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Abstract

The World War II GI Bill was the largest education subsidy in US history and a cor-
nerstone of the postwar US transition to a knowledge economy. Although formally
race-blind, the program’s decentralized administration left implementation to local
officials and segregated institutions, with sharply different consequences for Black
and white veterans. This paper quantifies the GI Bill’s impact on Black and white
Americans’ economic outcomes across two generations, using a regression disconti-
nuity around WWII service eligibility cutoffs and a new data linkage from veterans in
the 1940 and 1950 censuses to their sons” neighborhood outcomes between 1990 and
2025. The GI Bill widened racial inequality, doubling white veterans’ college comple-
tion while steering Black veterans into often-fraudulent vocational programs with no
earnings returns. The disparities persisted across generations, increasing the white-
Black gap in sons” adult-neighborhood outcomes, including a 5-percentage-point (47
percent) widening of the racial college gap. Unequal returns to the same eligibility
account for the intergenerational gap, with no contribution from prewar differences
in socioeconomic status or geography. In sum, access to the GI Bill was not nearly
the same economic opportunity for Black Americans as it was for white Americans,
highlighting that race-blind policy does not guarantee racial equality.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The US college graduation rate grew by half between 1940 and 1960, and the World War
Il GI Bill (“Servicemen's Readjustment Act of 1944") is often credited with this trans-
formation. The largest education subsidy in US history, it rapidly expanded the supply
of college-educated workers and helped lay the foundation for the postwar knowledge
economy (Acemoglu, 1998, 2002; Katz and Murphy, 1992; Goldin and Katz, 2008). The
program'’s language was race-blind, but segregation, local administrative discretion, and
discriminatory labor markets meant that the same eligibility yielded very different bene-

ts by race. Arriving just as college credentials became dramatically more valuable, the
Gl Bill's racial disparities may have widened over generations. As Katznelson (2005) put
it, there may have been “no greater instrument to widening an already huge racial gap in
postwar America than the Gl Bill.”

This paper studies how the Gl Bill affected Black and white Americans' economic out-
comes across two generations. To identify the effect of access to the Gl Bill after WWII
service on education and income, we use a regression discontinuity based on age-based
eligibility cutoffs, comparing men just old enough to be drafted to those just too young
(Fetter, 2013). We show that men on either side of the cutoff are comparable in prewar
characteristics but differ sharply in veteran status and therefore in Gl Bill access, for both
Black and white men, as well as in postwar education and income. We then trace these
effects to the next generation through a new linkage from fathers in the 1940 and 1950
censuses to their sons' adult address histories through 2025.

We show that the effects re ect the Gl Bill rather than military service per se in two
ways. First, the effects concentrate in the Gl Bill's largest spending categories, college and
vocation training, rather than spreading across the broad range of outcomes that military
service alone would affect. Second, placebo cutoffs con rm the GI Bill as the operative
channel, as an analogous cutoff around World War |, whose veterans served but received
no comparable subsidy, produces no such effects, while the Korean War, which carried a
similar Gl Bill, produces similar ones.

Our rst key nding is that being born early enough to serve in WWII and subse-
guently qualify for the GI Bill raised white men's college attainment but shifted Black
men toward vocational training. Our instrumental variable estimates imply that after the
war, eligible white men's college completion rate roughly doubled, rising by 9.5 percent-
age points from a baseline of 9 percent. Eligible Black men experienced no comparable
college gain, a disparity that we show cannot be explained by prewar differences in high



school attainment or other socioeconomic characteristics. Instead of college, Black men's
vocational training completion rose by 36 percentage points.* An array of qualitative
evidence establishes that local VA counselors actively steered Black veterans away from
college and into vocational programs, exploiting the Gl Bill's decentralized administra-
tion (Humes, 2006; Turner and Bound, 2003; Herbold, 1994).

Our second key nding is that the Gl Bill's education bene ts raised earnings for white
but not Black veterans. A Mincer-style regression of earnings on educational attainment
(Mincer, 1974) shows high returns to formal schooling including college, and positive re-
turns to vocational training for white but near-zero returns for Black men. White veterans'
gains thus operated through their added years of schooling, while Black veterans' gains
were con ned to vocational training, which yielded no payoff. The same minimal federal
oversight that enabled steering allowed the vocational sector to expand from 100 institu-
tions before the war to over 10,000 by 1950, with many schools emerging to capture Gl Bill
payments rather than deliver marketable skills (Olson, 1974; Frydl, 2009). Black veterans'
vocational enrollment was concentrated in states with the most documented fraud. In
contrast to education and income, we nd no lasting effects on homeownership, another
prominent but lower-expenditure target of the Gl Bill, consistent with Fetter (2013).

Our third key nding is that the GI Bill led to persistent improvements in neigh-
borhood socioeconomic status among white veterans' children, but worsened those of
Black veterans' children, widening racial inequality across generations. We construct a
novel data linkage from fathers in the 1940 and 1950 censuses to their sons' adult ad-
dress histories from 1990 to 2025, through which we measure sons' adult-neighborhood
socioeconomic status using race-speci ¢ block-group tabulations. Adult sons of eligible
white men live in neighborhoods with a 1.4-percentage-point higher college share, 1.6-
percentage-point higher postgraduate share, and $3,252 higher median income (7 percent
of the baseline) than sons of ineligible white fathers. Sons of eligible Black veterans expe-
rience the opposite: their adult neighborhoods have a 10-percentage-point lower college
share than those of Black non-veteran sons. The educational steering of Black veterans
thus carried large economic costs that extended to their children.

We then zero in on the mechanism of the Gl Bill's racially unequal effects, showing it
cannot be explained by pre-existing differences between Black and white veterans. Many
Black men entered the war without the high school diploma needed for college, and were
concentrated in the segregated South, where they were excluded from white colleges and
HBCUs alone could not meet postwar demand. Under these conditions, the GI Bill's racial

1Data on vocational training is uniquely available in the 1970 census.



gap might have emerged even in the absence of discriminatory program administration.
We nd this alternative cannot account for the gap. Reweighting white veterans to match
Black veterans on prewar education, income, and geography does little to shrink the dis-
parity, and a formal decomposition attributes the entire gap to differential returns rather
than prewar endowments. > Consistent with discrimination as the main mechanism, Black
veterans experienced no college gains within the South, even in states with high HBCU
density, and the gap is largest in areas with the most historical Klan presence, our proxy
for entrenched prewar racial discrimination (Ang, 2023; Qian and Tabellini, 2025).

These intergenerational effects translate into rst-order impacts on aggregate racial
inequality. Scaling our race-speci c instrumental variable estimates by the cohort-speci ¢
share of fathers' veteran status implies that the Gl Bill widened the white-Black college
gap for sons by 47 percent (5 percentage points) and the corresponding income gap by
11 percent. For comparison, the exclusion of many Black workers from minimum wage
coverage prior to 1966 widened the racial earnings gap by 20 percent (Derenoncourt and
Montialoux, 2021). Race-blind policies do not just fail to guarantee racial equality; some
of the most important social policies in US history have even widened inequality despite
being race-blind.

Prior work documents the effects of the Gl Bill on veterans' college completion and
homeownership (Angrist, 1993; Bound and Turner, 2002; Stanley, 2003; Fetter, 2013; Collins
and Zimran, 2025), showing that it expanded college access for lower- and middle-income
students only at non-elite colleges (Abramitzky et al., 2024) and highlighting racial dispar-
ities in bene t utilization (Turner and Bound, 2003; Herbold, 1994; Eden, 2023; Katznelson
and Mettler, 2008). We make three contributions. First, we construct the rst data linkage
that follows WWiII-era fathers to their sons' adult-neighborhood outcomes, allowing us
to trace the GI Bill's racial effects across generations. Second, we show that this inter-
generational gap re ects differential returns rather than pre-existing differences between
Black and white veterans, indicating that race-blind subsidies implemented through dis-
cretionary unequal institutions can widen rather than close racial gaps. Third, we iden-
tify the steering of Black veterans into vocational training—one of the program's largest
spending categories and the one with the largest enroliment—as a key channel through
which the race-blind eligibility translated into unequal outcomes.

Our results shed new light on the sources of slow Black-white economic convergence
in the second half of the twentieth century. Existing work identi es a series of policies

2This decomposition is only feasible for the intergenerational analysis, which links prewar character-
istics from the 1940 census to veteran children's adult outcomes. The veteran-level analysis relies on
anonymized post-1950 census cross-sections that cannot be linked over time.
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and events that narrowed racial gaps: improvements in Black school quality, school de-
segregation, civil rights enforcement, the extension of the federal minimum wage, and
the Great Migration out of the Jim Crow South (Donohue and Heckman, 1991; Card and
Krueger, 1992; Johnson, 2011; Derenoncourt and Montialoux, 2021; Derenoncourt, 2022).
These forces produced substantial convergence between 1940 and 1970, but Black-white
convergence stalled and partially reversed thereafter (Bayer and Charles, 2018; Chetty
etal., 2020; Derenoncourt et al., 2024). We identify the Gl Bill as a major opposing force: by
expanding white college attainment just before the college wage premium surged (Goldin
and Katz, 2008; Juhn et al., 1993), and excluding Black veterans from the same opportu-
nity, it widened racial gaps precisely as the postwar economy restructured around college
credentials, contributing to the post-1970s stagnation.

Our results also expand the growing evidence that de jurerace-blind policies often
generate racially unequal outcomes in practice. Work on the American welfare state em-
phasizes the gap betweende jureuniversality and de factequal access (Alston and Ferrie,
1999; Katznelson, 2005; Fishback et al., 2006), and recent evidence reveals that race-blind
policies can narrow or widen racial gaps depending on how institutions translate eligi-
bility into opportunity (Aaronson et al., 2021; Derenoncourt and Montialoux, 2021). We
show that the same race-blindness can also widen gaps when implementation depends
on discretionary local institutions, with effects that persist across generations and operate
primarily through the steering of Black Americans into low-return programs.

2. HISTORICAL CONTEXT

World War Il mobilized over 16 million Americans, and the Gl Bill offered returning vet-
erans generous education, training, and other bene ts, fueling a postwar surge in college
completion. The program was race-blind by statute, but qualitative and historical ac-
counts document that Black veterans were steered away from college and into vocational
programs. Table Al provides a timeline of WWII and the GI Bill.

2.1. World War Il and Military Service

WWII was the largest US military engagement of the 20th century. The country mobi-
lized 16 million men, including more than three-quarters of those born in the 1920s. All
men aged 18 to 64 were required to register for the draft, with those aged 18 to 44 liable
for induction and younger men disproportionately inducted. The draft accounted for 70



percent of those who served, while the rest volunteered before voluntary enlistment was
suspended in December 1942 (Stanley, 2003).

Black and white men enlisted and were drafted at similar rates, but the military's seg-
regation policies and limited capacity for Black troops lowered Black induction rates. 3
Literacy requirements and the Army General Classi cation Test introduced in 1943 fur-
ther constrained Black induction. Throughout the war, segregation remained of cial pol-
icy: white servicemen served across the full range of military occupations, while Black
servicemen were assigned to service units that performed low-skill logistical work (Mur-
ray, 1971; Herbold, 1994). Black units served under white of cers with few opportunities
for advancement.

Men born too late to serve in WWII became eligible for the Korean War (1950-1953),
during which 6.8 million Americans served. Unlike in WWII, college students were eligi-
ble for deferments, leading to sharp increases in postsecondary enrollment among draft-
eligible men (Card and Lemieux, 2001). Korea was also the rst conict in which Black
and white troops served in desegregated units (Indacochea, 2019), and returning veterans
were eligible for similar bene ts under the revised Gl Bill.

2.2. The Gl Bill

The Servicemen's Readjustment Act of 1944 (“GI Bill”) gave returning veterans education,
training, and homeownership bene ts.

Education and Training Bene ts. The GI Bill offered three distinct education and train-
ing tracks, each with its own payment structure and institutional setting.  College-level
training covered full tuition at any US college, including the most expensive private insti-
tutions, plus monthly stipends for room and board. Vocational trainingfunded tuition and
stipends at non-collegiate programs, including vocational and technical schools, business
and secretarial schools, nursing schools, trade schools, and other schools below college
level. On-the-joband on-the-farm trainingwere structured instead as wage subsidies paid
through a participating employer or supervising farm. The veteran had to secure an em-
ployer or farm operator willing to train him and have that sponsor certi ed as a training

site by the state, after which the veteran drew both a reduced training wage from the
sponsor and a subsistence allowance from the Veterans Administration (VA). Bene t du-
ration scaled with length of service: veterans received one year of education plus one

3In 1940, the US Army had only six Black units with just 4,450 soldiers (Turner and Bound, 2003).



additional month for every month of active duty, up to a maximum of 48 months.

Vocational training and college each absorbed 38 percent of Gl Bill education and train-
ing spending, while on-the-job and on-the-farm training together absorbed 24 percent
(President's Commission on Veterans' Pensions, 1956; see Figure Al for the full spending
breakdown). Measured by enroliment, 29 percent of WWII bene ciaries attended college,
44 percent enrolled in vocational training, and the remaining 27 percent pursued on-the-
job or on-the-farm training. “ By the time the Bill expired in 1956, 7.8 million veterans had
drawn on the education bene ts (Stanley, 2003).

Before the war, less than ve percent of adults had completed four or more years of
college. Returns to college were lower than they would become after the war, as the
economy was concentrated in agriculture and manufacturing rather than skilled services,
and most workers entered the labor force with a high school diploma or less. The Gl Bill
helped transform this landscape: by 1960, the share of adults with a college degree had
grown by more than half. This supply expansion contributed to a long-run reshaping of
the US economy around college-educated workers, with the college wage premium rising
sharply from the 1980s (Acemoglu, 1998).

Other Benets. Beyond education, the Gl Bill also expanded access to homeownership
through federally backed loan guarantees. Rather than issuing loans directly, the gov-
ernment guaranteed a share of each loan at an interest rate capped at 4 percent, with
the guarantee starting at 50 percent of the loan amount and rising to 60 percent by 1950
(Chambers et al., 2014). More than 6.3 million veterans used the program, and over 60
percent of those who purchased homes could not have afforded a down payment other-
wise (Fetter, 2013). The Bill also provided unemployment compensation of 20 US dollars
per week for up to 52 weeks, job placement services, and health and disability bene ts.

Racial Disparities.  The GI Bill was race-blind in statute, but its decentralized adminis-
tration allowed Jim Crow institutions to steer Black veterans away from the program's
highest-return components. While the federal government set eligibility rules and bene t
levels, implementation was delegated to local VA of ces and state-level institutions. Seg-
regationist politicians ensured that the law explicitly limited federal oversight, stipulating
that “no department, agency, or of cer of the United States, in carrying out the provisions
of this part, shall exercise any supervision or control, whatsoever, over any State educa-

“4Veterans Education Success, “1956 Education Law Ends G.I. Bill,” archived at https://vetsedsucces
s.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/1956-education-law-ends-gi- bill.pdf



tional agency, or State apprenticeship agency, or any educational or training institution.”
By ceding authority to local actors, this design enabled discriminatory practices to persist
without violating the bill's formal race neutrality.

Four features of the institutional environment shaped which veterans enrolled in col-
leges and the returns they received. First, colleges that could be attended by Black Ameri-
cans were scarce as much of higher education was racially segregated (Turner and Bound,
2003). Second, politically appointed committees were given full discretion to decide
whether schools were given permission to train veterans under the Gl Bill. Few schools
were allowed to teach Black veterans in the standard trades (Nasaw, 2025). Third, local
VA counselors steered Black veterans away from college and into vocational programs.
As one account notes, counselors “didn't merely discourage black veterans. They just
said no. [...] No to job placement, except for the most menial positions. And no to
college” (Humes, 2006). Fourth, discriminatory labor markets reduced the returns to ed-
ucation even for veterans who obtained credentials. In 1946, 24 percent of job orders
processed by US Employment Service of ces were found to be explicitly racially discrim-
inatory (Fair Employment Practice Committee, 1946; Katznelson, 2005), and substantial
wage gaps persisted conditional on education (Carruthers and Wanamaker, 2017).

The result was that Black veterans were disproportionately allocated to vocational
training rather than four-year colleges. The vocational training sector expanded from
100 institutions before 1944 to more than 10,000 by 1950, with many schools emerging
primarily to capture Gl Bill funds rather than to deliver marketable skills (Olson, 1974;
Frydl, 2009). For Black veterans, this meant formal participation without access to the
college pathways that drove white veterans' long-run gains, and the cash-equivalent
value of their bene ts was lower (Eden, 2023). As Frydl (2009) concludes, “Black vet-
erans did not experience the same Gl Bill as white veterans, and it is also a fact that this
result did not stem from any direct discrimination in the Bill itself. It was a feature of its
implementation—and an intended one.”

Contemporary investigations con rmed widespread quality problems in the voca-
tional sector that absorbed Black veterans. A 1949 audit found that 65 percent of voca-
tional schools had payments questioned, leading to the recovery of $1.35 million (Teague
Committee, 1952, pp. 49-50). Three years later, a House Select Committee identi ed hun-
dreds of vocational schools as fraudulent, concluding that “the veterans' training pro-
gram at the college level has enjoyed more harmony and success than any other phase of
the program. [...] The greatest amount of waste, inef ciency, and fraud has occurred in
[vocational] training” (Teague Committee, 1952, p. 221). Figure A2 reproduces a Commit-



tee photograph of one such school, clearly too small to accommodate the large number of
veterans it was supposed to train.

Millions in Waste Charged In Schooling for Veterans

“Millions of dollars are being wasted by the Federal Government on the edu-
cation and training of veterans who are attending vocational or trade schools
of questionable value. Many so-called “educators' have organized schools for
the sole purpose of getting a slice of the $2,500,000,000 paid out annually by the
Veterans Administration for the education of ex-servicemen. More than 5,600
of the 8,800 approved schools below college level which operate for pro t have
been established since the [GI Bill] went into effect in 1944.”

The New York Times, front page, February 6, 1950.

3. EMPIRICAL STRATEGY AND DATA

Our design exploits a sharp birth-cohort discontinuity in WWII service eligibility and
therefore in GI Bill bene ts: men born before the third quarter of 1927 were far more
likely to serve than men born just after, who were too young to be drafted before the war
ended. Comparing outcomes around this threshold yields causal estimates of the effects

of military service and Gl Bill eligibility, which we estimate separately by race for veterans

and for the next generation. For veterans, we use 1970 and 1980 census cross sections. For
their descendants, we construct a new data linkage that follows fathers in the 1940 and
1950 censuses to their sons' 1990-2025 address histories, merging each address to 2000-era
race-speci c block-group tabulations.

3.1. Age-Based Eligibility Cutoff and First Stage

Our identi cation exploits the sharp drop in veteran status at birth quarter 1927.5, driven
by the minimum age to serve in WWII: men born before this cutoff were more likely to
serve and to receive Gl Bill bene ts than men born just after (Fetter, 2013). One caveat
is that men born just after the cutoff, though too young for WWII, were old enough for
Korean War service (1950-1953), which carried its own Gl Bill with similar education
bene ts. We therefore de ne veteran status as having served in either war, implying that
estimates at the threshold understate the full effect of WWII service and Gl Bill bene ts.



Figure A3 plots the share of veterans by birth year, separately for white and Black men,
and shows a sharp drop at the cutoff for both races.

We estimate the rst stage as a local linear regression on each side of the cutoff, sepa-
rately by race:

Veteran; = | Eligible; +(qob; c) ro+ ryEligible; + pgg + h;, Q)

where qob; is man i's birth quarter on the calendar timeline (e.g., qob;, = 1927.5 corre-
sponds to the third quarter of 1927); Eligible ; = 1[qob;  c] with cutoff ¢ = 1927.5;p;

is a within-year season-of-birth xed effect ( s(i) 2 f 1, 2, 3, 4)) that absorbs seasonal pat-
terns in births; and | captures the discontinuous jump in veteran status. Our baseline

speci cation uses a bandwidth of 4 years on each side of the cutoff and excludes cohorts

within 3 quarters of the threshold (“donut” speci cation).  °

Figure 1 illustrates the discontinuity separately by race. The rst stage is 17 percentage
points for white men and 9 percentage points for Black men, relative to right-of-cutoff
(ineligible) veteran shares of 61 percent and 45 percent (Table A2). The magnitude is also
similar across regions for either group.

FIGURE 1: First Stage: WWII Eligibility and Veteran Status, by Race

(A) White fathers (B) Black fathers

Notes:Panel (a) plots the regression discontinuity for white fathers; Panel (b) plots the regression disconti-
nuity for Black fathers. Each point is the mean veteran share within a quarter-of-birth bin, using 1970 and
1980 IPUMS census samples (Ruggles et al., 2022). Solid lines are local linear ts on each side of the 1927.5
cutoff. Our baseline speci cation uses a 4-year bandwidth on each side of the cutoff with a 3-quarter donut
around the cutoff. Omitted bins are shown as hollow circles. First stage estimates are reported above each
graph, with standard errors clustered on quarter of birth in parentheses.

SFigure A4 shows results are robust to alternative bandwidths and speci cations.
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3.2. Direct Effects

We estimate reduced-form effects by regressing outcomes on the eligibility indicator, also
separately by race:

Yit = a+ bEligible, + (qob; c¢) do+ dyEligible; + pgi) + &, (2)

where Yj; is outcome Y for man i observed in census yeart, and b is the reduced-form
discontinuity at the cutoff. We pool the 1970 and 1980 cross sections, since the same
eligibility cutoff identi es the discontinuity in both years and estimates from each year
separately are similar. We report both reduced-form and instrumental variable estimates
throughout. The reduced form gives the effect of being born on the eligible side of the
cutoff for the average person in the cohort, while the instrumental variable estimates scale
this by the race-speci c rst stage in veteran status to recover the per-veteran (complier)
effect.

The design requires that men born just above and just below the 1927.5 cutoff are oth-
erwise comparable. Figures A5 and A6 present balance tests on predetermined 1940 co-
variates and the density of the running variable. Cohorts on either side of the cutoff look
comparable on every observed 1940 characteristic—parental education, father's wage in-
come, household homeownership and house value, Hispanic ethnicity, urban residence,
foreign-born status, and number of siblings. Large sample sizes yield statistically signif-
icant differences on some margins, but all are economically negligible (below 0.05 stan-
dard deviations). The density of the running variable is also smooth through the cutoff
(McCrary, 2008; Cattaneo et al., 2020).

The exclusion restriction requires that birth cohort affects outcomes only through WWII
and Gl Bill eligibility, not through other cohort-speci ¢ channels coinciding with the
1927.5 threshold. Prewar balance tests rule out differences in predetermined family char-
acteristics across cohorts. A plausible alternative threat is wartime labor demand, since
boys turning 16 or 17 between 1942 and 1945 faced unprecedented demand for factory la-
bor. Section 4.2 shows that this explains the lower-tail dropout effects—the rise in below-
high-school attainment and corresponding fall in high school completion—but not the
postsecondary effects that drive our main results. Indeed, white men's college gains and
Black men's zero college effects are nearly identical across high- and low-intensity war
production counties.
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3.3. Intergenerational Effects

The birth cohort cutoff also identi es intergenerational effects: fathers' quasi-random el-
igibility allows us to estimate causal effects of WWII service and Gl Bill bene ts on their
children. A standard intergenerational model links children's outcomes to their fathers'
(Becker and Tomes, 1979; Solon, 1999):

Yenhilgty = Po+ bYYi + #pigy (3)

where Y; is the father's outcome, b® governs intergenerational transmission, and #giq(i
re ects the child's endowment and other unobserved factors. Substituting fathers' vet-
eran status as the source of variation in Y;, this framework implies:

Yenild(i) = @t gVeteran; + Uchiigiy 4)

where Veteran; is instrumented by fathers' birth-cohort eligibility as in equation (1), and
g captures the total effect of fathers' veteran status—operating through parental educa-
tion, household income, homeownership, and other channels—without requiring sepa-
rate identi cation of each.

Because we do not observe sons' outcomes,Yqyiqjy is @ race-speci ¢ block-group tab-
ulation (e.g., the male college share) matched to the son's adult address, soq captures
neighborhood-level socioeconomic status rather than individual outcomes. °

3.4. Data

To estimate the Gl Bill's direct effects on veterans, we primarily draw on 1970 and 1980
IPUMS census extracts (Ruggles et al., 2022), which provide 1-5 percent samples with
harmonized measures of veteran status, education, income, housing, and migration. Both
waves include direct measures of veteran status and relevant outcomes for men who had
completed their schooling by the census date, with the 1960 census used additionally
for robustness. Vocational training is measured using the 1970 census, the only wave
that records whether the respondent had ever completed a vocational training program

6Because the 1940 census records only year of birth, the intergenerational reduced form analysis uses
year (rather than quarter) of birth as the running variable, omits the donut, and includes father age and
father age-squared controls to absorb paternal age effects. We also apply inverse propensity weights (IPW)
to match the intergenerational sample to the underlying 1950 census population, with results robust to
dropping the weights entirely.
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outside of college, together with the main eld of training. ’

To estimate the GI Bill's intergenerational effects, we construct a novel data linkage
combining three sources. We start with fathers observed in the 1940 and 1950 full count
censuses, using the 1940 census for prewar father characteristics and the 1950 census to
identify household structure and children. We then match sons observed in the 1950 cen-
sus to Infutor address histories (1990-2025), following standard record-linkage methods
based on name, birth year, and sex (Abramitzky et al., 2014, 2021; Bailey et al., 2020).
We restrict to sons because surname changes at marriage make it infeasible to link most
women reliably by name, a standard restriction in the literature. Finally, because we do
not observe sons' individual outcomes, we merge each adult address to National Histori-
cal Geographic Information System (NHGIS) block-group tabulations of the race-speci c
distributions of education, income, and housing (Althoff and Reichardt, 2024; Schroeder
et al., 2025). Throughout, intergenerational outcomes refer to race-speci ¢ block-group
tabulations at the son's adult address— covering education shares, median income, me-
dian house value, and homeownership rate—rather than individual outcomes.

As is common with historical census linkage, match rates are imperfect and differ by
race: 25 to 35 percent for white Americans and 11 to 17 percent for Black Americans.
Crucially, match rates show no discontinuity at the 1927.5 threshold for either race, so
differential selection around the cutoff does not drive the RD estimates (Figure B3). Ap-
pendix B provides details on the linkage procedure and representativeness checks.

Matched and unmatched Infutor records live in broadly similar neighborhoods, with
only modest differences on observables (Table B1). The matched sample is in neighbor-
hoods that are only modestly better off: homeownership is 2 percentage points higher,
median household income is $1,600 (3 percent) higher, and median home value is $3,100
(2 percent) higher. Education shares and demographic composition are essentially iden-
tical across the two samples. Despite these modest differences, our baseline intergener-
ational results are robust with and without inverse-propensity reweighting of the linked
sample to match either the underlying 1950 census population or the full 1940-t0-1950
father-child universe.

"We use the variable schivoc . The question instructs respondents to count completed programs such
as high-school vocational tracks, apprenticeships, business, nursing, and trade schools, technical institutes,
and Armed Forces schools, and to exclude on-the-job training, company schools, college courses beyond the
second year, and correspondence courses. Appendix B reproduces the exact 1970 questionnaire wording.
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4. THE GIBILL'S EFFECT ON VETERANS

Being born early enough to serve in WWII and qualify for the Gl Bill generated sharply
different outcomes by race. White veterans gained in four-year college completion, while
Black veterans gained only in vocational training, with limited labor market returns. Ef-
fects on housing and migration were small or absent for both groups.

4.1. Divergent Educational Paths by Race

Our instrumental variable estimates show that military service and Gl Bill eligibility
shifted the educational distribution upward for white men and downward for Black men
(Table 1, columns 3-4).

Eligibility raises white men's four-year college completion by 1.6 percentage points at
the cutoff (Panel (a) of Figure 2 and Table 1, column 1). Scaling by the 16.7-percentage-
point rst stage in veteran status implies an effect of 9.5 percentage points for compliers
(column 3), doubling the 9.45 percent baseline among ineligible cohorts (Table A3). This
effect sits at the upper end of existing estimates: Bound and Turner (2002) nd 5 to 10
percentage points, Stanley (2003) reports 7 to 8 percentage points, and Collins and Zim-
ran (2025) nd smaller effects using 1950 census data, when many veterans had not yet
completed their degrees. The somewhat higher estimate likely re ects our donut RD de-
sign, which reduces attenuation bias by excluding cohorts with weaker compliance near
the cutoff.

Black veterans, by contrast, experienced no increase in college completion despite a
strong rst stage (Panel (b) of Figure 2 and Table 1, columns 2 and 4). Heterogeneity by
region reveals positive but statistically insigni cant IV estimates in the non-South (2.3
percentage points) and negative but insigni cant in the South (3.4 percentage points;
Table A4). The more positive hon-South estimate is consistent with Turner and Bound
(2003), who nd positive college effects for Black veterans in the North. 8

Among several possible explanations—Black veterans' lack of interest, lower prewar
educational attainment, limited HBCU capacity—the historical record points to active
steering: VA counselors discouraged Black veterans from applying to college and di-
rected them toward vocational programs (Onkst, 1998; Humes, 2006). As one 1947 report
observed: “[Black] veterans want to develop skills, to get better jobs. The [Black] veteran

8Beyond differences in empirical strategy, our de nition of the South is broader, additionally including
Arkansas, Kentucky, Louisiana, Maryland, Tennessee, and Texas.
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has not only been unable to nd better jobs, but he has had no place to go for advice on
where to seek them” (Bolt & and Harris, 1947, p. 9).

FIGURE 2: Reduced-Form Effects on College Degree by Race

(A) White fathers (B) Black fathers

Notes:Panel (a) plots the regression discontinuity for white men; Panel (b) plots the regression discontinuity
for Black men. Each point is the mean share of men with a four-year college degree within a quarter-of-birth
bin, using pooled 1970 and 1980 IPUMS census samples (Ruggles et al., 2022). Solid lines are local linear ts
on each side of the 1927.5 WWII eligibility cutoff. Our baseline speci cation uses a 4-year bandwidth on
each side of the cutoff with a 3-quarter donut around the cutoff. Omitted bins are shown as hollow circles.
The sample includes men with nonmissing education data. Reduced-form estimates are reported above
each graph, with standard errors clustered on quarter of birth in parentheses.

More broadly, we also document that white men's educational distribution became
more unequal: less-than-high-school attainment rose by 15 percentage points alongside
the four-year college gains, a lower-tail effect we show in Section 4.2 re ects young men
leaving school for war-production jobs (Aizer et al., 2020) rather than the Gl Bill itself. The
pattern for Black veterans is strikingly different. Less-than-high-school attainment rose
by 30 percentage points, some-college attainment fell by 12 percentage points, and total
years of education declined, though imprecisely estimated. Yet the program's educational
bene ts did reach Black veterans, channeled almost entirely through vocational training,
the largest single spending category of the Gl Bill.
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TABLE 1: Direct Effects on Veterans' Educational Distribution

Reduced form v
White Black White Black
Less than HS 2.57 2.74 15.41 29.87
(0.49) (0.90) (3.00) (10.67)
HS degree -3.78 -1.66 -22.69 -18.16
(0.53) (0.83) (3.35) (9.38)
Some college -0.54 -1.06 -3.25 -11.56
(0.23) (0.34) (1.36) (4.08)
College degree 1.58 -0.10 9.45 -1.08
(0.20) (0.27) (1.30) (2.98)
Postgraduate 0.18 0.09 1.08 0.93
(0.19) (0.23) (1.11) (2.56)
Years of education  0.06 -0.11 0.37 -1.17
(0.02) (0.06) (0.14) (0.712)
Vocational training -0.20 3.26 -1.23 35.59
(0.54) (2.27) (3.25) (14.68)
N 1,197,947 121,253 1,197,947 121,253
N (vocational) 243,449 25,224 243,449 25,224

Notes:This table reports reduced-form and IV estimates for veterans' educational distribution at the 1927.5
WWII eligibility cutoff, by race, using the pooled 1970 and 1980 IPUMS census samples (Ruggles et al.,
2022). IV estimates divide the reduced-form estimates by the race-speci ¢ rst stage from Table A2. All
outcomes are in percentage points except years of education. Outcome means are reported in Table A3.
Vocational training is observed only in the 1970 census. The speci cation follows equation (2), with local
linear ts on each side of the cutoff and within-year season-of-birth xed effects. Our baseline speci cation
uses a 4-year bandwidth on each side of the cutoff with a 3-quarter donut around the cutoff. Standard
errors clustered on quarter of birth in parentheses. p< 0.01, p<0.05 p<O0.1.

Black men's vocational training completion rises discontinuously by 3.3 percentage
points at the eligibility cutoff, driven by programs in trades and agriculture (Table A5).
Scaled by the rst stage, the IV estimate is 36 percentage points, more than doubling the
control mean of 27 percent. The increase is concentrated in the South, where military
service and Gl Bill eligibility increased Southern Black vocational enrollment by 46 per-
centage points, roughly twice the effect estimated for other regions (Table A4). White
veterans experienced no comparable shift into vocational programs.

The pattern of Black enrollment is consistent with steering, concentrated precisely in
states and elds with the most documented fraud. Among the seven states a Congres-
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sional Committee identi ed as having at least three indicted or convicted cases (Alabama,
Arizona, Louisiana, New York, North Dakota, Pennsylvania, and Tennessee), being born
early enough to serve in WWII raised Black men's vocational enrollment by 6.5 percent-
age points, whereas in other states the effect is essentially zero (Table A6). White men
show no shift in either group of states, and the racial disparity is speci ¢ to vocational
training. Other education margins differ little across high-fraud states and the rest of the
country. Within vocational training, Black veterans were also concentrated in the elds
contemporary investigators identi ed as the Gl Bill's most problematic, agriculture and
trades (Table A5). These programs were often segregated, restricted to general or low-
paying offerings, and frequently agged for fraud and abuse (Onkst, 1998; Humes, 2006).
The result was formal enrollment in training without access to marketable skills.

The steering of Black veterans toward vocational training was especially consequen-
tial because returns to credentials differed sharply by race (Table 2). Descriptive Mincer
estimates using the 1970 Census indicate that vocational training is associated with 9 to
10 percent higher income for white men but no signi cant returns for Black men. This
contrast does not extend to formal schooling, where returns to years of education and
college are positive for both races (Table A7).°

The zero return for Black men on vocational training re ects both the quality of the
programs and the labor market they entered. A Congressional Committee concluded
that “many of these schools are being operated by irresponsible persons who are not ed-
ucators. .. [l]ittle or no instruction of value is being given to veterans enrolled” (Teague
Committee, 1952, p. 199). Even where credentials carried value, “[W]hite veterans of-
cials. . .directed [B]lack veterans away from highly paid, skilled work. ..toward menial,
unskilled, low-wage positions” (Humes, 2006, p. 97). “Some of these schools, for instance,
have been teaching veterans to be dancing instructors. This is no complaint against le-
gitimate dancing instructors, but so many veterans have been induced, often by high-
pressure methods, to squander their educational bene ts on such instruction that if all of
them were actually to become teachers there would be enough to make the entire popula-
tion of the United States completely familiar with both the rumba and the samba within
ayear” (Ramey, 1948, p. 26).

9The small estimated white college return re ects the inclusion of linear years of schooling as a control,
while the large Black college return re ects in part the screening role of credentials under labor market
discrimination (Lang and Manove, 2011).
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TABLE 2: Returns to Vocational Training by Race and Region

White Black
South  Non-South  South  Non-South
1) 2) 3) 4)
Vocational training  0.10 0.09 0.02 0.01

(0.01) (0.00) (0.03) (0.02)

Years of education 0.12 0.11 0.09 0.10
(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)

Age, age? controls Yes Yes Yes Yes
State xed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes

N 203,315 695,431 35,598 55,953
R-squared 0.139 0.118 0.057 0.057

Notes:Estimates from a Mincer-style log-income regression on the 1970 IPUMS census (Mincer, 1974; Rug-

gles etal., 2022), separately by race (white, Black) and region of residence (South, Non-South). The speci ca-

tion is log (income) = by vocational + b, years of education + g; age+ g, age? + as+ # where vocationals

an indicator for having completed a non-collegiate vocational program. Regressions are weighted by perwt

and include state xed effects. The sample is restricted to observations with non-missing schlvoc , recorded

only on a sub-sample of the 1970 census long form. Robust standard errors in parentheses. p < 0.10,
p< 0.05 p< 0.01

The same barriers extended to on-the-job training, another major Gl Bill bene t. Ac-
cess required nding an employer willing to train them and securing approval for that
employer as a certi ed training site. In the segregated South, few white employers ac-
cepted Black trainees, and those who did often exploited the arrangement. Field agents
repeatedly reported that “white employers only hired and “trained' [B]lack veterans so
that they could use them as cheap labor” (Onkst, 1998, p. 524). Some even charged veter-
ans for the privilege of working.

Limited HBCU capacity offers another potential explanation for the college gap, since
segregated Southern higher education barred Black students from white colleges. We
test this directly by building a new geolocated database of HBCU openings and closings
throughout US history and comparing the Gl Bill's effect on Black veterans across loca-
tions with high versus low local HBCU access (Table A6). The effect is nearly identical
across these locations, indicating that HBCU capacity does not explain the racial gap.
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Other outcomes. Beyond education, we nd divergent migration responses by race but
muted effects on housing and labor market outcomes. White veterans were 7 percent-
age points less likely to move across state lines, while Black veterans were 14 percent-
age points more likely to move (though statistically insigni cant), with similar effects for
those leaving and entering the South (Table A9). Homeownership shows no discontinuity
at the cutoff in 1970 or 1980 for either group (Table A10), consistent with Fetter (2013)'s
nding that Gl Bill expanded homeownership by enabling men to buy homes at younger
ages, rather than changing whether men ever owned a home. Labor market effects are
similarly limited, with white veterans showing slightly higher employment rates and oc-
cupational scores but no comparable gains for Black veterans (Table A11).

4.2. What Drives the Effects?

The effect of WWII and Gl Bill eligibility could re ect three key channels: the Gl Bill,
military service, and wartime labor demand for young men. Our evidence indicates that
the GI Bill, not military service per se, drives the college effects, while wartime labor
demand explains the simultaneous increase in less-than-high-school education.

To disentangle the effects of military service from the Gl Bill itself, we apply the same
RD design at the eligibility cutoffs for WWI (no Gl Bill) and the Korean War (similar Gl
Bill). WWI eligibility produces IV estimates on four-year college completion that are sta-
tistically indistinguishable from zero, '° while Korean War eligibility produces estimates
of similar magnitude to WWII (Figure A7, Panel A). The pattern is robust to netting out
cohort shocks common to both sexes through male-minus-female estimates (Panel B),
consistent with prior work nding small returns to wartime service alone (Angrist, 1998).

Two further pieces of evidence reinforce this conclusion. First, veterans' outcomes shift
on the Gl Bill's two largest spending categories—college and vocational training (Figure
Al)—not on margins one would expect from generic service effects. Second, the racial
gap is largest in the South, where institutional barriers to mainstream four-year colleges
were most severe (Table A4). The regional variation is inconsistent with military service
effects but follows naturally from the Gl Bill's decentralized administration.

Wartime labor demand, the remaining channel, explains the simultaneous rise in less-
than-high-school attainment but not the college effects. Young men near the cutoff faced
elevated demand from war-production jobs (Aizer et al., 2020), raising the opportunity
cost of schooling, and the rise in less-than-high-school attainment is concentrated among

10There are also no effects on other educational margins; results available upon request.
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cohorts who turned 16-18 during WWII in counties in the top quartile of per-capita war-
production contracts (Figure A8). The pattern holds when we sort by state of birth, with
the white less-than-high-school effect reaching 2.9 percentage points in top-quartile war-
production states versus 1.4 in bottom-quartile states (Table A6).1* The effect on four-
year college is essentially identical across both groups of states (1.7 versus 1.4 percentage
points), leaving the Gl Bill as the operative channel for the postsecondary effects that
drive our main analysis.

5. THE GIBILL'SINTERGENERATIONAL EFFECTS

The racial divergence in WWII service and Gl Bill eligibility extended to the next gen-
eration. White sons of eligible fathers live in adult neighborhoods with higher college
shares and incomes, while Black sons live neighborhoods with lower college shares. Be-
cause veteran fathers constituted a large share of families in the baby-boom cohort, these
differences had rst-order implications for postwar racial inequality.

5.1. Children's Education

White sons of eligible fathers live as adults in neighborhoods where the male white col-
lege share is 0.2 percentage points higher than for white sons of ineligible fathers. For
Black sons, the corresponding gap is 0.9 percentage points (Table 3, columns 1-2, and
Figure A9). Scaled by the race-speci c rst stages in fathers' veteran status, the IV effects
are 1.4 percentage points for white sons (a 9 percent difference relative to the 16.3 percent
baseline) and 9.9 percentage points for Black sons!?

This sharp racial asymmetry extends across the full educational distribution. For white
sons, the 1V effect on less-than-high-school attainment in adult neighborhoods is -2.4 per-
centage points and on postgraduate attainment is 1.6 percentage points, consistent with
white veterans' college gains translating into better school access, stronger networks, and
other channels that sorted their sons into higher-socioeconomic status neighborhoods.

1Iwomen in high-intensity counties show no comparable break, consistent with labor demand drawing
young men out of school rather than schooling disruption in these areas.

12For white sons, the 1.4-percentage-point IV estimate corresponds to 15 percent of the 9.5-percentage-
point gain in fathers' own college completion. Because sons' outcomes re ect the neighborhoods they sort
into as adults rather than their individual attainment, this ratio is not directly comparable to standard
father-son individual intergenerational transmission estimates, though it lies in a similar range (Black and
Devereux, 2011).
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For Black sons, the pattern reverses. Less-than-high-school attainment rises by 9.2 per-
centage points and college attainment drops by 9.9 percentage points, re ecting Black
veterans' concentration in low-return vocational training that produced no comparable
intergenerational shift (Turner and Bound, 2003; Chetty et al., 2020).

TABLE 3: Intergenerational Effects on the Educational Distribution of Sons' Adult
Neighborhoods

Reduced form \Y]
White Black White Black

Lessthan HS  -0.40%*  0.84% -2.39%* Qg 1g**
(0.05) (0.38) (0.35)  (4.30)

HS degree -0.05 -0.38 -0.31 -4.17
(0.05) (0.59) (0.32) (6.44)

Some college -0.05 0.56 -0.27 6.13
(0.05) (0.38) (0.33) (4.25)

College degree 0.23%* -0.91** 1.30%* g g
(0.06) (0.26)  (0.38)  (3.14)

Postgraduate ~ 0.26***  -0.11  1.58**  -1.21
(0.06) (0.27) (0.34) (2.94)
N 414,797 23,199 414,797 23,199

Notes: This table reports reduced-form and 1V estimates for children's adult neighborhood education out-

comes, by race, using the intergenerational sample described in Section 3. Outcomes are race-speci ¢ male

block-group education shares (in percentage points) from 2000-era Census tabulations, matched to children

via Infutor address histories. 1V estimates divide the reduced-form estimates by the race-speci c rst stage

on father's veteran status from Table A2. Outcome means are reported in Table A13. We use inverse propen-

sity weights and cluster standard errors on father's year of birth in parentheses. p< 0.01, p< 0.05,
p< 0.1.

5.2. Children's Income and Other Outcomes

Intergenerational effects on adult-neighborhood income mirror the educational pattern
but at smaller magnitudes. The eligibility effect on the median income of white sons'
adult neighborhoods is $542, with an IV estimate of $3,251, or 7 percent of the $47,122
baseline (Figure A11 and Tables A12 and A13). For Black sons, the reduced-form effect is
$42, with an imprecise 1V estimate of $454.
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Housing follows a similar pattern (Table A15). The IV effect on white sons' adult-
neighborhood median house value is $12,239, while for Black sons the effect is statistically
insigni cant. Adult-neighborhood homeownership rates show little response for either
group. Taken together, the Gl Bill shifted white sons into higher-SES adult neighborhoods
across education, income, and housing, with no comparable change for Black sons.

5.3. Role of Local Spillovers

The GI Bill's scale, with 16 million veterans and $22.5 billion in spending, raises the pos-
sibility that its effects spilled beyond direct participants. Veterans returning to a commu-
nity might have raised local schooling norms, expanded the stock of skilled neighbors,
or shifted labor-market opportunities, potentially narrowing or expanding the racial gap
independent of own-family bene ts.

To capture community-level spillovers, we augment the child-outcome speci cation
with a residualized WWII veteran share in father i's 1940 county of residence:

Yenila(y = @c+ qVeteran; + dV- i + Ugiiqi), (5)

where d captures the community-level effect beyond the father's own veteran status. We
construct V\(i) from the 1940-1950 linked full-count census by residualizing county-level
WWII draft intensity against individual- and county-level characteristics associated with
deferment (R? = 0.82), isolating idiosyncratic variation driven by differences in how more
than 6,000 local draft boards implemented national policy. Appendix A.5 provides full de-
tails on the construction, balance on prewar characteristics, and qualitative corroboration
from the World War 1l Rumor Project Collection (Of ce of War Information, 1942—-1943).

Spillovers reached only white sons (Figure A16). Moving from the 25th to the 75th
percentile of local veteran exposure raises white sons' educational attainment modestly,
concentrated at the upper end of the distribution, while spillover estimates for Black
sons show no consistent positive pattern. The intergenerational divergence thus re ects
family-level effects rather than community-level spillovers.

5.4. Aggregate Implications for Racial Inequality

These family-level intergenerational effects translate into rst-order implications for ag-
gregate racial inequality, given that veterans made up a large share of the baby-boom
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cohort fathers (Figure A17). To quantify these implications, we scale the race-speci c in-
tergenerational IV estimates by the share of each cohort with a veteran father, measuring
how much the GI Bill widened the racial gap rather than attributing the entire gap toit. 13

Cohort-level exposure to veteran fathers widened the white-Black college gap for sons
by 47 percent (5 percentage points) among baby boomers, narrowed the less-than-high-
school gap by 15 percent, and widened the median income gap by 11 percent (Figure A18).
These magnitudes are comparable to other major policy-driven changes in racial inequal-
ity. The exclusion of many Black workers from minimum wage coverage prior to 1966
increased the racial earnings gap by 20 percent (Derenoncourt and Montialoux, 2021),
school desegregation raised Black earnings by 30 percent (Johnson, 2011), and improve-
ments in school quality explain 15-20 percent of the white-Black earnings gap between
1960 and 1980 (Card and Krueger, 1992).

6. DECOMPOSITION AND M ECHANISMS

Why did the unequal effects of the Gl Bill on veterans persist across generations? Three
components can account for the racial gap in intergenerational outcomes: differences in
the prewar endowments families brought into the program, differences in the returns
each family realized from the same eligibility, or differences in how outcomes are trans-
mitted from fathers to sons.

This distinction has direct policy relevance. If endowments dominate, universal subsi-
dies alone are unlikely to close racial gaps without complementary investments in early-
life conditions. If returns dominate, the key lever is how institutions allocate and translate
the subsidy—through counseling, colleges, and labor markets—rather than differences in
starting conditions. We decompose the gap in intergenerational college effects into these
components using standard methods (Oaxaca, 1973; Blinder, 1973; DiNardo et al., 1996).

6.1. The Role of Prewar Endowments

Equalizing prewar characteristics between white and Black fathers barely narrows the
racial gap in sons' adult-neighborhood college share (Figure A19). We construct DiNardo
et al. (1996)-style reweighting weights based on cells de ned by the father's birth cohort,
1940 homeownership status, 1940 state of residence, and quartiles of 1940 household-

13The calculation assumes that the effects we estimate for compliers apply to all veteran fathers in each
cohort.
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average income and education.'* The gap remains close to its baseline magnitude even
when we additionally match on geography, suggesting that observed prewar differences
account for only a small share of the racial gap in intergenerational effects.

6.2. Decomposing the Intergenerational Racial Gap

To formalize the reweighting result, we decompose the racial gap into endowment, re-
turn, and persistence components. Let " denote the race-speci ¢ reduced-form intergen-
erational effect of fathers' eligibility:

Z
qd=0b" t'(kK)dR(kK), r2fW,Bg, (6)

where b' is the intergenerational transmission coef cient, t'"(k,K) is the race-specic
mapping from fathers' veteran status into outcomes conditional on family capital k and
community capital K, and F(k, K) is the race-speci c distribution of prewar capital. Sup-
pressing (k, K) for notational clarity, the white—Black gap gV  ¢f can be rewritten as:

Z Z Z Z Z
bW tWdRs tBds + bV  tWdRy tWdrs +(bY bB) tBdRs. (7)
| {z o {z po {z }
return endowment perSIStence

The return component captures the importance of the same prewar characteristics gener-
ating different returns across race. The endowment component captures how much of the
gap re ects differences in the distribution of prewar characteristics, evaluated at white re-
turns. The persistence component captures differences in intergenerational transmission
rates, evaluated at Black returns and endowments.

To operationalize the decomposition, we estimate the integrals from data and calibrate
the transmission coef cients. The race-specg’zc RD estimates from Table 3 directly iden-
tify gV and ¢B, and the counterfactual b"W tW dFR is estimated by re-running the RD
for white sons with DiNardo et al. (1996) weights matching white fathers to the Black
distribution, as described in Section 6.1. We calibrate b = 0.32 andb® = 0.28 from race-
speci ¢ father-son income-rank elasticities in Chetty et al. (2020), *° and the results are ro-

14Household-average income and education are averaged over prime-age adults aged 18-54 in the fa-
ther's 1940 household, since the fathers themselves were typically still children in 1940. We use coarse bins
to preserve common support across cells. Weights are further multiplied by inverse-propensity weights
correcting for differential linking rates between Black and white samples (Appendix B).

15Father-son transmission rates are not directly identi ed in our neighborhood-based sample.
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bust to this choice: substituting alternative race-speci ¢ transmission estimates from the
literature scales the persistence component modestly but leaves the return component as
the dominant term.

6.3. Returns Drive the Racial Gap

Unequal returns account for close to all of the racial gap in intergenerational effects. The
return component is 1.21 percentage points, slightly larger than the total gap of 1.19 per-
centage points (Figure 3). Even if Black fathers had held the white prewar distribution of
education, income, homeownership, and geography, the intergenerational effect would
be essentially unchanged. The endowment component explains only 10 percent of the gap
(0.12 percentage points), and the calibrated persistence component is small and slightly
negative ( 0.14 percentage points), suggesting that Black-white differences in intergen-
erational transmission if anything narrowed rather than widened the gap.

FIGURE 3: Decomposition of the Racial Gap in Intergenerational Gl Bill Effects

Notes: This gure decomposes the racial gap in the intergenerational effect of fathers’ WWII service and
Gl Bill eligibility on the race-speci ¢ male four-year college share in sons' adult neighborhoods into return,
endowment, and persistence components following equation (7). Baselings the estimated white—Black gap
in the race-speci ¢ reduced-form RD coef cients on sons' adult-neighborhood college share (from Table 3;
1.19 pp). Endowments the change in the white RD coef cient when white fathers are reweighted to the Black
distribution of birth cohort, 1940 homeownership, 1940 state of residence, and quartiles of 1940 household-
average income and education, following DiNardo et al. (1996). Persistencés calibrated from race-speci ¢
father—son income-rank trggsmission rates in Chetty et al. (2020) (bW = 0.32,bB = 0.28), scaled by the Black
father-level implied effect  tgdFs = gB/ bB following equation (6). Returnis the residual component. The
return and endowment bars are identi ed from our data, while the persistence bar is calibrated.
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The pattern is consistent with the empirical evidence from Section 4. Black veterans
sought college access but were steered into lower-return vocational programs, and the
labor markets they entered offered limited returns to those credentials. Equal eligibility
within discriminatory institutions produced unequal economic outcomes. The Gl Bill is
a leading example of a large-scale race-blind subsidy that, when implemented through
segregated institutions and labor markets, generated unequal returns and persistent in-
equality across generations (Katznelson, 2005).

The heterogeneity across counties corroborates this interpretation. In line with re-
turns rather than endowments driving the gap, the intergenerational divergence is largest
in areas with the most historical KKK presence, our proxy for entrenched discrimina-
tion (Figure 4; Ang, 2023). In addition, point estimates are broadly similar across other
county characteristics, including war production intensity, distance from HBCUs, and re-
gion, providing no clear evidence supporting alternative explanations based on Southern-
speci c institutions or limited college capacity.

FIGURE 4: Heterogeneity of the Intergenerational White-Black Gap in the College Effect
by Father's 1940 County Characteristics

Notes:Reduced-form estimates of the white-Black gap in the eligibility-cutoff effect on the race-speci ¢ male
four-year-college share in sons' adult neighborhood, by father's 1940 county of residence. The gap and its
95 percent con dence interval come from a single stacked race-interacted regression,y = a+ g 1[Black] +
(running; Eligible;) 1[Black] + age controls- # weighted by the IPW and clustered on father's year of
birth. The plotted statistic is the white-minus-Black discontinuity. Baselinematches the headline reduced-
form white-Black gap implied by Table 3. The remaining speci cations restrict the sample to the county
subgroups de ned in Table A14, based on per-capita WWII production-contract spending, urban share,
distance to nearest HBCU operational in 1944, klavern count. Horizontal bars show 95 percent con dence
intervals.
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7. CONCLUSION

In February 2025, Congress reintroduced the Gl Bill Restoration Act, proposing to extend
education and housing bene ts to the descendants of Black WWII veterans denied ef-
fective access to the original program. The bill is named after Sgt. Joseph Maddox, who
served in WWII and was accepted to Harvard University but was denied Gl Bill tuition

by his local VA of ce “to avoid setting a precedent” (Humes, 2006). Maddox eventually
secured his bene ts with the support of the NAACP, but the barriers he initially expe-
rienced were not exceptional. Black veterans faced discrimination at each stage of the
Gl Bill's administration, producing two fundamentally different experiences of the same
statutory entitlement.

This paper quanti es the intergenerational consequences of that disparity. Among
white men induced into WWII service and Gl Bill eligibility by the age cutoff, four-year
college completion roughly doubled, and these gains persisted across generations, with
their sons living in adult neighborhoods with higher college shares and higher median
incomes. Black veterans, by contrast, were disproportionately steered toward low-return
vocational training programs, and their sons show no comparable shift in adult-neighbor-
hood economic status. The Black—white gap in intergenerational effects re ects differ-
ences in returns rather than pre-existing endowments, as decentralized administration,
segregated institutions, and discriminatory labor markets converted the same statutory
eligibility into unequal outcomes across two generations.

Beyond its own historical episode, the Gl Bill was central to the founding of the Ameri-
can knowledge economy. It dramatically expanded the supply of college-educated work-
ers in the postwar period, before the surge in the college wage premium in the 1980s
magni ed the value of those credentials (Goldin and Katz, 2008; Katz and Murphy, 1992).
Because Black families were largely excluded from this expansion, the resulting gaps in
college attainment grew more costly as the economy restructured around college creden-
tials. This contributed to the post-1970s stagnation in Black-white economic convergence
(Bayer and Charles, 2018; Derenoncourt et al., 2024).

Our results leave several questions open. The Korean War Gl Bill operated under de-
segregated military service and tighter oversight of vocational training, and comparing
its intergenerational effects to those of the WWII Gl Bill would help determine whether
the racial disparities we document persisted or attenuated as institutions changed. The
Gl Bill's role in shaping racial wealth gaps also deserves further study, given our lim-
ited effects on homeownership. More broadly, our results suggest that quantifying the
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intergenerational consequences of race-blind policies implemented through unequal in-
stitutions is an important agenda for understanding the persistence of racial inequality in
the United States.
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A. APPENDIX FIGURES AND TABLES
A.1l. Historical Background

FIGURE Al: GI Bill Spending by Component, 1945-1955

Notes: This gure reports Gl Bill spending by component (education and training, housing, readjustment
and unemployment insurance, and other components) from 1945 to 1955, documenting the scale and com-
position of the federal investment amounting to a total of $22.5 billion (President's Commission on Veterans'
Pensions, 1956; Collins and Zimran, 2025).
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TABLE Al: Timeline of WWII Military Service, the Gl Bill, and the Korean War

World War II
Sep. 1940| Selective Training and Service Act of 1940 signed into law
Oct. 1940| 1stregistration: all men aged 21-35 (Oct.lottery decided draft order)
Jul. 1941| 2nd registration: men who turned 21 since the last registration (Jul. lottery )
Dec. 1941 | US enters WWII after Pearl Harbor was bombed
Feb. 1942| 3rd registration: men aged 20-45 not previously registered (Mar. lottery )
Apr. 1942 | 4th registration: men aged 45—-64 (never drafted into military service)
Jun. 1942| 5th registration: men aged 18-20 (Nov. draft young to old , no lottery)
Dec. 1942| Ongoing registration: men registered on 18th birthday (draft young to old )
Jan. 1943| Men aged 38-45 no longer drafted; focus on younger men
Jun. 1943| Army General Classi cation Test introduced
Jun. 1944 | WWII Gl Bill signed into law by FDR
Sep. 1945| End of WWII
Jul. 1956 | WWII Gl Bill education bene ts expire (housing bene ts expire Jul. 1957)
Korean War
Jun. 1948| Registration of all men aged 18-26 for rst US peacetime draft
Jun. 1948| 20,000 men aged 19-26 drafted between 1948 and Korean War (young to old)
Jun. 1950| Beginning of Korean War; sharp increase in number of men drafted
Jun. 1950| During the war 1.5 million men drafted, generally youngest to oldest
Jun. 1951| Age for military service lowered from 19 to 18 %
Jul. 1952 | Korean War Gl Bill signed into law by Harry Truman
Jul. 1953| End of Korean War
Jan. 1965| Gl Bill education bene ts expire (no expiration date for housing bene ts)

Notes:This table summarizes the key dates in WWII and Korean War military service and Gl Bill legislation.
More details can be found in Section 2. Sources: Murray (1971); Olson (1974); Mettler (2005).
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