
Switzerland as a land of opportunity? Intergenerational mobility in Basel since the Middle Ages. 

Social mobility is a key element of meritocratic societies. We measure the long-run educational 

mobility in Switzerland since 1550 using the example of the University of Basel. The underlying 

dataset contains hand-collected yearly data from 1550 to 2000. This yearly dataset allows us to 

execute a long-run study of social mobility over 14 generations using surnames as a group-mean 

variable. Our analysis shows that the average persistence rate is equal to 0.39 over all analyzed 

generations. Thus, our study fits well into the existing literature, which so far consists mainly of 

studies of the intergenerational social mobility over just a few generations. Furthermore, our analysis 

shows that the generation of grandparents does not have an independent influence on the 

inheritance of educational status. Additionally, we develop a transition matrix showing that the social 

status is less persistent for the lower class than for the families of high social status. 


