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I
s there  a  relat ionship 

between the personality 

of  chi ldren and the ir 

socioeconomic status (SES)? A 

wide body of research has found 

a robust link between students’ 

socioeconomic background 

and academic achievement. 

Despite this, little is known 

about the relationship between 

Does Socioeconomic
Background Matter? 

socioeconomic background 

and  t he  p ers ona l i ty  and 

preferences of children. A good 

understanding of the latter is 

important because personality 

traits and preferences shape 

many facets of an individual’s 

subsequent life, including his 

or her occupational choice, 

income, work performance, life 

satisfaction, and even health 

behaviour.

To explore the relationship 

between family background 

and  s tudent  p ers ona l i t y 

and preferences, I examine 

data from the Programme 

for International Student 

Assessment (PISA) 2015. This 

is a large-scale international 
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survey, conducted in 2015, in 

which Singapore Schools were 

part of. It provides information 

on the Mathematics, Science, 

a n d  E n g l i s h  l a n g u a g e 

competencies of each 15-year-

old student who took part in 

the survey (as measured by the 

student’s skills and abilities in 

solving real-world problems), 

as well  as detailed family 

background characteristics 

of these students. Students 

were required to answer a 

comprehensive set of questions 

relating to how they felt about 

school and learning, allowing 

one to glean insights on their 

att itudes and aspirat ions 

t ow ard s  e du c at i on .  T h e 

Singapore sample, consisting of 

5,508 students, is representative 

of our 15-year-old population.

Since 15-year-old students 

in the sample came from a 

variety of grade levels, and 

because the overwhelming 

majority came from Secondary 

4, I restrict my sample to 

students from Secondary 4. 

There are a variety of ways 

to measure the socioeconomic 

background of  chi ldren. 

In this article,  I  measure 

socioeconomic background 

u s i n g  t h e  e d u c a t i o n a l 

attainment of a child’s parents. 

In particular, I classify a child 

as belonging to a higher SES 

if at least one of the child’s 

parents has received some 

form of tertiary education and 

belonging to a lower SES if 

neither of the child’s parents 

has received any form of 

tertiary education. That said, 

it should be noted that none 

of the conclusions about the 

influence of socioeconomic 

background change even 

when alternative measures for 

socioeconomic background 

are used (for instance, the 

conclusions are vir tual ly 

identical even when I use the 

Index of Economic, Social, 

and Cultural Status created by 

PISA, which measures SES on 

the basis of several aspects such 

as the parents’ occupational 

status, parents’ highest level 

of education, family wealth, 

e d u c a t i o n a l  r e s o u r c e s 

possessed, and possessions 

related to “classical” culture in 

the student’s home).

Table 1 shows results from 

eight different regressions, 

where a different personality 

trait / subject achievement is 

regressed on the binary variable 

measuring socioeconomic 

background. The values in 

the table are the estimated 

coefficients on the binary 

variable measuring SES from 

each of these simple regressions. 

This binary variable is equal to 

1 if the child is from a high SES 

family and equal to 0 otherwise. 

As can be seen,  chi ldren 

from better socioeconomic 

backgrounds differ along many 

dimensions from their lower 

Children from higher SES 

families tend to have higher 

expectations of themselves, are 

armed with more ambition and 

drive, and enjoy learning and 

taking the interests of others into 

consideration more.
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Table 1: Simple Regressions of Student Personality Traits / Academic 
Performance on a Binary Variable Indicating High SES

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

Variable Expect to 

Complete 

University

Want to Be 

Best Student 

in Class 

Take What 

Interests 

Others into 

Account

Enjoy 

Acquiring 

Knowledge

Speak 

English at 

Home

Science Test 

Score

Math Test 

Score

English Test 

Score

High SES 0.260*** 0.018* 0.034*** 0.057*** 0.308*** 0.550*** 0.469*** 0.553***

(0.013) (0.010) (0.008) (0.010) (0.013) (0.026) (0.026) (0.026)

Observations 5,423 5,419 5,410 5,363 5,427 5,430 5,430 5,430

R-Squared 0.070 0.001 0.004 0.006 0.095 0.076 0.055 0.077

Notes: Each column summarises the results of a separate regression of a student trait / academic performance on a binary 

variable measuring a student’s socioeconomic background (1 if student is from a high SES family and 0 if from a lower SES 

family). The dependent variable in column (1) is whether the student expects to complete university education. The dependent 

variable in column (2) is a binary variable indicating whether the student wants to be among the top students in the class. The 

dependent variable in column (3) is a binary variable indicating whether the student takes what interests others into account.  

The dependent variable in column (4) is a binary variable indicating whether the student enjoys acquiring knowledge in  

Science. The dependent variable in column (5) is a binary variable indicating whether the student speaks English as a home 

language. The dependent variable in column (6) is the student’s test score in the Science Assessment. The dependent variable 

in column (7) is the student’s test score in the Math Assessment. The dependent variable in column (8) is the student’s test 

score in the English Language Assessment. Robust standard errors are shown in parentheses. *** p-value<0.01, ** p-value<0.05,  

* p-value<0.1.

Table 2: Regressions of Student Personality Traits / Academic 
Performance on a Binary Variable Indicating High SES, Controlling 
for Age, Gender, and Migration Status

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

Variable Expect to 

Complete 

University

Want to Be 

Best Student 

in Class 

Take What 

Interests 

Others into 

Account

Enjoy 

Acquiring 

Knowledge

Speak 

English at 

Home

Science Test 

Score

Math Test 

Score

English Test 

Score

High SES 0.251*** 0.016 0.034*** 0.053*** 0.324*** 0.538*** 0.461*** 0.539***

(0.013) (0.011) (0.008) (0.010) (0.013) (0.026) (0.027) (0.026)

Observations 5,423 5,419 5,410 5,363 5,427 5,430 5,430 5,430

R-Squared 0.088 0.002 0.005 0.010 0.110 0.081 0.060 0.092

Notes: Each column summarises the results of a separate regression of a student trait / academic performance on a binary 

variable measuring student socioeconomic background (1 if student is from a high SES family and 0 if from a lower SES family). 

All regressions control for student gender, age, and migration status. The dependent variable in column (1) is whether the  

student expects to complete university education. The dependent variable in column (2) is a binary variable indicating whether  

the student wants to be among the top students in the class. The dependent variable in column (3) is a binary variable indicating 

whether the student takes what interests others into account. The dependent variable in column (4) is a binary variable  

indicating whether the student enjoys acquiring knowledge in Science. The dependent variable in column (5) is a binary  

variable indicating whether the student speaks English as a home language. The dependent variable in column (6) is the student’s 

test score in the Science Assessment. The dependent variable in column (7) is the student’s test score in the Math Assessment. 

The dependent variable in column (8) is the student’s test score in the English Language Assessment. Robust standard errors are 

shown in parentheses. *** p-value<0.01, ** p-value<0.05, * p-value<0.1.
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SES counterparts. Specifically, 

children from higher SES 

families are considerably more 

likely to expect that they will 

successfully complete university 

education, to aspire to be among 

the top performers in class, to 

take what interests others into 

account, and to enjoy acquiring 

new knowledge. These indicate 

that children from higher SES 

families tend to have higher 

expectations of themselves, are 

armed with more ambition and 

drive, and enjoy learning and 

taking the interests of others 

into consideration more.  

The fact that students differ 

on these traits based on SES has 

important implications because 

these traits — including the 

drive to succeed, ambition, 

willingness to learn, and ability 

to consider the viewpoints of 

others — are precisely those 

traits which are rewarded in the 

labour market. This suggests 

that the well-documented 

relationship between earnings 

and family background could 

be due not just to the tendency 

for parents from higher SES 

families to better invest in their 

children’s human capital or 

for children from higher SES 

families to have greater access 

to social networks which help 

them achieve higher-paying 

jobs, but to the tendency, as 

well, for individuals from better 

socioeconomic backgrounds to 

possess precisely those attributes 

which are valued by employers. 

The simple comparisons in the 

table show that differences in 

these traits between students 

from different socioeconomic 

backgrounds emerge even 

before they actually enter the 

labour market, while still in 

school. 

Table 1 also shows two 

other things: children from 

higher SES families (1) are more 

likely to speak the test language 

(English) at home and (2) to fare 

considerably better in terms of 

The well-documented relationship between earnings 

and family background could be due not just to the 

tendency for parents from higher SES families to 

better invest in their children’s human capital or for 

children from higher SES families to have greater 

access to social networks which help them achieve 

higher-paying jobs, but to the tendency, as well, for 

individuals from better socioeconomic backgrounds 

to possess precisely those attributes which are valued 

by employers. 
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academic results. While 66% of 

kids from higher SES families 

speak English at home, only 

35% of kids from lower SES 

families do the same. Because 

test scores in this analysis are 

standardised (subject test scores 

are standardised by subtracting 

the mean score from each 

student’s score before dividing 

by the standard deviation of 

the test score distribution), the 

values in the table should be 

interpreted in the following way: 

Compared to students from 

lower SES families, students 

from higher SES families scored 

approximately 0.55, 0.47, and 

0.55 standard deviations higher 

respectively on the Science, 

Mathematics, and English 

language assessments. These 

test score differences are not 

only statistically significant 

(significant at the 1% level in 

each case) but are also very large 

in magnitude. Socioeconomic 

background accounts for a  

n o n - t r i v i a l  f r a c t i o n  o f 

the variation in individual 

test scores across students, 

approximately 5 to 8%. 

The fact that children from 

lower SES families lag behind 

their higher SES counterparts 

has important implications 

for social mobility because 

academic performance in 

national exams determines in 

large part the type of education 

one will and can eventually 

receive (for instance, whether 

one is admitted to the normal 

technical or express stream in 

secondary school; or whether 

one is admitted to an Institute 

of  Te chn i c a l  E du c at i on , 

polytechnic, or junior college, 



The fact that children from lower 

SES families lag behind their higher 

SES counterparts has important 

implications for social mobility 

because academic performance in 

national exams determines in large 

part the type of education one will 

and can eventually receive.
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post-secondary, depends not 

just on one’s preferences, but 

on how well one performs in 

the Primary School Leaving 

Examination and the “O” or 

“N” levels respectively), the 

kind of peers one has, and 

ultimately, the type of jobs 

which are open to the person.  

Because personality traits, 

academic performance, and 

socioeconomic background 

might be related to children’s 

migration status, age, and 

gender, I run the regressions 

in Table 1, again, but this time, 

control for students’ migration 

status (whether Singapore or 

foreign born), age, and gender. 

The estimated coefficients on 

the SES variable from these 

regressions are shown in 

Table 2. They show that none 

of the conclusions regarding 

the relat ionship between 

personality traits / academic 

performance and SES change 

even if these characteristics are 

held constant.

This analysis has shown that 

the academic performance and 

personality traits of students 

are strongly shaped by family 

background. While the strong 

association between academic 

achievement and family SES 

has been widely established in 

the literature and perhaps is not 

Kelvin Seah Kah Cheng is a Lecturer in the Department of 

Economics, National University of Singapore, and a Research 

Affiliate at the Institute of Labor Economics (IZA). His research 

focuses on the economics of education.

too surprising, what is more 

eye-raising is the finding on 

how children from lower SES 

families feel about education, 

their school experience, and 

themselves.

H e r e ,  i n  S i n g a p o r e , 

considerable effort has been 

made to ensure that students, 

regardless of background, 

are on a level playing field. 

Many financial provisions are 

available to students from lower 

SES families, such as the MOE 

Financial Assistance Scheme 

which provides an umbrella 

of benefits including school 

fee waivers, free textbooks, 

subsidised transport, and 

meals. Still, the findings from 

this analysis suggest that more 

can potentially be done to help 

children from low SES families. 

Apart from providing them 

with the tangible resources to 

address disparities in academic 

achievement, there is scope for 

us to explore ways to empower 

them to think positively about 

schooling and their capabilities 

so that they may create a better 

future for themselves. 
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Is the World Getting

More Unequal?

What is the Gini 
coefficient?

The Gini  coef f ic ient 

measures  the  degree 

of income inequality. 

Its value ranges from 

0 to 1 (although this is 

sometimes scaled from 

0 to 100). A value of 0 

m e ans  t h at  i n c om e s 

are perfectly equal (i.e., 

everyone has the same 

income) while a value of 

1 means that incomes are 

perfectly unequal (i.e., one 

person has all the income 

while everyone else has 

zero income).

by Christabelle Soh

The Gini coefficient 

is not the only measure 

of income inequality. 

Other more intuitively 

understandable measures 

include the ratio of the 

income earned by the top 

decile of income earners 

to the income earned by 

the bottom decile. A ratio 

of 7:1 would mean that the 

top 10% of income earners 

make seven times of what 

the bottom 10% does. A 

higher ratio would mean 

a greater extent of income 

inequality and conversely, 

a lower ratio would mean 

more equal  incomes. 

Another similar measure 

is the interquartile range 

of incomes, which is the 

difference in incomes 

between the top quartile 

and bottom quartile of 

income earners. For the 

more statistically inclined, 

statistics that measure 

the spread of the income 

distribution such as the 

variance or the standard 

deviation could be used 

too.

T
o answer the question of 

whether the world is getting 

more unequal, we need to 

understand one of the most commonly 

used measures of inequality — the Gini 

coefficient.
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Nonetheless, of the many 

measures available, the Gini 

coefficient is quite commonly 

used because it is rigorous in the 

sense that all data points have an 

effect on its value (in contrast, 

measures like the interquartile 

range are not affected by how 

skewed incomes are in between 

the top and bottom quartile) 

while still being easy enough 

to comprehend (in contrast to 

the statistical measures like the 

standard deviation).

The global Gini 
coefficient

Hellebrandt and Mauro (2015)1 

estimated that in the decade 

leading up to 2013, the global 

Gini coefficient had decreased 

from 0.687 to 0.649, meaning 

that global inequality had 

actually decreased.

The quest ion then,  is 

why the data does not seem 

to corroborate with ground 

sentiments. Ask any person on 

the street whether he/she feels 

that income inequality is rising 

or falling and chances are, he/

she would say that it is rising. 

Yet, the data shows quite clearly 

that inequality is falling. To 

1 Hellebrandt, Tomas and Mauro, Paolo (2015) — The Future of Worldwide Income Distribution (April 1, 2015). 

Peterson Institute for International Economics Working Paper No. 15-7. Available at SSRN or http://dx.doi.

org/10.2139/ssrn.2593894
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understand why this is so, we 

need to first delve into what 

affects global inequality.

Global inequality is affected 

by inequality within countries 

a n d  i n e q u a l i t y  b e t w e e n 

countries. The sense of rising 

inequality is driven by rising 

inequality within countries 

as it is the inequality within 

countries that is more salient 

to most people. The lifestyle 

differences between the rich 

and poor in the same country is 

more apparent than the lifestyle 

differences between people 

living in richer and poorer 

countries. Data wise, inequality 

within countries has indeed 

been rising. For example, 

according to the Singapore 

Department of Statistics, across 

the same period (2003–2013), 

Singapore’s Gini coefficient 

before government transfers 

and taxes increased from 0.458 

to 0.463.2 The increase in Gini 

coefficient was also observed in 

the US (0.44 to 0.45).3 

The reduction in the global 

Gini coefficient, however, was 

driven by the reduction in 

inequality between countries. 

This is because developing 

countries have been experienc-

ing faster income growth com-

pared to developed countries (a 

phenomenon known as con-

vergence where all economies 

eventually converge in terms 

of having similar incomes per 

capita). Between 2003 and 

2013, the gross domestic prod-

uct (GDP) per capita growth in 

developing countries excluding 

China averaged about 2.8%.4 

The figure for Organisation for 

Economic Cooperation and 

Development (OECD), a proxy 

for developed countries, was 

only 1.0%.5

In short, global inequality 

had been falling because in-

equality between countries had 

been falling and outweighing 

the rise in inequality within 

countries. While the data pre-

sented only cover 2003 to 2013, 

the trend of rising inequality 

within countries and falling 

inequality between countries 

appears to have been sustained 

till 2017.

Will inequality 
continue to rise 
within countries 
and fall between 
countries?

Whether the scenario of rising 

inequality within countries 

and falling inequality between 

countries will persist will de-

pend on trends in technological 

advancement and globalisation.

Technological advance-

ment has a direct effect on 

income inequality within a 

country. Each wave of industrial 

revolution replaced labour 

with capital/technology. The 

2 Household incomes of all groups rise except for top 10%, The Straits Times, 19 February 2014.

3 https://www.statista.com/statistics/374655/gini-index-for-income-distribution-equality-for-us-families/

4 http://www.worldbank.org/content/dam/Worldbank/document/Africa/Report/state-of-the-region-2014-spring-meetings.pdf

5 https://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=PDB_GR#

The lifestyle differences between the rich and 

poor in the same country is more apparent 

than the lifestyle differences between people 

living in richer and poorer countries.
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Fourth Industrial Revolution 

is no different in that regard. 

What is different is the type of 

labour that is being replaced. 

In the past, it was standardised 

and repetitive manual jobs 

that were replaced. In today’s 

world, the jobs being replaced 

are increasingly cognitive in 

nature. White collar jobs that 

currently form the bulk of 

middle-income employment 

( e . g . ,  a c c o u n t i n g )  w i l l 

increasingly be diminished. 

This hollowing out of the 

middle will worsen income 

inequality in two ways. First, 

a gap in the middle naturally 

creates a larger disparity in 

incomes. Second, since the 

displaced workers lack upward 

mobility, they will move into the 

labour markets at the bottom 

end instead. The increase in 

supply of labour at the bottom 

end will then depress wages 

further. Thus, unless progress 

in artificial intelligence and 

machine learning is halted 

(an unlikely and undesirable 

scenario), inequality within 

countries will continue to 

increase.
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Technological advance-

ment also affects income in-

equality between countries. 

First, it allows developing 

countries to leapfrog devel-

oped economies by lowering 

certain barriers. For example, 

the spread of mobile phones 

in Kenya made it easier for 

more people to be plugged 

into the financial infrastruc-

ture through M Pesa, a mobile 

phone-based money transfer, 

financing and microfinanc-

ing service. WeChat in China 

serves a similar function (and 

more). Second, technological 

advancement facilitated glo-

balisation through lowering 

barriers to trade, capital flows, 

and labour flows. Such flows 

have generally benefitted de-

veloping countries to a greater 

extent through creating multi-

ple channels for growth such 

as exports and inward foreign 

direct investment (FDI).

Ho w e v e r,  c o n t i n u e d 

globalisation is not necessarily 

a given. While technological 

developments have lowered the 

barriers to trade, capital, and 

labour flows, artificial barriers 

have sprung up instead. In the 

US, President Donald Trump 

pulled out of the Trans-Pacific 

Partnership (TPP) and followed 

up with slapping tariffs on a 

range of products. In the UK, 

voters voted for Brexit. While 

France’s election of Emmanuel 

Macron is an endorsement of 

the belief in open markets, its 

significance lies more in the 

fact that it bucks the prevailing 

trend towards nationalism and 

closed doors. Such a climate is 

unlikely to change while global 

growth remains anaemic and 

the disenfranchised do not 

see their lives improve. Since 

the fortunes of developing 

economies are tied to more 

open markets, de-globalisation 

would slow the convergence 

b etween de veloping  and 

developed economies. Thus, 

inequality between countries 

is likely to fall but more slowly 

(it is unlikely to increase since 

the growth rate of developing 

countries’ GDP per capita will 

naturally be higher given the 

lower base that it starts from). 

Governments naturally 

care about inequality within 

countries and much less so 

about inequality between 

c o u nt r i e s .  Non e t h e l e s s , 

governments should take 

actions that reduce both.

Redistribution is not 
a bad word

In thinking about inequality 

w i t h i n  c o u nt r i e s ,  s i n c e 

technological advancement is 

one of the driving forces of such 

inequality, should we stop the 

progress of technology or make 

it extremely expensive to adopt 

new technology? The answer is 

a clear and resounding no. If 

Since the fortunes of developing economies are tied 

to more open markets, de-globalisation would slow 

the convergence between developing and developed 

economies.
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the Luddites, a band of 19th-

century workmen who went 

around destroying machinery 

in cotton mills to protect their 

jobs, were successful, our world 

would be a much poorer place 

today. Instead, what is needed 

is to accept the benefits that 

technological advancement 

presents, and take a good hard 

look at redistribution after. 

Redistribution is anathema 

to some economists who argue 

that it reduces the incentive to 

work hard and distorts markets. 

However, there is a distinction 

between redistribution to 

achieve equal outcomes and 

redistribution to achieve equal 

opportunity. The former is 

indeed a terrible idea. The 

latter, however, would pay 

for itself by allowing every 

unit of labour reaches its 

potent ia l .  Unfortunately, 

while the concept is simple, 

implementation would be 

challenging. For starters, equal 

opportunity would need to be 

clearly and accurately defined 

— a difficult task.

Regarding  inequa l i ty 

between countries, governments 

should embrace globalisation 

not  because  it  decreases 

inequality between countries 

but because globalisation 

creates mutual benefits. Trade 

benefits the developing world 

by creating jobs and the rich 

world by lowering prices and 

increasing purchasing power. 

Capital flows generate income 

for the source country and 

form a source of finance, as 

well as facilitate technological 

transfers for the recipient 

country. Remittances from 

labour outflows add to source 

countries’ incomes and help 

fill up labour shortages in host 

countries (especially rich and 

ageing ones). However, while 

the benefits of globalisation 

outweigh its costs, the benefits 

and costs are not equally spread 

out. In developed economies, 

many blue-collared workers 

have borne the brunt of the 

costs  but  not  enjoyed as 

much of the benefits. Here 

too, redistribution for equal 

opportunity is key.

In conclusion, if no action 

is taken, inequality within 

countries will increase and 

that between countries will 

decrease much more slowly. 

The solution is to continue to 

embrace both technological 

changes and globalisation while 

also strengthening policies to 

mitigate their redistributive 

effects. Such policies should 

achieve equal opportunity but 

not necessarily equal outcomes. 

E x p e r i m e n t s  i n v o l v i n g 

universal basic incomes should 

yield useful findings on the 

feasibility of such policies.

Regarding inequality between countries, 

governments should embrace globalisation 

not because it decreases inequality between 

countries but because globalisation creates 

mutual benefits.


