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Research aims

• What makes and breaks the intergenerational transmission of human capital?

• ‘Human capital’ = knowledge and skills, proxied by parental educational attainment and
children’s cognitive skills

• Cognitive skills determined by interaction of genetic and environmental factors, but we focus
on several parenting behaviours/investments

• We focus on mothers (for theoretical and data-related reasons)

• RQ1: How are children’s cognitive skills at age 8 years related to mothers’ educational
attainment, and through what mechanisms?

• RQ2: What distinguishes children who have strong cognitive skills despite having a lower-
educated mother? (who ‘breaks the intergenerational mould’?)



Data source – Growing Up in New Zealand study



Research Question 1
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Research Question 2



Research Question 2



RQ1 results – what’s the raw relationship?



RQ1 regression results – with confounders and mediators



RQ2 regression results – what breaks intergenerational transmission?



Conclusions and policy implications

• Maternal education is strongly positively related to children’s cognitive skills

• Partly because mothers with more education tend to have more books in the home and 
adopt a parenting style that is not overly responsive or overly permissive

• Children’s chances of breaking the transmission of human capital disadvantage are 
enhanced if born into a two-parent family in an affluent neighbourhood to parents who don’t 
‘over-parent’ or ‘under-parent’

• Policy should focus on prevention and early intervention targeted at current and future 
parents (via maternity services, antenatal classes), especially sole parents in deprived areas

• Policy should promote the value of books and parent-child book reading, encourage 
parenting with consistent rules, and warn of risks of over-protective ‘helicopter parenting’

• Further research needed into children who ‘defy the odds’



Descriptives



RQ1 sensitivity analysis – including household income
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RQ1 sensitivity analysis – including household income



RQ1 sensitivity analysis – including fathers’ educational attainment



RQ1 sensitivity analysis – including fathers’ educational attainment



What’s the raw relationship with mothers’ ethnicity?



NIH Toolbox Cognition Battery



NIH Toolbox Cognition Battery



Variables


