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Proxy-reports in Sociology

Proxy-reports of socioeconomic background are in many surveys...

... And used in many analyses

But how valid are they? (Lien, Friestad, and Klepp, 2001)
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We have little knowledge

Proxy reports of SES data considered reliable
• Salient feature
• Fixed nature
• Nonsensitive

Reliability of reports is difficult to assess
• Need multiple informants or multiple sources
• What is a "true" report?

Little motivation due to lack of alternatives
• Gathering information is costly
• Register data not available everywhere
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Research Question

Who can report on who and what consequences do proxy-reports of
education have on social mobility estimates?
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Literature Review

Some interest in the topic in the 80’s, culminating in a literature review Looker, 1989

Caution raised about using proxy-reported education/SES information (Engzell and Jonsson, 2015;
Vries, 2006; Reynolds and Wenger, 2012; Houseworth and Fisher, 2020)

SES itself being linked to patterns of non-response/"errors" in reporting (Engzell and Jonsson,
2015; Lien, Friestad, and Klepp, 2001; Pu, Huang, and Chou, 2011; Vries, 2006; Vereecken and Vandegehuchte, 2003)
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Theoretical background
Children studies

• Children from high SES background answer more often and are more reliable
• Parental data difficult to obtain (Engzell and Jonsson, 2015; Lien, Friestad, and Klepp, 2001)
• Minority children and children in "non-standard" families are less reliable (Looker, 1989; Pueyo et al.,

2007; West, Sweeting, and Speed, 2001)

Adult children as proxies

• Nonresponse?
• Memory decay
• Changes in educational structure (Breen and Müller, 2020)
• Social desirability bias (Edwards, 1957)
• Social Mobility (Broom et al., 1978; Hedley, 1986; Irwin, 2015; Merllié and Prévot, 1997)

What about proxy reports from parents?

• Shared experience
• Recent information
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Summary of Hypotheses I

Hypothesis 1 - Non-response
H1a. Parents’ non-response of their children’s educational attainment is
lower that children’s non response of their parents’ educational attainment.
H1b. Higher educated individuals display less non-response than lower
educated ones, in both self and proxy reports

Hypothesis 2 - Knowledge
Agreement on child’s educational attainment (i.e. when parents act as
proxy-reporters) is greater than on parent’s educational attainment (i.e. when
children act as proxy-reporters)
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Summary of Hypotheses II

Hypothesis 3 - Social Desirability
Proxy-reports tend to overestimate the alter’s level of education

Hypothesis 4 - Social Mobility
Larger educational differences between respondents and proxy reporters lead to
an underestimation of the educational distance between them.

C. Lavest (UU) Who do they think you are? September 19, 2023, ECSR Conference 2023 11 / 34



Introduction Theoretical background Data and Methods Results Discussion Conclusion Appendix

Table of Contents

1 Introduction

2 Theoretical background

3 Data and Methods

4 Results

5 Discussion

6 Conclusion

C. Lavest (UU) Who do they think you are? September 19, 2023, ECSR Conference 2023 12 / 34



Introduction Theoretical background Data and Methods Results Discussion Conclusion Appendix

Data and Variables I

Trajectoires et Origines 2 dataset (2019) Additional information

Subsample of 421 pairs (and 752 individuals)
One parent and one (or more) child(ren) interviewed

Figure 1: Composition of pairs and structure of information
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Data and Variables II
Non-response: uncodable, refusals and don’t know
Agreement: Exact agreement on 9-level Educational Attainment
Over (Under) estimation: Proxy reports more (less) years of education than self.

Educational Attainment Years of Education
None 0

Primary school 5
Middle school 9

Vocational Diploma (Bac-2) 10
Vocational or Technical High School Diploma (Bac) 12

Academic High School Diploma (Bac) 12
Short university degree (Bac +2) 14

Bachelor or equivalent (Bac +3/+4) 15
Master’s degree or higher (Bac+5 or more) 17

Table 1: Educational attainment variable
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Methods

To study (dis)agreement:
• Interrater reliability indices: Cohen’s κ and Krippendorf’s α
• Logistic regression

To study over and underestimation:
• Logistic and Multinomial regressions
• Fixed Effects models

To study consequences on social mobility:
• Linear regressions
• Simulations
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Non-Response - Parents VS Children

Child Parent p-val
Self-reports <0.001
Reported 420 (100%) 406 (96%)
Missing 1 (0.2%) 15 (3.6%)
Proxy-reports <0.001
Reported 364 (86%) 414 (98%)
Missing 47 (14%) 7 (1.7%)

Table 2: Non-Response On Self and Proxy Reports
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Non-Response - Educational Differences?

Figure 2: Probability of Non-Response depending on Child Educational Attainment
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Looking at Within Pair Agreement More

Figure 3: Inter-rater Reliability Indices
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Systematic Disagreement? Overestimating Child Edu. More
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Support for hypotheses

Hypothesis Results
H1a ✓ Children have higher non-response on proxy reports (but not self-reports)
H1b (✓ &) ✕ No significant difference except for parents’ self-reports
H2 (✓ &) ✕ Not significantly, except when taking non-response into account
H3 ✓ Parents and Children overall overestimate each other’s level of education...
H4 ✓ ... and try to reduce the "distance" between them
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Simulations of Social Mobility Matching
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Limitations

(Very) Small sample with specific demographics
• Coarsened variables
• Lack of variability
• Mostly immigrant background families, fairly young adults in the children sample

Lower bounds

Still differences in variables about parents versus children

Need to replicate in large panel (GSOEP, BHPS...)
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Conclusion

Nonresponse affects children much more than parents

Biases in education proxy-reports depend on own and alter’s educational attainments

(Relative) distance between ego and alter explains mistakes: We think we are closer
than we are

Significant impact on social mobility

Possible to counteract with only self-reported data
• More countries
• Possible to leverage parents and children as proxies
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Thank you for your attention!

Please send any question/remark to: c.lavest@uu.nl
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Data and Variables

Independent variables:
• Educational attainment or Years of Education
• Educational distance: Difference between years of study of child and parent (>0 when

child more educated)
• Objective: difference between two self-reports
• Subjective: difference between one self- and one proxy-report

Control variables:
• sex of parent and child (M/F)
• student status of child (1/0), age of parent and child (num)
• cohabitation between parent and child (1/0)
• status towards migration of child (G2, G2.5, G3+)
• time lag between parent and child interviews (less than 6 months, between 6 and 12

months, more than 12 months)
• highest diploma of parent obtained abroads (1/0) Back
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Non-Response - Gender differences

Figure 4: Probability of Non-Response depending on Child Sex (p<0.1)
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Agreement - Including Non-Response as a Level Back

Figure 5: Inter-rater Reliability Indices
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Overestimation of Parent Education Back
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Underestimation of Parent Education Back
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Social Mobility on Matched Sample Back
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