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Background
I was glad to be asked to comment on Gregory Clark’s new book To Have

and Have Not: The Determinants of Social Status in England, 1600–2026 (Clark 2026).
Clark’s earlier work on surname-based estimators (Clark 2014) was highly influen-
tial, and one of its central claims—that socioeconomic status is much more persis-
tent than conventional parent–child correlations imply—has, in my view, turned
out to be right, and has since been corroborated by research designs quite un-
like his own (e.g., Lindahl et al. 2015; Barone and Mocetti 2021; Collado et al.
2023). Arguably, he has not received sufficient credit for that insight. But the
high-persistence claim is not what makes his work controversial; the claim that this
persistence is primarily genetic in origin is. His new book follows up on this theme.

Clark makes the controversy explicit on his first page, and I have some sym-
pathy with his complaint. Work that emphasises genetic influences on social out-
comes is subject to a level of scrutiny that work minimising them does not; there
is a real asymmetry in how work on genetic influences is received, and it makes for
an unhealthy debate. Of course, one might argue that there is a good reason for
this asymmetry—as discussed in the book’s postscript on eugenics—but from a
scientific perspective, such considerations do not make this asymmetry less prob-
lematic.

However, the asymmetry does not, on its own, explain the reception that
Clark’s work receives. Other researchers produce work on genetic transmission
without attracting this reaction. For example, Anders Björklund, Mikael Lindahl
and Erik Plug (2006), using Swedish adoption data with information on both bi-
ological and adoptive parents, document substantial pre-birth (including genetic

1 Universidad Carlos III de Madrid. Email: jstuhler@eco.uc3m.es.

562 VOLUME 23, NUMBER 2, SEPTEMBER 2026

Discuss this article at JournalTalk:
https://journaltalk.net/articles/n6239/

https://econjwatch.org/articles/overreaching-on-genes
mailto:jstuhler@eco.uc3m.es
https://journaltalk.net/articles/n6239/overreaching-on-genes/
https://journaltalk.net/articles/n6239/overreaching-on-genes/


OVERREACHING ON GENES

and prenatal environment) effects; their study was published in the Quarterly Jour-
nal of Economics and is widely cited. Nor is anyone preventing the steady stream of
GWAS- and polygenic-score-based work from appearing in high-profile journals.

What draws the sharper reaction to Clark is not just that he argues for genes,
but that he does so on comparatively circumstantial evidence, with a single-minded
interpretation of it, and with short shrift for the ample evidence that environments
and policy do matter for social mobility. Had the book argued that genetic influ-
ences are larger than the social-science mainstream assumes, it would have been an
interesting read that many might find persuasive. Instead, the book goes for the
jugular: genes are the decisive factor, and, in the greater scheme of things, social or
environmental causation is close to irrelevant. In Clark’s own words from chapter
2,

This would imply that social outcomes are typically 50% determined by genet-
ics, less than 10% by family and social environments, and more than 40% by
molecular level randomness. (Clark 2026, 18)

That is a much harder sell, and I do not think the evidence assembled here
supports it.

On format, the book brings together a set of related papers, which works well
enough. Clark’s research agenda is quite focused, and the papers do fit together.
As a reader already familiar with the underlying articles, I would have preferred a
more condensed, distilled treatment, but for readers new to this work, the structure
should work well enough. The Son Also Rises (Clark 2014) followed a similar format
to considerable success.

Re-reading the Evidence
The book tours the classical toolkit for estimating genetic effects—twin and

adoption studies—before turning to Clark’s own designs and to questions that have
recently gained attention, including genetic nurture and missing heritability. One
such question is whether the spousal correlation in the genotype for a trait such as
educational attainment must be weaker than the correlation in the phenotype (Clark
2026, Chapter 2). Thismatters enormously for Clark’s argument, because his Fisher
model needs a genotypic spousal correlation of roughly 0.57, and the standard rela-
tion𝑚 = ℎ2𝑟would put it well below that. If spouses match on the phenotype, their
genotypes are correlated only through the heritable part of that phenotype so that
the genotypic correlation𝑚 equals the phenotypic correlation 𝑟 scaled down by the
heritability ℎ2. With the values that Clark himself reports for years of education in
Table 2.1 (𝑟 = 0.45 and ℎ2 = 0.58),𝑚would be only about 0.26. But as Clark notes,
the matching process might be more complicated: if spouses sort on a latent trait
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rather than on the phenotype observed by the researcher, twin designs may under-
state heritability. Overall, this is an ambitious and interesting tour through several
literatures and recent developments—but with a decidedly non-neutral guide. The
argument is always that genes must be more important than each literature has so
far concluded, and the presentation feels selective.

For example, on twin studies, Clark’s point that assortative mating biases the
classical decomposition is correct and well taken. But the claim that “the twins
literature, for want of a means of estimating those underlying genetic correlations,
has assumed it to be zero” seems overstated. Standard treatments flag the direction
of this bias as a known limitation. And the means to estimate assortment have
existed for decades: extended twin-family designs (the Virginia 30,000; the Nuclear
Twin Family and Cascademodels) exist precisely to estimate assortment rather than
assume it, and molecular estimates have become available as well. Clark’s own
Table 2.1 is drawn from Brendan Zietsch et al. (2011), and its source note reads
“The heritability of traits is estimated taking account of assortment in marriage.”
While difficult to tackle, the literature does not ignore this problem.

On adoption, he cites Plomin (2018) to the effect that adopted children raised
together correlate minimally as adults, which is fair for adult IQ and for correlations
among adoptive siblings, but does not extend more broadly. For example, Björklund
et al. (2006) find that transmission of schooling from biological fathers to adoptees
(0.113) is essentially identical to that from adoptive fathers (0.114), close to an
even split and not in line with what chapter 6 asserts. Similarly, Bruce Sacerdote
(2007), using quasi-randomly assigned Korean-American adoptees, also finds non-
negligible environmental effects on educational attainment. A balanced discussion
would need to engage with this evidence.

Perhaps the weakest claim is that “social outcomes will change—true edu-
cational attainment, social abilities—only when the genetic endowment of the so-
ciety changes” (Clark 2026, 10). Societies have transformed their educational and
economic outcomes within one or two generations, too quickly for their genetic
composition to have changed appreciably. For example, South Korea went from
among the world’s poorest countries in the early 1960s to the top of the OECD
and international student assessments. I could not find a passage where Clark
engages with this tension between rapid societal change and stable populations.
If anything, the book presses the genetic account further into aggregate territory,
crediting selective migration with “a permanent improvement in the social and eco-
nomic abilities of the society” (Clark 2026, 256) and treating elite fertility and rising
marital assortment as contributing causes of the Industrial Revolution (Clark 2026,
Chapters 17–18). A more defensible position would have been available—that ex-
isting estimates are informative about relative position within a distribution, but
much less about its level.
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Clark’s Own Evidence
In his earlier book (Clark 2014), the main methodological novelty was to

track the average status of surname groups across generations: averaging outcomes
within pre-defined surname groups washes out idiosyncratic noise such that the re-
gression of group means across generations should recover the underlying “true”
rate of persistence. That name-based averages regress only slowly to the mean is
an interesting observation, but the behaviour of name-based estimators is complex,
and their interpretation remains actively debated. They are sensitive to sampling
design, weak-instrument bias, and the degree of overlap between the parent and
child samples (Santavirta and Stuhler 2024); they confound individual-level trans-
mission with between-group heterogeneity (Torche and Corvalán 2018), and they
systematically overweight the most persistent transmission channels—geography
and race (Chetty et al. 2014; Güell et al. 2018)—which is why estimates rise with
surname group size (Del Pizzo et al. 2026).

The present book leans instead on a ratio-of-correlations strategy. The two
data collections are impressive: the Families of England genealogy (436,185 in-
dividuals across 499 rare surname lineages, 1600–2026, with ten social outcomes
constructed from censuses, the 1939 register, probate, electoral rolls and Compa-
nies House) and the Marriages of England file (roughly 1.67 million church mar-
riages, 1837–2022, recording the occupations of groom, bride, father and father-
in-law). The key idea is that all correlations are attenuated by a common fac-
tor 𝜃, which Clark interprets as measurement error in a broad sense, arising be-
cause any observed outcome, such as an occupational title, years of schooling,
or the value of a house, is only a noisy indicator of a person’s underlying so-
cial status. Appropriate ratios of correlations across relationship types then elimi-
nate 𝜃: the underlying parent–child correlation 𝑏 is recovered as Cov(aunt/uncle,
niece/nephew)/Cov(siblings), the marital correlation 𝑟 is recovered as the groom-
to-father-in-law correlation divided by the groom-to-father correlation, and so on.
This strategy yields persistence and marital correlation estimates that are far larger
than conventional, direct estimates imply.

This part of the book is well in line with recent findings. The ratio-of-
correlations logic has long been standard in quantitative genetics and has recently
entered the social sciences, including in my ownwork (Braun and Stuhler 2018; Col-
lado et al. 2023). In Collado et al. (2023), we take this logic a step further by chain-
linking relatives through marriages: in Swedish register data, this yields 141 distinct
kinship types, from parents and siblings to in-laws of in-laws several spousal links
removed, and for each of them we estimate the correlation in years of education
or other outcomes (including income). Because the similarity of distant kin re-
flects many intergenerational and assortative steps, this extended-kin approach is
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far more informative about the strength of the underlying transmission process
than the nuclear family alone. Two findings stand out. Socioeconomic advantages
are transmitted much more strongly than parent–child correlations suggest, and
largely through latent characteristics that are only partially reflected in observed
outcomes. And the correlations among distant in-laws are so high that assortative
mating must be much stronger than standard measures of sorting—such as the
spousal correlation in education—indicate. These results are consistent with both
Clark’s earlier book and his new manuscript. Demonstrating this on a common
design for England and the Nordic countries is a useful contribution.

What is less clear is what the estimates implied by such designs mean. First,
a simple latent factor model with an attenuation factor 𝜃 fits different stories, and
thus fits different interpretations. For example, one interpretation is that the ob-
served outcomes are only a poor proxy for the socioeconomic status of a person,
such that netting out 𝜃 reveals the persistence of “true” status. An alternative in-
terpretation is that the outcomes are a reasonably good proxy for status, but that
status is determined indirectly—perhaps via the transmission of abilities, skills, or
other factors—such that netting out 𝜃 reveals the persistence of those underlying
factors. In the first story, the observed correlations do not capture anything partic-
ularly relevant; only the underlying, latent persistence matters. But in the second
story, the observed correlations in status are a correct description of the persistence
of status; they just understate the strength of the underlying, indirect transmission
mechanisms. There is nothing in the extended kinship correlations themselves that
would allow one to discriminate between these two interpretations.

More generally, very different models can generate similar kinship patterns
(Stuhler 2024), and if transmission runs through several channels, the decay rate
should be distance-dependent, so short- and long-run persistence differ and no
single number captures both (Del Pizzo et al. 2026). The estimated persistence
rate from ratio-of-correlations and extended-kin designs is therefore not straight-
forward to interpret even in a purely statistical sense, let alone as a statement about
mechanism.

Interpretational Overreach
The evidence offered for a specifically genetic reading of these correlations

is, in my view, not strong. It is worthwhile to ask whether a genetic model can fit
the kinship patterns across extended kin—and we did so in our own work (Collado
et al. 2023)—but such exercises have limited power, because a purely non-genetic
model may generate a very similar pattern—transmission runs from parents to
children, both parents contribute, and sorting is strong. This has long been under-
stood: Luigi Luca Cavalli-Sforza and Marcus Feldman (1981) showed that purely
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genetic and purely cultural transmission can produce identical familial correlations.
A fitting exercise therefore has limited power to discriminate and necessarily relies
on assumptions about the assortative process and other aspects that may be dif-
ficult to test. Clark acknowledges this in the preamble to Part II (“it is possible
to construct models of cultural transmission which would produce the same pat-
terns”) but then dismisses such models as implausible without characterising them,
and proceeds as though the fit itself were sufficient evidence.

Nor am I persuaded that the genetic model fits as well as Clark claims. To
provide some background, in Collado et al. (2023) we asked whether the standard
additive genetic model can reproduce the kinship correlations in our Swedish data,
and found that it cannot. With assortative mating on the phenotype, the model
overstates the correlations within the nuclear family and understates those among
more distant relatives; a variant with assortment on the genotype fits only slightly
better. Chapter 5 revisits this exercise. It is a condensed version of a study by Clark
and Martin Hørlyk Kristensen (2026) that is closely related to our work and for
which we have written a detailed response (Collado et al. 2026). Clark’s departure
from our specification is to insert an additional wedge between the phenotype
that the researcher observes and the phenotype on which spouses match: years of
education is treated as a noisy measure of the latter so that an observed spousal
correlation of 0.45–0.49 is consistent with a latent phenotypic correlation of about
0.8 and a genotypic correlation above 0.5. This strikes me as a good idea. It is
in the spirit of our own baseline model, in which sorting on latent characteristics
is much stronger than sorting on observed ones, and Clark’s augmented genetic
model does fit the kinship correlations better than the “standard” one.

But the fit is still not very good. The chapter’s own assessment of fit—that
the model fits “fairly well” by visual inspection of a figure—is not much to go on,
and since the figure and the estimates reproduce those of their earlier study, the
two concerns that my co-authors and I raise in our response carry over to the book.
First, the model’s predicted kinship correlations appear to be incorrectly derived,
carrying a single factor of heritability irrespective of the number of sibling links in
the kinship chain. Second, the reported fit rests on an unrestricted log-linear regres-
sion of the correlations on counts of marital and genetic links, which ignores the
model’s cross-equation restrictions; once these are imposed—by restricted OLS
or nonlinear least squares on the correctly derived formulas—the model systemat-
ically underpredicts the correlations among close relatives, especially siblings, and
it requires a heritability of years of education of about 0.72–0.75, well above the
0.40–0.45 found in twin studies and far above the variance explained by polygenic
scores. Whether a genetic model of this kind can account for the full pattern of
kinship correlations therefore remains an open question.

None of this makes the discussion uninteresting. The book contains many
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thoughtful observations, such as the observation that “paradoxically the aim of
the good society, which through social mechanisms gives maximum opportunity
to all, is to make genetic inheritance more important than family environment”
(Clark 2026, 14). That is an important point, and the height example motivating
it is well chosen. But it undercuts one of the book’s central claims: if equalising
environments raises the relative role of genes, the transmission rate should not have
stayed constant across four centuries of enormous environmental change—yet the
book insists that in England it held at roughly 0.8 all the way from 1600 to the
present (Clark 2026, Chapter 4), that it held through universal schooling and the
welfare state, and that modern Denmark and Sweden show much the same value
(Clark 2026, Chapter 5). The inference from stable transmission rates to genetic
mechanisms is brittle.

Broad Brushes
A defining feature of the book is that it works with broad brushes: it is

dismissive of environmental effects not merely as to their relative size but as to
whether they matter at all. On family size Clark is on reasonably firm ground—the
exogenous-variation literature has genuinely struggled to find a robust quantity–
quality trade-off in rich countries. On birth order he is not. The claim of “a com-
plete absence of birth order effects” runs against a substantial literature, and the
studies that most directly separate the social from the biological interpretation sit
in his own bibliography, unmentioned: Petter Kristensen and Tor Bjerkedal (2007)
show, across nearly 250,000 Norwegian conscripts, that IQ depends on a child’s
social rank in the family (e.g., a second-born whose elder sibling died in infancy
scores like a firstborn) and not on biological birth order. Similarly, Kieron Bar-
clay (2015) finds birth-order effects within fully adopted sibling groups. These are
natural experiments of exactly the kind Clark prizes elsewhere.

The same pattern holds more broadly. We understand only a fraction of
intergenerational correlations causally—the “tip of the iceberg” (Björklund and
Jäntti 2012)—but “a fraction” is not “nothing,” and there is ample evidence that
environments and policy matter: see for example the literatures on neighbourhood
effects (Chetty et al. 2016) or school reform (Meghir and Palme 2005; Pekkarinen et
al. 2009). In fairness, a full-population re-evaluation of the Swedish reform (Fischer
et al. 2022) finds no differential earnings effects, so this literature is not one-sided
either. But the book engages neither side. This does not by itself make Clark wrong:
perhaps these effects are small in the greater scheme of things. The literature on
wealth shocks, for example, finds that even large windfalls leave surprisingly little
long-run trace. But ultimately this is a claim about relative magnitudes, and the
discussion of this or other subtleties is largely absent from the book.
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The discussion of policy implications suffers from a similar problem. Con-
sider the claim that much of what high-income countries spend on education is
“largely a social waste” (Clark 2026, 219). The evidence behind it is that the three
extensions of compulsory schooling in England between 1918 and 1972 produced
no measurable gains in earnings, health, or social mobility for the students affected
(Clark 2026, 217–231), and that published estimates of the returns to schooling are
inflated by publication bias (Clark 2026, 231–236). But studies for other countries
did find positive effects of comprehensive school reforms on average earnings (e.g.,
Meghir and Palme 2005; Fischer et al. 2022). And even if the effects of such re-
forms may be limited, they concern the individual returns to education for the least
academically inclined students—it is a long step from there to the education budget
as a whole. Studies of other margins, such as entry into college, find substantial
earnings gains for students who are only just admitted (e.g., Zimmerman 2014),
and education may have externalities and social returns that are not captured by
narrow estimated earnings effects on directly affected individuals or groups.

Whether this broad-brush rhetoric is a problem depends on expectations.
It is certainly unusual for academic publishing, where authors often take pains to
be—or at least appear—balanced. Many studies avoid strong statements in either
direction, to avoid the wrath of referees. Of course, that quest for balance can pro-
duce bland prose that takes no principled view on anything. Clark’s earlier books
did not have that problem, and neither does this one—depending on one’s expec-
tations and sensitivities, it can be an entertaining read. Personally, I do not much
mind the style: I take the book as occupying a middle ground between academic
publishing and extrapolation veering into personal opinion, and I do not think there
is much wrong with that. While I do not share these opinions, I can see where Clark
is coming from, and I think they are worth discussing. Many books that bring aca-
demic research to a wider audience are written in such a pointed, opinionated way.
One reason people will take offence at the style here is the subject matter—and we
are back to Clark’s opening point, that arguing for the importance of genes is an
unpopular position to which different rules of engagement are applied.

Disagreeing for the Right Reasons
It is quite predictable what reactions this book will trigger, and both the

publisher and author should expect backlash of the kind Clark describes in his own
introduction. He is partly right that this reflects a stifling environment in which
attempts to talk up the importance of genes meet fierce policing while attempts to
talk them down are treated far more cavalierly. But he has also, to a considerable
degree, contributed to this controversy. The book works with very broad brushes
and strong interpretations resting on comparatively circumstantial evidence. That
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approach may antagonise not only those for whom any mention of genetic effects
is an affront, but also readers who are open to the possibility that genes matter
more than the current consensus allows—but who are put off by the rhetoric, the
lack of engagement with the evidence on environmental and policy effects, and
the overreaching interpretations. There are thus both good and bad reasons to
disagree with this book, and it would be a shame if the good ones were drowned
out by the bad.
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