

.043*** 

(.007) 

 

   Log Parent Income -.005 

(.015) 

-.008 

(.016) 

-.017 

(.018) 

-.020 

(.018) 

Equation 3 (Log Respondent Income)     

   Respondent Conscientiousness .265*** 

(.034) 

 

.278*** 

(.035) 

.162*** 

(.027) 

 

.168*** 

(.027) 

 

   Log Parent Income .023 

(.033) 

 

.022 

(.034) 

.026 

(.025) 

.015 

(.026) 

   Age .005** 

(.001) 

 

.005** 

(.002) 

 

.010*** 

(.001) 

 

.010*** 

(.001) 

 

   Gender -.815*** 

(.030) 

 

-.820*** 

(.031) 

-.521*** 

(.023) 

 

-.525*** 

(.024) 

   Education .220*** 

(.014) 

 

.216*** 

(.014) 

.236*** 

(.010) 

 

.237*** 

(.011) 

   Ethnicity -.036 

(.056) 

 

-.033 

(.057) 

-.094* 

(.041) 

 

-.092* 

(.042) 

   Retired -1.22*** 

(.064) 

 

-1.22*** 

(.065) 

- - 

AIC 99,617 95,552 71,537 68,079 

N 4,040 3,868 3,025 2,873 

NOTE: A * denotes the variable was statistically significant at the p = .05 level, ** at the p =. 01 

level, and *** at the p =. 001 level. 
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Table 10 

Indirect Effects of Parent Conscientiousness on Log Respondent Income 

Type of Effect 

Full Sample Income 

Consistent 

Only 

Full-Time 

Workers 

Only 

Full-Time 

and Income 

Consistent 

Parent Income .003 

(.005) 

 

.003 

(.005) 

.003 

(.003) 

.002 

(.003) 

Respondent Conscientiousness .023*** 

(.004) 

 

.023*** 

(.004) 

.011*** 

(.003) 

.011*** 

(.002) 

Parent Income and Respondent               

.  Conscientiousness 

-.0002 

(.0006) 

 

-.0003 

(.0006) 

-.0004 

(.0004) 

-.0004 

(.0004) 

Total Indirect Effects .026*** 

(.006) 

.026*** 

(.006) 

.014** 

(.004) 

 

.012** 

(.004) 

 

NOTE: In this model specification, parent conscientiousness has no direct effect on respondent 

income. Instead, there are three possible indirect effects on respondent income. For a graphical 

representation of these pathways, refer to Figure 3. A * denotes the variable was statistically 

significant at the p = .05 level, ** at the p =. 01 level, and *** at the p =. 001 level. 
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Figures 

Figure 1 

Theoretical Representation of the Intra- and Inter- Generational Relationships Between 

Personality and Earnings 
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Figure 2 

Graphical Representation of Structural Equation Model – Parent Conscientiousness Directly Affecting Respondent Income 
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Figure 3 

Graphical Representation of Structural Equation Model – Parent Income Directly Affecting Respondent Conscientiousness 
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Appendix 

Appendix 1 

Household Income Distribution Data Table from the 1996 Consumer Report from the United 

States Department of Commerce 

Income Levels Percentage of Households Cumulative 

Percentage 

Under $5,000 3.7 3.7 

$5,000 - $9,999 8.6 12.3 

$10,000 - $14,999 8.7 21.0 

$15,000 - $19,999 8.3 29.3 

$20,000 - $24,999 7.6 36.9 

$25,000 - $29,999 7.4 44.3 

$30,000 - $34,999 6.8 51.1 

$35,000 - $39,999 6.3 57.4 

$40,000 - $44,999 5.6 63.0 

$45,000 - $49,999 5.0 68.0 

$50,000 - $59,999 8.3 76.3 

$60,000 - $74,999 8.8 85.1 

$75,000 - $99,999 7.7 92.8 

$100,000 or more 7.1 100.0 

 

 


