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Indeed, they show that faster access to citizenship more strongly
benefited women with no work history who entered the labour
market for the first time. Figures 3A,B subsequently presents the
results for occupational status. For men, the positive relationship
between citizenship and having a better job status is weaker
under the condition of having easier access to citizenship. This
result is consistent with the “devaluation hypothesis” according
to which liberal citizenship policies might “devalue” citizenship
as a selection device that signals immigrants’ integration in the
labour market. For women, the results suggest that access to
citizenship does not condition the returns to naturalisation in
terms of better jobs. We reproduce these results by using the
ANATORD-CITIMP indicator as an alternative measure for the
relative accessibility of naturalisation (Supplementary Table 3).
Results confirm the positive relationship betweenmore accessible
citizenship policy and employment for women. According to this
indicator, access to citizenship does not condition the positive
effect of citizenship on occupational status for migrant men from
developing countries.

CONCLUSION

This paper explores the relationship between citizenship and
labour market outcomes for foreign-born residents in 13 West
European countries. The analysis uses the ad hoc module of
the European labour force Survey for the year 2014. In order
to cope with the selective nature of the naturalisation process,
we employ a treatment effect method and a recursive bivariate
probit method that account for unobserved characteristics of
naturalising immigrants.

Our main finding is that of a positive relationship across these
destination countries between citizenship and the probability of
employment for immigrant men, as well as between citizenship
and occupational status for men. In line with previous findings,
we observe that these citizenship premiums only apply to
immigrants from developing countries. These findings align
with the study of Zwysen (2018), equally based on LFS data
but without taking into account the selection of immigrants
into citizenship, who finds a slightly positive association of
naturalisation with job quality but not with employment.

We find that the effect of citizenship policy is heterogeneous
across labour market outcomes and varies by gender. Our
analyses show that liberal access to citizenship does not diminish
the positive returns on employment from naturalisation. By
contrast, in countries where citizenship is relatively easily
accessible, the relationship between citizenship and paid
employment is stronger for female migrants. However, easier
access to citizenship is related with lower returns of naturalisation
on occupational status for male immigrants. A tentative
explanation for this result may be that a liberal citizenship policy
“devalues” the acquisition of citizenship in the eyes of employers
and thus serves less as a selection device between immigrants.
Further research is needed to better understand why, if at all, such
a devaluation hypothesis only seems to hold for occupational

status (and not for employment as such) and why only for men
(and not for women). Building on our comparative approach
as well as the recent work by Helbling et al. (2020), researchers
could also further explore the extent to which immigration
policies, rather than citizenship policies, condition the citizenship
premium in labour markets of destination countries, through the
selective impact of admission criteria.
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Entrenched Inequalities? Class,
Gender and Ethnic Differences in
Educational and Occupational
Attainment in England
Yaojun Li*

Department of Sociology and Cathie Marsh Institute for Social Research, School of Social Sciences, Manchester University,
Manchester, United Kingdom

Research in social stratification tends to focus on class differences in educational and
occupational attainment, with particular attention to primary and secondary effects in the
former, and class reproduction in the latter, domain. Research in ethnic studies tends to
focus, however, on ethnic penalty or premium. Many studies have been conducted in each
tradition on specific issues but little research is available that examines class, gender and
ethnic effects simultaneously or in tandem with contextual effects, let alone on the whole
trajectory from compulsory schooling, through further and higher education, to labor
market position. Using data from the Longitudinal Study of Young People in England, this
paper shows pronounced class differences but remarkable gender progress in each of the
educational domains. With regard to ethnicity, people from minority ethnic heritages had
lower GCSE scores due to poorer family conditions but achieved higher transition rates to
A-Level study, higher university enrollment and, for some groups, greater attendance at
elite universities, resulting in an overall higher rate of degree-level attainment than did
whites. One might expect members of ethnic minority backgrounds to fare equally well in
their earlier careers in the labor market, but only to find them more vulnerable to
unemployment, less likely to have earnings, and more disadvantaged in terms of
disposable incomes.

Keywords: class, ethnicity, gender, educational attainment, labor market position, England

INTRODUCTION

The aim of this paper is to study the educational and occupational achievement of members of
second-generation ethnic minority groups in England, whether they are subject to similar class
effects as those from the majority group, and whether there are specific ethnic penalties in their
educational trajectory from compulsory schooling to higher education and furthermore in their early
careers in the labor market. Sociologists have conducted many studies on how family origins affect
children’s educational and occupational attainment in Britain. Most of the studies are focused on
educational attainment in compulsory schooling and progression to A-Level study given the prior
academic performance. Yet, little research is available that combines insights from both social
mobility and ethnic studies traditions to examine the entire educational trajectories from compulsory
schooling through A-Level studies to higher education, and furthermore into the labour-market
position after completion of education, and to interrogate the underlying socio-economic-cultural
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social groups are being treated at the societal level. Statistical
methods will be adopted as appropriate for the task at hand.

ANALYSIS

The analysis in this section will focus on the respondent’s
educational and early career trajectories from ages 16 to 25.
As earlier noted, we shall first analyze ethno-class differences in
educational achievement before moving to occupational
attainment. We examine GCSE scores at age 16, transition
rates to A-Level and to university studies (including
attendance at Russell Group universities). In the second part,
we shall look at the employment situation and incomes.

Educational Attainment in Compulsory
Schooling
The data in Table 1 show an overall view of the class, ethnic and
gender differences in GCSE scores and probabilities of
progression to A-Level, university and elite university studies.

With respect to class effects, we find pronounced differences
with clear gradients in each of the four domains under discussion.
As noted above, the mean GCSE score for the sample is around 40
but we see that people from higher salariat (professional and
managerial) families had a mean score of 55 whereas those from
routine manual families only had a mean score of 24, with a
difference of 31 points. The class differentials increased when we
look at the transition rates to A-Level and to university studies,

with the differences between the higher salariat and routine
students being 41 percentage points in the former and 59
points in the latter regard. And with respect to access to the
more prestigious Russell Group universities, as shown under the
last column, the class differences are also striking, with over a
quarter (26%) of the higher salariat children studying in Russell
Group universities in contrast with a meagre two percent for
those from routine families.4

The middle part of the table shows the data on ethnic
differences. As white students comprise an overwhelming
majority in the sample (86%), their attainment level closely
represents the mean performance in each of the four aspects.
We see clear and striking differences both between white and
ethnic minority students, and among the ethnic minority
groupings. In each of the aspects, Chinese students showed
themselves as the highest performers, followed by Indians, in
clear contrast with Black Caribbeans. Children from Black
African, Pakistani, Bangladeshi families had the lowest GCSE
scores but higher transition rates to A-Level and university than
white students.

The data on gender differences show no female disadvantage.
If anything, girls outperformed boys at each stage. The data on
university enrollment echo the historical profile Heath et al.,

TABLE 1 | Descriptive analysis of GCSE score, transition rate (%) into A-Level, university and Russel-Group (RG) university work by parental class, ethnicity and sex.

GCSE score % To A-Level % To university % To RG university

Parental class
Higher salariat 55.0 82.2 67.1 26.2
Lower salariat 46.1 69.6 49.5 11.5
Intermediate 39.9 59.6 36.8 7.1
Own account 37.5 58.6 35.3 5.7
Lower technical 32.0 46.6 25.7 3.0
Semi routine 29.6 46.6 23.1 3.3
Routine 23.9 41.4 18.4 2.1

Ethnicity
White 39.7 60.2 37.8 9.6
B Caribbean 31.8 53.8 39.4 2.4
B African 36.6 70.1 60.9 8.1
Indian 44.9 78.9 73.9 12.7
Pakistani 34.8 68.9 49.2 7.1
Bangladeshi 34.7 65.8 52.9 8.0
Chinese 59.5 91.0 96.8 29.3
Mixed 40.3 61.0 41.9 10.4
Other 43.5 72.9 52.5 11.0

Sex
Male 37.3 58.1 36.5 8.9
Female 42.1 65.3 44.1 10.9

(All) 39.7 61.5 40.4 9.7
(Approximate N) 15,755 10,355 8,476 8,476

Notes: Weighted analysis and unweighted Ns. The weights are taken from waves 4, 6 and 7 respectively (the same below). The sample sizes become smaller over the waves but remain
sufficient for analysis. Take GCSE for example. The number of respondents from higher salariat to routine origins are 1,697, 4,568, 1,430, 1,594, 1,388, 2056 and 2,350; for ethnicity, the
numbers from white to other are 10,330, 703, 748, 1,010, 945, 728, 26, 822 and 417; and for gender, the numbers for men and women are 7,832 and 7,571 respectively.
Source: The Longitudinal Study of Young People in England (LSYPE) (the same below).

4There are also data on access to Oxford and Cambridge Universities. Further
analysis shows that 3.76% of respondents from higher salariat families attended
these universities as compared with 0.22% from routine families, a disparity ratio
of 17.
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2018a: 68, Figure 4.2) which shows men as having a lead over
women in access to higher education from the mid-1950s to mid-
1990s but since then, women have caught up with and
increasingly surpassed men.

The intriguing question is why students in ethnic minority
groups underperform in GCSE examinations but make “bold
choices” at transitions to further and higher education. If the most
important determinant of academic performance and subsequent
choice concerns the “class-lined inequalities of condition”
(Goldthorpe and Mills, 2004: 223), it is understandable that
ethnic minority students who come from poorer families will
have lower performance. But if the secondary effects are also
reliant, and even more so than the primary effects, on family
resources as the “relative risk aversion” thesis would argue, why
would the poorer and worse-performing ethnic minority students
make even bolder choices than their more affluent and better-
performing white peers rather than take a “realistically-feasible”
strategy as the RRA thesis would predict? In other words, if family
poverty that leads to the lower performance is regarded as
“disadvantage,” how does this disadvantage in the primary
effects turn around to become an “advantage” in the
secondary effects? Most analyses in this regard have, as
noticed above, tended to use a one-dimensional approach,
with a three-way schema of parental class, and focus on
contrasting performances between service- and working-class
students and, in so doing, ignored ethnicity as a non-issue.
Therefore, the questions that are of crucial importance for
present research and that reflect the genuine concern of an
increasingly diverse society were overlooked in most of the
existing sociological analyses in this regard. As we take a
multi-dimensional approach in the present study, we need to
have a closer look at the other domains of socio-economic
disadvantages that reinforce one another in their impact on
ethnic minority students’ performance. Here the primary
question we need to establish is: what kind of socio-economic
disadvantages do members of ethnic minority heritages face?

Table 2 shows some selected family circumstances to
represent social disadvantages: proportions of parents in
working-class positions, with low level of or no formal
education, of single-parent family type and being eligible for
free school meal (FSM) which, for our sample, was equivalent to
annual gross household income below £13,480 (Hobbs and

Vignoles, 2010). These are, we believe, best available indicators
of family economic, cultural and social deprivation.

It is clear that white students have much better socio-
economic resources as judged from the range of indicators
under consideration. White parents are least likely to be in
work-class positions (23%) but ethnic minority parents are
much more likely to be in such positions, with Pakistani and
Bangladeshi parents particularly disadvantaged (68 and 45%
respectively). Even more pronounced are differences in
parental education, with only 17% of white parents having
primary level or no schooling whereas for people from
Bangladeshi, Pakistani and Chinese heritages, parental low
education reaches a staggering high, at 83, 60 and 56%
respectively. The combination of lower class position and poor
education would mean that, even without labor market
discrimination and differences in family size, ethnic minorities
would have much greater vulnerability to poverty. While the large
amount of missing income data in the NS file, at 58% as
previously noted, makes it inadvisable to construct a poverty
measure, we do have solid evidence on ethnic income poverty.
Using the United Kingdom Household Longitudinal Study
(UKHLS), Li (2018a: 487; see also Heath et al., 2018b) showed
an ethnic poverty profile closely corresponding to the
distributions to class and education position as shown in the
table. The proportion of households in poverty, as defined by the
United Kingdom government criteria (60% below median of the
standardized household mean incomes) runs from 15, 21, 22, 25,
36, 49 to 56 percent for white, Indian, Black Caribbean, Chinese,
Black African, Bangladeshi and Pakistani groups respectively.
Although FSM eligibility does not fully reflect family poverty as
Hobbs and Vignoles (2010) showed, we still find a close
correspondence between indicators of socio-economic
disadvantage (class, education, poverty) and FSM
eligibility, with white students least likely and all other
groups (except for Chinese) more likely to have FSM.
Finally, single-parent family structure may be an indicator
of inadequate family social capital crucial for the
maintenance of cultural tradition (Sakamoto et al., 2009),
“concerted acculturation” (Lareau, 2003) and emotional
support (Putnam, 2007). Here we find that Black
Caribbeans are most likely to live in single-parent families,
with 64% being “always” or ‘sometimes’ headed by single
parents, followed by Black Africans (43%).

Overall, data in Table 2 show that white students do enjoy
superior socio-economic-cultural resources relative to their ethnic
minority peers who face multiple disadvantages. People from
Bangladeshi and Pakistani origins have the poorest economic
situation, next come the Chinese in terms of low parental
education, with the two black groups lying in between, and
Indians being closest to whites. It is probably an interplay of
these and other influences such as oriental cultural tradition
(Hirschman and Wong, 1986) which emphasizes over-
achievement and perception of pervasive disadvantages in the
labor market such as shown in Li and Heath (2018), that led to
the poorer academic performance but more ambitious choices for
more advanced educational studies by the ethnic minority
students. We now turn to multivariate modeling on such effects.

TABLE 2 | Selected family characteristics by ethnicity: proportions (%) growing up
in working-class, poorly educated, single-parent households and being
eligible for free school meal (FSM).

Working-class Low education Single-parent HH FSM

White 23 17 29 11
B Caribbean 32 20 64 18
B African 42 35 43 37
Indian 31 35 16 12
Pakistani 45 60 17 39
Bangladeshi 68 83 20 63
Chinese 31 56 12 5
Mixed 23 21 41 20
Other 36 45 28 33
(All) 25 20 29 13
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We first look at the net effects on academic performance as
demonstrated in GCSE examination results. The data are shown in
Table 3 with three models. Model 1 contains family class, ethnicity
and gender, our key intersectional variables. Model 2 adds
respondent-level FSM eligibility and school-level proportion of
students eligible for FSM. The inclusion of the two FSM variables
is of both conceptual and substantive importance. Conceptually, one
may expect schools with high proportions of students eligible for FSM
as being highly deprived and having an unfavourable learning
environment, a negative effect over and above personal poverty
(own FSM). Controlling for individual and school-level FSMs can
hopefully help mitigate ecological and atomistic fallacies.
Substantively, while Siddiqui et al. (2019) suggest that with the
availability of individual FSM data, there is no need to include
family circumstances such as parental class and education, we can
directly test whether parental position is still significant after

controlling for both individual- and school-level types of FSM.
One further consideration is that Ilie et al. (2017) recommend
using two other contextual-level deprivation indices in lieu of
FSM, but our prior analysis suggests little need for so doing.5 The
results in Model 2 can help us to address the questions of relative
merits or otherwise of the claims from different theoretical
perspectives as outlined above. Finally, Model 3 adds variables on
parental education, family structure, nativity, and school-level ethnic
diversity as measured by the Herfindahl index. Sociologists tend to
use parental class alone as family position in addressing
intergenerational educational or occupational mobility (Halsey et
al., 1980; Goldthorpe and Jackson, 2008; Breen et al., 2009) but
increasingly there is an appreciation that parental education plays a
crucial role over and above parental class in shaping children’s
educational and occupational attainment when parental education
is used as a “positional good.” namely, in a relative rather than
absolute sense (Bukodi et al., 2014; Li, 2018a). As the cohortmembers
in the present study are of the same age, there is no need to produce
relativemeasures of parental education. Finally, as students are nested
in schools and as schools differ in the levels of socio-economic
deprivation and ethnic diversity, multilevel regression techniques are
used, with school-level FSM andHerfindahl diversity serving as level-
2 covariates.

The data in Model 1 of Table 3 show powerful class and some
ethnic and gender effects net of one another. Students from higher
salariat families have, controlling for ethnicity and gender, 20.6 scores
higher than those from routine families. We noticed in Table 1 that
Pakistani and Bangladeshi students had lower mean GCSE scores
than white students and, from Table 2, we also saw that their family
class and education positions were much lower than those of whites.
Yet, here, we find that their performance is significantly higher than
that of white pupils, suggesting that it was their lower parental class
that suppressed the achievement. With similar family positions,
Pakistani and Bangladeshi students would perform equally well as,
or probably better than, their white peers. Girls, on average,
outperformed boys even when parental class and ethnicity are
held constant.

As people eligible for FSM tend to be from poor households, we
would expect them to have, other things being equal, lower levels of
academic performance, which is shown as true. They have six scores
lower on average. Furthermore, we find that school-level FSM also
have a net and substantial impact on students’ performance. With an
overall FSM at around 14%, an increase of ten percentage points of
school-level FSM would, other things being equal, lower a student’s
performance by around four scores. As most of the ethnic minority
students except Indians and Chinese were more likely to be in receipt
of FSM, controlling for individual and school level FSM have placed
them on higher (net) performance scores than white students.

TABLE 3 | Random coefficient models on GCSE scores by socio-economic
attributes.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Parental class (routine � ref)
Higher salariat 20.55*** 17.79*** 10.34***
Lower salariat 15.33*** 12.57*** 7.60***
Intermediate 10.95*** 8.44*** 6.09***
Own account 8.81*** 6.04*** 3.72***
Supervisor and technician 5.83*** 3.80*** 2.21**
Semi routine 4.64*** 3.12*** 2.66***

Ethnicity (white � ref)
B Caribbean −4.84*** −3.25** −4.97***
B African 1.30 4.01*** 0.03
Indian 6.52*** 7.45*** 6.00***
Pakistani 2.47** 5.15*** 4.65***
Bangladeshi 6.32*** 10.08*** 10.36***
Chinese 16.97*** 18.63*** 19.08***
Mixed −0.41 0.72 −0.19
Other 5.10*** 7.05*** 5.26**

Female 4.64*** 4.71*** 4.67***
Eligibility for FSM −6.15*** −4.53***
% Eligible for FSM at school level −0.37*** −0.41***
Parental education (low � ref)
Degree+ 15.13***
Sub-degree 8.40***
A-level 6.76***
O-level 4.39***

Family structure (two-parents � ref)
Sometimes lone-parent −2.02***
Always lone-parent −2.32**

Born outside the United Kingdom 3.03***
Ethnic diversity at school level 0.10***
Constant 24.99*** 33.70*** 29.00***
Random effects parameters
var (zfsmpct) 2.23*** 1.77*** 1.68***
var (zdiv) −6.48** −5.51 −10.07***
var (_cons) 1.86*** 1.82*** 1.70***
var (Residual) 2.76*** 2.76*** 2.73***

(N) 11,099 10,645 10,374

Note: *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001. For parental education, low refers to primary
level or no formal education. In the part for random effects, zfsmpct and zdiv refer to
standardized values of percentage of pupils eligible for free school meals and of ethnic
diversity at the school level respectively. Stata calculates the variances for the random
parameters in the form of the log of standard deviations. The values of the logs are
presented in the random part.

5The two contextual variables recommended by Ilie et al. (2017) are idaci (“income
deprivation affecting children index”) and imd (“index of multiple deprivation”).
Analyses were conducted including the two variables, rescaled to range from 0 to
100, on top of the variables already in Model 3. The coefficients were rather weak:
0.08 and 0.02 respectively, the latter being non-significant and the coefficients for
the other variables in Model 3 being little affected. Given this, the two variables
were not included in the model.
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Finally, in Model 3, we find that parental education, family
structure, nativity and school-level ethnic diversity all play an
important role. People with degree-level parents have, other
things being equal, 15 scores higher than those whose parents
have only primary level of education or no formal schooling.
People growing up in lone-parent families, whether “sometimes”
or “always” lone-parent, also had lower scores. Yet, those who
were foreign born but who arrived in the United Kingdom at a
young age achieved higher scores than did the others, by three
points on average, possibly reflecting the “positive selection”
effect due to the recency of immigration and their parental
higher qualifications.6 School-level ethnic diversity also has a
positive impact on students’ achievement.

An interesting and important point is that, after controlling all
these individual and contextual factors, we still find highly
significant effects of parental class and ethnicity. Combining
the findings from Tables 1–3, we may say that most ethnic
minority students had lower performance scores due to the
multiple handicaps arising from “inequalities of condition”
inherent in their family position and, yet, if they had had
comparable parental socio-economic conditions to those found
in white families, they may well have obtained similar, or even
better, results. Only Black Caribbean students might have
fared worse.

Transition to A-Level Studies
We now move to the choices made by the young people to follow
A-Level studies. Most existing work on primary and secondary
effects have focused on this, with the secondary effects gleaned
from differences between salariat- and working-class children.
Our analysis in Table 4 follows the structure of Table 3, with
Model 1 focused on intersectional effects, Model 2 adding prior
levels of achievement to assess secondary effects, and Model 3
further controlling for other individual and contextual factors.
The data in Table 4 show average marginal effects (AME) from
logit models, with logit coefficients transformed to proportions,
or transition rates, to A-Level work.

The data in Model 1 shows the expected class differentials.
Ethnic and gender status being equal, those from higher salariat
families were 45 percentage points more likely to choose
A-Level studies than those from routine families. Most
people from ethnic minority backgrounds are also
significantly more likely to choose A-Level studies than the
white majority, holding constant family class position. As ethnic
parents have lower class positions than whites, controlling for
class boosted their transition rates as compared with the raw
figures shown in Table 1. Girls are significantly more likely to
choose A-Level studies than boys.

The crucial findings are shown in Models 2 and 3 where
academic performance and other personal and contextual
attributes are taken into account. It is surprising that parental
class loses its significance altogether. Chinese students have very
high GCSE scores, but once prior performance is controlled for,
they are not significantly more likely to opt for A-Level studies.
The overall pattern in Model 2 is echoed in Model 3 when the
other factors are controlled for. The most salient feature that
emerges from the findings under the two models is the lack of
significant parental class effects. One reason for the difference in
the findings as shown here and those by Goldthorpe and
colleagues as cited above may be due to the number of class
categories used: a seven-class schema is used here but a three-
class schema used in their analyses; another reason may be due to
the inclusion of ethnicity, gender and other covariates here,
making the analysis more complicated, diluting the impacts of
class. To further ascertain why the discrepancy emerged, further
analysis was conducted, with a three-way schema for parental
class, and with GCSE scores normalized with a mean of zero and
standard deviation of unity, which is the same framework as
adopted in prior analysis (Erikson et al., 2005; Jackson et al., 2007;
Goldthorpe and Jackson, 2008; Jackson, 2012); Jackson, 2013.

TABLE 4 | Average marginal effects (AME) from logit models on transition into
A-Level work by socio-economic attributes.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Parental class (routine � ref)
Higher salariat 0.454*** 0.037 0.022
Lower salariat 0.331*** 0.005 −0.009
Intermediate 0.230*** −0.012 −0.009
Own account 0.201*** −0.013 −0.010
Supervisor and technician 0.095*** −0.034 −0.031
Semi routine 0.093*** −0.001 −0.001

Ethnicity (white � ref)
B Caribbean −0.031 0.088** 0.068*
B African 0.154*** 0.158*** 0.107**
Indian 0.215*** 0.149*** 0.144***
Pakistani 0.165*** 0.166*** 0.147***
Bangladeshi 0.181*** 0.145*** 0.122***
Chinese 0.318*** 0.142 0.139
Mixed 0.009 0.028 0.021
Other 0.175*** 0.132*** 0.107**

Female 0.071*** 0.023* 0.028**
GCSE 0.013*** 0.013***
Eligibility for FSM 0.025
% Eligible for FSM at school level 0.000
Parental education (prim � ref)
Degree+ 0.078***
Sub-degree 0.043*
A-level −0.001
O-level 0.016

Family structure (two-parents � ref)
Sometimes lone-parent −0.006
Always lone-parent −0.017

Born outside the United Kingdom 0.043
Ethnic diversity at school level 0.001
(N) 8,641 8,641 7,971

Note: *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001. For parental education, low refers to primary
level or no formal education.

6Further analysis shows that around 5% of the sample were foreign born and came
to the United Kingdom as children. Yet, among the foreign born, parental
education is more stratified, with 23.8% of parents having degrees or higher, as
compared with 18.4% of the United Kingdom born; yet the proportions having
only primary or no education were also higher among the foreign born than the
United Kingdom born, at 43.4 and 19.1% respectively. The positive selection effect
is particularly strong among foreign born Chinese and white parents with 45 and
32% having degree-level education.
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The data in Figure 1 shows clear class differences in the
primary effects, with students from salariat families having much
higher scores than those from working-class families, which
closely resembles previous findings by other scholars using
other datasets. Yet, controlling for prior attainment, the
differences in the transition rates, or the secondary effects, for
children from the three classes as shown in the S-shaped curves
are quite indiscernible. Does this contradict the predictions of the
rational action theory that middle-class children will tend to
make more ambitious choices and working-class children more
realistically-feasible choices? Probably not. If we compare the
historical trends on transition rates between the NDCS (born in
1958 and reaching age 16 in 1974) and the 2001 YCS data as
shown in Goldthorpe and Jackson (2008, Figures 3.1 and 3.2), we
can see that the secondary effects were being reduced from earlier
to later time points, suggesting that all children were becoming
more likely to continue with A-Level studies. Our NS children’s
transition time occurred in around 2006, even later than in the
YCS2001 data, hence the class differences may be expected to be
even smaller than shown in the YCS2001. From this perspective,
we may say that even if primary effects remain, the strength of
secondary effects may well decline or shift to more advanced
levels, and this explanation would be consistent with
Goldthorpe’s critique of Bourdieu’s cultural capital (habitus)
theory, and with the “maximum maintained inequality”
(MMI) and the “effectively maintained inequality” (EMI)
theses by Raftery and Hout (1993); Lucas (2001).

Another feature in this regard that merits further
consideration pertains to the possibility that the secondary
effects may not cover the whole range of performance but
only emerge at a particular performance level. Jackson et al.
(2007: 218) state: “It would seem reasonable to suppose that
students who perform very poorly in their examinations at 16 will
have a low probability of going on to A-levels and that those who
perform very well will have a high probability almost regardless of
their class origins, while it is at intermediate levels of performance
that the scope for secondary effects to operate is largest.”We can

have a closer look to see whether this proposition is verifiable in
our data.

The data in Table 5 are organized for this purpose. Academic
performances (GCSE scores) are divided into three bands: low,
middle and high. In the last row of the table, we find that the
transition rates for A-Level studies under the three bands are 18,
56 and 93 percent. Thus those in the high band of achievement
are around 5 times as likely to make the decision to go on to
A-Level studies as those in the low band. Do we find class
differentials only among the middle-band achievers but not
among the high and the low achievers? Surprisingly, we do
not. The first three rows under “All” show little class
difference among the low and the mid, but significant class
differences among the high, achievers. A very high proportion
of high-achievers from all class origins choose to move to A-Level
studies and working-class high-performers have a higher rate
than salariat low- or mid-performers. But a close look still shows
that, among the high performers, working- and intermediate-
class children have a significantly lower rate than salariat
children, at 86, 91, 94% respectively. Thus, our data show a
pattern of secondary effects only among the high-achievers rather
than among the intermediate performers as Jackson et al. (2007)
have expected.

Since we are also concerned with ethno-gender differences,
further analysis is conducted on ethno-class-gender effects on
children’s performance and transition probabilities, with results
listed in the lower part of the table. Here we find that the RRA
predictions mainly apply to the high-achieving white students.

FIGURE 1 |Graphical representation of regression of transition to A-level
work on academic performance.

TABLE 5 | Transition rate (%) into A-levels work by family class, ethnicity, sex and
bands of GCSE scores.

Bands of GCSE scores

Low Mid High

All
Salariat (�ref) 20 57 94
Intermediate 16 53 91**
Working class 19 57 86***

White men
Salariat (�ref) 17 53 94
Intermediate 11 48 90*
Working class 17 52 76***

White women
Salariat (�ref) 18 59 94
Intermediate 15 49* 91
Working class 17 52 87**

Ethnic minority men
Salariat (�ref) 26 67 96
Intermediate 29 77 91
Working class 26 72 95

Ethnic minority women
Salariat (�ref) 52 72 97
Intermediate 43 82 95
Working class 30* 75 94
(All) 18 56 93

Note: The figures in this table pertain to the percentages that transition into A-Level
studies. Further analysis is made on significance tests with people from salariat origins as
the reference group. For instance, at the overall level (under All), 86% of people from
working-class origins as against 94% of salariat children made the transition to A-Level
studies, with a difference of 8 percentage points, and this is significant at the 0.001 level.
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For both men and women in the majority group, there are clear
and significant class differences among the high achievers. For
ethnic minorities, however, it is academic performance rather
than parental class position that plays a more decisive role. It is
noted here that even at the low level of performance, ethnic men
and women are more likely to make the transition than their
white peers. Yet it is also the case that among ethnic minority
women in the low band, class differences exist, with working-
class girls being 22 percentage points behind their salariat
counterparts in the transition rates (30 and 52%
respectively), which constitutes a statistically significant
difference. Further analysis shows that all low-performing
working-class girls from ethnic minority heritages apart from
Black Africans (no Chinese girls were in this category) had low
transition rates, at 30, 26, 22, 29 percent for Black Caribbean,
Indian, Pakistani and Bangladeshi groups although they were
still more likely to opt for A-Level studies than their white
counterparts from salariat families.

Overall, our analysis has enhanced the application of the
rational action theory with regard to the class-ethno-gender
specificity rather than showing encompassing support. With
this mind, we move on to the transition to university
including Russell Group universities.

Transition to University
Table 6 shows the transition rates to university (Models 1 and 2)
and to Russell Group (RG) universities. Models 1 and 3 show the
intersectional effects and Models 2 and 4 show full effects akin to
Model 3 in Table 4. The data in Model 1 on access to university
are similar to those in Model 1 on transition to A-Level studies,
showing pronounced class and clear ethno-gender effects. The
only notable differences between the patterns shown here and
those revealed previously on transition to A-Level studies are that
family class and ethnicity effects are even more pronounced here
on access to university, suggesting that the higher the level of
educational attendance, the more important the family class
position and that white working-class children are being left
further behind. With regard to the secondary effects, we need to
take into account prior performance but there is no clear
guidance as to what can effectively serve as such an indicator:
one could use GCSE scores, number of A-C grades, or having
achieved five or more A-C grades at GCSE or equivalent
including English and Mathematics. After some careful
comparison, we decided to adopt the last of these as it is an
important and quite commonly used indicator. 51% of white as
compared with 35% Black Caribbean and 39% of Pakistani
students achieved this, with Chinese (78%) and Indians (61%)

TABLE 6 | Average marginal effects (AME) from logit models on access to university and to Russell-Group (RG) universities.

Access to university Access to RG universities

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Parental class (routine � ref)
Higher salariat 0.528*** 0.144*** 0.246*** 0.044**
Lower salariat 0.357*** 0.100*** 0.099*** 0.006
Intermediate 0.224*** 0.069** 0.053*** 0.001
Own account 0.187*** 0.047* 0.035*** −0.008
Supervisor and technician 0.109*** 0.024 0.011 −0.012
Semi routine 0.077*** 0.042 0.013* 0.001

Ethnicity (white � ref)
B Caribbean 0.031 0.100** −0.069*** −0.042**
B African 0.309*** 0.258*** −0.002 0.002
Indian 0.394*** 0.326*** 0.051** 0.031*
Pakistani 0.235*** 0.249*** 0.020 0.029
Bangladeshi 0.331*** 0.337*** 0.092* 0.109**
Chinese 0.598*** 0.588*** 0.235* 0.111
Mixed 0.029 0.023 0.005 −0.005
Other 0.207*** 0.184*** 0.041 −0.017

Female 0.077*** 0.048*** 0.018** 0.003
Eligible for FSM −0.015 0.006
% FSM in school −0.002*** −0.002***
Parental education (low � ref)
Degree+ 0.150*** 0.069***
Sub-degree 0.084*** 0.002
A-level 0.023 0.001
O-level 0.019 −0.023*

Fam structure (2 parents � ref)
Sometimes lone-parent −0.026* −0.017*
Always lone-parent −0.014 0.020

Born outside the United Kingdom 0.066** 0.032*
Ethnic diversity at school 0.001** 0.001**
Five A-C incl E&M 0.352*** 0.203***
Pseudo R2 0.112 0.307 0.099 0.264
(N) 8,105 7,489 8,105 7,489

Notes: *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001. “Five A-C incl E&M” refers to ‘Achieved 5 or more GCSEs or equivalent at A*-C grade including English and Maths.
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being in the lead, and Black African (45%) and Bangladeshi (43%)
students being in the middle. In addition, the other personal and
contextual variables as previously used are included in the model
for as covariates.

The data in Model 2 shows that achieving five or more GCSE
A-C grades including English and Mathematics is of crucial
importance in securing a place in university. Other things being
equal, those students with this level of achievement have a transition
rate being 35 percentage points higher than those without this
attainment. Parental education has a positive effect but coming
from single-parent family has a negative effect. School-level poverty
(in terms of percentage FSM eligibility) and ethnic diversity have the
effect as expected. Controlling for these, we find that ethnic effects
were little changed but class effects declined sharply. Yet, these
declines notwithstanding, it is still the case that those from salariat
families aremore likely to be enrolled in university by around 10–15
percentage points, and those from intermediate families by around
five points, than working-class students. The class advantage as
shown here echoes what Goldthorpe and colleagues observed for
transitions to A-Level study, and the pattern again renders support
to relative risk aversion thesis.

The main features of access to university are largely echoed in
access to Russell Group universities, albeit with weaker strengths
due to the small numbers involved. As Bangladeshi students tend
to face more disadvantages in terms of parental class and primary
attainment, they are found to have a higher probability of
accessing Russell Group universities when prior conditions are
held constant, in contrast to Black Caribbean students.

Labor Market Position
Having looked at the educational trajectory in some detail, we
move to the respondents’ labor market situation in wave 8 when
they were aged 25. In the preceding analysis, we found that ethnic
minority students, with the exception of Chinese and Indians,
performed less well than did white students in the primary effects
but better in the second effects. The first result arose chiefly from
family disadvantages and the second result obtained in spite of
family poverty. A question that would lend itself in this regard is:
did their aspiration, determination and efforts pay off? In other
words, did ethnic minority students obtain occupational and

earnings’ positon commensurate with their human capital
investment? How well did they fare in their earlier career life
as compared with their white peers?

Table 7 shows themain characteristics of the respondents’ human
capital and labor market positions at wave 8. The data cover
percentage with a degree, labour-market position, and gross and
net weekly incomes by ethnicity.7 Labor market position is a
combination of employment status and class position with four
categories: salariat and non-salariat among the employed, and
unemployed and inactive among the workless. Gross weekly pay
is payment from the main job for those in employment, with the
workless including the unemployed. full-time students, looking after
home and sick and disabled having no earnings from the labor
market. 36 of the respondents reported abnormally high earnings
(over £100 per hour) and these are omitted from analysis following
the government instructions in the collection of earnings data (see
Labour Force Survey, 2015: 384). It is clear that people of ethnic
minority heritages are well educated and have a higher likelihood of
having a degree-level qualification than do the majority, with those
from Black African, Indian and Chinese heritages having a
probability nearly twice as high. It is noteworthy in this regard
that even those from Pakistani, Bangladeshi and Black Caribbean
origins who grew up in poverty-ridden homes outperform whites in
gaining a degree qualification.

With such a high educational profile, we would have reason to
expect ethnic minority groups to make similarly impressive
progress in the labor market positions. Unlikely their parents,
they do not have language problems and their social capital is
similar to that of white students. Yet, when we turn our gaze to
employment and income situation, we are disappointed. The
educational attainment by the ethnic minorities did not have the
returns as expected. Every minority group were more likely to be

TABLE 7 | Education, labor market position and income (£) by ethnicity (N � 7,707).

% degree Labor market position (%) Gross pay (£) Weekly income (£)

Salariat Other Unem Inactive

White 25 35 48 6 10 351 313
B Caribbean 28 25 58 11 7 270 227
B African 50 45 39 12 5 338 228
Indian 49 50 37 10 3 362 246
Pakistani 31 34 43 11 11 263 217
Bangladeshi 27 37 44 8 11 321 213
Chinese 45 54 36 9 0 394 224
Mixed 29 34 48 10 8 322 236
Other 47 37 43 13 6 339 227
(All) 27 36 48 7 9 347 300

Note: Full-time students are omitted in analysis of the labor market position. “Other” refers to those in non-salariat’ jobs, and ‘Unem’ to the unemployed. Gross pay refers to gross weekly
earnings from the main job but excludes the small number of respondents (N � 36) with abnormally high pay (over £100 per hour) in accordance with government instructions on collection
of earnings data. Continuous weekly income pertains to take-home income for cohort member and partner as derived from banded incomes (1 � under 25 . . . 16 � more than 1,400).

7For brevity, we do not present parental raw class effects on respondent’s
education, class and incomes here but will include the effects in the modeling.
We have conducted the analysis and found salient effects in each of the domains.
For instance, 44% of higher salariat children had degrees as compared with 13%
from routine families. Similarly, 53% of the former held salariat positions as
compared with 17% of the latter, and differences in “continuous weekly income”
amounted to £108 (£343 for the former versus £235 for the latter).
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unemployed, with the two black groups and Pakistanis being
nearly twice as likely as whites to face unemployment, and that in
spite of the higher educational qualifications. For those lucky
enough to have a job, the chances of securing a “nice” job (in
professional-managerial salariat position) are not too bad,
although they may still be regarded as being disadvantaged if
educational attainment is taken into account. For instance, 50% of
Black Africans and 25% of whites had degree-level education but
the salariat occupancy of the former is only slightly higher than
that of the latter (45 vs. 35%). What is of even greater concern is
the fact that, despite the higher levels of educational qualifications
and of somewhat similar levels of occupational attainment (for
those with a job), the two black groups and the two Muslim
groups (Pakistani and Bangladeshi) have notably lower gross
weekly earnings, and the “continuous weekly income” for the
cohort member and partner is much lower for all ethnic
minorities than for whites, suggesting lower returns to
education and labor market position and greater economic
disadvantages for the ethnic minorities.

Finally, we take a look at the two kinds of income data: gross
weekly earnings and continuous weekly income. For the former, we
use the Heckman regression method as the earnings depend on
being employed. For the selection part, we use limiting long-term

illness as the “identifying” variable in addition to other variables that
are also used in the regression part. As the probit coefficients
predicting whether earnings’ data are actually observed are not
intuitive, we have transformed into percentages using the average
marginal effects. Thus the first two columns in Table 8 refer to the
avoidance of worklessness and the last two columns to the earnings
differentials conditional on employment. Under both selection and
regression parts, we use two models. Model 1 includes family class,
ethnicity and gender, and Model 2 includes marital status, number
of dependent children, and parental and own education.

Looking firstly at the joint effects of worklessness in the
selection part, we find that parental class exerts a powerful
influence, with those from higher salariat families being 26.4
percentage points more likely to be in employment than those
from routine manual families, other things being equal, with clear
class gradients. Holding constant family class, all ethnic minority
groups were less likely to be in employment, with Black
Caribbean and Pakistani respondents being nine and ten
percentage points less likely than whites to be employed.
Under Model 2 when the other covariates are taken into
account, we find, as expected, highly salient effects of own
education and fairly noticeable parental educational effects,
but parental class effects are much reduced. Yet, interestingly,

TABLE 8 | Average marginal effects (AME) on avoidance of worklessness (%) and gross weekly earnings (£) conditional on employment based on Heckman’s model.

Avoidance of worklessness (%) Growth weekly earnings (£) conditional
on employment

Parental class (routine � ref)
Higher salariat 0.264*** 0.108** 161.80*** 79.87***
Lower salariat 0.223*** 0.097** 103.89*** 41.86
Intermediate 0.177*** 0.066 83.43*** 32.59
Own account 0.138*** 0.050 70.71*** 28.76
Supervisor and technician 0.136*** 0.081* 39.86* 21.05
Semi routine 0.077* 0.060 21.20 3.09

Ethnicity (white � ref)
B Caribbean −0.090* −0.071 −52.56** −50.54***
B African −0.083 −0.176*** 49.34* 0.35
Indian −0.056 −0.152*** 66.89*** 31.38*
Pakistani −0.104** −0.139*** −2.87 −24.62
Bangladeshi −0.061 −0.113** 22.88 −9.63
Chinese −0.159 −0.132 125.89* 76.11
Mixed −0.060 −0.070 −0.17 −3.59
Other −0.129* −0.171** 70.12 38.15

Female −0.003 −0.001 −88.23*** −96.15***
Marital status (single � ref)
Married 0.013 33.61**
Divorced/separated −0.090 −58.90**

Number of children in HH −0.069*** −32.73***
Parental education (low � ref)
Degree+ 0.022 41.08**
Sub-degree 0.020 22.46
A-level 0.063** 18.58
O-level 0.075*** 22.21

R’s education (low � ref)
Degree+ 0.264*** 124.98***
Sub-degree 0.169*** 70.99***
A-level 0.231*** 92.72***
O-level 0.137*** 53.38***

Limiting LT illness −0.152*** −0.130***
N 6,703 6,265 6,703 6,265

Note: Full-time students at Wave 8 were omitted from analysis.
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controlling for education brought the ethnic penalties into much
sharper relief, with those of Black African, Indian, Pakistani and
Bangladeshi heritages being significantly more likely to face
worklessness than whites, and the magnitude ranged between
11 and 18 percentage points higher.8

For those fortunate enough to be in employment, family class
still plays a highly important role, and Black Caribbeans and
female respondents receive much less gross weekly pay, with
Indians and Chinese having significantly more gross weekly
earnings. When the other factors are taken into account,
family class effects are sharply reduced. Black Caribbean’s
penalty remains at a similar level although Indians’ and
Chinese premiums are much reduced. People’s own education
plays a very important role. Demographic attributes like gender,
marital status and number of dependent children play a more
salient role in terms of the amount of earnings than the
probability of being in employment, other things being equal.9

As around 12 percent of the respondents are married or
partnered10 who are expected to share economic weal and
woe, and as those not in employment may have other sources
of income, we now turn to the “continuous weekly income,” that
is, incomes from all sources, which is a good measure of the
overall economic well-being of our respondents. The data,
obtained from OLS analysis, are shown in Table 9 with four
models. Model 1 contains our main variables on parental class,
ethnicity and gender, Model 2 adds personal attributes on marital
status, number of children and health condition (in terms of
GHQ12),11 Model 3 further adds parental and own education
and, finally in Model 4, we add respondents’ own class position
differentiating salariat, non-salariat and workless.

The data in Table 9 show marked ethnic disadvantages. Firstly,
we find that, under Model 1, parental class exerts a huge impact on
people’s income, with those from higher salariat families having
over £100 per week than those from routine families, a difference

similar to that found by Laurison and Friedman (2016). After taking
parental class into consideration, we find that ethnicminorities have
much lower incomes, ranging from 56 to 81 pounds less than
whites. As ethnic minorities’ parental class are generally in low
positions, controlling for parental class makes little impact on
respondents’ income differentials, which is clearly shown when
we compare the findings under model 1 with those under the last
column of Table 7. As our respondents were still young in wave 8,
most of themwere unmarried and only a small portion of them had
children or health issues, controlling for these factors does not
change the patterns verymuch. Inmodel 3 where we further control
for parental and own education, we find that educational
qualifications make a big difference and that, as a result,
parental class effect is almost halved. In model 4, we further
control for respondents’ own class position. Here we find that,
as expected, people in salariat positions have higher weekly incomes
than do the workless (unemployed + inactive). Yet, it is also
important to note that, if we compare the figures from models
1–4, we find that, as more variables are controlled for, parental class
effects are progressively reduced whereas ethnic effects are actually

TABLE 9 | OLS regression of weakly take-home income (£).

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Parental class (routine � ref)
Higher salariat 102.79*** 81.61*** 52.05*** 51.53***
Lower salariat 88.30*** 72.82*** 46.47*** 45.58***
Intermediate 74.27*** 62.31*** 41.12*** 40.93***
Own account 64.58*** 51.41*** 35.74*** 35.10***
Supervisor and technician 53.25*** 41.60*** 30.18*** 29.29***
Semi routine 16.85*** 11.97*** 4.90 4.55

Ethnicity (white � ref)
B Caribbean −81.27*** −91.36*** −89.65*** −88.95***
B African −76.33*** −88.68*** −94.67*** −94.78***
Indian −55.56*** −69.23*** −70.29*** −70.53***
Pakistani −70.01*** −85.27*** −79.46*** −78.98***
Bangladeshi −58.88*** −80.89*** −70.51*** −70.50***
Chinese −77.49*** −84.45*** −80.68*** −79.62***
Mixed −77.49*** −83.62*** −83.92*** −83.73***
Other −76.58*** −85.80*** −86.86*** −88.30***

Female 32.09*** 31.11*** 27.58*** 27.85***
Marital status (single � ref)
Married 6.79*** 4.63* 4.97**
Divorced/separated −5.90 −2.21 −2.72

Number of children in HH −12.29*** −4.87*** −2.92**
Health status (GHQ12) −0.66*** −0.57** −0.36
Parental education (low � ref)
Degree+ 36.76*** 35.42***
Sub-degree 38.19*** 36.53***
A-level 34.53*** 33.50***
O-level 33.55*** 32.76***

R’s education (low � ref)
Degree+ 41.95*** 37.13***
Sub-degree 29.35*** 26.32***
A-level 35.53*** 32.34***
O-level 20.83*** 19.00***

LM position (workless � ref)
Salariat 17.26***
Non-salariat 9.47***

Constant 232.88*** 263.59*** 224.81*** 216.56***
R2 0.413 0.523 0.592 0.596
N 7,231 6,913 6,473 6,106

8An important question in this respect is whether ethnic minorities have equal
returns to education in terms of employment opportunities, hence having earnings.
Further analysis shows that at the degree level, the two black groups, Indians and
Pakistanis were significantly less likely than whites to have a job; at the sub-degree
level, Chinese were significantly behind whites; at A-Levels, the three South Asian
groups were significantly behind; at the O-Levels, Chinese were significantly
behind; and for those with only primary or no formal qualifications, Indians
and Chinese are significantly behind. These findings are obtained with all other
factors in the models held constant.
9Again, a relevant question that poses itself is whether there are equal returns of
education to earnings. Here, the significant effects are as follows: at the degree level,
whites have £46 more than Black Caribbeans; at the sub-degree level whites have
£83 and £286 more than Indians and Chinese respectively; at the A-Levels, whites
have £93 more than Black Caribbeans, but £167 and £196 less than Indians and
Chinese respectively; and at the O-Levels, whites make £70 and £218 more than
Pakistani and Chinese respondents respectively, holding constant all other factors
in the models.
10The percentages of respondents who are married or partnered at the age of 25 are
11, 14, 30 and 25 for Whites, Indians, Pakistanis and Bangladeshis respectively.
Seven percent of the mixed, six percent of Black Africans are also married. Only
two percent of the Black Caribbeans and no one from the Chinese origins are found
married.
11Using information of “limiting long-term illness” does not change the main
patterns of the other variables.
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increased. For instance, respondents from higher salariat families
are found to have £102.8 more weekly income in model 1 than do
those from routine families, holding constant ethnicity and gender
effects, but when the other factors are taken into account inmodel 4,
the class differential is reduced to £51.5. If we look at Black Africans’
income, we find that they have, given parental class and gender
status, £76.3 less per week inmodel 1 than dowhite respondents but
when all other factors are taken into account in model 4, their
income differentials becomes larger, at £94.8 less. People prefer to
“compare like with like,” but the more like the personal and other
characteristics we compare, themore unlike the take-home incomes
between the ethnic minority and the majority groups we find.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

This paper has sought to contribute to scholarship on socio-ethno
differences in British society. Most existing analyses on primary
and secondary effects have confined their efforts to a three-way
parental class effects on GCSE scores and transition to A-Level
studies. Using the Longitudinal Study of Young Persons in
England (LSYPE1, also known as Next Steps, NS), the present
study has used a more elaborated seven-class NSSEC schema, and
addressed class, ethnicity and gender effects simultaneously
whilst controlling for parental education, family structure,
economic situation (in terms of FSM eligibility) and
contextual (school) level ethnic diversity and deprivation. We
analyzed the socio-ethno differences not only in the primary and
secondary effects during compulsory schooling, but in transition
to university and to elite Russell Group universities too; and,
furthermore, we linked the educational trajectory to labor market
position and income profiles at age 25. Previous analyses in this
area tend to focus on one or another specific aspect (Strand, 2007;
Anders, 2012; Croll and Attwood, 2013; Anders, 2017; Ilie et al.,
2017; Siddiqui et al., 2019; and those by Goldthorpe and his
colleagues as noted above), but the present study has sought to
provide a more systematic and comprehensive perspective.

The main findings can be summarized as follows. Firstly, there
are pronounced parental class effects in all aspects under
investigation: ranging from GCSE scores, transition rates to
A-Level, university and elite (Russell Group) university studies,
obtaining degrees, avoidance of worklessness to gross weekly
earnings and continuous weekly take-home income. As ethnic
minority groups come from disadvantaged families in terms of
parental class, education and incomes, they tend to perform less
well in school but are more likely to opt for A-Level and higher
education studies, providing further evidence to the validity of the
thesis of “reinvigorated aspirations” (Li, 2018a). Their attendance
at elite universities is, on the whole, still lower than that of the
white students, echoing previous findings by Boliver (2013).

Themainstream sociological analyses on primary and secondary
effects have focused on parental class differences in academic
performance at GCSE, and in transition rates to A-Level studies
conditional on prior attainment. With respect to the secondary
effects, the rational action theory expects the parental class effects to
manifest themselves at lower levels of achievement or, more
specifically, at the intermediate level. Most research in this

respect has adopted a three-way class and ignored ethnicity and
other factors. The present analysis has adopted a framework with a
more elaborate class schema, with more explanatory variables and a
greater coverage of analytical scope. Our analysis is not limited to
testing the validity of the rational action theory concerning primary
and secondary effects although we did find some support for the
theory. Our findings in this regard are both substantively grounded
and culturally fine-tuned.

The determination, ambition and aspiration of the young
people from ethnic minority heritages were clearly shown in
the choices they made with respect to transition to higher
education. All members of ethnic minority groups were more
likely to attend university and to hold a degree at age 25 that
whites. Only Black Caribbeans were significantly less likely to
attend elite Russell Groups universities.

All this suggests, as Li and Heath (2016) posit, a generally level
playing ground of the educational system in Britain. Where
ethnic minorities lag behind, such as in GCSE performance, it
is mainly due to inequality of condition such as family and school
deprivation rather than inequality of opportunity. They made
laudable efforts in spite of family hardships, aimed higher and
attained better educational qualifications. Given this, we might
expect them to fare at least equally well in the labormarket. Yet, to
our dismay, we found that in spite of their better qualifications,
they were more likely to face unemployment and inactivity, and
had markedly lower weekly incomes even though among those
lucky enough to be in employment, they were not too much
disadvantaged (only Black Caribbeans were making significantly
lower earnings). They started lower, worked harder, achieved well
in education but were not fully rewarded in the labor market.12

Overall, we found persisting class effects and entrenched
ethnic inequalities in British society. The first-generation
immigrants may have been positively selected but they had to
face the harsh reality in the labor market upon arrival in the
United Kingdom, resulting in having depressed class positions
and economic hardships. They may have passed their aspiration,
determination and resilience to their children who, as we have
seen, started from pervasive family poverty but made determined
efforts at decision points, and achieved remarkable progress in
educational attainment. Yet, in spite of all this, they still found
themselves in greater worklessness resulting in lower incomes.
The former Prime Minister Therese May (2017) said that
continued ethnic disadvantages must be “explained or
changed.” The analysis in this paper has sought to explain the
entrenched ethnic disadvantages in British society, and our
evidence calls for greater efforts by policy-makers, employers
and wider society to adopt more decisive and more effective
measures that can eliminate labour market discrimination against
ethnic minorities, for social justice and for national prosperity.

12Even at age 25, 4.5% of the sample were still in education, with Chinese women
and Black African men and women being much more so than others, at 29, 12, 12
percent respectively.
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Foreign language proficiency is an unequally distributed form of linguistic capital that

is becoming increasingly important in contemporary societies: first, it enables persons

to participate transnationally in educational activities and in labor markets beyond the

national institutions of their home country. It is also crucial for integrating an increasing

share of the population with a migration background into the labor market. Thus, this

article focuses on the explanation of language proficiency. Its main aim is to enrich the

discussion in this field by deriving hypotheses from the sociological theory of reproduction

and the discourse on migrant integration. Variables are included which have not been

tested in a broad fashion in previous empirical research. We use data on different

groups of migrants and non-migrants in multilingual Switzerland, where we could study

the determinants of the unequal distribution of language proficiency in three official

languages and foreign language repertoire in general. Our main results show that the

hypotheses derived from the two theoretical discussions are empirically supported overall

and contribute substantially to the explanation of language proficiency. However, most of

these variables indicate the importance of unequally distributed opportunities for learning

languages, thus highlighting that language learning may be part of the general process

of reproducing social inequality structures.

Keywords: linguistic capital, transnationalisation, Switzerland, economic approach to language, Bourdieu, labor

market

INTRODUCTION

Foreign language proficiency is an unequally distributed and increasingly important resource
in contemporary societies: on the one hand, it enables people to participate transnationally in
educational activities and labor markets beyond the national institutions of their home country
and profit from these boundary crossing engagements. On the other hand, it is crucial for the
structural integration of an increasing share of the population with a migration background into
both the labor market and the educational system of their country of residence. Up to now, the
relevance of language proficiency has been discussed in two more or less completely separate
strands of literature. The first is research focusing on the increasing importance of foreign language
proficiency of transnationally mobile and active people in the era of globalization (e.g., Fligstein,
2008; Gerhards, 2010), while the second includes migration and integration research aimed at the
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language proficiency of people with amigration background (e.g.,
Van Tubergen and Kalmijn, 2005, 2009; Esser, 2006a). In both
strands of literature, it is assumed that language proficiency is
a form of cultural capital, in this case linguistic capital, which
can be invested in education systems and especially in the labor
market and occupations. This linguistic capital is also mostly
acquired in educational institutions (Chiswick, 2008; Gerhards,
2010), giving an advantage to those with higher education.
Hence, foreign language proficiency, or a broad repertoire of
languages in general, is deeply intertwined with structures of
social, economic, and occupational inequality. This is both true
for migrants, who differ in their proficiency in the languages of
their country of residence, and for transnationally active people,
who usually have a higher endowment with linguistic capital
compared to the rest of the population. In this article we try
to connect these two strands of literature, assuming that the
major determinants of language proficiency do not differ between
migrants and transnationally active persons. With regard to
language proficiency, we focus on the number of fluently spoken
languages as the dependent variable, both for the national
languages of Switzerland and foreign languages in general.

There is a broad range of literature on the conditions for
learning a second or further language (which for convenience we
simply call foreign languages) in different disciplines, focusing
on psychological, linguistic, social, and biological foundations
of language. Our paper concentrates on the social contexts
of foreign language proficiency (measured as the number of
languages in which a person is orally proficient) in order to
determine foreign language proficiency’s relationship to social
and economic inequality and migration experiences. In our
contribution we mainly draw on two theoretical discussions
which have so far not had much impact in the discussion on
language proficiency and its determinants: Pierre Bourdieu’s
sociological theory of reproduction, which reveals the structural
inequalities underlying the unequal distribution of foreign
language proficiency. This theory has rarely been tested in
quantitative studies of language proficiency (Gerhards, 2010;
Rössel and Schroedter, 2014). In addition, since proficiency
in the languages of their destination countries is especially
important for migrants’ structural integration into the labor
market and the occupational structure, we add theoretical
concepts and hypotheses derived frommigration and integration
research, focusing especially on the ongoing discussion on the
role of transnational ties and experiences for integration into
the host country. We broaden this discussion by taking into
account that transnational ties and experiences are not only a
characteristic of migrant populations, but also of transnationally
active autochthonous population segments (Dahinden, 2009;
Mau, 2010). Our study goes beyond most previous research
by accounting for a very differentiated set of measures of
transnational experiences both for Swiss persons and migrants
in Switzerland. As a kind of background theory we also briefly
summarize the well-established economics of language approach,
without deriving hypotheses from it, which conceptualizes
foreign language proficiency as a kind of human capital and thus
language learning as a form of capital investment. This approach
is quite widespread not only in the literature on economics,

but also in social science studies of migrants’ proficiency in the
languages of their host countries (Van Tubergen and Kalmijn,
2005, 2009; Esser, 2006a; Chiswick, 2008; Chiswick and Miller,
2014).

We aim to test the hypotheses derived from these two streams
of theoretical discussions with respect to linguistic capital in
the German-speaking part of Switzerland to enrich the existing
discussion, which is strongly based on the economic approach on
language learning. Furthermore, existing research on the social
and economic determinants of foreign language proficiency
usually focuses on only one destination country language. We
take a step beyond this, since Switzerland is a country with four
national languages (German, French, Italian, Rhaeto-Romanic).
With regard to language integration, there is still the conviction
in most cantons of Switzerland that pupils should learn another
national language as their first foreign language and English as
second foreign language. In some cantons, however, English is
the first foreign language and another national language is the
obligatory second foreign language (EDK, 2021).

An analysis of job advertisements in the German-speaking
part of Switzerland shows that in 2015 and 2016, 14%
of all positions required proficiency in French and 4%
in Italian1. Furthermore, 24% of all job advertisements
required knowledge of English. These language requirements
are especially widespread in high-status occupations and in
public administration. The actual use of different languages in
the workplace is even higher: according to the Swiss Federal
Statistical Office, in 2014, 28% of all people in paid work
used more than one language at work on a daily basis [BfS
(Bundesamt für Statistik), 2018, p. 7]. Economic transactions
among the different language regions of Switzerland are more
often conducted in one of the national languages than in English
(Andres et al., 2005). Furthermore, the economic premium
for being fluent in another national language is as high as
the premium for being fluent in English (Grin, 1999). This
means that both Swiss and foreigners increase their labor market
opportunities by speaking more than one of the Swiss national
languages fluently. In other words, speaking more than one
national language is profitable for both persons with and without
a migration background.

Accordingly, in our empirical study we do not focus only on
proficiency in one language, but due to the specific situation in
Switzerland, we study the determinants of linguistic capital in
general (number of (foreign) languages spoken) as well as those
of Swiss-specific linguistic capital (number of Swiss national
languages spoken). In both cases, linguistic capital is an unequally
distributed resource which is important not only for the higher
rungs of the international labor market, but also for successful
integration into the Swiss job market. Our empirical study thus
contributes to the current state of research by taking a broad
theoretical discussion and the hypotheses derived from it into
account, focusing on a case in which proficiency inmore than one
language is relevant, and by studying persons with and without

1This information is based on the Swiss Job Market Monitor: https://www.

stellenmarktmonitor.uzh.ch/en.html. We thank Ann-Sophie Gnehm for analysing

the data.
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migration experiences. Hence, it goes beyond existing studies
on linguistic capital in multilingual countries by first comparing
migrants and autochthonous populations and then by studying
both proficiency in national languages and (foreign) language
competence in general (cf. Chiswick and Miller, 1994, 2001; Van
Tubergen and Wierenga, 2011).

We proceed by presenting the main theoretical discussions
we draw on and developing hypotheses based on the sociology
of reproduction and the research on migration and integration.
We then introduce our unique dataset based on a stratified
random sample of migrants and non-migrants living in Zurich,
Switzerland. These data enable us to study the language
proficiency of persons with and without a migration background.
Additionally, the data set is rich in relevant variables, enabling
us to operationalise quite specific hypotheses derived from
both theoretical discussions. Based on these data, we test the
theoretical hypotheses developed before finally discussing our
results and concluding with a short summary and outlook on
further research.

THEORETICAL APPROACHES

Our research contributes mainly hypotheses derived from two
theoretical discussions: Bourdieu’s theory of linguistic capital;
and, the discussion concerning migration and the integration
of migrants (cf. also Rössel and Schroedter, 2014). However,
we start by briefly introducing the economic approach to
language as a benchmark theory in the field. The two other
perspectives may yet provide important additional insights and
explanations for the unequal distribution of linguistic capital
and its relationship to the economic and occupational structure
of inequality.

The Economics of Language
The economic approach to language considers language learning
to be an investment in individual human capital (Chiswick, 2008;
Chiswick andMiller, 2014). The main determinants are therefore
economic incentives to learn a language, efficiency in learning a
language, opportunities to practice and learn it and, finally, the
costs of learning. A number of variables are related to economic
incentives: for example, it can be assumed thatmigrants whowant
to stay in the host country for an extended period of time can
make better use of their language skills in the national language
than those who only plan to stay for a short period. It can also be
assumed that migrants in higher professional positions can make
better use of their language skills (Chiswick, 2008; Braun, 2010, p.
17–18; Chiswick andMiller, 2007; Isphording et al., 2014)2. Thus,
higher earnings associated with certain occupations could be a
major incentive to invest in destination language proficiency. The
second key determinant of the economic model, the efficiency of
language learning, describes the ability of individuals to translate
formal and informal opportunities for language learning into
de facto language competency. The most important variable at

2The arguments of the economic approach apply not only to migrants, but also

to the foreign language proficiency of autochthonous populations, e.g., Swiss-

German persons learning a further national language or a foreign language.

this point is the age at which learning begins, which has a
strong influence on the ability to learn languages (Birdsong, 2006;
Hufeisen and Riemer, 2010, p. 745). Furthermore, people with a
higher level of education show higher efficiency in learning, as do
people who already speak more than one language (e.g., people
who grew up in bi-/multilingual families). A barrier to language
learning efficiency is the linguistic distance between a person’s
first language and the second or further language (Chiswick,
2008, p. 14–17; Van Tubergen and Kalmijn, 2005; Hufeisen and
Riemer, 2010, p. 745–747). The third determinant of learning
opportunities is not only formal educational institutions that offer
language learning opportunities, but above all opportunities to
learn a language in everyday life, like vacations or longer stays
abroad (Chiswick, 2008, p. 10–12; Braun, 2010; Chiswick and
Miller, 2014).

The economics of language approach is empirically well-
supported and thus forms a kind of standard perspective
of language learning. Therefore, in our empirical study, we
will control for several variables derived from this theory,
like occupational status, employment status, linguistic distance
between mother tongue and destination country language.
However, the main focus of our article is on the hypothesis
derived from the sociology of reproduction and the migration
and integration literature, which will be discussed in the next
section. These approaches hint at variables which have not been
tested broadly in previous research.

Theory of Reproduction
The economic approach to language conceptualizes language
learning mainly as an individual and voluntary choice to invest
in foreign languages. However, this view tends to overlook
the structural bases and constraints of such investments and
thus the relationship between inequalities in linguistic capital
and the unequal distribution of other types of capital and
thus the ongoing reproduction of inequality in society. Pierre
Bourdieu, as the most important protagonist of the theory
of reproduction, sees language proficiency as one form of
cultural (linguistic) capital. Traditionally, especially proficiency
in the legitimate standard language of a nation-state is a form
of cultural capital which may be invested in the education
system or the labor market (Bourdieu, 1990; cf. Gerhards, 2010;
Rössel and Schroedter, 2014). This is an especially important
form of linguistic capital for migrants, since the inequality of
linguistic proficiency in the destination country language is
ususally greater among migrants compared to persons without
migration background. However, with contemporary conditions
of Europeanisation and transnationalisation, this may have
changed. Persons with proficiency in different foreign languages
may have advantages in the educational system and the labor
market (Fligstein, 2008; Gerhards, 2010). Thus, the value of
language proficiency depends on the institutionalization of
certain languages as legitimate in a certain society and beyond
its borders. Therefore, in our study we focus not only on
the standard languages of Switzerland, but also on the general
foreign language repertoire (in doing so, we exclude the mother
tongue). Bourdieu mentions three main sources of cultural
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capital3: practices, the education system and the parental home
(Bourdieu, 1970). His assumption is that legitimate forms of
cultural capital are mainly learned in the parental home and
educational system. In this context, people usually acquire
the legitimate culture of a society, such as the standard
national languages and traditional “highbrow” culture, which
is transferable to other fields and enables actors to grasp
other and new forms of cultural capital. Thus, a highbrow
cultural orientation should also further the acquisition of
linguistic capital.

In Bourdieu’s conception, societies’ class structure results
from the distribution of the types of capital. He sees the
different classes and class fractions of capitalist society not only
entangled in an economic class struggle, but also in a symbolic
class struggle for the validity of values and culture. In this
respect, the class structure of society is expressed in the various
cultural lifestyles and language varieties. This means that the
market in which investments take place is already oriented in
favor of the dominant classes or the autochthonous population.
Thus, the social position of the class factions with a surplus
of cultural capital is reproduced by transferring this capital,
in addition to the early acquisition of cultural competence,
primarily through investments in the educational market and
acquiring the highest possible academic titles (Bourdieu, 1982, p.
442–444). The habitus acquired in the early stages of socialization
at home is fundamental to successful learning at school and
acquiring academic titles. Pupils and students highly endowed
with incorporated cultural capital are more versatile in their
interests and have the ability to understand and enjoy works
of classical high culture and to use the legitimate high-level
language with stylistic confidence (Bourdieu and Passeron,
1977). It is precisely these skills that also come into play in
the communication between professors and students and in
the structure of exams, with the effect that the incorporated
cultural capital is reflected in measurable educational successes
(cf. Sullivan, 2001; Rössel and Beckert-Zieglschmid, 2002; Jaeger
and Breen, 2016). Thus, the investment of linguistic capital is
not only an individual, voluntary choice but part of a societal
process of reproducing inequality. However, up to now only
a few quantitative studies have tested Bourdieu’s ideas on the
reproduction of linguistic capital (Gerhards, 2010; Rössel and
Schroedter, 2014).

Especially the role of the parents and of highbrow
orientations have often not been studied in the economics
of language approach. Whereas the relationship between
highbrow orientation and language proficiency and repertoire
is presumably not unidirectional, the impact of parents’
education and language repertoire can be interpreted in a
causal way, since it is not very likely that parents’ education or
language repertoire depends on the later language repertoire
of their children. Based on the above considerations, we

3In our discussion, we mainly focus on the incorporated cultural capital.

According to Bourdieu, the cultural capital can also take two other forms:

that of institutionalized cultural capital in the form of educational titles and

that of objectified cultural capital in the form of objects (e.g., books or

musical instruments).

derive the following hypotheses from Bourdieu’s theory
of reproduction.

H1: The higher the parents’ education, the larger the
respondents’ (foreign) language repertoire (transnational
linguistic capital) will be, i.e., the number of foreign
languages they speak fluently.

H2: The broader the parents’ language repertoire, the larger the
respondents’ (foreign) language repertoire will be.

H3: The stronger the person’s orientation toward classical
highbrow culture, the larger their (foreign) language
repertoire will be.

H4: The higher the person’s education, the larger their (foreign)
language repertoire will be.

An important similarity between the economic approach and
Bourdieu’s theory is the focus on opportunities to learn and
practice a language. In contrast to the economic approach,
Bourdieu emphasizes the inequality in opportunities leading to
unequally distributed linguistic capital. This is relevant to the
following discussion on the relationship between transnational
experiences and linguistic capital, which highlights aspects that
have received little attention in the literature so far. Derived
from Bourdieu’s emphasis on the importance of practice and the
relevance of learning opportunities in the economic approach,
our general assumption is that transnational experiences –
enabling individuals to practice a given language – have a positive
impact on linguistic capital.

Migration, Transnational Experiences, and
Integration
The relevance of transnational experiences and relations for
the integration of migrants has been intensively discussed in
the literature (e.g., Snel et al., 2006; Schans, 2009; Soehl and
Waldinger, 2010). In more recent discussions, it has been
acknowledged that not only migrants, but also autochthonous
persons have transnational experiences and relations (Dahinden,
2009; Mau, 2010; Teney and Deutschmann, 2018). Thus, these
experiences and practices may have an effect on both migrants,
but also autochthonous Swiss’ linguistic proficiency. According
to the concept of exposure in the economic approach to language,
such experiences and relations may also be relevant for language
acquisition, since they are opportunities to learn and practice a
new language. However, such transnational activities are often
resource-based (Itzigsohn and Saucedo, 2002; Guarnizo et al.,
2003; Portes et al., 2003; Fligstein, 2008; Gerhards, 2010). That
is, they can also contribute to unequal opportunities in language
learning. Furthermore, transnational experiences might have
different effects on language acquisition for migrants and the
autochthonous population – especially in respect to the Swiss-
specific linguistic capital. Accordingly, we will first discuss the
relationship between transnational experiences and integration
in the host society for migrants, taking into account the special
case of multilingual Switzerland (cf. Rössel and Schroedter,
2014). We will then broaden the discussion and derive a
hypothesis applicable to the autochthonous population and the
language repertoire in general.
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The ability to speak the language of the host country is
essential for acculturation and social integration. It also facilitates
integration into other social subsystems, in particular the labor
market (Esser, 2006a). Currently, there is not a great deal
of systematic empirical research on the relationship between
transnational relations/experiences and integration into host
societies. The traditional theoretical perspective in assimilation
research mostly regards transnational relations as incompatible
with assimilation (Alba et al., 2002; Schans, 2009; Amelina,
2010). However, the results of empirical research on this question
are somewhat inconclusive. Overall, the few general studies on
transnational relations and integration do not show a clear
pattern (e.g., Guarnizo et al., 2003; Portes et al., 2003; Snel et al.,
2006; Soehl and Waldinger, 2010).

Concerning how transnational relations and activities relate
to linguistic proficiency in the language of the destination
country, the results of empirical studies are much more clear-
cut. Having more social relations and experiences in the country
of destination (spouse, previous stays, friends, interethnic
networks) leads to higher language proficiency (Esser, 2006a,b,
2008; Van Tubergen and Kalmijn, 2009; Braun, 2010). The
contrary is true for social relations and experiences with the
country of origin. This also seems to hold for the language
repertoire of non-migrants in foreign languages, i.e., the more
international their social networks and experiences, the broader
their language repertoire (Gerhards, 2010; Rössel and Schroedter,
2014).

In general, it must be assumed that the process of reproducing
cultural and linguistic capital outlined by Bourdieu is less
seamless amongmigrants than among persons withoutmigration
experience, as migration research emphatically shows (cf.
Jacob and Kalter, 2011). Migrants are typically embedded in
transnational social contexts, i.e., in their contexts of origin
as well as in the contexts of the host country. As a result,
in the context of the economic theory of language acquisition
outlined above, certain factors may be disadvantageous for
migrants when acquiring Swiss-specific linguistic capital. While,
for example, educational qualifications, stays abroad and social
contacts with foreigners can generally be advantageous for
foreign language acquisition, in the case of migrants, these will
often be directed toward the context of origin (educational
qualifications outside Switzerland, transnational relations in the
country of origin, social networks within their own ethnic group),
so that knowledge of the mother tongue or other languages is
generally deepened, but not necessarily knowledge of the Swiss
national languages (Chiswick, 2008; Braun, 2010, p. 12; Stevens,
1985)4. We therefore expect that migrants will have a deeper
linguistic competency in foreign languages in general, but not
in the Swiss national languages – in particular if they are from
countries where none of the Swiss main languages are spoken.
Furthermore, given the importance of education and its effect on
learning efficiency and exposure, we assume that education in the

4Visits to “home countries” are crucial for maintaining the language of origin. For

instance, frequent visits to their parents’ country of origin have been shown to be

a major factor in second-generation migrants’ proficiency in their parents’ mother

tongue (Soehl, 2018, p. 1529).

country of destination has a major positive impact on destination
language skills.

H5: Traveling to foreign countries, social relations with persons
in foreign countries and longer stays abroad have a positive
impact on transnational linguistic capital.

H6: Persons with a migration background exhibit a smaller
repertoire of national languages, i.e., Swiss-specific
linguistic capital.

H7: Opportunities to speak the mother tongue have a negative
impact on the repertoire of national languages.

H8: Education in Switzerland has a positive impact on Swiss-
specific linguistic capital.

DATA AND METHODS

Our analysis is based on data from an online survey that we
conducted in the context of the project “Toward a European
Society: Single Market, Binational Marriages, and Social Group
Formation in Europe (EUMARR)” between June and September
2012 in Zurich. The inquiry was addressed to persons in mono-
national and binational partnerships (both marital and non-
marital). The sample included persons from Switzerland, the EU-
27 countries and other European and non-European countries
that were living together with their partner. It is thus not a
representative survey of the total population of Zurich, but
a survey of a nationally and culturally very heterogeneous
group that somewhat exaggerates the heterogeneity of Zurich’s
population. The basic sample was drawn randomly from several
predefined strata of people from the population register of the
city of Zurich5. We contacted all selected people by post in
German and English and invited them to participate in the
online survey. It was possible to answer the online survey both
in German and English. With increasing time intervals, we
sent three reminders to the sampled persons. The third and
final reminder included a paper questionnaire which could be
returned free of charge. This procedure yielded a response rate
of about 40 percent.

Our dataset contains information on a rather select group
of people in the population of Zurich. Due to the national
and cultural heterogeneity of the sampled individuals, it is
well-suited for analysing the causal mechanisms underlying the
accumulation of linguistic capital. The advantage of the data set
is the rich coverage of variables relating to social background
and transnational experiences. This provides an opportunity to
test hypotheses both for persons with and without a migration
background. However, in interpreting the results one should take
into account that the sample probably contains persons with
an above-average endowment with transnational experiences
and networks.

As a background to our sampling strategy one has to
keep in mind that Switzerland’s population contains roughly
25% foreigners, the majority of whom (over 80%) come

5The sample was restricted to couples within a specific age range (men between

30 and 45 years of age, with partners aged between 18 and 57) and with certain

citizenships; for more details, see Schroedter and Rössel (2013).
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from European countries. Switzerland adopted a treaty of free
movement for EU citizens in June 2002, guaranteeing the
freedom to move and work in Switzerland but also access for
those commuting across the border to Switzerland (EDA, 2021).
This results in Europeans having a fairly secure legal status
in Switzerland. This legal situation combined with the strict
naturalization laws may be the reason for the high percentage of
foreigners in the Swiss population. With regard to labor market
opportunities, migrants in Switzerland cover more or less all
horizontal and vertical segments of the occupational structure.
However, with increasing social and cultural distance from
Switzerland, migrants face poorer labor market opportunities
(Ebner and Helbling, 2016).

As mentioned above, we studied two different dependent
variables. On the one hand, we considered the number of foreign
languages spoken fluently (transnational linguistic capital), and
on the other hand the number of official Swiss languages spoken
fluently (Swiss-specific linguistic capital). Both variables were
based on two questions in the survey. First of all, individuals
were asked to indicate the language in which they were raised.
It was possible to provide up to three answers, but respondents
were invited to first list the language they would consider their
mother tongue. Additionally, the respondents were asked to
note the foreign languages they spoke fluently6. Due to overlaps
in the questions and answers and pronounced multilingualism
in Switzerland and especially in Zurich, it seemed advisable to
merge the information of both questions. The maximum value
of the variable of transnational linguistic capital was therefore
set to four, allowing all respondents to give the same number
of possible answers. Accordingly, the category applies to four
and more fluently spoken (foreign) languages. The number of
the national languages spoken was restricted to three, as Rhaeto-
Romanic is only spoken by a small fraction of the population and
all of those in our sample could also speak (Swiss) German. This
means that in the first case (transnational linguistic capital), we
added up all languages a respondent spoke minus the mother
tongue; in the second case (Swiss-specific capital), we added up
all national languages a respondent spoke, independent of their
monther tongue (i.e., including the mother tongue for those with
either (Swiss) German, French, or Italian as their mother tongue).

It has to be noted that the dependent variables have two
weaknesses. First, they are merely a partial measure of language
skills, as only the abilities to speak and to understand are
captured, not the abilities to read and write. However, there
is usually a strong correlation between the different elements
of language competency (Jude, 2008). Additionally, in the
Swiss labor market, oral use of the foreign language is the
most important element, before reading and writing skills [BfS
(Bundesamt für Statistik), 2018, p. 7]. Second, it is a subjective
measure of language skills, i.e., the respondents had to indicate
themselves whether they are able to speak a language or not.
Although empirical research has shown that subjective and

6In detail the question read as follows: “Please specify all the languages you

currently speak apart from your mother tongue.” It was complemented with

the clarification: “By speaking a language we mean that you can have a long

conversation in another language with native speakers of that language.”

objective measures of language competencies correlate to a high
degree (approx. r = 0.5), there is also a considerable chance
of measurement error. Nevertheless, it has been shown that
the measurement error does not influence the analysis of the
determinants of language competencies extensively (Charette
and Meng, 1994; Van Tubergen and Kalmijn, 2005).

In the next step, we will introduce the independent and
control variables. First of all, we differentiate between (1)
Swiss persons without and (2) Swiss persons with a migration
background as well as (3) foreigners to test hypothesis 6. The
differentiation between Swiss and foreigners is merely based on
their formal citizenship(s). Swiss with a migration background
are defined as Swiss citizens who meet one or more of the
following criteria: (a) foreign citizenship(s) in addition to Swiss
citizenship, (b) born abroad, (c) at least one parent born
abroad. Sixty-three percent of such respondents were born in
Switzerland. The vast majority of foreigners are first-generation
migrants born abroad (92%) and come from one of the EU27
countries (88%). Sixty percent of the foreigners are citizens of one
of the neighboring countries. Thirty-nine percent of all foreigners
in the sample have German citizenship, 11% Italian, 7% Spanish,
and 5% British. Of the Swiss with a migration background, 63%
were born in Switzerland and 43% have an additional citizenship
of an EU27 member state. Sixteen percent of all Swiss with a
migration background have Italian as their second citizenship,
9% German. For the analysis of Swiss language capital, we further
differentiate between foreigners who speak one of the main Swiss
languages as their mother tongue and those who do not. We
label Swiss citizens as autochthonous if neither of their parents
were born abroad. Nevertheless, this group could include third
generation migrants.

With regard to the intergenerational reproduction of cultural
capital, we included the following variables: education of father
and mother, the number of foreign languages each parent spoke
when the respondent was a child, highbrow cultural orientation,
and education of the respondent. As the majority of the
respondents were highly educated, we distinguished between
secondary education or less, postsecondary education and two
levels of tertiary education. Higher tertiary education applied to
persons who held a PhD or an equivalent degree. A highbrow
cultural orientation was measured as an additive index whereby
different regular highbrow cultural activities were summed up
(going to classical music concerts, the theater, the opera, visiting
museums, or exhibitions).

The migration context as well as transnational relations
and experiences were operationalised as follows: for both
analyses (transnational and Swiss-specific linguistic capital) we
considered regular contact with friends and relatives (including
in-laws) (a) within or (b) outside of the European Union. Regular
contact meant that the respondent on average visited his/her
friends and/or relatives in the respective region at least once a
year. Both variables are dichotomous. Another variable concerns
the partner’s mother tongue. As the survey did not include
this variable, it was based on the information of the partner’s
country of birth. The most frequently spoken language in the
country was assumed to be the mother tongue. In the first
analysis (all foreign languages), we only differentiated between
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partners speaking the same mother tongue as the respondent
and those speaking a different one. In the second analysis of
Swiss-specific linguistic capital, we further differentiated between
partners with a different mother tongue who spoke a Swiss main
language and those who spoke another language. Furthermore,
we also took into account whether they were raised bilingually or
multilingually. Moreover, we included a variable on trips within
Europe as well as longer stays abroad. Trips referred to visits with
at least one overnight stay and up to 3 months. Longer stays
abroad related to visits that lasted at least 3 months. We only
added up the number of visits to (or stays in) different countries.
For the analysis of Swiss-specific linguistic capital, we modified
both variables in that they only captured travels and stays abroad
to countries where one of the main languages of Switzerland is
spoken, namely German, French, or Italian. In this analysis, we
considered one further variable: the percentage of friends born
in Switzerland within the respondent’s (max.) five best friends in
Switzerland. Regarding hypotheses 7 we also included being an
English native speaker and the share of inhabitants in Zurich
who speak the same mother tongue. Both variables decreased
the necessity to learn one of the Swiss national languages. And
regarding hypothesis 8, we took into account whether persons
acquired the highest qualification in Switzerland.

In respect to the economic approach to language learning,
we take several empirically established constructs into account
as control variables, especially being employed, occupation and
the language family of the mother tongue. Being employed is
a dichotomous variable discriminating between those currently
in paid work and those not. Occupation is based on the major
ISCO-08 codes and differentiates amongmanagers, professionals,
technicians and associate professionals, clerical support workers,
service and sales workers, and a broader category ofmainly trades
and elementary occupations. People who were not employed at
the time were asked to provide information on their last paid job.
Individuals who had never worked before were rare in our sample
(<3%) and were subsumed under the “missing” category. Our
assumption based on the economics of language is that especially
those in high-status occupations (managers and professionals)
will benefit from foreign language skills and accordingly have
a higher incentive to invest in learning another language. The
language family is relevant insofar as individuals whose mother
tongue belongs to the same language family as the Swiss main
languages are expected to face lower costs in learning one of
the respective languages. We differentiated between the main
languages, Indo-Germanic languages and other languages. Age
and sex were also included as control variables.

ANALYSES

The language competencies of the respondents in our sample
are comparatively high. Tables 1, 2 present the distributions of
language competencies of the Swiss EUMARR survey for our two
dependent variables, transnational and Swiss-specific linguistic
capital, for Swiss and migrants.

On average, according to a broad survey of languages
in Switzerland, Swiss speak two foreign languages (Werlen,

2008). Especially Swiss from the German-speaking and Italian-
speaking language regions stand out, with 2.2 foreign languages,
whereas French-speaking Swiss on average speak only 1.7 foreign
languages (Werlen, 2008, p. 3). According to this comprehensive
survey of the language situation in Switzerland, most Swiss
persons also speak one of the other national languages (84% of the
German Swiss, 62% of the French Swiss, and 88% of the Italian
Swiss) (Werlen, 2008). The respondents of the Swiss EUMARR
sample possessed slightly more transnational linguistic capital
than the average Swiss, but the mean was close to that of the
Swiss Germans. On average, the respondents spoke 2.5 foreign
languages (cf. Table 1). Swiss with a migration background had
the highest language competency: 27% of them spoke four or
more languages. However, Swiss and foreigners in our sample did
not differ much in their foreign language competency. Overall,
the most frequently spoken foreign language was English (90%),
followed by French (63%), Italian (27%), German (22%), and
Spanish (21%) (cf. Table A1 in the Appendix for further details).

We find that on average, the respondents spoke two of the
Swiss national languages (cf. Table 2). Swiss with a migration
background also had the highest endowment with Swiss-specific
linguistic capital. Foreigners with a mother tongue other than
one of the main Swiss languages unsurprisingly had the lowest
level of respective language proficiency. Almost all respondents
spoke (Swiss) German (97%), while French was spoken by 67%
and Italian by 34% (cf. Table A2).

In the following, we show the results of testing the
hypotheses for linguistic capital accumulation using Poisson
regressions with robust standard errors7. Table 3 shows the
results for transnational linguistic capital, Table 4 the results
for Swiss-specific linguistic capital8. In both cases, the models
are structured as follows: the first model (1) contains the
control variables age and sex, the migration background of
the respondents and control variables relating to the economic
approach of language learning (employment and occupations).
We then add further variables step by step: first those relating to
the intergenerational reproduction of cultural capital (model 2);
and second, transnational experiences and relationships as well
as further variables representing opportunities for learning and
practicing languages (model 3). This allows us to systematically
understand whether the variables derived from these two
theoretical discussions increase the explanatory power of the
statistical models.

As was also evident descriptively, migrants and non-
migrants in our sample did not differ significantly in their
endowment with transnational linguistic capital (cf. Table 3).
The traditional assimilation view of migrants usually marks
them as “deficient” in certain respects. Our study shows that
migrants may have as much transnational linguistic capital as
non-migrants – although the market value of the languages

7We ran Poisson regressions because our outcome variables were count data, and

Poisson regressions are the best choice for modeling this kind of data. In order

to control for mild violations of underlying assumptions, we used robust standard

errors as recommended by Cameron and Trivedi (2010, p. 574).
8Table A3 provides an overview of the distribution of the different variables (cf.

Appendix).
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TABLE 1 | Language competencies in the sample: transnational linguistic capital.

Number of fluently spoken additional
(foreign) languages

Swiss Swiss with

migration

background

Foreigners Total

None 3% 1% 1% 2%

One 14% 10% 18% 14%

Two 36% 29% 38% 35%

Three 31% 33% 31% 31%

Four and more 16% 27% 13% 18%

Mean (SD) 2.4 (1.0) 2.8 (1.0) 2.4 (0.9) 2.5 (1.0)

Total 697 532 702 1,931

Source: Data from the Swiss EUMARR survey.

TABLE 2 | Language competencies in the sample: Swiss-specific linguistic capital.

Number of fluently spoken Swiss

national languages*

Swiss Swiss with

migration

background

Foreigners

with a main

language as

mother

tongue

Foreigners

with other

mother

tongue

Total

None – 1% – 7% 1%

One 18% 18% 28% 59% 27%

Two 52% 43% 52% 27% 46%

Three 29% 38% 20% 7% 26%

Mean (SD) 2.1 (0.7) 2.2 (0.7) 1.9 (0.7) 1.3 (0.7) 2.0 (0.8)

Total 697 532 419 283 1,931

Source: Data from the Swiss EUMARR survey; *Rhaeto-Romanic included in German.

spoken may vary. The positive effect of Swiss with a migrant
background indicating that on average they speak more foreign
languages than the autochthonous population in Zurich became
insignificant as soon as the language context was controlled (cf.
model 3a). This is mainly due to the strong positive effect of
multilingual upbringing.

Since the results for both forms of linguistic capital are very
similar, we first discuss the similarities, followed by expected
differences. Turning to the intergenerational reproduction of
cultural capital, we find that it is primarily the number of
languages a father spoke when the respondent was a child that
has a significant positive effect, which partly supports H2 (cf.
models 2a and 2b). Parental education has no direct effect on
linguistic capital (H1) when controlling for the other variables
on the intergenerational reproduction of cultural capital. Only
adding parental education to model 1a and 1b would show
that especially higher education of the father has a significant
positive effect (results are not shown, but available from the
authors). In contrast, respondents’ education has a strong
and significant association with linguistic capital (H4), which
is assumed to be a result of both increased exposure and

increased efficiency coming with higher education. Moreover,
our study demonstrates that a highbrow cultural orientation
has a consistent positive association with linguistic capital (H3).
As assumed by Bourdieu, different forms of cultural capital
cohere, and highbrow cultural capital still seems to be an
important part of contemporary cultural capital. A comparison
of model 1 and 2 indicates, that the variables derived from
this theoretical discussion increase the explanatory power of the
models. However, the increase is clearly stronger in the case of
transnational linguistic capital.

Due to the differences in the results, the variables added
in model 3 will be discussed separately for transnational and
Swiss-specific linguistic capital. For the former, the hypothesis
relating to transnational experiences and relations (H5) receives
strong support for transnational linguistic capital (cf. model 3a).
All five indicators have a positive impact on the transnational
linguistic repertoire. A particularly important factor is having
a partner with a different mother tongue, since having such a
partner also shapes the composition of a person’s social network.
Moreover, we find that the indicators of language and migration
context largely correspond to expectations: growing up in a
bilingual or multilingual family is significantly associated with
greater linguistic capital, as is having acquired their highest
educational qualification in Switzerland (H8). However, being
an English native speaker is associated with significantly less
linguistic capital. This could be explained by the fact that
speaking English as a lingua franca is sufficient to get by in
an international city like Zurich. The lack of incentives to
expand the language repertoire would thus outweigh the effect
of exposure. The share of people who speak the same mother
tongue as the respondent has a significant negative, but negligibly
small effect on linguistic capital, which may be due to the
composition of our sample (many of the respondents’ languages
are spoken as mother tongues, second or foreign languages
by the inhabitants of Zurich). Both results are consistent with
hypothesis 7.

With respect to the determinants of acquiring Swiss-specific
linguistic capital, we will highlight notable results (cf. Table 4).
As hypothesized, foreigners are less likely to speak one or more
of the national languages than Swiss (H6). Obviously, this applies
above all to foreigners whose mother tongue differs from one of
the Swiss national languages. In line with this result, obtaining
the highest qualifications in Switzerland increases this linguistic
capital (H8). Exposure to the national languages, as shown by
stays abroad in corresponding countries or the partner’s mother
tongue or social relations within the EU, has the hypothesized
positive effect. Travels to and stays in (European) countries
where one of the main languages of Switzerland is spoken might
differ for the acquisition of Swiss-specific linguistic capital for
Swiss and foreigners whose mother tongue is identical to one
of those languages. In the case of the foreigners, these trips
and stays might concern their home countries, which would
not encourage learning of another main Swiss language. In
order to take this into account, we also ran a model with
interaction effects. While the effects were somewhat stronger
for the autochthonous Swiss, the interaction effects were not
significant (results available on request). This can be attributed
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TABLE 3 | Determinants of the acquisition of transnational linguistic capital.

Model 1a Model 2a Model 3a

IRR R.SE IRR R.SE IRR R.SE

Age (cent. 37 years) 1.00 0.00 1.00 0.00 1.00 0.00

Sex (rf. male) 1.10*** 0.02 1.11*** 0.02 1.11*** 0.02

Migration background (rf. Swiss)

Swiss with migration background 1.13*** 0.02 1.11*** 0.02 1.04 0.02

Foreigner 0.97 0.02 1.00 0.02 0.98 0.03

Currently employed (rf. not employed)

Employed 1.001 0.02 0.99 0.02 0.97 0.02

Occupation (rf. professionals)

Missing 0.94 0.04 1.02 0.04 0.99 0.04

Managers 1.00 0.02 1.04 0.02 1.00 0.02

Technicians 0.90** 0.03 0.97 0.03 0.95 0.03

Clerical support workers 1.00 0.03 1.12*** 0.03 1.09** 0.03

Service and sales workers 0.84*** 0.03 0.94 0.03 0.94 0.03

Tradespeople 0.75*** 0.05 0.84** 0.06 0.85* 0.05

Education of father (rf. sec. II)

Missing 0.97 0.07 0.94 0.07

Secondary education I or less 1.07 0.04 1.03 0.03

Postsecondary 1.01 0.03 1.02 0.03

Tertiary 0.98 0.02 0.98 0.02

Education of mother (rf. sec. II)

Missing 1.06 0.09 1.05 0.08

Secondary education I or less 1.05 0.03 1.03 0.03

Postsecondary 1.02 0.03 0.99 0.03

Tertiary 1.03 0.03 0.99 0.02

Father: no. of foreign languages 1.07*** 0.01 1.07*** 0.01

Mother: no. of foreign languages 1.02* 0.01 1.01 0.01

Education (rf. secondary ed.)

Postsecondary 1.05 0.03 1.05 0.03

Tertiary I 1.16*** 0.03 1.14*** 0.03

Tertiary II 1.20*** 0.04 1.15*** 0.04

Highbrow cultural orientation 1.02** 0.01 1.01* 0.01

No. of trips to European countries 1.004* 0.00

No. of stays in different countries 1.04*** 0.01

Partner with different mother tongue 1.14*** 0.02

Social network within the EU 1.05* 0.02

Social network outside of the EU 1.05* 0.02

English native speaker (rf. no) 0.72*** 0.04

Multilingual (rf. no) 1.12*** 0.02

Percent of persons with same language 0.999*** 0.00

Highest qualification in Switzerland 1.14*** 0.03

Intercept 2.40*** 0.07 1.71*** 0.07 1.48*** 0.08

Chi2 136.74 374.83 695.20

Pseudo-R2 (Nagelkerke) 0.03 0.06 0.11

AIC 6088.23 6050.28 5984.38

BIC 6155.02 6194.99 6179.18

N 1,931 1,931 1,931

Source: Data from the Swiss EUMARR survey; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.

How to read the table: The incident rate ratio (IRR) for a dichotomous variable is simply the ratio of the number of events of one category to the number of events in the other category.

In model 1a it shows, for instance, that Swiss with a migration background are – ceteris paribus – expected to have a rate 1.13 times greater for the number of foreign languages than

Swiss without a migration background. Each additional language a father speaks is associated with an estimated 7% increase in languages spoken by the respondent.
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TABLE 4 | Determinants of the acquisition of Swiss-specific linguistic capital.

Model 1b Model 2b Model 3b

IRR R.SE IRR R.SE IRR R.SE

Age (cent. 37 years) 1.01*** 0.00 1.01*** 0.00 1.01*** 0.00

Sex (rf. male) 1.09*** 0.02 1.09*** 0.02 1.08*** 0.02

Migration background (rf. Swiss)

Swiss with migration background 1.03 0.02 1.01 0.02 1.01 0.02

Foreigner with national language 0.91*** 0.02 0.92*** 0.02 0.92** 0.02

Foreigner 0.65*** 0.02 0.65*** 0.02 0.80*** 0.04

Currently employed (rf. not employed)

Employed 1.02 0.02 1.00 0.02 1.00 0.02

Occupation (rf. professionals)

Missing 0.91* 0.04 0.96 0.04 0.97 0.04

Managers 1.00 0.02 1.02 0.02 1.01 0.02

Technicians 0.91** 0.03 0.96 0.03 0.95 0.03

Clerical support workers 1.02 0.03 1.09** 0.03 1.09*** 0.03

Service and sales workers 0.87*** 0.03 0.94* 0.03 0.96 0.03

Tradespeople 0.78*** 0.04 0.84** 0.05 0.89* 0.05

Education of father (rf. sec. II)

Missing 0.94 0.07 0.91 0.07

Secondary education I or less 1.11** 0.04 1.09** 0.03

Postsecondary 1.00 0.02 1.01 0.02

Tertiary 0.98 0.02 1.00 0.02

Education of mother (rf. sec. II)

Missing 1.04 0.08 1.06 0.09

Secondary education I or less 1.03 0.03 1.03 0.03

Postsecondary 1.01 0.03 1.01 0.03

Tertiary 1.02 0.02 1.01 0.02

Father: No. of foreign languages 1.05*** 0.01 1.05*** 0.01

Mother: No. of foreign languages 1.01 0.01 1.00 0.01

Education (rf. secondary ed.)

Postsecondary 1.04 0.03 1.03 0.03

Tertiary I 1.09** 0.03 1.08*** 0.03

Tertiary II 1.13*** 0.04 1.09** 0.03

Highbrow cultural orientation 1.03*** 0.01 1.02*** 0.01

Family of language (rf. main language)

Indo-Germanic 0.71*** 0.03

Other 0.58*** 0.04

No. of trips to Eu. co. with main lang. 1.01 0.01

No. of stays in countries with main lang. 1.04** 0.01

Language of partner (rf. same as ego)

One of the Swiss main languages 1.15*** 0.03

Other language family 0.99 0.02

Percentage of Swiss friends 1.00 0.00

Social network within the EU 1.05* 0.02

Social network outside of the EU 1.01 0.02

English native speaker (rf. no) 0.95 0.07

Multilingual (rf. no) 1.04* 0.02

Percent of persons with same language 0.998*** 0.00

Highest qualification in Switzerland 1.16*** 0.03

(Continued)
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TABLE 4 | Continued

Model 1b Model 2b Model 3b

IRR R.SE IRR R.SE IRR R.SE

Intercept 2.05*** 0.05 1.65*** 0.06 1.52*** 0.10

Chi2 335.99 521.75 923.53

Pseudo-R2 (Nagelkerke) 0.06 0.07 0.10

AIC 5408.65 5410.20 5382.21

BIC 5481.00 5560.48 5604.84

N 1931.00 1931.00 1931.00

Source: Data from the Swiss EUMARR survey; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.

to the particular situation of Switzerland (i.e., size and location in
Europe) and the immediate proximity to neighboring countries
where the main Swiss languages are spoken, which is used for
visits and stays abroad by Swiss and migrants alike. In general,
the variables added in model 3 clearly increase the explanatory
power of the models in comparison to the models including only
the control variables and the variables based on Bourdieu’s theory
of reproduction. The increase is again stronger for the case of
transnational linguistic capital.

We also ran the Poisson regression models separately
for persons with and without migration background (see
Tables A5–A8 in the Appendix in Supplementary Material).
As expected, the results are overall similar. Three differences
between the results for Swiss citizens and for foreigners should
be highlighted: (1) There are few significant covariations between
occupation and linguistic proficiency anyway, however, they
differ between Swiss and foreigners. (2) The variables “highest
qualification in Switzerland” and “percent of persons with the
same language” show significant results in model 3 for foreigners,
but not for Swiss. This is due to the fact, that for both variables
the variation for Swiss is, for obvious reasons, rather small.
(3) Regarding transnational activities and experiences we find
somewhat different results for Swiss and foreigners. For Swiss,
the number of trips to European countries covaries significantly
with the language repertoire - this is not true for foreigners. For
social networks in the EU it is the other way around: they are
significantly correlated with linguistic proficiency for foreigners
but not for Swiss. However, most effects do not differ between
the two groups. Thus, the determinants of language repertoire
among migrants and autochthonous persons do not differ to a
strong degree, and our strategy to combine both groups in one
model is justified.

It should be noted that the explanatory power of the models
is rather low, which partly results from the small number of
cases in relation to the number of covariates in the Poisson
regressions. The main reason is, however, that the pseudo-R2

measure underestimates the explanatory power of the model
compared to the R2 measure in ordinary regression models.
Andress et al. (1997, p. 288) consider pseudo-R2 values between
0.05 and 0.20 to indicate an explanatory power of medium level.
However, it could also indicate that important variables were not
accounted for.

SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION

Our starting point was that foreign language proficiency is
an unequally distributed form of linguistic capital that is
becomingmore andmore crucial in contemporary societies, both
for migrants and transnationally active persons. Accordingly,
we looked at the determinants of linguistic capital in a
broad perspective, combining both the literature on foreign
languages as new capital in the era of globalization and
Europeanisation (Fligstein, 2008; Gerhards, 2010) and research
on migrant integration (Van Tubergen and Kalmijn, 2005;
Van Tubergen and Wierenga, 2011). We drew mainly on
two theoretical discussions because they point to variables
on which not much research exists: The first was the
sociological theory of reproduction by Pierre Bourdieu to
highlight the structural inequalities underlying the unequal
distribution of foreign language proficiency. This theory was

up to now rarely taken into account in quantitative research

on language learning (Gerhards, 2010; Rössel and Schroedter,
2014). Additionally, since proficiency in the languages of

their destination countries is especially important for migrants’

structural integration into the labor market and occupational
structure, we further added theoretical concepts and hypotheses
derived from migration research, focusing especially on the
ongoing discussion on the role of transnational ties and
experiences for integration into the host country. With
respect to this approach our data included a rich set of
different measurements of such experiences and relations, thus
going beyond existing empirical research. Due to its role as
standard explanatory model, we took the economic approach
to language, which conceptualizes foreign language proficiency
as a kind of human capital, as a source of control variables
into account.

We found strong support for the hypotheses derived from
the sociological theory of reproduction. Education, both parents’
and respondents’ own education proved to be important
determinants of linguistic capital. However, our empirical
results showed that the effect of parental education was
mediated entirely by parental linguistic proficiency. This is
similar to several studies on the reproduction of cultural
capital (Sullivan, 2001; Rössel and Beckert-Zieglschmid, 2002).
Furthermore, a highbrow cultural orientation was a consistent
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indicator of linguistic capital, thus clearly demonstrating the
coupling of different forms of cultural capital and the role
adherence to the dominant societal culture plays. Overall,
our results show that acquiring linguistic capital is deeply
embedded into the intergenerational reproduction of inequality
in society. Thus, this perspective is clearly important in
embedding the investment-oriented economic perspective into
the structures of social inequality that underlie acquiring
linguistic capital. This does not necessarily contradict the
economics of language approach, but highlights the fact that
linguistic capital is an unequally distributed resource not
only because of different investments in language learning,
but because of a strong inequality in the opportunities
for language learning. This is a point that social scientific
research on language proficiency should definitively take
into account.

Finally, we derived a set of hypotheses from migration and
integration research. Here, it turned out that education in
Switzerland had clearly positive effects on linguistic capital,
whereas the results for a migration background proved
to be mixed. Although foreigners (i.e., mostly migrants
of the first generation) exhibited a lower proficiency in
the Swiss national languages, there was no difference
with regard to foreign language repertoire in general.
This is an important finding because it shows that while
migrants may have a deficit in the national languages of
their destination country, they do not necessarily have a
deficit in foreign language skills in general, suggesting that
a deficit-oriented approach can overlook part of migrants’
life situations. Furthermore, the opportunity to speak one’s
mother tongue was significantly related to speaking fewer
national languages.

In terms of transnational experiences and relationships,
we found quite clear-cut results. They undoubtedly promote
foreign language proficiency and increase proficiency in national
languages if these experiences or relations are related to
countries where the national languages are spoken. Thus, our
empirical findings demonstrate that transnational experiences
are relevant for linguistic proficiency both for persons with
and without migration background and should be included
in a social scientific explanation. The empirical results differ
somewhat for persons with and without migration background,
thus it is very important to include a differentiated set
of measuremets of such experiences and relations. However,
most transnational activities, like traveling, spending times in
foreign countries and meeting friends abroad, are based on
the availability of socioenomic resources, thus again indicating
that language learning is embedded into the existing social
structures of inequality (Itzigsohn and Saucedo, 2002; Guarnizo
et al., 2003; Portes et al., 2003; Fligstein, 2008; Gerhards,
2010).

Our empirical results indicate that the variables suggested by
the sociology of reproduction and the discussion on migration
and integration strongly contribute to the explanatory power of
the statistical models of language proficiency. However, these
variables should be integrated into a unified approach to language
proficiency, e.g., the economic approach to language. The

variables suggested by the sociology of reproduction (education
of parents, linguistic capital of parents, own education, highbrow
culture) focus mainly on the opportunities and the efficiency
of language learning, seen through the lenses of the economic
approach. In contrast to the economic approach with its focus on
language learning as an investment, the sociology of reproduction
emphasizes that especially the opportunities to learn languages
are unequally distributed and thus the constraints for individual
choices. Also, transnational relations and opportunities mainly
increase the opportunity to learn foreign languages, but they
are also based on unequally distributed resources. Hence, a next
step in the development of theories of language acquisition
should be to integrate these variables into a coherent model
that takes the inequality in opportunities and constraints into
account. A very promising framework has been developed
by Esser (2006a). Similar to the economic approach, he
focuses on the motivation, opportunity, costs, and efficiency as
determinants of language learning. However, in contrast to the
economic approach, he goes beyond a mere focus on economic
variables and takes social and cultural variables comprehensively
into account.

Finally, we must discuss some limitations of our study.
On the one hand, as outlined above, the measurement of
linguistic proficiency could be more precise. Future research
should focus on testing the robustness of our empirical
results concerning the determinants of linguistic capital by
including different measurements of language proficiency.
Another weakness concerns a possible selection bias, as the
questionnaire was only available in German or English and
participation was therefore limited to people who were able
to understand and read those languages. In addition, our
sample included a very specific selection of persons with and
without migration background in a very specific country, i.e.,
Switzerland. Thus, to generalize the empirical results regarding
the sociology of reproduction and the transnationalisation
literature, further cases need to be studied. Furthermore,
our research design completely relies on cross-sectional data.
Thus, we cannot interpret most of our results in a causal
manner, but have to interpret them as empirical covariations.
Yet, to the extent that the empirical correlations support
our hypotheses, they suggest that our theoretical approaches
lead to correct hypotheses and are therefore not falsified. A
stronger interpretation is possible for the role of parental
education and parental lingustic capital. Since there is a plausible
time ordering involved, these covariations can be interpreted
in a causal manner with a higher degree of certainty and
thus support the role unequal opportunities play in learning
languages. However, in order to present stronger arguments for
a causal interpretation, future studies should rely on longitudinal
empirical designs.
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