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Abstract 

 Economists studying developing and transition economies have recently drawn attention 

to the problem of intergenerational immobility, or the high rate of transmission of inequality 

from parent to child (World Bank 2005).  One readily estimable measure of this intergenerational 

persistence of economic status is the degree of association between the educational attainment of 

parents and children.  This paper documents that the strength of this association has doubled in 

Bulgaria since the end of socialism, particularly between 1995 and 2001.  For children of less-

well-educated parents, this has corresponded to an absolute decline in average educational 

attainment.  These changes, which imply a steep decline in intergenerational social mobility, 

relate to children educated during a period of economic depression and of significant reductions 

in public spending on education, which led to school closures and shortages of materials, along 

with increases in out-of-pocket costs and distances to school.  On the demand side, interview 

evidence suggests that the rise in unemployment among those with secondary education has 

lowered the expected benefits of schooling.  We conclude that changing educational policies and 

priorities, along with depressed economic conditions, have had an important negative effect on 

equality of educational opportunity.   
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I.  Introduction 

The correlation between the socioeconomic positions of parents and their adult offspring 

is positive and significant in every society for which estimates are available.  These correlations 

are of interest because they serve as omnibus measures of a society’s ability to provide equality 

of opportunity to children of differing family backgrounds, and, as such, they have drawn 

increasing attention from economists concerned with social equity in both rich and poor nations.1  

The issue is particularly salient for the transition economies, many of which formerly pursued 

egalitarian educational policies with great zeal.  One plausible hypothesis, which, to our 

knowledge, has not yet been tested, is that their dramatic political and economic reforms since 

1989 might have led to an increased importance of family background in the determination of 

economic status. 

This paper documents that the degree of association between the educational attainment 

of parents and children has doubled in Bulgaria since the end of socialism, in particular between 

1995 and 2001.  This increased correlation, which implies a steep decline in intergenerational 

social mobility, relates to a cohort of children and young adults surveyed in 2001, who, unlike an 

earlier cohort surveyed in 1995, were educated primarily during a period of economic 

depression, and of significant reductions in public spending on education.  These led to school 

closures and shortages of materials, along with increases in out-of-pocket costs and distances to 

school.  On the demand side, interview evidence suggests that the rise in unemployment among 

those with secondary education has lowered the expected benefits of schooling.  We show that 

                                                 

1 Note, for example, the prominent place given to this topic in the 2006 World Development 

Report  (World Bank 2005). 
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these coincided with a reduction in the educational attainment of students born to poorly-

educated parents, and we conclude that changes in educational policies and priorities that 

accompanied the political transition, together with the economic downturn of the 1990s, have 

had an important negative effect on equality of opportunity. 

Most estimates of intergenerational mobility in the industrialized nations are based on 

regressions of the long-run average incomes of children against those of their parents (see 

surveys by Solon 1999; and Corak 2006).  The resulting regression coefficients are not intended 

to serve as estimates of the true causal impact of parental income, but rather as descriptive 

measures of the persistence of long-run status across the generations, with higher coefficients 

indicating lower intergenerational mobility.  However, the construction of these long-run income 

averages requires long-running panel datasets, which are not available for less-developed and 

transition economies.2  Moreover, because income varies considerably from year to year, 

regressions based on annual income provide a poor measure of the persistence of long-run 

economic status (Solon 1992; Zimmerman 1992; Mazumder 2005).  By contrast, for adults, 

education is a more or less permanent characteristic, and one which is readily observed in cross-

sectional surveys.  Intergenerational education regressions thus present a feasible and 

                                                 

2 The only panel dataset of which we are aware that will span a full generation in a developing 

country is the proposed re-interview of the original 1975 ICRISAT cohorts from Andhra Pradesh 

and Maharashtra, India.  The RAND corporation’s Malaysian Family Life Survey bridged this 

data gap by collecting retrospective information on parental earnings, but this approach has been 

criticized as unreliable.  More complex methods have also been used to make up for the 

unobservability of long-run income; see, for example, the work of Grawe (2004). 
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informative alternative to income-based measures of the transmission of socioeconomic status 

from parent to child.3  Estimates of this kind exist for a number of countries and epochs, 

including South Africa (Thomas 1996; Hertz 2001), a handful of Latin American nations 

(Behrman, Gaviria, and Székely 2001), and a half-dozen socialist economies (Ganzeboom and 

Nieuwbeerta 1999).  A recent survey of more than 30 developing and transition economies has 

shown that average rates of intergenerational educational mobility over the past 50 years have 

been particularly low in Latin America, somewhat higher in a sample of ten Asian economies, 

and higher still in the formerly socialist economies (Hertz, et al. 2007). 

To see how these intergenerational educational correlations may be affected by the 

economic and policy environment requires a framework for understanding the determinants of 

educational attainment.  Government policy in large measure defines the educational choices 

available to parents and children, including the legal and practical access to, and costs of, 

schooling, as well as school quality; it may also influence the economic returns to schooling and 

to other competing household investments.  Parents then make decisions regarding their 

                                                 

3 Hertz et al. (2007) provide an analysis of the relation between intergenerational regression 

estimates for education and income, which demonstrates that the two are related, but that the 

relationship will depend on many factors that may vary over space and time, such as the returns 

to education, the share of the variance of income that is explained by education, and the 

connection between parental income and children’s education.  Thus intergenerational education 

regression coefficients are not viewed as close proxies for income-based estimates, but rather as 

measures of the intergenerational transmission of a different but highly relevant index of status, 

namely, educational attainment. 
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investments of time and money in their children’s education; income constraints and credit 

market conditions will play a role in this decision (Becker and Tomes 1979), particularly at 

higher levels of education.  Finally, children make choices about educational effort, and these 

should depend on the perceived costs and benefits of schooling, which will in turn depend in part 

on perceptions of labor market conditions. 

Consistent with these theoretical considerations, a small but growing number of studies 

have identified effects of both government policy and economic conditions on intergenerational 

educational mobility.  For example, Lillard and Willis (1994) show that governmental 

interventions in Malaysia significantly reduced the effect of parents’ education over the period 

1950-1980.  Similarly, in Indonesia, a massive school construction program has been shown to 

have had a positive effect on both attainment and mobility (Hertz and Jayasundera 2006; Duflo 

2001).  Hannum (1999) shows that in China the urban/rural attainment gap mirrors the trend in 

the number of teachers assigned to work in urban versus rural areas.  While she notes that this 

correlation is not conclusive, she also points out that China explicitly prioritized rural education 

during the Cultural Revolution, and it was at this time that the urban/rural schooling gap 

narrowed.  Later, in the 1980s, China adopted a more liberal approach, which had the effect of 

favoring urban areas, whereupon the urban/rural gap re-emerged.   

Behrman, Birdsall, and Székely (2000) look at a panel of 16 Latin American nations and 

demonstrate that government expenditures on primary schooling (per student of primary age), as 

well as the average level of education of their teachers, have had positive effects on educational 

mobility.  Macroeconomic factors are also shown to play a role; in particular, financial depth 

(M2 over GDP), which they take as an indication of the degree to which the economy is 

“marketized,” proves a positive predictor of mobility. 
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Prior to their devolution, the socialist countries pursued the goal of increasing 

intergenerational mobility very energetically, not only promoting education among the children 

of less-educated parents (which simultaneously promotes mobility, attainment, and equality of 

opportunity), but also, in the early years of the experiment, discriminating actively against 

children of more educated parents (which also promotes mobility per se, but by repressive means 

which reduce average educational attainment).  Ganzeboom and Nieuwbeerta (1999: 352) show 

that the strength of the association between parents’ and children’s schooling was reduced by 

about one-third in Bulgaria over the period 1940-1985, slightly less than in some other socialist 

countries, such as Hungary and Czechoslovakia, where the association fell by half or more. 

We show that in Bulgaria this trend has lately been reversed, and that the transmission of 

socioeconomic status from parents to young adults observed in 2001 stood at levels not seen 

since the 1940s.  For the children of less-educated parents, the rising impact of their family 

background has resulted in an absolute decline in educational attainment over time.  We argue 

that these outcomes are likely to have resulted from the deterioration in economic and fiscal 

conditions, particularly over the period 1994 to 2001, described in the next section. 

  The Bulgarian data examined here were chosen in part because they are a particularly 

suitable source for studying the impact of the post-socialist economic downturn on 

intergenerational mobility.  This is because the two surveys neatly bracket the worst years of 

economic crisis, creating different levels of “exposure” in the two surveys to the period of low 

educational funding and poor employment prospects, as quantified in Section III.  Moreover, 

Bulgaria experienced economic problems at transition that were more severe than those of 

Poland, Hungary and the Czech Republic, but less severe than many of the post-Soviet cases; it 

thus may serve as a representative middle ground. 
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II.  Bulgarian Background 

Universal education was a central pillar of socialist development policy.  New schools 

and classes were rapidly expanded after 1946, aimed at spreading literacy to all adults and 

providing universal secondary education.  In Bulgaria, mean educational attainment among those 

born between 1937 and 1948 rose by about two years over those born in the two previous 

decades – from about 10 years to about 12 years (Ganzeboom and Nieuwbeerta 1999: 347).  In 

1990, Bulgaria had a (gross) secondary enrollment rate of around 75 per cent, putting it above 

Portugal and Argentina, on a par with Luxembourg, and just below Hungary (World Bank 

EdStats 2006).   

The end of socialism brought significant changes to the education sector, as financial 

responsibility was partially shifted from the central government to the municipalities.  The most 

important change in the educational environment, however, was the steep decline in available 

resources during the 1990s.  The post-socialist economic collapse resulted in a decline in real 

GDP to 72 per cent of its 1990 level by 1997, the economic low point (UNICEF IRC 2006).  The 

country managed to achieve sustained economic growth following the economic reforms of 

1997, but by 2001 real GDP was still at no more than 84 per cent of its 1990 level (see Table 1, 

first column).  Educational expenditures as a share of GDP (column 2) also fell dramatically, 

from 5.0 per cent in 1990 to 3.2 per cent in 1996; they have since partially rebounded, to just 

over four per cent.  As a result, total educational expenditures fell by half between 1990 and 

1996 (column 3).  This decline in educational spending was partially offset by a steady, and 

ongoing, decline in the number of children of school age (column 4).  Yet real educational 

expenditures per child aged 5 to 17 nonetheless fell by 45 per cent between 1990 and 1996; in 
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2001 they were still 12 per cent below their 1990 levels; but by 2004 they had risen to 26 per 

cent above the 1990 value (column 5). 

The fall in spending was associated with both school closures and a decline in the quality 

of education provided.  Despite a shift in emphasis from technical and vocational to general 

schools at the secondary level, the total number of general schools (primary and secondary) fell 

from 3458 in 1990/1991, to 3289 in 1995/1996, and to 3011 in 1999/2000, a 13 per cent decline. 

The number of general schools available in rural areas declined by 15 per cent over the same 

period, from 2125 to 2078 to 1799 (Bulgarian National Institute of Statistics 1995: 355; 2000b: 

366).  Although these closures in part reflect the decline in the school-age population, they 

nonetheless resulted in increases in the average distance to school.4  The first line of Table 2 

shows that the distance to school increased by 0.9 kilometers between 1995 and 2001 for 

enrolled students aged 7 to 20.  Because distances to colleges and universities are generally 

higher than distances to primary and secondary schools, a small change in the share of students 

at this level could distort the comparison.  Thus we also present the results for students aged 7-18 

only, for whom the increased averaged 0.6 kilometers, a figure which was still statistically 

significant at the five per cent level.  Moreover, in schools that remained open, the quality of 

education generally fell, and interviews in Bulgaria emphasize the impact of declining 

availability of food and materials in school on enrollment (Kabakchieva and Iliev 2002). 

Financial responsibility was also shifted to parents, with the result that the real monthly 

out-of-pocket costs of schooling almost doubled between 1995 and 2001 for enrolled students in 

                                                 

4 Distance to school will generally increase even if the number of students falls at approximately 

the same rate as the number of schools, since population density falls as well. 
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our 7 to 20 year age group, or in the 7 to 18 age group, as shown in the second panel of Table 2.  

Figure 1 shows that school fees rose for all age groups between the two survey years.5  These 

results support the proposition that the financial and time costs of education have risen, 

especially for older children, including those in post-secondary schooling.  Still, it is important to 

remember that these are snapshots at two particular points in time, and do not reflect the 

cumulative costs borne by the students in the two surveys.  Nor do they capture the decline in the 

quality of education that was cited in the interviews. 

At the same time, expected returns to education have also been changing.  Liberalization 

of labor markets has generally resulted in increased returns to education in post-socialist 

countries (Orazem and Vodopivec 2000; Newell and Reilly 1999).  Still, returns in many post-

socialist countries remain low by international standards and particularly for countries at a 

similar level of development (Orazem and Vodopivec 2000; Trostell, Walker, and Woolley 

2002; Psacharopoulos 1994).  Based on a small sample from 1992-1993, Trostel, Walker and 

Woolley (2002) found returns in Bulgaria to be among the lowest of the post-socialist cases 

examined, below those in Russia, Poland, Hungary, Slovenia and the Slovak Republic, and 

above only those in E. Germany and the Czech Republic.  The rise in unemployment further 

depressed expected returns, especially in the rural areas and small towns worst hit by 

employment declines.  The final column of Table 1 shows that employment as a percentage of 

the population of working age fell steadily, from 78 per cent in 1990 to 55 per cent in 2001, 

before rebounding somewhat to 59 per cent in 2004.  The interview data mentioned above 

                                                 

5 The data points for age 20 are omitted because the 1995 sample size at that age was just seven 

students, and one large outlier distorted the comparison. 
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reveals that children “don’t expect [education] to help them find work” (Kabakchieva and Iliev 

2002).  The official youth unemployment rate was almost 14 per cent in 2001 and the vast 

majority of those were long-term unemployed.  Moreover, people with mid-level education were 

more likely than either those with low or high education to be unemployed (Nenova 2002).  This 

creates little incentive to finish secondary school if one does not expect to be able to afford to 

continue on to higher education, and these incentives are likely to have declined over time as 

unemployment rates rose.   

 

 

 

III.  Data and Methods 

The 1995 and 2001 Living Standards Measurement Surveys (LSMS) for Bulgaria were 

conducted by BBSS Gallup International, under World Bank supervision, and with the 

cooperation of the Bulgarian National Statistical Institute; the 2001 survey is the most recent to 

be made available to the public at the time of this writing.6  Both surveys were designed to be 

                                                 

6 All data and documentation are available at 

http://www.worldbank.org/LSMS/guide/select.html.  The LSMS program has provided 

nationally representative surveys for a wide range of developing and post-socialist economies, 

and the quality of the data has generally been evaluated positively.  For further discussion of 

these surveys and their uses, see Deaton (1997: 35-40).  
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self-weighting random samples of 2500 households, in 500 survey clusters.7  Households that 

refused to participate were replaced with other households randomly selected from the same 

cluster.  The survey instruments were very similar in the two years, with only a few pertinent 

differences, noted below.  Non-household-members present at time of interview, and those with 

missing data for age, education, parents’ education, location, or ethnicity were dropped from the 

sample. 

 The outcome under study is the highest grade completed, measured as the modal number 

of years taken to achieve it.  This was derived from two questions, which the primary respondent 

answered for all household members.  The first asked the highest level of education completed, 

with some 34 possible answers, including various different secondary school tracks, which start 

at various ages and are of various durations.  This complicated the task of assigning a 

corresponding number of years to each category, but this was resolved by means of the second 

question, asked only of those not currently enrolled, which recorded the total number of years 

spent in school, including repetitions.  The modal reply to this second question for all 

respondents in a given category of the first question was taken to be relevant number of years 

associated with that level of education.8  Educational coding was the same for parents, and the 

                                                 

7 The 2001 survey included a deliberate oversample of 133 Roma households, which were 

dropped from our sample.  The remaining Roma households were retained, so that the sample is 

demographically representative. 

8 The 2001 survey included a category called “Post-graduate” which did not appear on the 1995 

survey.  For consistency, these were combined with the next lowest category, “University more 

than 5 years,” and assigned a value of 18 years of education. 
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average number of years of schooling of the two parents, if both were present in the household, 

was used as the measure of parental education in all analyses.9 

 Our identification strategy rests on the fact, noted above, that children who were in 

school during the period 1994 to 2001, when public education spending per child was 12 to 45 

per cent below its 1990 value, experienced reduced access to schools, higher costs, and 

deteriorating conditions, compared to students educated before the funding crisis.  In this regard, 

the timing of the two surveys is fortuitous, as it generates large differences in exposure to these 

crisis conditions between the two surveys.  In particular, for children aged 16 to 20 in 1995, who 

will be the focus of our intergenerational regressions, exposure ranges between zero out of their 

first twelve potential years of observable education (for 20 year olds) to two out of ten (for 16 

year olds).10  The average number of years of exposure for this group is 1.5, representing just 14 

                                                 

9 Our goal is to describe the association between parents’ and children’s schooling, as indicators 

of socioeconomic status, not to estimate a structural model of the causal determinants of 

children’s education.  Thus we may abstract from the often-asked question of whether the 

father’s or mother’s education exerts a greater influence on the child.  We adopt the average of 

the parents’ education levels as our measure of parental status, as have authors like Ganzeboom 

and Nieuwbeerta (1999); other authors have used the education level of the better-educated 

parent.  This definitional choice makes very little quantitative difference, and no qualitative 

difference, for our results.   

10 For example, a 16 year old in 1995 was born in 1979 and should have started first grade at age 

7, in 1986.  Only grades nine and ten, in 1994 and 1995, would fall during the period of low 

funding; the maximum number of years of schooling observable in 1995 for that student is 10. 
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per cent of their potential years of primary and secondary education at the time of the survey.  

Thus the educational attainment of those surveyed in 1995 should not have been greatly affected 

by the poor economic and fiscal conditions of the period 1994 to 2001.  

By contrast, 16-20 year olds surveyed in 2001 would have been exposed to as many as 

eight years of the depressed conditions that characterized the 1994 to 2001 period, with an 

average exposure of 7.4 years, or 66 per cent of their potential years of primary and secondary 

schooling observable to date.11  The 16 to 20 year olds in 2001 would also have faced a much 

worse job market than the 16 to 20 year olds in 1995, since employment fell steadily from 1990 

to 2001.  While this reduces the opportunity cost of schooling, the interview evidence suggests 

that it nonetheless reduced the demand for education. 

 Together, these supply and demand-side factors suggest that average educational 

attainment for 16 to 20 year olds should have worsened between the 1995 and 2001 surveys.  

However, if this negative impact had been felt equally by the children of better and less-well 

educated parents, it would have no effect on our estimates of intergenerational mobility, since 

these regression coefficients are insensitive to changes in means over time, and only reflect 

changes in the strength of the association (the slope) between parental and child education.  Our 

                                                 

11 A 16-year-old in 2001 was born in 1985 and should have started first grade at age 7, in 1992.  

Grades 3 through 10 would then correspond to the crisis period, 1994 to 2001, accounting for 

eight out of ten of their potential years of schooling observable by 2001.  A 20 year old, born in 

1981, would have spent 7th through 12th grade in the 1994-2001 period, or six of their first 12 

potential years of education.  Similar calculations are used to estimate exposure for younger 

students, discussed below. 
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specific question, then, is whether this difference in exposure was associated with a decline in 

intergenerational educational mobility, i.e. a rise in the intergenerational regression coefficient.  

To address this question we present the results of the following bivariate intergenerational 

regressions, one for 16-20 year olds surveyed in 1995, and another for those surveyed in 2001: 

eSS ++= 01 βα       [1] 

where S1 is the schooling of the child, and S0 is the average of their parents’ schooling, e is the 

regression error term, and β is the parameter of interest. 

These regression coefficients, which measure the “effect” of a one-year difference in 

parental education, may also be standardized into correlation coefficients, which express the 

relation between a one-standard-deviation difference in parental education and the corresponding 

difference in children’s education, also measured in standard deviations.  This adjusts for 

changes in the variance of schooling from one generation to the next, and produces a unit-free 

measure of intergenerational persistence which may then meaningfully be compared to 

intergenerational correlations in other status measures, such as income. 

Both the regression coefficients and the correlation coefficients measure the degree of 

persistence of educational outcomes across generations (not the causal effect of parental 

education) with higher persistence corresponding to lower intergenerational mobility.  As already 

noted, mobility may rise or fall independently of whether mean attainment of the parents and/or 

children is rising or falling over time, although, as an historical matter, improvements in the 

average level of schooling tend to coincide with improvements in intergenerational educational 

mobility (Behrman, et al. 2001). 

  The choice of the 16-20 age group is dictated by the desire to observe children who are 

old enough to have completed most if not all of their education, but still young enough to be 
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observed in their parents households.  Clearly, however, many of these children will still be in 

school, meaning that our data are censored.  This might bias the intergenerational coefficient in a 

downward direction: if the children of better-educated parents have not yet had time to achieve 

their terminal levels of education, the covariance between (high) parental education and 

children’s education would be lessened.  On the other hand, it may be that children born to 

poorly educated parents will take longer than usual to achieve their final level of education, due 

to grade repetition, which would tend to impart an offsetting bias in the other direction.   

To address these issues we also present results for the subset of children who were not 

currently enrolled, and show that these yield qualitatively similar conclusions regarding the 

1995-2001 comparison.  This solution, however, is also imperfect, since finishing one’s 

education, or going on to higher education, may cause students to leave their parents’ household, 

and so become unobservable in our survey.  The direction of this selection bias is likewise 

unclear a priori.  However, what counts for our analysis is whether these biases have changed 

over time, and we can think of no good reason that they should have changed so dramatically as 

to explain the large differences we see between surveys. 

 A second stage of the analysis allows us to extend our scope to include younger cohorts 

as well, namely, all those between the ages of 7 and 20, in order to ask at what age the children 

of poorly educated parents start to fall behind academically, compared to those born to better 

educated parents.  To answer this question, and to see how that answer has changed over time, 

we calculate grade-for-age trajectories as a function of parental education, in each survey year, 

controlling for a number of other covariates which are needed to ensure descriptive consistency 

between the two surveys, as detailed below.  The results are then used to plot the grade-for-age 

profiles of the children of poorly-educated parents, as compared to children of better-educated 
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parents, for both survey years.  As we move from the 1995 to the 2001 survey we will observe an 

increasing attainment gap between the children of high and low-education parents.  This provides 

a clear illustration of the increased association between parent and child schooling, and one that 

allows us to express this in terms of changes in actual attainment over time for children from 

various backgrounds, and at particular ages, something that the intergenerational mobility 

regressions of equation [1] do not convey. 

 As with the 16 to 20 year olds, the increase in the importance of parental education 

between the two surveys coincides with an increase in students’ exposure to the 1994-2001 

period.  Those aged 7 to 20 in 1995 had an average of 1.8 years of exposure, representing 39 per 

cent of their potential years of primary and secondary education, while those of the same age 

group in the 2001 survey had an average exposure of 5.9 years, which represented 88 per cent of 

their potentially observable years of primary and secondary schooling. 

 The regression equation used to predict attainment, which was run separately for each 

survey year, was as follows; full results are reported in the Appendix. 

)()()()()(
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7
1 RuralFemaleIntDateMonthsSDDS
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Here the child’s education (S1) is estimated as a function of, first, a full set of age 

dummies, ∑
=

20

7t
tt Dδ , where t indexes age in years, the Dt are the age dummies, and the δt are their 

associated coefficients; because all age dummies are included, the intercept is suppressed.  Next, 
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=
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allows the effect of parental education to differ with full flexibility by age.  The next variable, 
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Months, is the number of months of age within the year (from 0 to 11), which is included to 

capture the fact that children with slightly earlier birthdays may be able to enroll a full year 

earlier.  This effect turns out to be strongly significant (at the 0.1 per cent level), with each extra 

month of age adding about 0.07 years to average attainment (see Appendix).   

 The variable IntDate measures the month and day on which the household was 

interviewed.  This is needed because the 2001 interviews were conducted in April and early 

May, when school was still in session, whereas the 1995 interviews were conducted in late May 

through the end of July, when the school year had ended for most students.12  If currently-

attending respondents took the phrase “highest level completed” at face value, then those who 

were interviewed in April of 2001 should have responded with last year’s grade level, whereas 

had they been interviewed in late June or early July they should have reported that they had just 

completed another grade.  This would bias reported educational attainment in 2001 downwards 

in relation to 1995.  As may be seen in the Appendix, this interview date effect is statistically 

significant at the five per cent level, and amounts to 0.18 additional grades completed for those 

interviewed one month later.  Uncorrected estimates of the change in educational attainment 

between 1995 and 2001 are thus biased in a negative direction.  Note that the interview date is 

excluded from the 2001 equation, since all were still in school.13  (It is likewise omitted from 

                                                 

12 School ends on May 24 for grades 1 and 12, on May 31 for grades 2 through 4, on June 15 for 

grades 5 through 8, and on June 30 for grades 9 through 11 (Marlow-Ferguson 2002). 

13 The difference in mean month of interview between the two surveys is 1.74, which spuriously 

reduces observed attainment in 2001 by about 0.31 years.  To correct for this, the variable 

IntDate is included, and expressed as a deviation from the 2001 sample mean, implying that the 
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equation [1] upon which it had no effect).  Note also that both years and months of age are 

calculated as of December of the previous calendar year (the current school year) so that they are 

consistently defined for children interviewed at different times.   

 The final control variables include indicators for women, for those living in rural areas 

and in each of the country’s ten major districts, and for the four principal ethnic groups 

(Bulgarian, Turkish, Roma, and Russian/Other) which are defined by reference to one’s mother 

tongue.  These are included to prevent changes in the sample’s composition over time (whether 

due to sampling variability or to actual changes in the population) from biasing our comparison 

of the 1995 and 2001 grade-for-age profiles.  In this regard, the question of emigration merits 

special consideration, as migrant flows have historically been large, and have recently been 

biased towards the better-educated (Rangelova and Vladimirova 2004).  However, a calculation 

of the numbers involved suggests that the impact of emigration on our estimates is very likely to 

be negligible.  Between 1991 and 1994, the rate of net emigration averaged 0.6 per cent per year 

(World Bank 2004), but since then it has slowed , standing at 0.3 per cent per year over the 

period 1995-2002.  This represents a loss of about 1.8 per cent of the population over the six year 

period between our two surveys.  An upper-bound estimate of the impact of this change on the 

number of young adults between the ages of 16 and 20 may be generated by supposing that their 

propensity to migrate is the same as those in the 18-29 age category, for whom data are 

available.  According to a survey of adults aged 18 and over, conducted in 1996, some 24 per 

                                                                                                                                                             

predicted values for 1995, plotted in Figures 2 and 3, are estimates of what would have been 

observed had those interviews been conducted in mid-April, while students were still in school, 

as they were in 2001. 
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cent of those who declared an intention to emigrate were in the 18-29 age category (Rangelova 

and Vladimirova 2004), whereas about 21 per cent of the adult population fall in this age bracket 

(Bulgarian National Institute of Statistics 2000a).  Hence members of this age group were only 

about 14 per cent more likely to declare an intention to emigrate than was the average Bulgarian 

adult.  If this were true for our 16-20 year olds as well, the change in their numbers due to 

migration would stand at just 2.1 per cent, which is too small to have any real impact on our 

estimates.  Moreover, this figure is surely a maximal estimate given that 16 to 20 year-olds are 

obviously much younger, on average, than 18 to 29 year-olds, and that the propensity to migrate 

falls off rapidly at younger ages.  Finally, and just as importantly, in order for this 2.1 per cent 

change to bias our estimated grade-for-age profiles, it would have to be the case not simply that 

migrants are better educated than average, but that they are better educated than average even 

after controlling for gender, rural location, geographic region, and ethnicity.14    

 A final potential source of bias lies in the possibility that parents’ education might have 

been measured with differing degrees of reliability in the two surveys.  Variation in the amount 

of measurement error could create spurious variation in the coefficients associated with parental 

education.  We correct for this by examining the correlation between two independent 

measurements of parental education: one that is based on grade level (which we convert to a 

number of years using a set formula) and one which counts years directly.  Changes in the 

                                                 

14 The intergenerational regressions lack these control variables making selection bias somewhat 

more likely.  Yet even discarding the best-educated five per cent of the observed sample had no 

impact whatsoever on the estimated intergenerational regression coefficient or correlation, 

suggesting that changes in the population of this order of magnitude are likewise unimportant. 
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correlation between these two measures should reflect changes in the accuracy with which the 

two questions were answered, recorded and key-punched.15  We use this correlation as an 

estimate of the reliability of parents’ measured education, and present both raw and 

measurement-error-corrected estimates of intergenerational educational mobility. 

 

 

 

IV.  Results 

 Table 3 reports the means and standard deviations for all variables used to estimate 

equations [1] (for 16 to 20 year olds) and [2] (for 7 to 20 year olds), and the corresponding 

sample sizes.  Note that a portion of the observed decline in children’s average education is 

spurious, as explained above and in the notes to the table. 

 Table 4 reports the results of estimating equation [1], for both years, for children between 

the ages of 16 and 20.  The first row in the upper panel reports the intergenerational educational 

correlation, for both enrolled and not-enrolled students, and the second row reports the 

corresponding regression coefficient.  We see that the correlation nearly doubles, rising from 

0.331 to 0.606 between 1995 and 2001, while the regression coefficient more than doubles, from 

0.215 to 0.488.  Both changes are statistically significant at the 0.01 per cent level or better, as 

                                                 

15 The frequency of grade repetition (which is picked up by one measure but not the other) might 

also have changed.  While a uniform increase in the rate of grade repetition would not alter the 

simple correlation between the measures, an increase in the variance in the repetition rate across 

students could have an effect on that correlation. 
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indicated by the t-statistics in the final column.  The regression coefficients imply that an extra 

year of parental education was associated with an additional 0.2 years of education for their 

children in 1995, but 0.5 years in 2001.  The fact that the correlations do not increase by as great 

a proportion as the regression coefficients is simply a reflection of the fact that the standard 

deviation of children’s education increased more rapidly between 1995 and 2001 than did that of 

their parents, as documented in Table 3.  By either measure, the persistence of educational status 

across generations increased dramatically. 

 The next row reports the estimated reliability of measured parental education, based on  

the correlation between repeated measures of their schooling, as described above.  This is 

somewhat higher in 2001 than in 1995.  Correcting the regression coefficients for this fact very 

slightly reduces the difference between the 1995 and 2001 estimates, but produces no qualitative 

change in our findings.16  The same conclusions obtain in the lower panel, which drops those 

who are still enrolled in school.  Now the correlation coefficient rises from 0.493 to 0.723 over 

the six-year time span; the regression coefficient again more than doubles, from 0.323 to 0.706; 

and correcting for changes in the reliability in the measurement of schooling has little effect.17 

 To put these changes in perspective, we may compare them to estimates for other 

countries reported by Hertz et al. (2007), based on surveys conducted between mostly between 

1994 and 2004.  The youngest cohort considered there was 20 to 24 years old, included both 

                                                 

16 In a bivariate regression, the measurement-error correction amounts to simply dividing the 

reported regression coefficient by the estimated reliability. 

17 Trends for sons and daughters were fairly similar: both displayed large increases in both 

regression coefficients and correlations from 1995 to 2001. 
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enrolled and unenrolled children, but was not subject to the restriction that they be observed in 

their parents’ household.  The difference in age and residency requirements renders the 

comparison with the Bulgarian results imperfect, but it remains informative.  Of the 30 

developing and former Soviet Bloc countries included in that survey, 22 had intergenerational 

educational correlations that were higher than Bulgaria’s 1995 value of 0.33, but only one 

(Indonesia) had a higher correlation than Bulgaria’s 2001 value of 0.61.  If we compare the (not-

measurement-error-corrected) regression coefficients instead, we find that 29 of 30 countries had 

higher coefficients than did Bulgaria in 1995, but only seven exceeded its 2001 result.  Thus, by 

either measure, Bulgaria has moved down in rank by 21 or 22 out of 30 positions on the global 

scale of intergenerational educational mobility. 

 Figure 2 uses the results of regression equation [2], reported in the Appendix, to more 

concretely illustrate the changing relation between parents’ and children’s educational 

attainment, and to allow us to see the age at which the effects of parental education start to 

become significant.  The upper graph plots the estimated number of years of schooling 

completed, by age and at various levels of parents’ education, for 1995; and the lower plots the 

same results for 2001.  It is immediately clear from the fanning-out of the 2001 trajectories in 

relation to the 1995 results that the gap between the attainment of the children of better and less-

well educated parents has grown substantially.  In 1995, parents’ education has no statistically or 

practically significant effect through age 13.  (The relevant t-tests, reported in the Appendix, are 

those associated with the parental education variables for each age).  Thereafter it is significant at 

the five per cent level or better at ages 14, and 17 through 20.  In 2001, the gaps are much larger, 

and uniformly significant at the one per cent level or better, from age 14 through 20.  (For 
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example, in the Appendix we see that the effect of an extra year of parental education at age 14 

rises from 0.17 years in 1995 to 0.24 years in 2001; at age 20 it rises from 0.27  to 0.57 years).  

 On average, for students aged 16-20 (who appear in the intergenerational regression 

estimates of Table 4), the difference in predicted attainment between the child of college-

educated parents (coded as 16 years of schooling) and the child whose parents have no 

schooling at all stood at 3.2 years in 1995, but rose to 6.8 years in 2001.18  Note, however, that 

only about three percent of parents had college degrees, and only about one-half of one percent 

had zero education; thus the comparison just described is one of extremes.  A more 

representative comparison is between parental education levels 12 and 8, which represent the 

74th and 22nd percentiles of the parental education distribution, or roughly the interquartile 

range.  For 16 to 20 year-olds at these two points in the distribution, the attainment gap likewise 

doubled, from 0.8 years in 1995 to 1.7 years in 2001. 

 Figure 3 plots the same results, but this time pairing the 1995 and 2001 estimates at each 

level of parental education.  This allows us more readily to determine if the average levels of 

educational attainment have risen or fallen between the two surveys for children from a given 

parental background.  In the upper left panel, we observed that the children of college-educated 

                                                 

18 An interesting result visible in the lower panel of Figure 2 (for 2001) is the fact that children of 

less-educated parents actually had somewhat higher attainment at ages below 13 years; at ages 7 

and 9, this negative effect of parental education was statistically significant while at other ages it 

was not.  This would appear to mean that better-educated parents start their children’s educations 

later, but that by age 14 these children have caught up with, and surpassed, the average for 

children of less-well-educated parents. 
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parents had somewhat less education at young ages in 2001 than in 1995; these differences are 

significant at the ten per cent level or better for ages 9 and 11,as indicated by the minus signs 

amongst the horizontal axis labels.  For ages 16 and above, however, they gained ground 

between the two surveys, with significant differences emerging at ages 16 and 19.  In the next 

panel, which pertains to parents with 12 years of schooling, we see that the 2001 results lie 

below the 1995 figures at all but two age levels, and at ages 9, 14, and 17 these differences are 

significant at the 10 per cent level or better.19  As we move to parental education levels 8, 4 and 

0, we see that absolute attainment for those aged 14 to 20 has indeed fallen over time, and has 

fallen the most (in both absolute and proportional terms) for the children of the least-well 

educated parents. 

 To summarize, the increase from 1995 to 2001 in the association between the educational 

levels of parents and children has manifested itself in the form of educational gains for the 

children of college-educated parents, and educational losses for the children of non-college-

educated parents, with the largest (negative) changes occurring for those whose parents had the 

least schooling.  Recall that this result obtains after controlling for demographic and geographic 

differences, as well as age in both years and months, and the spurious effect of the month of 

interview.   

  

 

                                                 

19 These tests of significance do not appear in the Appendix, but are straightforward tests of 

differences between the estimated coefficients, given their standard errors, and given that the two 

surveys are independent cross-sections. 
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V.  Discussion 

 Ganzeboom and Nieuwbeerta’s 1999 analysis reaches the conclusion that the 

intergenerational educational regression coefficient has fallen by about 0.035 per decade from 

1940 to 1985.  While their estimates are not directly comparable to ours20, it nonetheless would 

appear that the trend they identify has since reversed direction with a vengeance.  After falling 

by not quite 20 points in 45 years, this measure of the intergenerational transmission of social 

status has since increased by more than 35 points in just six years.  Moreover, educational 

attainment appears to be declining in absolute terms for those whose parents are less well 

educated, even as it has risen for the children of college educated parents.   

 While we cannot rule out other explanations, the coincidence of this change with the 

collapse in public spending on education in Bulgaria and the concomitant decline in its quality, 

the increase in its out-of-pocket costs, the fall in the number of schools, the greater physical 

distances from home to school, and the especially rapid rise in unemployment among those with 

secondary education, strongly suggests that this represents an economically-driven structural 

change, brought about by the turmoil associated with the transition away from socialism, as well 

as the shift in political priorities that permitted a reduction in state support for education.   

                                                 

20 The pertinent differences are that their “children” were between ages 21 and 69, as opposed to 

16-20; that their information on parents’ education was based on the children’s recollection, not 

the results of parental interviews; that the parents and children did not have to be living in the 

same household; and that they include regional controls, which we omit from our estimates of 

equation [1].   
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 It is important to emphasize, however, that these intergenerational correlations serve as 

imperfect indices of the equality of educational opportunity.  There are many reasons why the 

children of less well-educated parents get less education themselves, not all of which can, or 

arguably should, be addressed by public policy, a point made clear by Jencks and Tach (2005).  

Yet it seems equally clear that public policy, and economic conditions, have played an important 

role in the deterioration of educational outcomes in post-socialist Bulgaria.  Given that this has 

had the most impact on the children of less-well-educated parents, it is hard to avoid the 

conclusion that this represents an erosion of equality of educational opportunities. 

 A further important qualification is that we do not know whether this deterioration is a 

temporary result of the fiscal crisis or part of a longer-run trend.  Institutional change and 

improving economic conditions after 2002 may contribute to future improvements in mobility.  

Further exploration of this question should be possible once the data from the 2003 and 

subsequent rounds of the household survey are made public.  Yet even if conditions have 

improved, this will have come too late to help the cohort of 16-20 year olds from the 2001 

survey, whose educational attainment is largely determined by this point.  Moreover, to the 

extent that the association between parental and child education is a causal link, some portion of 

this educational deficit will be passed on to their children, some of whom are just beginning to 

enter school as of this writing. 

 On the other hand, it is also entirely possible that the fundamental change in political 

orientation and educational policy since 1989, with greater educational cost-shifting to parents, 

and related educational reforms, may have a permanent negative effect on intergenerational 

mobility.  Our contribution has been to document that institutional and economic changes in 

Bulgaria coincided with a sharp reduction in educational mobility.  It does not seem 
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unreasonable to speculate not only that similar changes may have attended the economic crises 

of transition in other former Soviet Bloc nations, but also that the policies they now embrace 

may be less conducive to intergenerational mobility than were past policies.  In particular, as 

demonstrated by Solon (2004), a reduction in the progressivity of state expenditures on education 

has the dual effect of increasing cross-sectional income inequality and reducing intergenerational 

mobility.  In other words, the same changes that have lead to seemingly permanent increases in 

cross-sectional income inequality in many transition economies since 1989 (Milanovic 1999) are 

also likely to contribute to reductions in intergenerational mobility, and equality of opportunity.       
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