
Here’s how to read the graph for the birth cohort born 
between 1982 and 1985: when the parents’ income is 
situated at the 60th percentile, for instance, the model 
predicts that the income of a young person who 
remains in their region of origin — a "non-migrant" — will 
wind up at the 52nd percentile for those who grew up in 
a CMA, at the 51st percentile for those who grew up in a 
CA and at the 50th percentile for those who grew up in a 
rural area. 

When it comes to the income level attained at an adult 
age, the advantage that results from migration is 
demonstrated by the fact that the three dotted lines are 
all situated above the straight lines, which means that 
migrants’ incomes are greater than non-migrants’ for a 
given level of parental income. However, the straight 
lines for the migrants and non-migrants are not parallel 
for children having grown up in a CA or a rural area. That 
means that the advantage associated with migration is 
not uniform for all individuals growing up in families 
with different levels of income, as shown by the 
variation in the size of the gap between the straight line 

depicting migrants and that of non-migrants according 
to parental income.  

More specifically, among young people born between 
1982 and 1985 and living in a rural area or a CA at the age 
of 16, the advantage associated with migration is much 
more significant for those who grew up in a family at 
the bottom of the distribution of parental income, 
which is illustrated by the larger gaps between the 
straight lines for the bottom percentiles of parental 
income. As we move to the right along the x-axis, the 
straight lines come nearer to each other and tend to 
converge at a meeting point. The advantage conferred 
by migration — in other words, the upward mobility 
associated with migration — is less for those who grew 
up in a family situated at the peak of the distribution of 
parental income when the young person is from a rural 
region or a CA. The groups which are most 
disadvantaged are the youth who grew up in a 
low-income family in a rural area or a CA and who never 
migrated.

analyses conducted based on data contained in the 
Longitudinal and International Study of Adults (LISA) show 
that children from high-income families are more likely to 
obtain university degrees and, consequently, have higher 
incomes. Even where major disparities subsist as a 
function of parents’ income and education levels, access 
to postsecondary education can play an equalizing role. 
Parents’ levels of education weigh more heavily than their 
income in their children’s decision to pursue their studies 
(Simard-Duplain and St-Denis, 2020; St-Denis and Renée, 
2022). Analyses utilizing the Education and Labour Market 
Longitudinal Platform (ELMLP) and the Longitudinal 
Administrative Databank (LAD) show that university 
graduates from less privileged backgrounds differentiate 
themselves from young people from the same 
backgrounds through vastly greater upward mobility, 
across all educational levels (Connolly, Haeck and 
Raymond-Brousseau, 2022).

The connection between geographical mobility and social 
mobility is a topic that has rarely been studied in Canada; 
on the other hand, in the United States, an abundant 
literature has shed light on the issue. A rapidly expanding 
body of literature has documented, most notably, the 
impact of the "Great Migration" of Black Americans 
towards the Northern states starting in 1915. This was one 
of the most significant internal migration flows in the 
history of the United States. Between 1940 and 1970 
alone, nearly four million Black migrants left the rural 
South to go and live in the urban North and West. 

Analyses of historical data show that individuals who 
migrated northward more than doubled their incomes. 
However, these new arrivals wound up competing with 
already established Black workers, with the result that the 
salary gap between Blacks and Whites did not 
significantly diminish (Boustan, 2016). Other studies have 
examined the long-term economic and social impacts of 
the Great Migration on second-generation individuals 
using longitudinal census data. In terms of education and 
income, the results show statistically significant — though 
modest — advantages for Black children of the Great 
Migration when compared with children whose families 
stayed in the South. On the other hand, White 
second-generation migrants got little benefit from 
northward migration (Alexander et al., 2017).

Finally, other studies have shown that migration occurring 
within American borders has had more impact on income 

levels than education. In a cohort of children born 
between 1895 and 1910, the impact of migration was on 
average three to four times greater than the impact of one 
additional year of school. For those children who grew up 
in the poorest families, the impact was up to 10 times as 
great as that of education (Ward, 2022).

Another component of the American literature has 
focused on the impact of so-called “neighbourhood 
effects” on social mobility, using more recent data. These 
studies attempt to determine the extent to which 
children’s economic outcomes are shaped by the 
neighbourhoods they grow up in. The results of these 
studies demonstrate that when a family migrates to a city 
or area that offers better opportunities, youth do better 
on the job market (Chetty and Hendren, 2018, Rothwell et 
Massey, 2015). 

One should, however, not necessarily conclude on the 
basis of these findings that we should encourage 
large-scale migration to areas that currently seem to offer 
better opportunities. First, it is possible that not 
everyone’s relative position will be improved by migration, 
if we take into consideration general equilibrium effects. 
As well, the categorization of "areas where opportunities 
are good" and "areas where opportunities are not good" is 
imperfect. This type of categorization may be accurate at 
the present time, but might have much less value when it 
comes to future migration choices.

Detailed data on nearly 1.4 million 
young people in Quebec
Our study is the first to examine the impact of 
geographical mobility on intergenerational income 
transmission in Quebec. To achieve this, we utilized 
Statistics Canada’s Intergenerational Income Database 
(IID); its longitudinal structure enables us to follow 
children up to an advanced stage of their adult life. The 
data come from the Canada Revenue Agency’s tax data 
files. The IID identifies families of individuals born 
between 1963 and 1985 and provides access to tax 
information for parents and children over the course of 
nearly 40 years, from 1978 to 2016. In terms of 
demographics, this period is marked by a decline in rural 
population and an exodus from the core neighbourhoods 
of large cities towards peripheral urban areas.

Four cohorts of young people residing in Quebec at the 
age of 16 were followed over time: those born between 
1967 and 1970, between 1972 and 1975, between 1977 and 
1980 and between 1982 and 1985, which amounts to a 
sample of nearly 1.4 million observations. Since the IID’s 
tax files contain information on place of residence that is 
updated each year, we can know what type of region the 
young person grew up in – rural area, Census 
Agglomeration (CA) or one of the seven Census 
Metropolitan Areas (CMA), i.e., Montreal, Quebec City, 
Ottawa-Gatineau (the Quebec portion), Sherbrooke, 
Saguenay, Trois-Rivières, and Drummondville. We can 
also know whether an individual subsequently moved to 
another type of region. A person is said to have 
“migrated” if they moved to a different Census Division or 
Census Metropolitan Area between the ages of 16 and 30, 
a definition which avoids having to label as “migrations” 
moves within a same municipality. 

Many young people migrate to a new 
region in their early twenties 
In general, youth migration to another region stems from 
two main motivations: studies, in particular 
postsecondary studies, and employment. What our data 
show is entirely consistent with these scenarios. At every 
age, and for every type of region (rural, CA or CMA), we 
estimated the probability of a first migration, calculated 
for young people who have not yet done one. We are 
therefore referring to a probability that is conditional on 
the fact of not yet having migrated.

The likelihood of migration is at its lowest at the age of 
16, then increases to reach a peak around the age of 23, 
then recedes again. Young people who live outside big 
cities are more likely to migrate, with the figure reaching 
9.6 % and 9.5 %, respectively, for young people who are 
living in rural areas or CAs at age 16, versus only 3.4 % for 
youth from CMAs.

We also examined migratory flows according to parental 
income and the results are revealing: young people 
whose parents are in the bottom quartile of the income 
distribution migrate in greater numbers before the age of 
21, while those whose parents are in the top quartile 
migrate later on, between the ages of 23 and 25, which is 
a period characterized by movement tied to employment 
or to graduate studies at university. Migrations therefore 
occur earlier in the lives of young people whose parents’ 
incomes are lower, seeing also as how they are less likely 
to pursue their studies. Their entry into the labour 
market, and the associated migrations, occur earlier in 
their trajectories as young adults.

The decline in social mobility can be 
explained by two phenomena 
When it comes to migration, our analyses demonstrate 
that the decline in social mobility in Quebec results 
primarily from two phenomena: on the one hand, the 
decline in socioeconomic status of young people who at 
age 16 reside outside a major urban centre and who have 
grown up in a family that is at the bottom of the 
distribution of income, and secondly, an improvement in 
the situation of young people from the same regions who 
have grown up in families at the top of the distribution of 
income. 

Let’s see in more detail how we arrived at these 
conclusions. Our econometric analyses provide 
estimates of the relationship between geographical 
mobility and social mobility, or, to put it another way, 
between the decision to migrate or not and 
intergenerational transmission of income. In our 
analyses, parents’ income is calculated as being the 
average of the total income (before tax) of the mother 
and father when the young person is between 15 and 19 
years of age, including employment income, 
investments, social benefits and transfers. The young 
person’s income is calculated as the average of their 
total income between the ages of 30 and 36. Once these 

average incomes are calculated, percentile ranks are 
assigned to the parental income and the young person’s 
income. Differences in the cost of living among regions 
are not factored in, since the percentile ranks are 
calculated across Quebec; this is in accordance with the 
approach that has generally been adopted in the 
literature (Connolly, Haeck and Laliberté, 2022).

Our econometric strategy is based on the model known 
as "rank-rank regression". In our model, the variable to be 
explained is the percentile rank of the young person’s 
income (that of generation t) and the primary explanatory 
variable of interest is the percentile rank of the parents’ 
income (that of generation t-1). The estimate by ordinary 
least squares of the model’s key parameter yields a 
measure of the intergenerational income transmission. 
In order to analyse the influence of migration, we add to 
the rank-rank regression model a set of "triple 
interactions" between the young person’s income, their 
region of origin and migratory status to the rank-rank 
regression model, plus a set of "quadruple interactions" 
among all of these variables. Therefore, in terms of 
income level, the advantage that results from migration 
varies according to the birth cohort, the region one is 
living in at age 16 and the percentile rank of parental 
income.

The results of our econometric analyses are illustrated in 
the two graphs below. The full report includes four 
graphs, corresponding to each of the four birth cohorts 
(Boujija et al., 2023). Each straight line indicates the 
predicted percentile rank of the income of the young 
person, which is based on the percentile rank of the 
parents’ income. For each of the two birth cohorts, we 
thus have six straight lines: three regions of origin — 
rural, CA and CMA — multiplied by two migratory statuses 
— migrants and non-migrants. A steeper line indicates a 
higher level of intergenerational income transmission, 
and thus a lesser degree of socioeconomic mobility.

For the cohort of young people born between 1967 and 
1970, the straight lines are less steep than for the cohort 
of young people born between 1982 and 1985, which 
indicates a greater social mobility within each of these 
groups. Migration is indeed associated with an 
advantage in terms of income, but the advantage is less 
dependent on the parental income distribution than it is 
for the cohort of young people born between 1982 and 
1985. This is demonstrated by the fact that the straight 
lines are almost parallel. This at least is the case for 
youths living in a rural region or a CA at age 16.

To sum up, social mobility across generations gradually 
diminished between the era of the cohort of young 
people born between 1967 and 1970 and that of young 
people born between 1982 and 1985, and that decline was 
greater for young people who came from a rural area, and 
it was even greater for those who lived in such an area 
but never migrated. These individuals are clearly 
disadvantaged when it comes to potential for improving 
their economic situation relative to what their parents 
had. 

We cannot conclude that there is a 
cause-and-effect relationship 
between migration and improvement 
in one’s situation
Our analyses document intergenerational income 
transmission, but do not allow us to conclude that the 
difference in mobility according to migratory statuses is 
attributable to migration. The decision to migrate is one 
that is arrived at on the basis of various factors, some of 
which are very likely correlated to parental income and 
the individual’s income. It is therefore possible that the 
advantage associated with migration results from a 
selection effect on unobserved characteristics in these 
young people that increases the likelihood of migration 
and is associated with a higher income. 

The empirical evidence with regards to a possible 
selection effect is not clear. A British study based on 
historical data has found a strong element of 

Despite the existence of initiatives that 
foster equal opportunity, the perpetuation 
of inequality from generation to 
generation has become more pronounced 
in Quebec over the last few decades. 
Young people who have grown up in less 
privileged environments are more likely to 
remain at the bottom of the ladder as 
adults. We know that education is a key 
factor in social mobility, but a new CIRANO 
study addresses the question from 
another angle, that of geographical 
mobility. Its authors followed the 
trajectories of more than 1.4 million young 
people, and show that lack of social 
mobility has a greater impact on youths 
who have grown up outside larger cities, 
and especially those who still live outside 
them in their early thirties.

Quebec has implemented several mechanisms for 
promoting equal opportunity. Despite this, a young 
person from a less privileged background has a higher 
probability of remaining at the bottom of the income 
distribution once they have reached adulthood. This 
phenomenon is one of the manifestations of the 
reproduction of inequalities from generation to the next, 
also known as intergenerational income transmission. The 
situation worsened towards the end of the 20th century: 
young people born at the start of the 1960s into a family at 
the bottom quintile of the income distribution had a 27% 
probability of finding themselves in that bottom quintile 
in adulthood, while this likelihood was 33% for those born 
in the mid-1980s. It is thus more difficult today to climb 
the socioeconomic ladder (Connolly and Haeck, 
forthcoming).

Access to education is a key factor in 
social mobility. A change of region, 
too
Several studies have examined the role of socialization 
and education of children in social mobility. In Canada, 
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endogeneity suggesting that the “best” workers from rural 
areas migrate towards the cities (Long, 2005). On the 
other hand, another study did not find a selection effect in 
the case of the 1930s exodus from the Dust Bowl in the 
United States, as drought and dust storms pushed 2.5 
million people to abandon their lands and leave the Great 
Plains (Long and Siu, 2018). In the absence of an 
econometric approach which takes this endogeneity into 
account, we cannot claim to observe a cause-and- effect 
relationship. The findings drawn from our analyses 
nonetheless enable us to reach a better understanding of 
the reality in Quebec. 

A better understanding of the 
obstacles faced by young people in 
rural areas is vital
In order to promote equal opportunity and build a society 
in which the circumstances of one’s birth do not become 
an overly dominant determinant of their economic 
situation once they reach adulthood, we need to address 
the phenomenon of social mobility — or rather social 
immobility — from various angles. Our analyses suggest 
that incentivization policies and support for geographical 
mobility might contribute to increasing social mobility in 
Quebec. This approach could be part of a strategy to 
foster upward social mobility to the extent that changing 
regions seems to be associated with advantages relative 
to income. 

But many questions remain unanswered. Is there a 
shortage of opportunities within our postsecondary 
education system? Does the lack of economic 
diversification in certain rural areas increase the risk of 
professional instability and precarity? Does this manifest 
itself in a shortage of well-paid jobs in rural areas, 
especially in comparison with jobs available outside these 
areas? Our analyses do not give us answers to those 
questions and it is absolutely vital to dig deeper on these 
issues in future studies.

The role of geographical mobility in the fight against 
inequality in Quebec 

MARIE CONNOLLY
Full Professor, Department of Economics, ESG UQAM
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Here’s how to read the graph for the birth cohort born 
between 1982 and 1985: when the parents’ income is 
situated at the 60th percentile, for instance, the model 
predicts that the income of a young person who 
remains in their region of origin — a "non-migrant" — will 
wind up at the 52nd percentile for those who grew up in 
a CMA, at the 51st percentile for those who grew up in a 
CA and at the 50th percentile for those who grew up in a 
rural area. 

When it comes to the income level attained at an adult 
age, the advantage that results from migration is 
demonstrated by the fact that the three dotted lines are 
all situated above the straight lines, which means that 
migrants’ incomes are greater than non-migrants’ for a 
given level of parental income. However, the straight 
lines for the migrants and non-migrants are not parallel 
for children having grown up in a CA or a rural area. That 
means that the advantage associated with migration is 
not uniform for all individuals growing up in families 
with different levels of income, as shown by the 
variation in the size of the gap between the straight line 

depicting migrants and that of non-migrants according 
to parental income.  

More specifically, among young people born between 
1982 and 1985 and living in a rural area or a CA at the age 
of 16, the advantage associated with migration is much 
more significant for those who grew up in a family at 
the bottom of the distribution of parental income, 
which is illustrated by the larger gaps between the 
straight lines for the bottom percentiles of parental 
income. As we move to the right along the x-axis, the 
straight lines come nearer to each other and tend to 
converge at a meeting point. The advantage conferred 
by migration — in other words, the upward mobility 
associated with migration — is less for those who grew 
up in a family situated at the peak of the distribution of 
parental income when the young person is from a rural 
region or a CA. The groups which are most 
disadvantaged are the youth who grew up in a 
low-income family in a rural area or a CA and who never 
migrated.

analyses conducted based on data contained in the 
Longitudinal and International Study of Adults (LISA) show 
that children from high-income families are more likely to 
obtain university degrees and, consequently, have higher 
incomes. Even where major disparities subsist as a 
function of parents’ income and education levels, access 
to postsecondary education can play an equalizing role. 
Parents’ levels of education weigh more heavily than their 
income in their children’s decision to pursue their studies 
(Simard-Duplain and St-Denis, 2020; St-Denis and Renée, 
2022). Analyses utilizing the Education and Labour Market 
Longitudinal Platform (ELMLP) and the Longitudinal 
Administrative Databank (LAD) show that university 
graduates from less privileged backgrounds differentiate 
themselves from young people from the same 
backgrounds through vastly greater upward mobility, 
across all educational levels (Connolly, Haeck and 
Raymond-Brousseau, 2022).

The connection between geographical mobility and social 
mobility is a topic that has rarely been studied in Canada; 
on the other hand, in the United States, an abundant 
literature has shed light on the issue. A rapidly expanding 
body of literature has documented, most notably, the 
impact of the "Great Migration" of Black Americans 
towards the Northern states starting in 1915. This was one 
of the most significant internal migration flows in the 
history of the United States. Between 1940 and 1970 
alone, nearly four million Black migrants left the rural 
South to go and live in the urban North and West. 

Analyses of historical data show that individuals who 
migrated northward more than doubled their incomes. 
However, these new arrivals wound up competing with 
already established Black workers, with the result that the 
salary gap between Blacks and Whites did not 
significantly diminish (Boustan, 2016). Other studies have 
examined the long-term economic and social impacts of 
the Great Migration on second-generation individuals 
using longitudinal census data. In terms of education and 
income, the results show statistically significant — though 
modest — advantages for Black children of the Great 
Migration when compared with children whose families 
stayed in the South. On the other hand, White 
second-generation migrants got little benefit from 
northward migration (Alexander et al., 2017).

Finally, other studies have shown that migration occurring 
within American borders has had more impact on income 

levels than education. In a cohort of children born 
between 1895 and 1910, the impact of migration was on 
average three to four times greater than the impact of one 
additional year of school. For those children who grew up 
in the poorest families, the impact was up to 10 times as 
great as that of education (Ward, 2022).

Another component of the American literature has 
focused on the impact of so-called “neighbourhood 
effects” on social mobility, using more recent data. These 
studies attempt to determine the extent to which 
children’s economic outcomes are shaped by the 
neighbourhoods they grow up in. The results of these 
studies demonstrate that when a family migrates to a city 
or area that offers better opportunities, youth do better 
on the job market (Chetty and Hendren, 2018, Rothwell et 
Massey, 2015). 

One should, however, not necessarily conclude on the 
basis of these findings that we should encourage 
large-scale migration to areas that currently seem to offer 
better opportunities. First, it is possible that not 
everyone’s relative position will be improved by migration, 
if we take into consideration general equilibrium effects. 
As well, the categorization of "areas where opportunities 
are good" and "areas where opportunities are not good" is 
imperfect. This type of categorization may be accurate at 
the present time, but might have much less value when it 
comes to future migration choices.

Detailed data on nearly 1.4 million 
young people in Quebec
Our study is the first to examine the impact of 
geographical mobility on intergenerational income 
transmission in Quebec. To achieve this, we utilized 
Statistics Canada’s Intergenerational Income Database 
(IID); its longitudinal structure enables us to follow 
children up to an advanced stage of their adult life. The 
data come from the Canada Revenue Agency’s tax data 
files. The IID identifies families of individuals born 
between 1963 and 1985 and provides access to tax 
information for parents and children over the course of 
nearly 40 years, from 1978 to 2016. In terms of 
demographics, this period is marked by a decline in rural 
population and an exodus from the core neighbourhoods 
of large cities towards peripheral urban areas.

Four cohorts of young people residing in Quebec at the 
age of 16 were followed over time: those born between 
1967 and 1970, between 1972 and 1975, between 1977 and 
1980 and between 1982 and 1985, which amounts to a 
sample of nearly 1.4 million observations. Since the IID’s 
tax files contain information on place of residence that is 
updated each year, we can know what type of region the 
young person grew up in – rural area, Census 
Agglomeration (CA) or one of the seven Census 
Metropolitan Areas (CMA), i.e., Montreal, Quebec City, 
Ottawa-Gatineau (the Quebec portion), Sherbrooke, 
Saguenay, Trois-Rivières, and Drummondville. We can 
also know whether an individual subsequently moved to 
another type of region. A person is said to have 
“migrated” if they moved to a different Census Division or 
Census Metropolitan Area between the ages of 16 and 30, 
a definition which avoids having to label as “migrations” 
moves within a same municipality. 

Many young people migrate to a new 
region in their early twenties 
In general, youth migration to another region stems from 
two main motivations: studies, in particular 
postsecondary studies, and employment. What our data 
show is entirely consistent with these scenarios. At every 
age, and for every type of region (rural, CA or CMA), we 
estimated the probability of a first migration, calculated 
for young people who have not yet done one. We are 
therefore referring to a probability that is conditional on 
the fact of not yet having migrated.

The likelihood of migration is at its lowest at the age of 
16, then increases to reach a peak around the age of 23, 
then recedes again. Young people who live outside big 
cities are more likely to migrate, with the figure reaching 
9.6 % and 9.5 %, respectively, for young people who are 
living in rural areas or CAs at age 16, versus only 3.4 % for 
youth from CMAs.

We also examined migratory flows according to parental 
income and the results are revealing: young people 
whose parents are in the bottom quartile of the income 
distribution migrate in greater numbers before the age of 
21, while those whose parents are in the top quartile 
migrate later on, between the ages of 23 and 25, which is 
a period characterized by movement tied to employment 
or to graduate studies at university. Migrations therefore 
occur earlier in the lives of young people whose parents’ 
incomes are lower, seeing also as how they are less likely 
to pursue their studies. Their entry into the labour 
market, and the associated migrations, occur earlier in 
their trajectories as young adults.

The decline in social mobility can be 
explained by two phenomena 
When it comes to migration, our analyses demonstrate 
that the decline in social mobility in Quebec results 
primarily from two phenomena: on the one hand, the 
decline in socioeconomic status of young people who at 
age 16 reside outside a major urban centre and who have 
grown up in a family that is at the bottom of the 
distribution of income, and secondly, an improvement in 
the situation of young people from the same regions who 
have grown up in families at the top of the distribution of 
income. 

Let’s see in more detail how we arrived at these 
conclusions. Our econometric analyses provide 
estimates of the relationship between geographical 
mobility and social mobility, or, to put it another way, 
between the decision to migrate or not and 
intergenerational transmission of income. In our 
analyses, parents’ income is calculated as being the 
average of the total income (before tax) of the mother 
and father when the young person is between 15 and 19 
years of age, including employment income, 
investments, social benefits and transfers. The young 
person’s income is calculated as the average of their 
total income between the ages of 30 and 36. Once these 

average incomes are calculated, percentile ranks are 
assigned to the parental income and the young person’s 
income. Differences in the cost of living among regions 
are not factored in, since the percentile ranks are 
calculated across Quebec; this is in accordance with the 
approach that has generally been adopted in the 
literature (Connolly, Haeck and Laliberté, 2022).

Our econometric strategy is based on the model known 
as "rank-rank regression". In our model, the variable to be 
explained is the percentile rank of the young person’s 
income (that of generation t) and the primary explanatory 
variable of interest is the percentile rank of the parents’ 
income (that of generation t-1). The estimate by ordinary 
least squares of the model’s key parameter yields a 
measure of the intergenerational income transmission. 
In order to analyse the influence of migration, we add to 
the rank-rank regression model a set of "triple 
interactions" between the young person’s income, their 
region of origin and migratory status to the rank-rank 
regression model, plus a set of "quadruple interactions" 
among all of these variables. Therefore, in terms of 
income level, the advantage that results from migration 
varies according to the birth cohort, the region one is 
living in at age 16 and the percentile rank of parental 
income.

The results of our econometric analyses are illustrated in 
the two graphs below. The full report includes four 
graphs, corresponding to each of the four birth cohorts 
(Boujija et al., 2023). Each straight line indicates the 
predicted percentile rank of the income of the young 
person, which is based on the percentile rank of the 
parents’ income. For each of the two birth cohorts, we 
thus have six straight lines: three regions of origin — 
rural, CA and CMA — multiplied by two migratory statuses 
— migrants and non-migrants. A steeper line indicates a 
higher level of intergenerational income transmission, 
and thus a lesser degree of socioeconomic mobility.

For the cohort of young people born between 1967 and 
1970, the straight lines are less steep than for the cohort 
of young people born between 1982 and 1985, which 
indicates a greater social mobility within each of these 
groups. Migration is indeed associated with an 
advantage in terms of income, but the advantage is less 
dependent on the parental income distribution than it is 
for the cohort of young people born between 1982 and 
1985. This is demonstrated by the fact that the straight 
lines are almost parallel. This at least is the case for 
youths living in a rural region or a CA at age 16.

To sum up, social mobility across generations gradually 
diminished between the era of the cohort of young 
people born between 1967 and 1970 and that of young 
people born between 1982 and 1985, and that decline was 
greater for young people who came from a rural area, and 
it was even greater for those who lived in such an area 
but never migrated. These individuals are clearly 
disadvantaged when it comes to potential for improving 
their economic situation relative to what their parents 
had. 

We cannot conclude that there is a 
cause-and-effect relationship 
between migration and improvement 
in one’s situation
Our analyses document intergenerational income 
transmission, but do not allow us to conclude that the 
difference in mobility according to migratory statuses is 
attributable to migration. The decision to migrate is one 
that is arrived at on the basis of various factors, some of 
which are very likely correlated to parental income and 
the individual’s income. It is therefore possible that the 
advantage associated with migration results from a 
selection effect on unobserved characteristics in these 
young people that increases the likelihood of migration 
and is associated with a higher income. 

The empirical evidence with regards to a possible 
selection effect is not clear. A British study based on 
historical data has found a strong element of 
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Despite the existence of initiatives that 
foster equal opportunity, the perpetuation 
of inequality from generation to 
generation has become more pronounced 
in Quebec over the last few decades. 
Young people who have grown up in less 
privileged environments are more likely to 
remain at the bottom of the ladder as 
adults. We know that education is a key 
factor in social mobility, but a new CIRANO 
study addresses the question from 
another angle, that of geographical 
mobility. Its authors followed the 
trajectories of more than 1.4 million young 
people, and show that lack of social 
mobility has a greater impact on youths 
who have grown up outside larger cities, 
and especially those who still live outside 
them in their early thirties.

Quebec has implemented several mechanisms for 
promoting equal opportunity. Despite this, a young 
person from a less privileged background has a higher 
probability of remaining at the bottom of the income 
distribution once they have reached adulthood. This 
phenomenon is one of the manifestations of the 
reproduction of inequalities from generation to the next, 
also known as intergenerational income transmission. The 
situation worsened towards the end of the 20th century: 
young people born at the start of the 1960s into a family at 
the bottom quintile of the income distribution had a 27% 
probability of finding themselves in that bottom quintile 
in adulthood, while this likelihood was 33% for those born 
in the mid-1980s. It is thus more difficult today to climb 
the socioeconomic ladder (Connolly and Haeck, 
forthcoming).

Access to education is a key factor in 
social mobility. A change of region, 
too
Several studies have examined the role of socialization 
and education of children in social mobility. In Canada, 

endogeneity suggesting that the “best” workers from rural 
areas migrate towards the cities (Long, 2005). On the 
other hand, another study did not find a selection effect in 
the case of the 1930s exodus from the Dust Bowl in the 
United States, as drought and dust storms pushed 2.5 
million people to abandon their lands and leave the Great 
Plains (Long and Siu, 2018). In the absence of an 
econometric approach which takes this endogeneity into 
account, we cannot claim to observe a cause-and- effect 
relationship. The findings drawn from our analyses 
nonetheless enable us to reach a better understanding of 
the reality in Quebec. 

A better understanding of the 
obstacles faced by young people in 
rural areas is vital
In order to promote equal opportunity and build a society 
in which the circumstances of one’s birth do not become 
an overly dominant determinant of their economic 
situation once they reach adulthood, we need to address 
the phenomenon of social mobility — or rather social 
immobility — from various angles. Our analyses suggest 
that incentivization policies and support for geographical 
mobility might contribute to increasing social mobility in 
Quebec. This approach could be part of a strategy to 
foster upward social mobility to the extent that changing 
regions seems to be associated with advantages relative 
to income. 

But many questions remain unanswered. Is there a 
shortage of opportunities within our postsecondary 
education system? Does the lack of economic 
diversification in certain rural areas increase the risk of 
professional instability and precarity? Does this manifest 
itself in a shortage of well-paid jobs in rural areas, 
especially in comparison with jobs available outside these 
areas? Our analyses do not give us answers to those 
questions and it is absolutely vital to dig deeper on these 
issues in future studies.
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Here’s how to read the graph for the birth cohort born 
between 1982 and 1985: when the parents’ income is 
situated at the 60th percentile, for instance, the model 
predicts that the income of a young person who 
remains in their region of origin — a "non-migrant" — will 
wind up at the 52nd percentile for those who grew up in 
a CMA, at the 51st percentile for those who grew up in a 
CA and at the 50th percentile for those who grew up in a 
rural area. 

When it comes to the income level attained at an adult 
age, the advantage that results from migration is 
demonstrated by the fact that the three dotted lines are 
all situated above the straight lines, which means that 
migrants’ incomes are greater than non-migrants’ for a 
given level of parental income. However, the straight 
lines for the migrants and non-migrants are not parallel 
for children having grown up in a CA or a rural area. That 
means that the advantage associated with migration is 
not uniform for all individuals growing up in families 
with different levels of income, as shown by the 
variation in the size of the gap between the straight line 

depicting migrants and that of non-migrants according 
to parental income.  

More specifically, among young people born between 
1982 and 1985 and living in a rural area or a CA at the age 
of 16, the advantage associated with migration is much 
more significant for those who grew up in a family at 
the bottom of the distribution of parental income, 
which is illustrated by the larger gaps between the 
straight lines for the bottom percentiles of parental 
income. As we move to the right along the x-axis, the 
straight lines come nearer to each other and tend to 
converge at a meeting point. The advantage conferred 
by migration — in other words, the upward mobility 
associated with migration — is less for those who grew 
up in a family situated at the peak of the distribution of 
parental income when the young person is from a rural 
region or a CA. The groups which are most 
disadvantaged are the youth who grew up in a 
low-income family in a rural area or a CA and who never 
migrated.

analyses conducted based on data contained in the 
Longitudinal and International Study of Adults (LISA) show 
that children from high-income families are more likely to 
obtain university degrees and, consequently, have higher 
incomes. Even where major disparities subsist as a 
function of parents’ income and education levels, access 
to postsecondary education can play an equalizing role. 
Parents’ levels of education weigh more heavily than their 
income in their children’s decision to pursue their studies 
(Simard-Duplain and St-Denis, 2020; St-Denis and Renée, 
2022). Analyses utilizing the Education and Labour Market 
Longitudinal Platform (ELMLP) and the Longitudinal 
Administrative Databank (LAD) show that university 
graduates from less privileged backgrounds differentiate 
themselves from young people from the same 
backgrounds through vastly greater upward mobility, 
across all educational levels (Connolly, Haeck and 
Raymond-Brousseau, 2022).

The connection between geographical mobility and social 
mobility is a topic that has rarely been studied in Canada; 
on the other hand, in the United States, an abundant 
literature has shed light on the issue. A rapidly expanding 
body of literature has documented, most notably, the 
impact of the "Great Migration" of Black Americans 
towards the Northern states starting in 1915. This was one 
of the most significant internal migration flows in the 
history of the United States. Between 1940 and 1970 
alone, nearly four million Black migrants left the rural 
South to go and live in the urban North and West. 

Analyses of historical data show that individuals who 
migrated northward more than doubled their incomes. 
However, these new arrivals wound up competing with 
already established Black workers, with the result that the 
salary gap between Blacks and Whites did not 
significantly diminish (Boustan, 2016). Other studies have 
examined the long-term economic and social impacts of 
the Great Migration on second-generation individuals 
using longitudinal census data. In terms of education and 
income, the results show statistically significant — though 
modest — advantages for Black children of the Great 
Migration when compared with children whose families 
stayed in the South. On the other hand, White 
second-generation migrants got little benefit from 
northward migration (Alexander et al., 2017).

Finally, other studies have shown that migration occurring 
within American borders has had more impact on income 

levels than education. In a cohort of children born 
between 1895 and 1910, the impact of migration was on 
average three to four times greater than the impact of one 
additional year of school. For those children who grew up 
in the poorest families, the impact was up to 10 times as 
great as that of education (Ward, 2022).

Another component of the American literature has 
focused on the impact of so-called “neighbourhood 
effects” on social mobility, using more recent data. These 
studies attempt to determine the extent to which 
children’s economic outcomes are shaped by the 
neighbourhoods they grow up in. The results of these 
studies demonstrate that when a family migrates to a city 
or area that offers better opportunities, youth do better 
on the job market (Chetty and Hendren, 2018, Rothwell et 
Massey, 2015). 

One should, however, not necessarily conclude on the 
basis of these findings that we should encourage 
large-scale migration to areas that currently seem to offer 
better opportunities. First, it is possible that not 
everyone’s relative position will be improved by migration, 
if we take into consideration general equilibrium effects. 
As well, the categorization of "areas where opportunities 
are good" and "areas where opportunities are not good" is 
imperfect. This type of categorization may be accurate at 
the present time, but might have much less value when it 
comes to future migration choices.

Detailed data on nearly 1.4 million 
young people in Quebec
Our study is the first to examine the impact of 
geographical mobility on intergenerational income 
transmission in Quebec. To achieve this, we utilized 
Statistics Canada’s Intergenerational Income Database 
(IID); its longitudinal structure enables us to follow 
children up to an advanced stage of their adult life. The 
data come from the Canada Revenue Agency’s tax data 
files. The IID identifies families of individuals born 
between 1963 and 1985 and provides access to tax 
information for parents and children over the course of 
nearly 40 years, from 1978 to 2016. In terms of 
demographics, this period is marked by a decline in rural 
population and an exodus from the core neighbourhoods 
of large cities towards peripheral urban areas.

Four cohorts of young people residing in Quebec at the 
age of 16 were followed over time: those born between 
1967 and 1970, between 1972 and 1975, between 1977 and 
1980 and between 1982 and 1985, which amounts to a 
sample of nearly 1.4 million observations. Since the IID’s 
tax files contain information on place of residence that is 
updated each year, we can know what type of region the 
young person grew up in – rural area, Census 
Agglomeration (CA) or one of the seven Census 
Metropolitan Areas (CMA), i.e., Montreal, Quebec City, 
Ottawa-Gatineau (the Quebec portion), Sherbrooke, 
Saguenay, Trois-Rivières, and Drummondville. We can 
also know whether an individual subsequently moved to 
another type of region. A person is said to have 
“migrated” if they moved to a different Census Division or 
Census Metropolitan Area between the ages of 16 and 30, 
a definition which avoids having to label as “migrations” 
moves within a same municipality. 

Many young people migrate to a new 
region in their early twenties 
In general, youth migration to another region stems from 
two main motivations: studies, in particular 
postsecondary studies, and employment. What our data 
show is entirely consistent with these scenarios. At every 
age, and for every type of region (rural, CA or CMA), we 
estimated the probability of a first migration, calculated 
for young people who have not yet done one. We are 
therefore referring to a probability that is conditional on 
the fact of not yet having migrated.

The likelihood of migration is at its lowest at the age of 
16, then increases to reach a peak around the age of 23, 
then recedes again. Young people who live outside big 
cities are more likely to migrate, with the figure reaching 
9.6 % and 9.5 %, respectively, for young people who are 
living in rural areas or CAs at age 16, versus only 3.4 % for 
youth from CMAs.

We also examined migratory flows according to parental 
income and the results are revealing: young people 
whose parents are in the bottom quartile of the income 
distribution migrate in greater numbers before the age of 
21, while those whose parents are in the top quartile 
migrate later on, between the ages of 23 and 25, which is 
a period characterized by movement tied to employment 
or to graduate studies at university. Migrations therefore 
occur earlier in the lives of young people whose parents’ 
incomes are lower, seeing also as how they are less likely 
to pursue their studies. Their entry into the labour 
market, and the associated migrations, occur earlier in 
their trajectories as young adults.

The decline in social mobility can be 
explained by two phenomena 
When it comes to migration, our analyses demonstrate 
that the decline in social mobility in Quebec results 
primarily from two phenomena: on the one hand, the 
decline in socioeconomic status of young people who at 
age 16 reside outside a major urban centre and who have 
grown up in a family that is at the bottom of the 
distribution of income, and secondly, an improvement in 
the situation of young people from the same regions who 
have grown up in families at the top of the distribution of 
income. 

Let’s see in more detail how we arrived at these 
conclusions. Our econometric analyses provide 
estimates of the relationship between geographical 
mobility and social mobility, or, to put it another way, 
between the decision to migrate or not and 
intergenerational transmission of income. In our 
analyses, parents’ income is calculated as being the 
average of the total income (before tax) of the mother 
and father when the young person is between 15 and 19 
years of age, including employment income, 
investments, social benefits and transfers. The young 
person’s income is calculated as the average of their 
total income between the ages of 30 and 36. Once these 

average incomes are calculated, percentile ranks are 
assigned to the parental income and the young person’s 
income. Differences in the cost of living among regions 
are not factored in, since the percentile ranks are 
calculated across Quebec; this is in accordance with the 
approach that has generally been adopted in the 
literature (Connolly, Haeck and Laliberté, 2022).

Our econometric strategy is based on the model known 
as "rank-rank regression". In our model, the variable to be 
explained is the percentile rank of the young person’s 
income (that of generation t) and the primary explanatory 
variable of interest is the percentile rank of the parents’ 
income (that of generation t-1). The estimate by ordinary 
least squares of the model’s key parameter yields a 
measure of the intergenerational income transmission. 
In order to analyse the influence of migration, we add to 
the rank-rank regression model a set of "triple 
interactions" between the young person’s income, their 
region of origin and migratory status to the rank-rank 
regression model, plus a set of "quadruple interactions" 
among all of these variables. Therefore, in terms of 
income level, the advantage that results from migration 
varies according to the birth cohort, the region one is 
living in at age 16 and the percentile rank of parental 
income.

The results of our econometric analyses are illustrated in 
the two graphs below. The full report includes four 
graphs, corresponding to each of the four birth cohorts 
(Boujija et al., 2023). Each straight line indicates the 
predicted percentile rank of the income of the young 
person, which is based on the percentile rank of the 
parents’ income. For each of the two birth cohorts, we 
thus have six straight lines: three regions of origin — 
rural, CA and CMA — multiplied by two migratory statuses 
— migrants and non-migrants. A steeper line indicates a 
higher level of intergenerational income transmission, 
and thus a lesser degree of socioeconomic mobility.

For the cohort of young people born between 1967 and 
1970, the straight lines are less steep than for the cohort 
of young people born between 1982 and 1985, which 
indicates a greater social mobility within each of these 
groups. Migration is indeed associated with an 
advantage in terms of income, but the advantage is less 
dependent on the parental income distribution than it is 
for the cohort of young people born between 1982 and 
1985. This is demonstrated by the fact that the straight 
lines are almost parallel. This at least is the case for 
youths living in a rural region or a CA at age 16.

To sum up, social mobility across generations gradually 
diminished between the era of the cohort of young 
people born between 1967 and 1970 and that of young 
people born between 1982 and 1985, and that decline was 
greater for young people who came from a rural area, and 
it was even greater for those who lived in such an area 
but never migrated. These individuals are clearly 
disadvantaged when it comes to potential for improving 
their economic situation relative to what their parents 
had. 

We cannot conclude that there is a 
cause-and-effect relationship 
between migration and improvement 
in one’s situation
Our analyses document intergenerational income 
transmission, but do not allow us to conclude that the 
difference in mobility according to migratory statuses is 
attributable to migration. The decision to migrate is one 
that is arrived at on the basis of various factors, some of 
which are very likely correlated to parental income and 
the individual’s income. It is therefore possible that the 
advantage associated with migration results from a 
selection effect on unobserved characteristics in these 
young people that increases the likelihood of migration 
and is associated with a higher income. 

The empirical evidence with regards to a possible 
selection effect is not clear. A British study based on 
historical data has found a strong element of 
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Despite the existence of initiatives that 
foster equal opportunity, the perpetuation 
of inequality from generation to 
generation has become more pronounced 
in Quebec over the last few decades. 
Young people who have grown up in less 
privileged environments are more likely to 
remain at the bottom of the ladder as 
adults. We know that education is a key 
factor in social mobility, but a new CIRANO 
study addresses the question from 
another angle, that of geographical 
mobility. Its authors followed the 
trajectories of more than 1.4 million young 
people, and show that lack of social 
mobility has a greater impact on youths 
who have grown up outside larger cities, 
and especially those who still live outside 
them in their early thirties.

Quebec has implemented several mechanisms for 
promoting equal opportunity. Despite this, a young 
person from a less privileged background has a higher 
probability of remaining at the bottom of the income 
distribution once they have reached adulthood. This 
phenomenon is one of the manifestations of the 
reproduction of inequalities from generation to the next, 
also known as intergenerational income transmission. The 
situation worsened towards the end of the 20th century: 
young people born at the start of the 1960s into a family at 
the bottom quintile of the income distribution had a 27% 
probability of finding themselves in that bottom quintile 
in adulthood, while this likelihood was 33% for those born 
in the mid-1980s. It is thus more difficult today to climb 
the socioeconomic ladder (Connolly and Haeck, 
forthcoming).

Access to education is a key factor in 
social mobility. A change of region, 
too
Several studies have examined the role of socialization 
and education of children in social mobility. In Canada, 

endogeneity suggesting that the “best” workers from rural 
areas migrate towards the cities (Long, 2005). On the 
other hand, another study did not find a selection effect in 
the case of the 1930s exodus from the Dust Bowl in the 
United States, as drought and dust storms pushed 2.5 
million people to abandon their lands and leave the Great 
Plains (Long and Siu, 2018). In the absence of an 
econometric approach which takes this endogeneity into 
account, we cannot claim to observe a cause-and- effect 
relationship. The findings drawn from our analyses 
nonetheless enable us to reach a better understanding of 
the reality in Quebec. 

A better understanding of the 
obstacles faced by young people in 
rural areas is vital
In order to promote equal opportunity and build a society 
in which the circumstances of one’s birth do not become 
an overly dominant determinant of their economic 
situation once they reach adulthood, we need to address 
the phenomenon of social mobility — or rather social 
immobility — from various angles. Our analyses suggest 
that incentivization policies and support for geographical 
mobility might contribute to increasing social mobility in 
Quebec. This approach could be part of a strategy to 
foster upward social mobility to the extent that changing 
regions seems to be associated with advantages relative 
to income. 

But many questions remain unanswered. Is there a 
shortage of opportunities within our postsecondary 
education system? Does the lack of economic 
diversification in certain rural areas increase the risk of 
professional instability and precarity? Does this manifest 
itself in a shortage of well-paid jobs in rural areas, 
especially in comparison with jobs available outside these 
areas? Our analyses do not give us answers to those 
questions and it is absolutely vital to dig deeper on these 
issues in future studies.
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Here’s how to read the graph for the birth cohort born 
between 1982 and 1985: when the parents’ income is 
situated at the 60th percentile, for instance, the model 
predicts that the income of a young person who 
remains in their region of origin — a "non-migrant" — will 
wind up at the 52nd percentile for those who grew up in 
a CMA, at the 51st percentile for those who grew up in a 
CA and at the 50th percentile for those who grew up in a 
rural area. 

When it comes to the income level attained at an adult 
age, the advantage that results from migration is 
demonstrated by the fact that the three dotted lines are 
all situated above the straight lines, which means that 
migrants’ incomes are greater than non-migrants’ for a 
given level of parental income. However, the straight 
lines for the migrants and non-migrants are not parallel 
for children having grown up in a CA or a rural area. That 
means that the advantage associated with migration is 
not uniform for all individuals growing up in families 
with different levels of income, as shown by the 
variation in the size of the gap between the straight line 

depicting migrants and that of non-migrants according 
to parental income.  

More specifically, among young people born between 
1982 and 1985 and living in a rural area or a CA at the age 
of 16, the advantage associated with migration is much 
more significant for those who grew up in a family at 
the bottom of the distribution of parental income, 
which is illustrated by the larger gaps between the 
straight lines for the bottom percentiles of parental 
income. As we move to the right along the x-axis, the 
straight lines come nearer to each other and tend to 
converge at a meeting point. The advantage conferred 
by migration — in other words, the upward mobility 
associated with migration — is less for those who grew 
up in a family situated at the peak of the distribution of 
parental income when the young person is from a rural 
region or a CA. The groups which are most 
disadvantaged are the youth who grew up in a 
low-income family in a rural area or a CA and who never 
migrated.

analyses conducted based on data contained in the 
Longitudinal and International Study of Adults (LISA) show 
that children from high-income families are more likely to 
obtain university degrees and, consequently, have higher 
incomes. Even where major disparities subsist as a 
function of parents’ income and education levels, access 
to postsecondary education can play an equalizing role. 
Parents’ levels of education weigh more heavily than their 
income in their children’s decision to pursue their studies 
(Simard-Duplain and St-Denis, 2020; St-Denis and Renée, 
2022). Analyses utilizing the Education and Labour Market 
Longitudinal Platform (ELMLP) and the Longitudinal 
Administrative Databank (LAD) show that university 
graduates from less privileged backgrounds differentiate 
themselves from young people from the same 
backgrounds through vastly greater upward mobility, 
across all educational levels (Connolly, Haeck and 
Raymond-Brousseau, 2022).

The connection between geographical mobility and social 
mobility is a topic that has rarely been studied in Canada; 
on the other hand, in the United States, an abundant 
literature has shed light on the issue. A rapidly expanding 
body of literature has documented, most notably, the 
impact of the "Great Migration" of Black Americans 
towards the Northern states starting in 1915. This was one 
of the most significant internal migration flows in the 
history of the United States. Between 1940 and 1970 
alone, nearly four million Black migrants left the rural 
South to go and live in the urban North and West. 

Analyses of historical data show that individuals who 
migrated northward more than doubled their incomes. 
However, these new arrivals wound up competing with 
already established Black workers, with the result that the 
salary gap between Blacks and Whites did not 
significantly diminish (Boustan, 2016). Other studies have 
examined the long-term economic and social impacts of 
the Great Migration on second-generation individuals 
using longitudinal census data. In terms of education and 
income, the results show statistically significant — though 
modest — advantages for Black children of the Great 
Migration when compared with children whose families 
stayed in the South. On the other hand, White 
second-generation migrants got little benefit from 
northward migration (Alexander et al., 2017).

Finally, other studies have shown that migration occurring 
within American borders has had more impact on income 

levels than education. In a cohort of children born 
between 1895 and 1910, the impact of migration was on 
average three to four times greater than the impact of one 
additional year of school. For those children who grew up 
in the poorest families, the impact was up to 10 times as 
great as that of education (Ward, 2022).

Another component of the American literature has 
focused on the impact of so-called “neighbourhood 
effects” on social mobility, using more recent data. These 
studies attempt to determine the extent to which 
children’s economic outcomes are shaped by the 
neighbourhoods they grow up in. The results of these 
studies demonstrate that when a family migrates to a city 
or area that offers better opportunities, youth do better 
on the job market (Chetty and Hendren, 2018, Rothwell et 
Massey, 2015). 

One should, however, not necessarily conclude on the 
basis of these findings that we should encourage 
large-scale migration to areas that currently seem to offer 
better opportunities. First, it is possible that not 
everyone’s relative position will be improved by migration, 
if we take into consideration general equilibrium effects. 
As well, the categorization of "areas where opportunities 
are good" and "areas where opportunities are not good" is 
imperfect. This type of categorization may be accurate at 
the present time, but might have much less value when it 
comes to future migration choices.

Detailed data on nearly 1.4 million 
young people in Quebec
Our study is the first to examine the impact of 
geographical mobility on intergenerational income 
transmission in Quebec. To achieve this, we utilized 
Statistics Canada’s Intergenerational Income Database 
(IID); its longitudinal structure enables us to follow 
children up to an advanced stage of their adult life. The 
data come from the Canada Revenue Agency’s tax data 
files. The IID identifies families of individuals born 
between 1963 and 1985 and provides access to tax 
information for parents and children over the course of 
nearly 40 years, from 1978 to 2016. In terms of 
demographics, this period is marked by a decline in rural 
population and an exodus from the core neighbourhoods 
of large cities towards peripheral urban areas.

Four cohorts of young people residing in Quebec at the 
age of 16 were followed over time: those born between 
1967 and 1970, between 1972 and 1975, between 1977 and 
1980 and between 1982 and 1985, which amounts to a 
sample of nearly 1.4 million observations. Since the IID’s 
tax files contain information on place of residence that is 
updated each year, we can know what type of region the 
young person grew up in – rural area, Census 
Agglomeration (CA) or one of the seven Census 
Metropolitan Areas (CMA), i.e., Montreal, Quebec City, 
Ottawa-Gatineau (the Quebec portion), Sherbrooke, 
Saguenay, Trois-Rivières, and Drummondville. We can 
also know whether an individual subsequently moved to 
another type of region. A person is said to have 
“migrated” if they moved to a different Census Division or 
Census Metropolitan Area between the ages of 16 and 30, 
a definition which avoids having to label as “migrations” 
moves within a same municipality. 

Many young people migrate to a new 
region in their early twenties 
In general, youth migration to another region stems from 
two main motivations: studies, in particular 
postsecondary studies, and employment. What our data 
show is entirely consistent with these scenarios. At every 
age, and for every type of region (rural, CA or CMA), we 
estimated the probability of a first migration, calculated 
for young people who have not yet done one. We are 
therefore referring to a probability that is conditional on 
the fact of not yet having migrated.

The likelihood of migration is at its lowest at the age of 
16, then increases to reach a peak around the age of 23, 
then recedes again. Young people who live outside big 
cities are more likely to migrate, with the figure reaching 
9.6 % and 9.5 %, respectively, for young people who are 
living in rural areas or CAs at age 16, versus only 3.4 % for 
youth from CMAs.

We also examined migratory flows according to parental 
income and the results are revealing: young people 
whose parents are in the bottom quartile of the income 
distribution migrate in greater numbers before the age of 
21, while those whose parents are in the top quartile 
migrate later on, between the ages of 23 and 25, which is 
a period characterized by movement tied to employment 
or to graduate studies at university. Migrations therefore 
occur earlier in the lives of young people whose parents’ 
incomes are lower, seeing also as how they are less likely 
to pursue their studies. Their entry into the labour 
market, and the associated migrations, occur earlier in 
their trajectories as young adults.

The decline in social mobility can be 
explained by two phenomena 
When it comes to migration, our analyses demonstrate 
that the decline in social mobility in Quebec results 
primarily from two phenomena: on the one hand, the 
decline in socioeconomic status of young people who at 
age 16 reside outside a major urban centre and who have 
grown up in a family that is at the bottom of the 
distribution of income, and secondly, an improvement in 
the situation of young people from the same regions who 
have grown up in families at the top of the distribution of 
income. 

Let’s see in more detail how we arrived at these 
conclusions. Our econometric analyses provide 
estimates of the relationship between geographical 
mobility and social mobility, or, to put it another way, 
between the decision to migrate or not and 
intergenerational transmission of income. In our 
analyses, parents’ income is calculated as being the 
average of the total income (before tax) of the mother 
and father when the young person is between 15 and 19 
years of age, including employment income, 
investments, social benefits and transfers. The young 
person’s income is calculated as the average of their 
total income between the ages of 30 and 36. Once these 

average incomes are calculated, percentile ranks are 
assigned to the parental income and the young person’s 
income. Differences in the cost of living among regions 
are not factored in, since the percentile ranks are 
calculated across Quebec; this is in accordance with the 
approach that has generally been adopted in the 
literature (Connolly, Haeck and Laliberté, 2022).

Our econometric strategy is based on the model known 
as "rank-rank regression". In our model, the variable to be 
explained is the percentile rank of the young person’s 
income (that of generation t) and the primary explanatory 
variable of interest is the percentile rank of the parents’ 
income (that of generation t-1). The estimate by ordinary 
least squares of the model’s key parameter yields a 
measure of the intergenerational income transmission. 
In order to analyse the influence of migration, we add to 
the rank-rank regression model a set of "triple 
interactions" between the young person’s income, their 
region of origin and migratory status to the rank-rank 
regression model, plus a set of "quadruple interactions" 
among all of these variables. Therefore, in terms of 
income level, the advantage that results from migration 
varies according to the birth cohort, the region one is 
living in at age 16 and the percentile rank of parental 
income.

The results of our econometric analyses are illustrated in 
the two graphs below. The full report includes four 
graphs, corresponding to each of the four birth cohorts 
(Boujija et al., 2023). Each straight line indicates the 
predicted percentile rank of the income of the young 
person, which is based on the percentile rank of the 
parents’ income. For each of the two birth cohorts, we 
thus have six straight lines: three regions of origin — 
rural, CA and CMA — multiplied by two migratory statuses 
— migrants and non-migrants. A steeper line indicates a 
higher level of intergenerational income transmission, 
and thus a lesser degree of socioeconomic mobility.

For the cohort of young people born between 1967 and 
1970, the straight lines are less steep than for the cohort 
of young people born between 1982 and 1985, which 
indicates a greater social mobility within each of these 
groups. Migration is indeed associated with an 
advantage in terms of income, but the advantage is less 
dependent on the parental income distribution than it is 
for the cohort of young people born between 1982 and 
1985. This is demonstrated by the fact that the straight 
lines are almost parallel. This at least is the case for 
youths living in a rural region or a CA at age 16.

To sum up, social mobility across generations gradually 
diminished between the era of the cohort of young 
people born between 1967 and 1970 and that of young 
people born between 1982 and 1985, and that decline was 
greater for young people who came from a rural area, and 
it was even greater for those who lived in such an area 
but never migrated. These individuals are clearly 
disadvantaged when it comes to potential for improving 
their economic situation relative to what their parents 
had. 

We cannot conclude that there is a 
cause-and-effect relationship 
between migration and improvement 
in one’s situation
Our analyses document intergenerational income 
transmission, but do not allow us to conclude that the 
difference in mobility according to migratory statuses is 
attributable to migration. The decision to migrate is one 
that is arrived at on the basis of various factors, some of 
which are very likely correlated to parental income and 
the individual’s income. It is therefore possible that the 
advantage associated with migration results from a 
selection effect on unobserved characteristics in these 
young people that increases the likelihood of migration 
and is associated with a higher income. 

The empirical evidence with regards to a possible 
selection effect is not clear. A British study based on 
historical data has found a strong element of 
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Despite the existence of initiatives that 
foster equal opportunity, the perpetuation 
of inequality from generation to 
generation has become more pronounced 
in Quebec over the last few decades. 
Young people who have grown up in less 
privileged environments are more likely to 
remain at the bottom of the ladder as 
adults. We know that education is a key 
factor in social mobility, but a new CIRANO 
study addresses the question from 
another angle, that of geographical 
mobility. Its authors followed the 
trajectories of more than 1.4 million young 
people, and show that lack of social 
mobility has a greater impact on youths 
who have grown up outside larger cities, 
and especially those who still live outside 
them in their early thirties.

Quebec has implemented several mechanisms for 
promoting equal opportunity. Despite this, a young 
person from a less privileged background has a higher 
probability of remaining at the bottom of the income 
distribution once they have reached adulthood. This 
phenomenon is one of the manifestations of the 
reproduction of inequalities from generation to the next, 
also known as intergenerational income transmission. The 
situation worsened towards the end of the 20th century: 
young people born at the start of the 1960s into a family at 
the bottom quintile of the income distribution had a 27% 
probability of finding themselves in that bottom quintile 
in adulthood, while this likelihood was 33% for those born 
in the mid-1980s. It is thus more difficult today to climb 
the socioeconomic ladder (Connolly and Haeck, 
forthcoming).

Access to education is a key factor in 
social mobility. A change of region, 
too
Several studies have examined the role of socialization 
and education of children in social mobility. In Canada, 

endogeneity suggesting that the “best” workers from rural 
areas migrate towards the cities (Long, 2005). On the 
other hand, another study did not find a selection effect in 
the case of the 1930s exodus from the Dust Bowl in the 
United States, as drought and dust storms pushed 2.5 
million people to abandon their lands and leave the Great 
Plains (Long and Siu, 2018). In the absence of an 
econometric approach which takes this endogeneity into 
account, we cannot claim to observe a cause-and- effect 
relationship. The findings drawn from our analyses 
nonetheless enable us to reach a better understanding of 
the reality in Quebec. 

A better understanding of the 
obstacles faced by young people in 
rural areas is vital
In order to promote equal opportunity and build a society 
in which the circumstances of one’s birth do not become 
an overly dominant determinant of their economic 
situation once they reach adulthood, we need to address 
the phenomenon of social mobility — or rather social 
immobility — from various angles. Our analyses suggest 
that incentivization policies and support for geographical 
mobility might contribute to increasing social mobility in 
Quebec. This approach could be part of a strategy to 
foster upward social mobility to the extent that changing 
regions seems to be associated with advantages relative 
to income. 

But many questions remain unanswered. Is there a 
shortage of opportunities within our postsecondary 
education system? Does the lack of economic 
diversification in certain rural areas increase the risk of 
professional instability and precarity? Does this manifest 
itself in a shortage of well-paid jobs in rural areas, 
especially in comparison with jobs available outside these 
areas? Our analyses do not give us answers to those 
questions and it is absolutely vital to dig deeper on these 
issues in future studies.
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Here’s how to read the graph for the birth cohort born 
between 1982 and 1985: when the parents’ income is 
situated at the 60th percentile, for instance, the model 
predicts that the income of a young person who 
remains in their region of origin — a "non-migrant" — will 
wind up at the 52nd percentile for those who grew up in 
a CMA, at the 51st percentile for those who grew up in a 
CA and at the 50th percentile for those who grew up in a 
rural area. 

When it comes to the income level attained at an adult 
age, the advantage that results from migration is 
demonstrated by the fact that the three dotted lines are 
all situated above the straight lines, which means that 
migrants’ incomes are greater than non-migrants’ for a 
given level of parental income. However, the straight 
lines for the migrants and non-migrants are not parallel 
for children having grown up in a CA or a rural area. That 
means that the advantage associated with migration is 
not uniform for all individuals growing up in families 
with different levels of income, as shown by the 
variation in the size of the gap between the straight line 

depicting migrants and that of non-migrants according 
to parental income.  

More specifically, among young people born between 
1982 and 1985 and living in a rural area or a CA at the age 
of 16, the advantage associated with migration is much 
more significant for those who grew up in a family at 
the bottom of the distribution of parental income, 
which is illustrated by the larger gaps between the 
straight lines for the bottom percentiles of parental 
income. As we move to the right along the x-axis, the 
straight lines come nearer to each other and tend to 
converge at a meeting point. The advantage conferred 
by migration — in other words, the upward mobility 
associated with migration — is less for those who grew 
up in a family situated at the peak of the distribution of 
parental income when the young person is from a rural 
region or a CA. The groups which are most 
disadvantaged are the youth who grew up in a 
low-income family in a rural area or a CA and who never 
migrated.

analyses conducted based on data contained in the 
Longitudinal and International Study of Adults (LISA) show 
that children from high-income families are more likely to 
obtain university degrees and, consequently, have higher 
incomes. Even where major disparities subsist as a 
function of parents’ income and education levels, access 
to postsecondary education can play an equalizing role. 
Parents’ levels of education weigh more heavily than their 
income in their children’s decision to pursue their studies 
(Simard-Duplain and St-Denis, 2020; St-Denis and Renée, 
2022). Analyses utilizing the Education and Labour Market 
Longitudinal Platform (ELMLP) and the Longitudinal 
Administrative Databank (LAD) show that university 
graduates from less privileged backgrounds differentiate 
themselves from young people from the same 
backgrounds through vastly greater upward mobility, 
across all educational levels (Connolly, Haeck and 
Raymond-Brousseau, 2022).

The connection between geographical mobility and social 
mobility is a topic that has rarely been studied in Canada; 
on the other hand, in the United States, an abundant 
literature has shed light on the issue. A rapidly expanding 
body of literature has documented, most notably, the 
impact of the "Great Migration" of Black Americans 
towards the Northern states starting in 1915. This was one 
of the most significant internal migration flows in the 
history of the United States. Between 1940 and 1970 
alone, nearly four million Black migrants left the rural 
South to go and live in the urban North and West. 

Analyses of historical data show that individuals who 
migrated northward more than doubled their incomes. 
However, these new arrivals wound up competing with 
already established Black workers, with the result that the 
salary gap between Blacks and Whites did not 
significantly diminish (Boustan, 2016). Other studies have 
examined the long-term economic and social impacts of 
the Great Migration on second-generation individuals 
using longitudinal census data. In terms of education and 
income, the results show statistically significant — though 
modest — advantages for Black children of the Great 
Migration when compared with children whose families 
stayed in the South. On the other hand, White 
second-generation migrants got little benefit from 
northward migration (Alexander et al., 2017).

Finally, other studies have shown that migration occurring 
within American borders has had more impact on income 

levels than education. In a cohort of children born 
between 1895 and 1910, the impact of migration was on 
average three to four times greater than the impact of one 
additional year of school. For those children who grew up 
in the poorest families, the impact was up to 10 times as 
great as that of education (Ward, 2022).

Another component of the American literature has 
focused on the impact of so-called “neighbourhood 
effects” on social mobility, using more recent data. These 
studies attempt to determine the extent to which 
children’s economic outcomes are shaped by the 
neighbourhoods they grow up in. The results of these 
studies demonstrate that when a family migrates to a city 
or area that offers better opportunities, youth do better 
on the job market (Chetty and Hendren, 2018, Rothwell et 
Massey, 2015). 

One should, however, not necessarily conclude on the 
basis of these findings that we should encourage 
large-scale migration to areas that currently seem to offer 
better opportunities. First, it is possible that not 
everyone’s relative position will be improved by migration, 
if we take into consideration general equilibrium effects. 
As well, the categorization of "areas where opportunities 
are good" and "areas where opportunities are not good" is 
imperfect. This type of categorization may be accurate at 
the present time, but might have much less value when it 
comes to future migration choices.

Detailed data on nearly 1.4 million 
young people in Quebec
Our study is the first to examine the impact of 
geographical mobility on intergenerational income 
transmission in Quebec. To achieve this, we utilized 
Statistics Canada’s Intergenerational Income Database 
(IID); its longitudinal structure enables us to follow 
children up to an advanced stage of their adult life. The 
data come from the Canada Revenue Agency’s tax data 
files. The IID identifies families of individuals born 
between 1963 and 1985 and provides access to tax 
information for parents and children over the course of 
nearly 40 years, from 1978 to 2016. In terms of 
demographics, this period is marked by a decline in rural 
population and an exodus from the core neighbourhoods 
of large cities towards peripheral urban areas.

Four cohorts of young people residing in Quebec at the 
age of 16 were followed over time: those born between 
1967 and 1970, between 1972 and 1975, between 1977 and 
1980 and between 1982 and 1985, which amounts to a 
sample of nearly 1.4 million observations. Since the IID’s 
tax files contain information on place of residence that is 
updated each year, we can know what type of region the 
young person grew up in – rural area, Census 
Agglomeration (CA) or one of the seven Census 
Metropolitan Areas (CMA), i.e., Montreal, Quebec City, 
Ottawa-Gatineau (the Quebec portion), Sherbrooke, 
Saguenay, Trois-Rivières, and Drummondville. We can 
also know whether an individual subsequently moved to 
another type of region. A person is said to have 
“migrated” if they moved to a different Census Division or 
Census Metropolitan Area between the ages of 16 and 30, 
a definition which avoids having to label as “migrations” 
moves within a same municipality. 

Many young people migrate to a new 
region in their early twenties 
In general, youth migration to another region stems from 
two main motivations: studies, in particular 
postsecondary studies, and employment. What our data 
show is entirely consistent with these scenarios. At every 
age, and for every type of region (rural, CA or CMA), we 
estimated the probability of a first migration, calculated 
for young people who have not yet done one. We are 
therefore referring to a probability that is conditional on 
the fact of not yet having migrated.

The likelihood of migration is at its lowest at the age of 
16, then increases to reach a peak around the age of 23, 
then recedes again. Young people who live outside big 
cities are more likely to migrate, with the figure reaching 
9.6 % and 9.5 %, respectively, for young people who are 
living in rural areas or CAs at age 16, versus only 3.4 % for 
youth from CMAs.

We also examined migratory flows according to parental 
income and the results are revealing: young people 
whose parents are in the bottom quartile of the income 
distribution migrate in greater numbers before the age of 
21, while those whose parents are in the top quartile 
migrate later on, between the ages of 23 and 25, which is 
a period characterized by movement tied to employment 
or to graduate studies at university. Migrations therefore 
occur earlier in the lives of young people whose parents’ 
incomes are lower, seeing also as how they are less likely 
to pursue their studies. Their entry into the labour 
market, and the associated migrations, occur earlier in 
their trajectories as young adults.

The decline in social mobility can be 
explained by two phenomena 
When it comes to migration, our analyses demonstrate 
that the decline in social mobility in Quebec results 
primarily from two phenomena: on the one hand, the 
decline in socioeconomic status of young people who at 
age 16 reside outside a major urban centre and who have 
grown up in a family that is at the bottom of the 
distribution of income, and secondly, an improvement in 
the situation of young people from the same regions who 
have grown up in families at the top of the distribution of 
income. 

Let’s see in more detail how we arrived at these 
conclusions. Our econometric analyses provide 
estimates of the relationship between geographical 
mobility and social mobility, or, to put it another way, 
between the decision to migrate or not and 
intergenerational transmission of income. In our 
analyses, parents’ income is calculated as being the 
average of the total income (before tax) of the mother 
and father when the young person is between 15 and 19 
years of age, including employment income, 
investments, social benefits and transfers. The young 
person’s income is calculated as the average of their 
total income between the ages of 30 and 36. Once these 

average incomes are calculated, percentile ranks are 
assigned to the parental income and the young person’s 
income. Differences in the cost of living among regions 
are not factored in, since the percentile ranks are 
calculated across Quebec; this is in accordance with the 
approach that has generally been adopted in the 
literature (Connolly, Haeck and Laliberté, 2022).

Our econometric strategy is based on the model known 
as "rank-rank regression". In our model, the variable to be 
explained is the percentile rank of the young person’s 
income (that of generation t) and the primary explanatory 
variable of interest is the percentile rank of the parents’ 
income (that of generation t-1). The estimate by ordinary 
least squares of the model’s key parameter yields a 
measure of the intergenerational income transmission. 
In order to analyse the influence of migration, we add to 
the rank-rank regression model a set of "triple 
interactions" between the young person’s income, their 
region of origin and migratory status to the rank-rank 
regression model, plus a set of "quadruple interactions" 
among all of these variables. Therefore, in terms of 
income level, the advantage that results from migration 
varies according to the birth cohort, the region one is 
living in at age 16 and the percentile rank of parental 
income.

The results of our econometric analyses are illustrated in 
the two graphs below. The full report includes four 
graphs, corresponding to each of the four birth cohorts 
(Boujija et al., 2023). Each straight line indicates the 
predicted percentile rank of the income of the young 
person, which is based on the percentile rank of the 
parents’ income. For each of the two birth cohorts, we 
thus have six straight lines: three regions of origin — 
rural, CA and CMA — multiplied by two migratory statuses 
— migrants and non-migrants. A steeper line indicates a 
higher level of intergenerational income transmission, 
and thus a lesser degree of socioeconomic mobility.

For the cohort of young people born between 1967 and 
1970, the straight lines are less steep than for the cohort 
of young people born between 1982 and 1985, which 
indicates a greater social mobility within each of these 
groups. Migration is indeed associated with an 
advantage in terms of income, but the advantage is less 
dependent on the parental income distribution than it is 
for the cohort of young people born between 1982 and 
1985. This is demonstrated by the fact that the straight 
lines are almost parallel. This at least is the case for 
youths living in a rural region or a CA at age 16.

To sum up, social mobility across generations gradually 
diminished between the era of the cohort of young 
people born between 1967 and 1970 and that of young 
people born between 1982 and 1985, and that decline was 
greater for young people who came from a rural area, and 
it was even greater for those who lived in such an area 
but never migrated. These individuals are clearly 
disadvantaged when it comes to potential for improving 
their economic situation relative to what their parents 
had. 

We cannot conclude that there is a 
cause-and-effect relationship 
between migration and improvement 
in one’s situation
Our analyses document intergenerational income 
transmission, but do not allow us to conclude that the 
difference in mobility according to migratory statuses is 
attributable to migration. The decision to migrate is one 
that is arrived at on the basis of various factors, some of 
which are very likely correlated to parental income and 
the individual’s income. It is therefore possible that the 
advantage associated with migration results from a 
selection effect on unobserved characteristics in these 
young people that increases the likelihood of migration 
and is associated with a higher income. 

The empirical evidence with regards to a possible 
selection effect is not clear. A British study based on 
historical data has found a strong element of 

Despite the existence of initiatives that 
foster equal opportunity, the perpetuation 
of inequality from generation to 
generation has become more pronounced 
in Quebec over the last few decades. 
Young people who have grown up in less 
privileged environments are more likely to 
remain at the bottom of the ladder as 
adults. We know that education is a key 
factor in social mobility, but a new CIRANO 
study addresses the question from 
another angle, that of geographical 
mobility. Its authors followed the 
trajectories of more than 1.4 million young 
people, and show that lack of social 
mobility has a greater impact on youths 
who have grown up outside larger cities, 
and especially those who still live outside 
them in their early thirties.

Quebec has implemented several mechanisms for 
promoting equal opportunity. Despite this, a young 
person from a less privileged background has a higher 
probability of remaining at the bottom of the income 
distribution once they have reached adulthood. This 
phenomenon is one of the manifestations of the 
reproduction of inequalities from generation to the next, 
also known as intergenerational income transmission. The 
situation worsened towards the end of the 20th century: 
young people born at the start of the 1960s into a family at 
the bottom quintile of the income distribution had a 27% 
probability of finding themselves in that bottom quintile 
in adulthood, while this likelihood was 33% for those born 
in the mid-1980s. It is thus more difficult today to climb 
the socioeconomic ladder (Connolly and Haeck, 
forthcoming).

Access to education is a key factor in 
social mobility. A change of region, 
too
Several studies have examined the role of socialization 
and education of children in social mobility. In Canada, 
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endogeneity suggesting that the “best” workers from rural 
areas migrate towards the cities (Long, 2005). On the 
other hand, another study did not find a selection effect in 
the case of the 1930s exodus from the Dust Bowl in the 
United States, as drought and dust storms pushed 2.5 
million people to abandon their lands and leave the Great 
Plains (Long and Siu, 2018). In the absence of an 
econometric approach which takes this endogeneity into 
account, we cannot claim to observe a cause-and- effect 
relationship. The findings drawn from our analyses 
nonetheless enable us to reach a better understanding of 
the reality in Quebec. 

A better understanding of the 
obstacles faced by young people in 
rural areas is vital
In order to promote equal opportunity and build a society 
in which the circumstances of one’s birth do not become 
an overly dominant determinant of their economic 
situation once they reach adulthood, we need to address 
the phenomenon of social mobility — or rather social 
immobility — from various angles. Our analyses suggest 
that incentivization policies and support for geographical 
mobility might contribute to increasing social mobility in 
Quebec. This approach could be part of a strategy to 
foster upward social mobility to the extent that changing 
regions seems to be associated with advantages relative 
to income. 

But many questions remain unanswered. Is there a 
shortage of opportunities within our postsecondary 
education system? Does the lack of economic 
diversification in certain rural areas increase the risk of 
professional instability and precarity? Does this manifest 
itself in a shortage of well-paid jobs in rural areas, 
especially in comparison with jobs available outside these 
areas? Our analyses do not give us answers to those 
questions and it is absolutely vital to dig deeper on these 
issues in future studies.
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Here’s how to read the graph for the birth cohort born 
between 1982 and 1985: when the parents’ income is 
situated at the 60th percentile, for instance, the model 
predicts that the income of a young person who 
remains in their region of origin — a "non-migrant" — will 
wind up at the 52nd percentile for those who grew up in 
a CMA, at the 51st percentile for those who grew up in a 
CA and at the 50th percentile for those who grew up in a 
rural area. 

When it comes to the income level attained at an adult 
age, the advantage that results from migration is 
demonstrated by the fact that the three dotted lines are 
all situated above the straight lines, which means that 
migrants’ incomes are greater than non-migrants’ for a 
given level of parental income. However, the straight 
lines for the migrants and non-migrants are not parallel 
for children having grown up in a CA or a rural area. That 
means that the advantage associated with migration is 
not uniform for all individuals growing up in families 
with different levels of income, as shown by the 
variation in the size of the gap between the straight line 

depicting migrants and that of non-migrants according 
to parental income.  

More specifically, among young people born between 
1982 and 1985 and living in a rural area or a CA at the age 
of 16, the advantage associated with migration is much 
more significant for those who grew up in a family at 
the bottom of the distribution of parental income, 
which is illustrated by the larger gaps between the 
straight lines for the bottom percentiles of parental 
income. As we move to the right along the x-axis, the 
straight lines come nearer to each other and tend to 
converge at a meeting point. The advantage conferred 
by migration — in other words, the upward mobility 
associated with migration — is less for those who grew 
up in a family situated at the peak of the distribution of 
parental income when the young person is from a rural 
region or a CA. The groups which are most 
disadvantaged are the youth who grew up in a 
low-income family in a rural area or a CA and who never 
migrated.

analyses conducted based on data contained in the 
Longitudinal and International Study of Adults (LISA) show 
that children from high-income families are more likely to 
obtain university degrees and, consequently, have higher 
incomes. Even where major disparities subsist as a 
function of parents’ income and education levels, access 
to postsecondary education can play an equalizing role. 
Parents’ levels of education weigh more heavily than their 
income in their children’s decision to pursue their studies 
(Simard-Duplain and St-Denis, 2020; St-Denis and Renée, 
2022). Analyses utilizing the Education and Labour Market 
Longitudinal Platform (ELMLP) and the Longitudinal 
Administrative Databank (LAD) show that university 
graduates from less privileged backgrounds differentiate 
themselves from young people from the same 
backgrounds through vastly greater upward mobility, 
across all educational levels (Connolly, Haeck and 
Raymond-Brousseau, 2022).

The connection between geographical mobility and social 
mobility is a topic that has rarely been studied in Canada; 
on the other hand, in the United States, an abundant 
literature has shed light on the issue. A rapidly expanding 
body of literature has documented, most notably, the 
impact of the "Great Migration" of Black Americans 
towards the Northern states starting in 1915. This was one 
of the most significant internal migration flows in the 
history of the United States. Between 1940 and 1970 
alone, nearly four million Black migrants left the rural 
South to go and live in the urban North and West. 

Analyses of historical data show that individuals who 
migrated northward more than doubled their incomes. 
However, these new arrivals wound up competing with 
already established Black workers, with the result that the 
salary gap between Blacks and Whites did not 
significantly diminish (Boustan, 2016). Other studies have 
examined the long-term economic and social impacts of 
the Great Migration on second-generation individuals 
using longitudinal census data. In terms of education and 
income, the results show statistically significant — though 
modest — advantages for Black children of the Great 
Migration when compared with children whose families 
stayed in the South. On the other hand, White 
second-generation migrants got little benefit from 
northward migration (Alexander et al., 2017).

Finally, other studies have shown that migration occurring 
within American borders has had more impact on income 

levels than education. In a cohort of children born 
between 1895 and 1910, the impact of migration was on 
average three to four times greater than the impact of one 
additional year of school. For those children who grew up 
in the poorest families, the impact was up to 10 times as 
great as that of education (Ward, 2022).

Another component of the American literature has 
focused on the impact of so-called “neighbourhood 
effects” on social mobility, using more recent data. These 
studies attempt to determine the extent to which 
children’s economic outcomes are shaped by the 
neighbourhoods they grow up in. The results of these 
studies demonstrate that when a family migrates to a city 
or area that offers better opportunities, youth do better 
on the job market (Chetty and Hendren, 2018, Rothwell et 
Massey, 2015). 

One should, however, not necessarily conclude on the 
basis of these findings that we should encourage 
large-scale migration to areas that currently seem to offer 
better opportunities. First, it is possible that not 
everyone’s relative position will be improved by migration, 
if we take into consideration general equilibrium effects. 
As well, the categorization of "areas where opportunities 
are good" and "areas where opportunities are not good" is 
imperfect. This type of categorization may be accurate at 
the present time, but might have much less value when it 
comes to future migration choices.

Detailed data on nearly 1.4 million 
young people in Quebec
Our study is the first to examine the impact of 
geographical mobility on intergenerational income 
transmission in Quebec. To achieve this, we utilized 
Statistics Canada’s Intergenerational Income Database 
(IID); its longitudinal structure enables us to follow 
children up to an advanced stage of their adult life. The 
data come from the Canada Revenue Agency’s tax data 
files. The IID identifies families of individuals born 
between 1963 and 1985 and provides access to tax 
information for parents and children over the course of 
nearly 40 years, from 1978 to 2016. In terms of 
demographics, this period is marked by a decline in rural 
population and an exodus from the core neighbourhoods 
of large cities towards peripheral urban areas.

Four cohorts of young people residing in Quebec at the 
age of 16 were followed over time: those born between 
1967 and 1970, between 1972 and 1975, between 1977 and 
1980 and between 1982 and 1985, which amounts to a 
sample of nearly 1.4 million observations. Since the IID’s 
tax files contain information on place of residence that is 
updated each year, we can know what type of region the 
young person grew up in – rural area, Census 
Agglomeration (CA) or one of the seven Census 
Metropolitan Areas (CMA), i.e., Montreal, Quebec City, 
Ottawa-Gatineau (the Quebec portion), Sherbrooke, 
Saguenay, Trois-Rivières, and Drummondville. We can 
also know whether an individual subsequently moved to 
another type of region. A person is said to have 
“migrated” if they moved to a different Census Division or 
Census Metropolitan Area between the ages of 16 and 30, 
a definition which avoids having to label as “migrations” 
moves within a same municipality. 

Many young people migrate to a new 
region in their early twenties 
In general, youth migration to another region stems from 
two main motivations: studies, in particular 
postsecondary studies, and employment. What our data 
show is entirely consistent with these scenarios. At every 
age, and for every type of region (rural, CA or CMA), we 
estimated the probability of a first migration, calculated 
for young people who have not yet done one. We are 
therefore referring to a probability that is conditional on 
the fact of not yet having migrated.

The likelihood of migration is at its lowest at the age of 
16, then increases to reach a peak around the age of 23, 
then recedes again. Young people who live outside big 
cities are more likely to migrate, with the figure reaching 
9.6 % and 9.5 %, respectively, for young people who are 
living in rural areas or CAs at age 16, versus only 3.4 % for 
youth from CMAs.

We also examined migratory flows according to parental 
income and the results are revealing: young people 
whose parents are in the bottom quartile of the income 
distribution migrate in greater numbers before the age of 
21, while those whose parents are in the top quartile 
migrate later on, between the ages of 23 and 25, which is 
a period characterized by movement tied to employment 
or to graduate studies at university. Migrations therefore 
occur earlier in the lives of young people whose parents’ 
incomes are lower, seeing also as how they are less likely 
to pursue their studies. Their entry into the labour 
market, and the associated migrations, occur earlier in 
their trajectories as young adults.

The decline in social mobility can be 
explained by two phenomena 
When it comes to migration, our analyses demonstrate 
that the decline in social mobility in Quebec results 
primarily from two phenomena: on the one hand, the 
decline in socioeconomic status of young people who at 
age 16 reside outside a major urban centre and who have 
grown up in a family that is at the bottom of the 
distribution of income, and secondly, an improvement in 
the situation of young people from the same regions who 
have grown up in families at the top of the distribution of 
income. 

Let’s see in more detail how we arrived at these 
conclusions. Our econometric analyses provide 
estimates of the relationship between geographical 
mobility and social mobility, or, to put it another way, 
between the decision to migrate or not and 
intergenerational transmission of income. In our 
analyses, parents’ income is calculated as being the 
average of the total income (before tax) of the mother 
and father when the young person is between 15 and 19 
years of age, including employment income, 
investments, social benefits and transfers. The young 
person’s income is calculated as the average of their 
total income between the ages of 30 and 36. Once these 

average incomes are calculated, percentile ranks are 
assigned to the parental income and the young person’s 
income. Differences in the cost of living among regions 
are not factored in, since the percentile ranks are 
calculated across Quebec; this is in accordance with the 
approach that has generally been adopted in the 
literature (Connolly, Haeck and Laliberté, 2022).

Our econometric strategy is based on the model known 
as "rank-rank regression". In our model, the variable to be 
explained is the percentile rank of the young person’s 
income (that of generation t) and the primary explanatory 
variable of interest is the percentile rank of the parents’ 
income (that of generation t-1). The estimate by ordinary 
least squares of the model’s key parameter yields a 
measure of the intergenerational income transmission. 
In order to analyse the influence of migration, we add to 
the rank-rank regression model a set of "triple 
interactions" between the young person’s income, their 
region of origin and migratory status to the rank-rank 
regression model, plus a set of "quadruple interactions" 
among all of these variables. Therefore, in terms of 
income level, the advantage that results from migration 
varies according to the birth cohort, the region one is 
living in at age 16 and the percentile rank of parental 
income.

The results of our econometric analyses are illustrated in 
the two graphs below. The full report includes four 
graphs, corresponding to each of the four birth cohorts 
(Boujija et al., 2023). Each straight line indicates the 
predicted percentile rank of the income of the young 
person, which is based on the percentile rank of the 
parents’ income. For each of the two birth cohorts, we 
thus have six straight lines: three regions of origin — 
rural, CA and CMA — multiplied by two migratory statuses 
— migrants and non-migrants. A steeper line indicates a 
higher level of intergenerational income transmission, 
and thus a lesser degree of socioeconomic mobility.

For the cohort of young people born between 1967 and 
1970, the straight lines are less steep than for the cohort 
of young people born between 1982 and 1985, which 
indicates a greater social mobility within each of these 
groups. Migration is indeed associated with an 
advantage in terms of income, but the advantage is less 
dependent on the parental income distribution than it is 
for the cohort of young people born between 1982 and 
1985. This is demonstrated by the fact that the straight 
lines are almost parallel. This at least is the case for 
youths living in a rural region or a CA at age 16.

To sum up, social mobility across generations gradually 
diminished between the era of the cohort of young 
people born between 1967 and 1970 and that of young 
people born between 1982 and 1985, and that decline was 
greater for young people who came from a rural area, and 
it was even greater for those who lived in such an area 
but never migrated. These individuals are clearly 
disadvantaged when it comes to potential for improving 
their economic situation relative to what their parents 
had. 

We cannot conclude that there is a 
cause-and-effect relationship 
between migration and improvement 
in one’s situation
Our analyses document intergenerational income 
transmission, but do not allow us to conclude that the 
difference in mobility according to migratory statuses is 
attributable to migration. The decision to migrate is one 
that is arrived at on the basis of various factors, some of 
which are very likely correlated to parental income and 
the individual’s income. It is therefore possible that the 
advantage associated with migration results from a 
selection effect on unobserved characteristics in these 
young people that increases the likelihood of migration 
and is associated with a higher income. 

The empirical evidence with regards to a possible 
selection effect is not clear. A British study based on 
historical data has found a strong element of 

Despite the existence of initiatives that 
foster equal opportunity, the perpetuation 
of inequality from generation to 
generation has become more pronounced 
in Quebec over the last few decades. 
Young people who have grown up in less 
privileged environments are more likely to 
remain at the bottom of the ladder as 
adults. We know that education is a key 
factor in social mobility, but a new CIRANO 
study addresses the question from 
another angle, that of geographical 
mobility. Its authors followed the 
trajectories of more than 1.4 million young 
people, and show that lack of social 
mobility has a greater impact on youths 
who have grown up outside larger cities, 
and especially those who still live outside 
them in their early thirties.

Quebec has implemented several mechanisms for 
promoting equal opportunity. Despite this, a young 
person from a less privileged background has a higher 
probability of remaining at the bottom of the income 
distribution once they have reached adulthood. This 
phenomenon is one of the manifestations of the 
reproduction of inequalities from generation to the next, 
also known as intergenerational income transmission. The 
situation worsened towards the end of the 20th century: 
young people born at the start of the 1960s into a family at 
the bottom quintile of the income distribution had a 27% 
probability of finding themselves in that bottom quintile 
in adulthood, while this likelihood was 33% for those born 
in the mid-1980s. It is thus more difficult today to climb 
the socioeconomic ladder (Connolly and Haeck, 
forthcoming).

Access to education is a key factor in 
social mobility. A change of region, 
too
Several studies have examined the role of socialization 
and education of children in social mobility. In Canada, 

6

endogeneity suggesting that the “best” workers from rural 
areas migrate towards the cities (Long, 2005). On the 
other hand, another study did not find a selection effect in 
the case of the 1930s exodus from the Dust Bowl in the 
United States, as drought and dust storms pushed 2.5 
million people to abandon their lands and leave the Great 
Plains (Long and Siu, 2018). In the absence of an 
econometric approach which takes this endogeneity into 
account, we cannot claim to observe a cause-and- effect 
relationship. The findings drawn from our analyses 
nonetheless enable us to reach a better understanding of 
the reality in Quebec. 

A better understanding of the 
obstacles faced by young people in 
rural areas is vital
In order to promote equal opportunity and build a society 
in which the circumstances of one’s birth do not become 
an overly dominant determinant of their economic 
situation once they reach adulthood, we need to address 
the phenomenon of social mobility — or rather social 
immobility — from various angles. Our analyses suggest 
that incentivization policies and support for geographical 
mobility might contribute to increasing social mobility in 
Quebec. This approach could be part of a strategy to 
foster upward social mobility to the extent that changing 
regions seems to be associated with advantages relative 
to income. 

But many questions remain unanswered. Is there a 
shortage of opportunities within our postsecondary 
education system? Does the lack of economic 
diversification in certain rural areas increase the risk of 
professional instability and precarity? Does this manifest 
itself in a shortage of well-paid jobs in rural areas, 
especially in comparison with jobs available outside these 
areas? Our analyses do not give us answers to those 
questions and it is absolutely vital to dig deeper on these 
issues in future studies.
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Here’s how to read the graph for the birth cohort born 
between 1982 and 1985: when the parents’ income is 
situated at the 60th percentile, for instance, the model 
predicts that the income of a young person who 
remains in their region of origin — a "non-migrant" — will 
wind up at the 52nd percentile for those who grew up in 
a CMA, at the 51st percentile for those who grew up in a 
CA and at the 50th percentile for those who grew up in a 
rural area. 

When it comes to the income level attained at an adult 
age, the advantage that results from migration is 
demonstrated by the fact that the three dotted lines are 
all situated above the straight lines, which means that 
migrants’ incomes are greater than non-migrants’ for a 
given level of parental income. However, the straight 
lines for the migrants and non-migrants are not parallel 
for children having grown up in a CA or a rural area. That 
means that the advantage associated with migration is 
not uniform for all individuals growing up in families 
with different levels of income, as shown by the 
variation in the size of the gap between the straight line 

depicting migrants and that of non-migrants according 
to parental income.  

More specifically, among young people born between 
1982 and 1985 and living in a rural area or a CA at the age 
of 16, the advantage associated with migration is much 
more significant for those who grew up in a family at 
the bottom of the distribution of parental income, 
which is illustrated by the larger gaps between the 
straight lines for the bottom percentiles of parental 
income. As we move to the right along the x-axis, the 
straight lines come nearer to each other and tend to 
converge at a meeting point. The advantage conferred 
by migration — in other words, the upward mobility 
associated with migration — is less for those who grew 
up in a family situated at the peak of the distribution of 
parental income when the young person is from a rural 
region or a CA. The groups which are most 
disadvantaged are the youth who grew up in a 
low-income family in a rural area or a CA and who never 
migrated.

analyses conducted based on data contained in the 
Longitudinal and International Study of Adults (LISA) show 
that children from high-income families are more likely to 
obtain university degrees and, consequently, have higher 
incomes. Even where major disparities subsist as a 
function of parents’ income and education levels, access 
to postsecondary education can play an equalizing role. 
Parents’ levels of education weigh more heavily than their 
income in their children’s decision to pursue their studies 
(Simard-Duplain and St-Denis, 2020; St-Denis and Renée, 
2022). Analyses utilizing the Education and Labour Market 
Longitudinal Platform (ELMLP) and the Longitudinal 
Administrative Databank (LAD) show that university 
graduates from less privileged backgrounds differentiate 
themselves from young people from the same 
backgrounds through vastly greater upward mobility, 
across all educational levels (Connolly, Haeck and 
Raymond-Brousseau, 2022).

The connection between geographical mobility and social 
mobility is a topic that has rarely been studied in Canada; 
on the other hand, in the United States, an abundant 
literature has shed light on the issue. A rapidly expanding 
body of literature has documented, most notably, the 
impact of the "Great Migration" of Black Americans 
towards the Northern states starting in 1915. This was one 
of the most significant internal migration flows in the 
history of the United States. Between 1940 and 1970 
alone, nearly four million Black migrants left the rural 
South to go and live in the urban North and West. 

Analyses of historical data show that individuals who 
migrated northward more than doubled their incomes. 
However, these new arrivals wound up competing with 
already established Black workers, with the result that the 
salary gap between Blacks and Whites did not 
significantly diminish (Boustan, 2016). Other studies have 
examined the long-term economic and social impacts of 
the Great Migration on second-generation individuals 
using longitudinal census data. In terms of education and 
income, the results show statistically significant — though 
modest — advantages for Black children of the Great 
Migration when compared with children whose families 
stayed in the South. On the other hand, White 
second-generation migrants got little benefit from 
northward migration (Alexander et al., 2017).

Finally, other studies have shown that migration occurring 
within American borders has had more impact on income 

levels than education. In a cohort of children born 
between 1895 and 1910, the impact of migration was on 
average three to four times greater than the impact of one 
additional year of school. For those children who grew up 
in the poorest families, the impact was up to 10 times as 
great as that of education (Ward, 2022).

Another component of the American literature has 
focused on the impact of so-called “neighbourhood 
effects” on social mobility, using more recent data. These 
studies attempt to determine the extent to which 
children’s economic outcomes are shaped by the 
neighbourhoods they grow up in. The results of these 
studies demonstrate that when a family migrates to a city 
or area that offers better opportunities, youth do better 
on the job market (Chetty and Hendren, 2018, Rothwell et 
Massey, 2015). 

One should, however, not necessarily conclude on the 
basis of these findings that we should encourage 
large-scale migration to areas that currently seem to offer 
better opportunities. First, it is possible that not 
everyone’s relative position will be improved by migration, 
if we take into consideration general equilibrium effects. 
As well, the categorization of "areas where opportunities 
are good" and "areas where opportunities are not good" is 
imperfect. This type of categorization may be accurate at 
the present time, but might have much less value when it 
comes to future migration choices.

Detailed data on nearly 1.4 million 
young people in Quebec
Our study is the first to examine the impact of 
geographical mobility on intergenerational income 
transmission in Quebec. To achieve this, we utilized 
Statistics Canada’s Intergenerational Income Database 
(IID); its longitudinal structure enables us to follow 
children up to an advanced stage of their adult life. The 
data come from the Canada Revenue Agency’s tax data 
files. The IID identifies families of individuals born 
between 1963 and 1985 and provides access to tax 
information for parents and children over the course of 
nearly 40 years, from 1978 to 2016. In terms of 
demographics, this period is marked by a decline in rural 
population and an exodus from the core neighbourhoods 
of large cities towards peripheral urban areas.

Four cohorts of young people residing in Quebec at the 
age of 16 were followed over time: those born between 
1967 and 1970, between 1972 and 1975, between 1977 and 
1980 and between 1982 and 1985, which amounts to a 
sample of nearly 1.4 million observations. Since the IID’s 
tax files contain information on place of residence that is 
updated each year, we can know what type of region the 
young person grew up in – rural area, Census 
Agglomeration (CA) or one of the seven Census 
Metropolitan Areas (CMA), i.e., Montreal, Quebec City, 
Ottawa-Gatineau (the Quebec portion), Sherbrooke, 
Saguenay, Trois-Rivières, and Drummondville. We can 
also know whether an individual subsequently moved to 
another type of region. A person is said to have 
“migrated” if they moved to a different Census Division or 
Census Metropolitan Area between the ages of 16 and 30, 
a definition which avoids having to label as “migrations” 
moves within a same municipality. 

Many young people migrate to a new 
region in their early twenties 
In general, youth migration to another region stems from 
two main motivations: studies, in particular 
postsecondary studies, and employment. What our data 
show is entirely consistent with these scenarios. At every 
age, and for every type of region (rural, CA or CMA), we 
estimated the probability of a first migration, calculated 
for young people who have not yet done one. We are 
therefore referring to a probability that is conditional on 
the fact of not yet having migrated.

The likelihood of migration is at its lowest at the age of 
16, then increases to reach a peak around the age of 23, 
then recedes again. Young people who live outside big 
cities are more likely to migrate, with the figure reaching 
9.6 % and 9.5 %, respectively, for young people who are 
living in rural areas or CAs at age 16, versus only 3.4 % for 
youth from CMAs.

We also examined migratory flows according to parental 
income and the results are revealing: young people 
whose parents are in the bottom quartile of the income 
distribution migrate in greater numbers before the age of 
21, while those whose parents are in the top quartile 
migrate later on, between the ages of 23 and 25, which is 
a period characterized by movement tied to employment 
or to graduate studies at university. Migrations therefore 
occur earlier in the lives of young people whose parents’ 
incomes are lower, seeing also as how they are less likely 
to pursue their studies. Their entry into the labour 
market, and the associated migrations, occur earlier in 
their trajectories as young adults.

The decline in social mobility can be 
explained by two phenomena 
When it comes to migration, our analyses demonstrate 
that the decline in social mobility in Quebec results 
primarily from two phenomena: on the one hand, the 
decline in socioeconomic status of young people who at 
age 16 reside outside a major urban centre and who have 
grown up in a family that is at the bottom of the 
distribution of income, and secondly, an improvement in 
the situation of young people from the same regions who 
have grown up in families at the top of the distribution of 
income. 

Let’s see in more detail how we arrived at these 
conclusions. Our econometric analyses provide 
estimates of the relationship between geographical 
mobility and social mobility, or, to put it another way, 
between the decision to migrate or not and 
intergenerational transmission of income. In our 
analyses, parents’ income is calculated as being the 
average of the total income (before tax) of the mother 
and father when the young person is between 15 and 19 
years of age, including employment income, 
investments, social benefits and transfers. The young 
person’s income is calculated as the average of their 
total income between the ages of 30 and 36. Once these 

average incomes are calculated, percentile ranks are 
assigned to the parental income and the young person’s 
income. Differences in the cost of living among regions 
are not factored in, since the percentile ranks are 
calculated across Quebec; this is in accordance with the 
approach that has generally been adopted in the 
literature (Connolly, Haeck and Laliberté, 2022).

Our econometric strategy is based on the model known 
as "rank-rank regression". In our model, the variable to be 
explained is the percentile rank of the young person’s 
income (that of generation t) and the primary explanatory 
variable of interest is the percentile rank of the parents’ 
income (that of generation t-1). The estimate by ordinary 
least squares of the model’s key parameter yields a 
measure of the intergenerational income transmission. 
In order to analyse the influence of migration, we add to 
the rank-rank regression model a set of "triple 
interactions" between the young person’s income, their 
region of origin and migratory status to the rank-rank 
regression model, plus a set of "quadruple interactions" 
among all of these variables. Therefore, in terms of 
income level, the advantage that results from migration 
varies according to the birth cohort, the region one is 
living in at age 16 and the percentile rank of parental 
income.

The results of our econometric analyses are illustrated in 
the two graphs below. The full report includes four 
graphs, corresponding to each of the four birth cohorts 
(Boujija et al., 2023). Each straight line indicates the 
predicted percentile rank of the income of the young 
person, which is based on the percentile rank of the 
parents’ income. For each of the two birth cohorts, we 
thus have six straight lines: three regions of origin — 
rural, CA and CMA — multiplied by two migratory statuses 
— migrants and non-migrants. A steeper line indicates a 
higher level of intergenerational income transmission, 
and thus a lesser degree of socioeconomic mobility.

For the cohort of young people born between 1967 and 
1970, the straight lines are less steep than for the cohort 
of young people born between 1982 and 1985, which 
indicates a greater social mobility within each of these 
groups. Migration is indeed associated with an 
advantage in terms of income, but the advantage is less 
dependent on the parental income distribution than it is 
for the cohort of young people born between 1982 and 
1985. This is demonstrated by the fact that the straight 
lines are almost parallel. This at least is the case for 
youths living in a rural region or a CA at age 16.

To sum up, social mobility across generations gradually 
diminished between the era of the cohort of young 
people born between 1967 and 1970 and that of young 
people born between 1982 and 1985, and that decline was 
greater for young people who came from a rural area, and 
it was even greater for those who lived in such an area 
but never migrated. These individuals are clearly 
disadvantaged when it comes to potential for improving 
their economic situation relative to what their parents 
had. 

We cannot conclude that there is a 
cause-and-effect relationship 
between migration and improvement 
in one’s situation
Our analyses document intergenerational income 
transmission, but do not allow us to conclude that the 
difference in mobility according to migratory statuses is 
attributable to migration. The decision to migrate is one 
that is arrived at on the basis of various factors, some of 
which are very likely correlated to parental income and 
the individual’s income. It is therefore possible that the 
advantage associated with migration results from a 
selection effect on unobserved characteristics in these 
young people that increases the likelihood of migration 
and is associated with a higher income. 

The empirical evidence with regards to a possible 
selection effect is not clear. A British study based on 
historical data has found a strong element of 

Despite the existence of initiatives that 
foster equal opportunity, the perpetuation 
of inequality from generation to 
generation has become more pronounced 
in Quebec over the last few decades. 
Young people who have grown up in less 
privileged environments are more likely to 
remain at the bottom of the ladder as 
adults. We know that education is a key 
factor in social mobility, but a new CIRANO 
study addresses the question from 
another angle, that of geographical 
mobility. Its authors followed the 
trajectories of more than 1.4 million young 
people, and show that lack of social 
mobility has a greater impact on youths 
who have grown up outside larger cities, 
and especially those who still live outside 
them in their early thirties.

Quebec has implemented several mechanisms for 
promoting equal opportunity. Despite this, a young 
person from a less privileged background has a higher 
probability of remaining at the bottom of the income 
distribution once they have reached adulthood. This 
phenomenon is one of the manifestations of the 
reproduction of inequalities from generation to the next, 
also known as intergenerational income transmission. The 
situation worsened towards the end of the 20th century: 
young people born at the start of the 1960s into a family at 
the bottom quintile of the income distribution had a 27% 
probability of finding themselves in that bottom quintile 
in adulthood, while this likelihood was 33% for those born 
in the mid-1980s. It is thus more difficult today to climb 
the socioeconomic ladder (Connolly and Haeck, 
forthcoming).

Access to education is a key factor in 
social mobility. A change of region, 
too
Several studies have examined the role of socialization 
and education of children in social mobility. In Canada, 

endogeneity suggesting that the “best” workers from rural 
areas migrate towards the cities (Long, 2005). On the 
other hand, another study did not find a selection effect in 
the case of the 1930s exodus from the Dust Bowl in the 
United States, as drought and dust storms pushed 2.5 
million people to abandon their lands and leave the Great 
Plains (Long and Siu, 2018). In the absence of an 
econometric approach which takes this endogeneity into 
account, we cannot claim to observe a cause-and- effect 
relationship. The findings drawn from our analyses 
nonetheless enable us to reach a better understanding of 
the reality in Quebec. 

A better understanding of the 
obstacles faced by young people in 
rural areas is vital
In order to promote equal opportunity and build a society 
in which the circumstances of one’s birth do not become 
an overly dominant determinant of their economic 
situation once they reach adulthood, we need to address 
the phenomenon of social mobility — or rather social 
immobility — from various angles. Our analyses suggest 
that incentivization policies and support for geographical 
mobility might contribute to increasing social mobility in 
Quebec. This approach could be part of a strategy to 
foster upward social mobility to the extent that changing 
regions seems to be associated with advantages relative 
to income. 

But many questions remain unanswered. Is there a 
shortage of opportunities within our postsecondary 
education system? Does the lack of economic 
diversification in certain rural areas increase the risk of 
professional instability and precarity? Does this manifest 
itself in a shortage of well-paid jobs in rural areas, 
especially in comparison with jobs available outside these 
areas? Our analyses do not give us answers to those 
questions and it is absolutely vital to dig deeper on these 
issues in future studies.
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Here’s how to read the graph for the birth cohort born 
between 1982 and 1985: when the parents’ income is 
situated at the 60th percentile, for instance, the model 
predicts that the income of a young person who 
remains in their region of origin — a "non-migrant" — will 
wind up at the 52nd percentile for those who grew up in 
a CMA, at the 51st percentile for those who grew up in a 
CA and at the 50th percentile for those who grew up in a 
rural area. 

When it comes to the income level attained at an adult 
age, the advantage that results from migration is 
demonstrated by the fact that the three dotted lines are 
all situated above the straight lines, which means that 
migrants’ incomes are greater than non-migrants’ for a 
given level of parental income. However, the straight 
lines for the migrants and non-migrants are not parallel 
for children having grown up in a CA or a rural area. That 
means that the advantage associated with migration is 
not uniform for all individuals growing up in families 
with different levels of income, as shown by the 
variation in the size of the gap between the straight line 

depicting migrants and that of non-migrants according 
to parental income.  

More specifically, among young people born between 
1982 and 1985 and living in a rural area or a CA at the age 
of 16, the advantage associated with migration is much 
more significant for those who grew up in a family at 
the bottom of the distribution of parental income, 
which is illustrated by the larger gaps between the 
straight lines for the bottom percentiles of parental 
income. As we move to the right along the x-axis, the 
straight lines come nearer to each other and tend to 
converge at a meeting point. The advantage conferred 
by migration — in other words, the upward mobility 
associated with migration — is less for those who grew 
up in a family situated at the peak of the distribution of 
parental income when the young person is from a rural 
region or a CA. The groups which are most 
disadvantaged are the youth who grew up in a 
low-income family in a rural area or a CA and who never 
migrated.

analyses conducted based on data contained in the 
Longitudinal and International Study of Adults (LISA) show 
that children from high-income families are more likely to 
obtain university degrees and, consequently, have higher 
incomes. Even where major disparities subsist as a 
function of parents’ income and education levels, access 
to postsecondary education can play an equalizing role. 
Parents’ levels of education weigh more heavily than their 
income in their children’s decision to pursue their studies 
(Simard-Duplain and St-Denis, 2020; St-Denis and Renée, 
2022). Analyses utilizing the Education and Labour Market 
Longitudinal Platform (ELMLP) and the Longitudinal 
Administrative Databank (LAD) show that university 
graduates from less privileged backgrounds differentiate 
themselves from young people from the same 
backgrounds through vastly greater upward mobility, 
across all educational levels (Connolly, Haeck and 
Raymond-Brousseau, 2022).

The connection between geographical mobility and social 
mobility is a topic that has rarely been studied in Canada; 
on the other hand, in the United States, an abundant 
literature has shed light on the issue. A rapidly expanding 
body of literature has documented, most notably, the 
impact of the "Great Migration" of Black Americans 
towards the Northern states starting in 1915. This was one 
of the most significant internal migration flows in the 
history of the United States. Between 1940 and 1970 
alone, nearly four million Black migrants left the rural 
South to go and live in the urban North and West. 

Analyses of historical data show that individuals who 
migrated northward more than doubled their incomes. 
However, these new arrivals wound up competing with 
already established Black workers, with the result that the 
salary gap between Blacks and Whites did not 
significantly diminish (Boustan, 2016). Other studies have 
examined the long-term economic and social impacts of 
the Great Migration on second-generation individuals 
using longitudinal census data. In terms of education and 
income, the results show statistically significant — though 
modest — advantages for Black children of the Great 
Migration when compared with children whose families 
stayed in the South. On the other hand, White 
second-generation migrants got little benefit from 
northward migration (Alexander et al., 2017).

Finally, other studies have shown that migration occurring 
within American borders has had more impact on income 

levels than education. In a cohort of children born 
between 1895 and 1910, the impact of migration was on 
average three to four times greater than the impact of one 
additional year of school. For those children who grew up 
in the poorest families, the impact was up to 10 times as 
great as that of education (Ward, 2022).

Another component of the American literature has 
focused on the impact of so-called “neighbourhood 
effects” on social mobility, using more recent data. These 
studies attempt to determine the extent to which 
children’s economic outcomes are shaped by the 
neighbourhoods they grow up in. The results of these 
studies demonstrate that when a family migrates to a city 
or area that offers better opportunities, youth do better 
on the job market (Chetty and Hendren, 2018, Rothwell et 
Massey, 2015). 

One should, however, not necessarily conclude on the 
basis of these findings that we should encourage 
large-scale migration to areas that currently seem to offer 
better opportunities. First, it is possible that not 
everyone’s relative position will be improved by migration, 
if we take into consideration general equilibrium effects. 
As well, the categorization of "areas where opportunities 
are good" and "areas where opportunities are not good" is 
imperfect. This type of categorization may be accurate at 
the present time, but might have much less value when it 
comes to future migration choices.

Detailed data on nearly 1.4 million 
young people in Quebec
Our study is the first to examine the impact of 
geographical mobility on intergenerational income 
transmission in Quebec. To achieve this, we utilized 
Statistics Canada’s Intergenerational Income Database 
(IID); its longitudinal structure enables us to follow 
children up to an advanced stage of their adult life. The 
data come from the Canada Revenue Agency’s tax data 
files. The IID identifies families of individuals born 
between 1963 and 1985 and provides access to tax 
information for parents and children over the course of 
nearly 40 years, from 1978 to 2016. In terms of 
demographics, this period is marked by a decline in rural 
population and an exodus from the core neighbourhoods 
of large cities towards peripheral urban areas.

Four cohorts of young people residing in Quebec at the 
age of 16 were followed over time: those born between 
1967 and 1970, between 1972 and 1975, between 1977 and 
1980 and between 1982 and 1985, which amounts to a 
sample of nearly 1.4 million observations. Since the IID’s 
tax files contain information on place of residence that is 
updated each year, we can know what type of region the 
young person grew up in – rural area, Census 
Agglomeration (CA) or one of the seven Census 
Metropolitan Areas (CMA), i.e., Montreal, Quebec City, 
Ottawa-Gatineau (the Quebec portion), Sherbrooke, 
Saguenay, Trois-Rivières, and Drummondville. We can 
also know whether an individual subsequently moved to 
another type of region. A person is said to have 
“migrated” if they moved to a different Census Division or 
Census Metropolitan Area between the ages of 16 and 30, 
a definition which avoids having to label as “migrations” 
moves within a same municipality. 

Many young people migrate to a new 
region in their early twenties 
In general, youth migration to another region stems from 
two main motivations: studies, in particular 
postsecondary studies, and employment. What our data 
show is entirely consistent with these scenarios. At every 
age, and for every type of region (rural, CA or CMA), we 
estimated the probability of a first migration, calculated 
for young people who have not yet done one. We are 
therefore referring to a probability that is conditional on 
the fact of not yet having migrated.

The likelihood of migration is at its lowest at the age of 
16, then increases to reach a peak around the age of 23, 
then recedes again. Young people who live outside big 
cities are more likely to migrate, with the figure reaching 
9.6 % and 9.5 %, respectively, for young people who are 
living in rural areas or CAs at age 16, versus only 3.4 % for 
youth from CMAs.

We also examined migratory flows according to parental 
income and the results are revealing: young people 
whose parents are in the bottom quartile of the income 
distribution migrate in greater numbers before the age of 
21, while those whose parents are in the top quartile 
migrate later on, between the ages of 23 and 25, which is 
a period characterized by movement tied to employment 
or to graduate studies at university. Migrations therefore 
occur earlier in the lives of young people whose parents’ 
incomes are lower, seeing also as how they are less likely 
to pursue their studies. Their entry into the labour 
market, and the associated migrations, occur earlier in 
their trajectories as young adults.

The decline in social mobility can be 
explained by two phenomena 
When it comes to migration, our analyses demonstrate 
that the decline in social mobility in Quebec results 
primarily from two phenomena: on the one hand, the 
decline in socioeconomic status of young people who at 
age 16 reside outside a major urban centre and who have 
grown up in a family that is at the bottom of the 
distribution of income, and secondly, an improvement in 
the situation of young people from the same regions who 
have grown up in families at the top of the distribution of 
income. 

Let’s see in more detail how we arrived at these 
conclusions. Our econometric analyses provide 
estimates of the relationship between geographical 
mobility and social mobility, or, to put it another way, 
between the decision to migrate or not and 
intergenerational transmission of income. In our 
analyses, parents’ income is calculated as being the 
average of the total income (before tax) of the mother 
and father when the young person is between 15 and 19 
years of age, including employment income, 
investments, social benefits and transfers. The young 
person’s income is calculated as the average of their 
total income between the ages of 30 and 36. Once these 

average incomes are calculated, percentile ranks are 
assigned to the parental income and the young person’s 
income. Differences in the cost of living among regions 
are not factored in, since the percentile ranks are 
calculated across Quebec; this is in accordance with the 
approach that has generally been adopted in the 
literature (Connolly, Haeck and Laliberté, 2022).

Our econometric strategy is based on the model known 
as "rank-rank regression". In our model, the variable to be 
explained is the percentile rank of the young person’s 
income (that of generation t) and the primary explanatory 
variable of interest is the percentile rank of the parents’ 
income (that of generation t-1). The estimate by ordinary 
least squares of the model’s key parameter yields a 
measure of the intergenerational income transmission. 
In order to analyse the influence of migration, we add to 
the rank-rank regression model a set of "triple 
interactions" between the young person’s income, their 
region of origin and migratory status to the rank-rank 
regression model, plus a set of "quadruple interactions" 
among all of these variables. Therefore, in terms of 
income level, the advantage that results from migration 
varies according to the birth cohort, the region one is 
living in at age 16 and the percentile rank of parental 
income.

The results of our econometric analyses are illustrated in 
the two graphs below. The full report includes four 
graphs, corresponding to each of the four birth cohorts 
(Boujija et al., 2023). Each straight line indicates the 
predicted percentile rank of the income of the young 
person, which is based on the percentile rank of the 
parents’ income. For each of the two birth cohorts, we 
thus have six straight lines: three regions of origin — 
rural, CA and CMA — multiplied by two migratory statuses 
— migrants and non-migrants. A steeper line indicates a 
higher level of intergenerational income transmission, 
and thus a lesser degree of socioeconomic mobility.

For the cohort of young people born between 1967 and 
1970, the straight lines are less steep than for the cohort 
of young people born between 1982 and 1985, which 
indicates a greater social mobility within each of these 
groups. Migration is indeed associated with an 
advantage in terms of income, but the advantage is less 
dependent on the parental income distribution than it is 
for the cohort of young people born between 1982 and 
1985. This is demonstrated by the fact that the straight 
lines are almost parallel. This at least is the case for 
youths living in a rural region or a CA at age 16.

To sum up, social mobility across generations gradually 
diminished between the era of the cohort of young 
people born between 1967 and 1970 and that of young 
people born between 1982 and 1985, and that decline was 
greater for young people who came from a rural area, and 
it was even greater for those who lived in such an area 
but never migrated. These individuals are clearly 
disadvantaged when it comes to potential for improving 
their economic situation relative to what their parents 
had. 

We cannot conclude that there is a 
cause-and-effect relationship 
between migration and improvement 
in one’s situation
Our analyses document intergenerational income 
transmission, but do not allow us to conclude that the 
difference in mobility according to migratory statuses is 
attributable to migration. The decision to migrate is one 
that is arrived at on the basis of various factors, some of 
which are very likely correlated to parental income and 
the individual’s income. It is therefore possible that the 
advantage associated with migration results from a 
selection effect on unobserved characteristics in these 
young people that increases the likelihood of migration 
and is associated with a higher income. 

The empirical evidence with regards to a possible 
selection effect is not clear. A British study based on 
historical data has found a strong element of 

Despite the existence of initiatives that 
foster equal opportunity, the perpetuation 
of inequality from generation to 
generation has become more pronounced 
in Quebec over the last few decades. 
Young people who have grown up in less 
privileged environments are more likely to 
remain at the bottom of the ladder as 
adults. We know that education is a key 
factor in social mobility, but a new CIRANO 
study addresses the question from 
another angle, that of geographical 
mobility. Its authors followed the 
trajectories of more than 1.4 million young 
people, and show that lack of social 
mobility has a greater impact on youths 
who have grown up outside larger cities, 
and especially those who still live outside 
them in their early thirties.

Quebec has implemented several mechanisms for 
promoting equal opportunity. Despite this, a young 
person from a less privileged background has a higher 
probability of remaining at the bottom of the income 
distribution once they have reached adulthood. This 
phenomenon is one of the manifestations of the 
reproduction of inequalities from generation to the next, 
also known as intergenerational income transmission. The 
situation worsened towards the end of the 20th century: 
young people born at the start of the 1960s into a family at 
the bottom quintile of the income distribution had a 27% 
probability of finding themselves in that bottom quintile 
in adulthood, while this likelihood was 33% for those born 
in the mid-1980s. It is thus more difficult today to climb 
the socioeconomic ladder (Connolly and Haeck, 
forthcoming).

Access to education is a key factor in 
social mobility. A change of region, 
too
Several studies have examined the role of socialization 
and education of children in social mobility. In Canada, 

endogeneity suggesting that the “best” workers from rural 
areas migrate towards the cities (Long, 2005). On the 
other hand, another study did not find a selection effect in 
the case of the 1930s exodus from the Dust Bowl in the 
United States, as drought and dust storms pushed 2.5 
million people to abandon their lands and leave the Great 
Plains (Long and Siu, 2018). In the absence of an 
econometric approach which takes this endogeneity into 
account, we cannot claim to observe a cause-and- effect 
relationship. The findings drawn from our analyses 
nonetheless enable us to reach a better understanding of 
the reality in Quebec. 

A better understanding of the 
obstacles faced by young people in 
rural areas is vital
In order to promote equal opportunity and build a society 
in which the circumstances of one’s birth do not become 
an overly dominant determinant of their economic 
situation once they reach adulthood, we need to address 
the phenomenon of social mobility — or rather social 
immobility — from various angles. Our analyses suggest 
that incentivization policies and support for geographical 
mobility might contribute to increasing social mobility in 
Quebec. This approach could be part of a strategy to 
foster upward social mobility to the extent that changing 
regions seems to be associated with advantages relative 
to income. 

But many questions remain unanswered. Is there a 
shortage of opportunities within our postsecondary 
education system? Does the lack of economic 
diversification in certain rural areas increase the risk of 
professional instability and precarity? Does this manifest 
itself in a shortage of well-paid jobs in rural areas, 
especially in comparison with jobs available outside these 
areas? Our analyses do not give us answers to those 
questions and it is absolutely vital to dig deeper on these 
issues in future studies.
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