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Mobility as a Social Inequality
Economic mobility refers to the ability of a person or family to improve their income and social status in an individual lifetime or across generations. Economic inequality is among the most critical forms of social inequality as it affects people across gender, ethnic and national backgrounds. Growing inequalities in income and wealth in the United States in recent decades have led to vastly reduced economic mobility. The world now has a minority of wealthy people and a majority of people in poverty, with another substantial group classified as the middle class. The rewards for success and penalties for failure respectively are unreasonably large (Ruane & Cerulo, 249). It means that those born into wealthy families are likely to maintain their position even without significant effort while those born into poor families are likely to remain in poverty despite their efforts to improve the financial situation. This illustrates the importance of assessing economic mobility as a critical form of social inequality. The most effective means of ensuring economic mobility is through strong education systems since children have greater ability to overcome social disadvantages they were born with. Ruane and Cerulo explain that as income decreases, so does the percentage of students who both expect to attend and enroll in college (Ruane & Cerulo, 247). It means that lack of economic mobility gives way to lack of economic mobility for the next generation, thereby preserving the financial disparities in society over the long-term.
Absolute mobility refers to the overall observed movement of people between classes while relative mobility refers to the movement of individuals upward or downward compared to others in their group. Absolute mobility defines how an entire social group experiences mobility compared to previous generations of the same social group. An example is how median income may increase between generations to create a better standard of living. Relative mobility defines how an individual in a social group can access opportunities when compared to whether this individual was in earlier social groups (The Duke and the Duck, 2012). An example is an individual who earns an income of $30,000 then a decade earns $40,000. If this individual experiences this income increase while others do not experience similar increases, the individual has undergone upward absolute and relative mobility. However if others gain larger income increments during this period, the individual has undergone upward absolute mobility but downward relative mobility. This is because the group as a whole has undergone improvements but the individual has remained at the bottom of the group.
It matters how we measure mobility since social mobility can be driven by economic, social, human and cultural factors. Economic mobility is measured by the ability of an individual or social group to improve their financial position and gain equal access to economic resources. Social measurements of mobility involve the advantages associated with specific social networks, such as expanded educational access for the high income social classes. Human measurements of mobility refer to individual traits which have an impact on ability to attain success in education and in a career. Cultural measurements of mobility involve the advantages or disadvantages conferred by the group which an individual belongs to (Denzin, 24). This includes educational and income advantages and disadvantages of high income and low income classes respectively. How we measure mobility matters as society experiences larger disparities with each generation. In my experience, people who are born into poor families find it difficult to improve their financial situation because they come to a conclusion that it is simply how society is constructed. They assume that relative mobility is not possible as society protects the stickiness aspect of social groups.
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