
s
o
u
r
c
e
:
 
h
t
t
p
s
:
/
/
d
o
i
.
o
r
g
/
1
0
.
4
8
3
5
0
/
1
8
7
4
4
1
 
|
 
d
o
w
n
l
o
a
d
e
d
:
 
2
9
.
4
.
2
0
2
4

Parental Investment in Children’s Educational Pathways … 367

SJS 49 (2), 2023, 367–393

Swiss Journal of Sociology, 49 (2), 2023, 367–393

Parental Investment in Children’s Educational Pathways:  
A Comparative View on Swiss and Migrant Families

Chantal Kamm*, Andrés Gomensoro**, Marieke Heers***,  
and Sandra Hupka-Brunner**

Abstract: What strategies do parents adopt when it comes to realizing the aspirations they 
have for their children’s educational career? Drawing on a longitudinal and intergenerational 
mixed-method study, we explore the complex interplay between children’s educational path-
ways and parental educational aspirations and strategies. We focus on parents of modest social 
status (with and without migration background) whose children’s educational trajectories 
have developed successfully.
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der Aspirationen geht, die sie für die Bildungslaufbahn ihrer Kinder haben? Anhand einer 
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plexe Zusammenspiel von Bildungsverläufen der Kinder und elterlicher Bildungsaspirationen 
und -strategien. Der Fokus liegt auf Eltern mit bescheidenem sozialem Status (mit und ohne 
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1 Introduction

The work of Bourdieu and others has established that social origin is a crucial pre-
dictor of educational careers and labour market integration and that educational 
systems play a key role in (re)producing social inequalities (Bourdieu and Passeron 
1987; Kramer and Helsper 2011; Esser 2016; Becker and Hadjar 2017). This holds 
for the general population, but it is particularly pronounced for students with a 
migrant background. 

Theories of structure and agency are useful for explaining educational pathways 
because family action (agency) takes place under certain institutional constraints 
and opportunities (structure). These conditions tend to differ for families with and 
without a migration background because parents with a migration background have 
experienced their own educational pathway in a different educational system. This 
creates additional challenges for families with an immigrant background, especially 
in an early tracking and complex educational system like Switzerland. Contrary to 
most other countries, vocational education and training (VET) is widely used and 
recognized in Switzerland. Consequently, families with an immigrant background 
tend to have less experience with VET and therefore tend to perceive vocational 
education as a less suitable educational option (Wolter and Zumbuehl 2017). In addi-
tion, fear of discrimination in the apprenticeship market can lead to the exclusion of 
VET as an educational option (Imdorf 2017). Families with a migration background 
often have fewer resources that they can activate to support their children on their 
educational journey: For example, parents with a migration background may lack 
the language skills to actively engage in their children’s educational career. Taken 
together, this implies that, compared to native parents, migrant parents might (need 
to) develop different strategies to support their children in their pathway through 
the educational system. The latter has not yet been fully understood and will be 
analysed in this article. In addition, we attempt to fill the knowledge gap on the 
effect of high (academic) aspirations in a dual VET-dominated system, focussing 
on parents with few financial resources. 

In this study, we analyse parental strategies and pay particular attention to 
potential differences between “second-generation” (2G)1 groups and offspring from 
families without a migration background. Having a migration background is fre-
quently considered a risk per se in education. In Switzerland, it often correlates with 
modest social origin and low educational attainment; both characteristics hamper 
1 2G individuals were born in Switzerland or immigrated before the age of 5 (before the start of 

compulsory schooling), and their parents were born abroad; first generation (1G) individuals were 
born abroad and arrived after the age of 4; native Swiss were born in Switzerland and have at least 
one parent born in Switzerland. These definitions do not consider citizenship in order to include 
all descendants of a given migratory flow (and not only those who are not naturalized). We focus 
on the 2G because we are interested in young adults who make their educational experiences 
in Switzerland but whose parents have grown up in different systems. Consequently, the young 
adults and their parents might be exposed to varying educational reference systems. 
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access to academically more demanding educational tracks at lower secondary and 
post-compulsory education levels (Sacchi et al. 2011). In addition, allocation to 
less demanding tracks at the lower secondary level has a highly irreversible effect 
on educational pathways due to the strong segregation and segmentation of tracks 
in Switzerland (Meyer and Hupka-Brunner 2019). At the same time, immigrant 
descendants outperform their native peers when controlling for socioeconomic status 
SES and other relevant characteristics (Glick and White 2004; Crul et al. 2012) with 
respect to upward educational mobility (Schnell and Fibbi 2016) and vocational 
pathways to tertiary education (Murdoch et al. 2016). This surprising result might 
be explained by the high educational aspirations observed within migrant families 
(Portes et al. 2010; Anderson and Maassen 2014). A possible explanation for the 
high aspirations is that upward mobility can be understood as a strong motivation 
for migration, which is often transferred to the children (“immigrant optimism”; 
see, e. g., Kao and Tienda 1995; Fernández-Reino 2016). However, little is known 
about parental behaviour when it comes to putting these aspirations into practice. 

To analyse parental behaviour, the concept of parental investment (PI) is use-
ful. Based on the sequential model of action phases by Heckhausen and Buchmann 
(2019), in this study, we decompose PI in their children’s education into three inter-
related components: (1) parental aspirations - educational objectives, (2) available 
resources within the family - means of action and (3) parental strategies - mobiliza-
tion of resources to achieve the objectives. We focus on families with young adults 
who, to date, have been educationally successful despite a modest socio-economic 
background. We analyse their parents’ aspirations and further educational pathways. 
Families from various countries of origin are compared to Swiss parents, accounting 
for the heterogeneity of social origin among young adults of the second-generation 
in Switzerland (see Fibbi et al. 2007).

To analyse the role of parental investment in children’s education, we use two 
data sources: First, the second cohort of the TREE (Transitions from Education 
to Employment) panel survey (TREE2; Hupka-Brunner et al. 2021) to study the 
entry into upper secondary education and its relationship with parental resources 
and aspirations. Second, we analyse qualitative interviews conducted amongst Swiss 
and migrant parents of TREE2 respondents in the context of PICE2. The qualitative 
analysis allows us to establish different types of inductive parental strategies and 
how they are related to parental aspirations and resources, and whether there are 
differences according to parents’ country of origin (including Swiss native parents).

2 PICE is an SNF-funded study (184906), designed as an add-on survey of the TREE panel study. 
See part 3 for more information.
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2 Educational Pathways and the Role of Parental Investment 

2.1 Different Views on Successful Educational Pathways in the Swiss Context

Educational success is a multifaceted construct, including both objective and subjec-
tive indicators. In the next sections, we describe how educational success is defined 
in the Swiss context. 

In the vast majority of Swiss cantons, lower secondary level education is tracked 
into several programmes with varying academic requirements.3 Track allocation at 
lower secondary level strongly predetermines access to the various programmes at 
upper secondary level. Young adults who attend a track with extended or high require-
ments at the lower secondary level have more options for post-compulsory education 
than young people who attend a lower secondary school with basic requirements4. 
Given the better access to subsequent educational programmes, attending a lower 
secondary track with extended or high requirements can be considered a success.

In the transition to upper secondary education, the Swiss school system allows 
for general and vocational education and training programmes, with slightly less 
than 60 % of a cohort attending VET (either directly or after a transitional solu-
tion) and slightly more than 30 % attending general education (Federal Statistical 
Office 2021). 

Obtaining a VET diploma is highly valued in Switzerland. In this regard, 
Switzerland differs from many other countries, where only general education certifi-
cates grant access to the tertiary level. Within certain limitations, upper secondary 
level VET diplomas, also entitle one to participate in tertiary-level education. This 
implies that many Swiss parents consider completion of an upper secondary level 
VET diploma a success, while many migrant parents tend to attach a higher value 
to general education (Cattaneo and Wolter 2013; Tjaden and Scharenberg 2017). 
However, other studies (e. g., Abrassart et al. 2018) show differences in parental 
aspirations between migrant groups. Overall and compared to natives, migrant par-
ents and their descendants more often aspire to university education, for which the 
Swiss educational system usually requires a general baccalaureate. These differences 
between Swiss and migrant parents must be interpreted against the background of 
different educational experiences and different values attached to educational cre-
dentials in the countries of origin. Therefore, when analysing educational success 
in Switzerland, not only general education tracks, but also VET programmes are 
crucial (Schafer and Baeriswyl 2015). In addition to considering the nuances of the 

3 For a more detailed illustration of the Swiss education and training system, see https://www.edk.
ch/en/education-system/diagram.

4 In vocational education, apprentices are selected and trained by the training company. Thus, 
access to vocational education is also designed for young people from school tracks with low 
requirements. In reality, young people who have attended school types with basic requirements 
are more likely to encounter access difficulties. Young adults who have attended school types with 
extended/high requirements have better chances of access. 

https://www.edk.ch/en/education-system/diagram
https://www.edk.ch/en/education-system/diagram
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Swiss educational system, we take a longitudinal perspective based on life-course 
theories, which allows us to look at educational pathways, thus providing a holistic 
picture of educational success.

2.2 The Model of Parental Investment

To investigate the role of parental resources, strategies and aspirations in pathways 
towards post-compulsory education of young adults in Switzerland, we develop a model 
that takes into account the interplay between structure and agency (see Figure 1).

Taking a life course perspective, we assume that individual decision-making 
processes and parental behaviour are influenced by immediate and distant contextual 
factors (Evans 2007; Tucci 2017). An individual’s range of action is strongly influ-
enced by the opportunities in the respective educational system and institutional 
context. Furthermore, young adults and parents are embedded in a broader social 
context that further influences decision-making. Parental investment (PI) is seen as 
an important element influencing children’s educational success (Desforges et al. 
2003; Perna and Titus 2005). The latter is the focus of this article: the role of PI 
in children’s education, which we further operationalize into three components.

First, parental educational aspiration can be defined as a goal-directed motiva-
tion that influences educational choices and investment in education. As it is opera-
tionalized here, parental aspirations are realizable anticipations and conditional on 
children’s academic performance and educational opportunities (Portes et al. 2010). 

Figure 1 Factors Explaining Educational Success, Inspired by Heckhausen & 
Buchmann 2019

Immediate contextual factors (school and extracurricular services, peers etc.)

Educational 
aspirations

Familial 
resources

Parental 
strategies

Educational
Achievements
(opportunities)
Own resources

(motivation, 
psychosocial 
resources, 

competences …)
Strategies 

Distant contextual factors (educational and economic system)

Educational 
success at 
lower and 
upper level

(tracking, 
educational 
choices and 
pathways; 

satisfaction, 
wellbeing; etc.)

Young Adult 
(Agency)

Parental Investment
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Second, to realize one’s educational aspirations, resources need to be available 
or potentially accessible. These include economic, cultural (including proficiency 
in one of the national languages and knowledge of the school system) and social 
capital, time, relationships within the family and between family and school. Gofen 
(2009) shows that non-material resources such as spending time, setting priorities and 
families’ belief systems and values are important and can be activated to overcome a 
lack of (material or cultural) resources, particularly in migrant families. 

The third component of PI are parental strategies, that is, how parents mo-
bilize and use the resources in order to realize their aspirations. Parental strategies 
include a goal and the activation of means and may or may not include “action 
phases” (Heckhausen and Buchmann 2019). This implies that parental strategies 
may include active involvement, but also the decision to remain passive in order to 
encourage the child’s agency or freedom of choice. In this sense, our definition of 
parental strategies goes beyond other definitions of parental involvement. 

The three PI components affect each other and are shaped by immediate and 
distant contextual factors. Our empirical analysis focuses on the different aspects 
of PI and their interplay.

Applying the model to different groups (of migrant background in this article) 
contributes to sociological theory: Considering different past experiences (which are 
reflected in varying experiences in educational and value systems) allows to evaluate 
the importance of structure in which agency occurs (Evans 2007). Varying reference 
systems (e. g., local/national and social contexts, family histories and values) shape 
individual strategies and aspirations, leading to varying definitions of what “suc-
cessful” educational pathways are. In addition, it is useful to reflect on the specific 
aspect of parental investment against the background of these different contexts.

3 Measurement Methods and Analyses 

3.1 Research Questions and Data

To understand the role that migrant and Swiss parents’ investment play in the 
educational success of their children, we apply a sequential mixed-method design 
(Creswell and Creswell 2018) to answer the following three questions: (1) What is 
the effect of parental aspirations on post-compulsory educational attendance? (2) 
What configurations of strategies do we find among parents of educationally suc-
cessful young adults? (3) How do these strategy patterns interrelate with educational 
aspirations and resources? Throughout the analysis, we compare Swiss families and 
families of different countries of origin. 

The first question is addressed by analysing data from the second cohort of 
TREE that covers a nationally representative sample (initial n =  8 429) of compul-
sory school leavers in 2016 (after 11th grade, age 15–16). TREE2 (Hupka-Brunner 
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et al. 2021) is a panel study at yearly intervals (across several post-compulsory years) 
that emphasizes on observing educational and employment trajectories. It includes 
comprehensive data on respondents’ school situation (e. g., lower secondary track 
attendance, mathematics test scores), family resources (parents’ level of education 
and occupation, economic resources, etc.) and educational aspirations of parents 
at the end of compulsory school. Additionally, we make use of TREE2’s detailed 
information on respondents’ educational situation when entering upper secondary 
education in 2017.

To answer the second and third questions, we use qualitative data from the 
TREE add-on study PICE. Within PICE, we interviewed TREE2 respondents and – 
if possible – one of their parents (n = 48). As we focus on the parental perspective 
in this paper, details of parents’ interviews included in this paper are displayed in 
Appendix 3. 

The qualitative sample includes parents 1) who are of modest social origin 
(below average socio-economic status and primary or secondary education) and 2) 
whose child has attended an advanced or high requirement track at the end of lower 
secondary education. We interviewed the parent who, according to the child, was 
more actively involved in the child’s education (73 % mothers). We compare Swiss 
native and immigrant parents from the main low-skilled labour migration flows, 
namely those from Spain, Italy, Portugal, the Balkan countries, Turkey and Sri Lanka. 

The qualitative interviews have been conducted online.5 We conducted 
problem-centred interviews (Witzel 2000). The parental interview focused on their 
definition of educational success for their child, the evaluation of PI at all stages 
of the child’s educational career and the (in)coherence of strategies over time both 
in a retrospective and present view. This article takes an intergenerational perspec-
tive: We consider parental aspirations as reported by the young adults (research 
question 1) and parents’ own reports on their strategies and aspirations (research 
questions 2 and 3).

3.2 Data Analysis

In the quantitative analysis of TREE2, first, we observe the differences between the 
majority group and the 2G groups in terms of parental aspiration levels6 (reported 
by the TREE2 respondents at the end of compulsory school) and of the educational 
status in the first post-compulsory year (n = 7 971, as we account exclusively for those 
who participated in 2017). For parental aspiration, we distinguish three categories: 
“My parents want me to complete a VET programme”, “My parents want me to 
study” 7 and “I don’t know/My parents have no opinion about it”. “To study” implies 
5 This was due to the situation of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
6 Parental aspirations, as operationalized here, should be considered realistic (Haller 1968) as they 

are affected by young adults’ previous educational pathways. 
7 The original wording in German and French («Meine Eltern wünschen, dass ich studiere»”; 

« Mes parents souhaitent que je fasse des longues études ») differ a bit from the Italian wording 
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future attendance of Universities, Universities of Applied Sciences and Universities 
of Teacher Education. With regard to educational status at the beginning of upper 
secondary education (observed in 2017), we distinguish four categories: “Not in 
certifying education”; “VET (2–4 years)”; “Vocational baccalaureate”; “General 
education”. Second, we assess the effect of parental aspirations on the transition into 
upper secondary education. We develop two multinomial logistic regression models 
to compare average marginal effects (AME) between Swiss families and different 
2G groups (n = 7 889 as we account exclusively for those who participated in 2017 
with no missing values). The dependent variable of both models is the educational 
status in 2017. The independent variables include individual characteristics (sex 
and migration background), resources within the family (parental socio-economic 
status and educational attainment), educational outcomes (lower secondary track, 
math score measured at the end of compulsory school) and the regional context 
(language region). In the second model, we add parental aspiration levels (the variable 
of interest) to compare the differences between the models in terms of AME. By 
comparing the two models, we quantify the potential effect of parental aspiration 
on upper secondary track attendance in percentage points (PPs). The model statis-
tics strongly support adding parental aspiration as a predictor. All statistical results 
are representative for the compulsory school leavers in the 2016 population, as we 
account for the longitudinal weights in order to compensate for panel attrition and 
initial sample bias. 

In the qualitative analysis, a structured content analysis (Kuckartz 2016) with 
a deductively defined basic structure and a subsequent inductive and collaborative 
coding process was carried out (Mayring 2015). The comparative analysis led to a 
qualitative typology following the structure of Kelle and Kluge (2010). Starting with 
a large variety of 38 inductively defined parental strategies adopted at different mo-
ments in children’s educational pathways, these are then reduced based on relevant 
comparative dimensions (Kelle and Kluge 2010, 91 ff.). Defining the two to three 
most important strategies per parent, we analysed cross-case empirical regularities 
that led to a definition of four types of parental strategies. We describe the typology 
process in more detail in section 4.2. 

4 Results

4.1 The Relationship Between Parental Aspirations and Post-Compulsory Educational 
Attendance

Our descriptive results confirm that, as in many other countries, parents with a 
migration background express higher educational aspiration levels for their children 

(«I miei genitori desiderano che faccia l’università») and leaves more room for the inclusion of 
other types of tertiary/further education. 



Parental Investment in Children’s Educational Pathways … 375

SJS 49 (2), 2023, 367–393

compared to Swiss parents (see Table 1). Table 1 shows the anticipated parental 
aspiration as reported by the young adults and refers to the highest educational 
aspiration of the parent.

24 % of Swiss young adults perceive their parents as wanting them to study, com-
pared to a range between 39 % and 55 % for parents with a migrant background. 
This shows the higher aspirations of migrant parents who, on average, are from 
more modest social backgrounds compared to Swiss parents (except for the group 
“2G other countries”, who are not the focus of this study). Swiss parents more often 
want their child to complete a VET programme, or they “do not know/have no 
opinion about it”. This last category includes different situations. Previous analyses 
(Kamm et al. 2021) show that Swiss parents often promote autonomy and want 
the child to decide for her/himself, that they sometimes do not communicate their 
aspirations or, less often, that they do not have any aspirations. The preference for 
general education among migrant parents and the preference for VET among Swiss 
parents may be linked to migrant parents’ “immigrant optimism” (Kao and Tienda 
1995; Fernández-Reino 2016), but also to the different educational systems of 
reference. Indeed, a vast majority of Swiss parents have completed VET themselves 
and are familiar with it. 

In a next step, we investigate the relationship between parental aspirations and 
children’s educational pathways, comparing migrant with native families. To shed 
more light on this question, we first describe young adults’ educational situation 
one year after the end of compulsory school (see Table 2). There are considerable 
differences between Swiss natives and the different 2G groups. Particularly, 2G from 

Table 1 Parents’ Educational Aspirations Reported by the Young  
Adult at the End of Compulsory Education (2016) by Migration 
Background (row %)

Question: What is the highest level of 
education that your parents would like 
you to achieve? My parents …

I don’t know; 
… Have no opi-

nion about it

…Want me to 
complete a  

VET programme

…Want me  
to go to  

university

n  
(non- 

weighted)

Swiss native 29 % 47 % 24 % 5847

2G Italy/Spain 16 % 37 % 48 % 140

2G Portugal 22 % 36 % 42 % 221

2GTurkey 7 % 39 % 55 % 112

2G Balkans (Albanian-speaking countries) 14 % 38 % 48 % 286

2G Balkans (other countries) 18 % 43 % 39 % 229

2G Sri Lanka 15 % 31 % 54 % 129

2G Other countries 25 % 22 % 53 % 536

1G all countries 20 % 34 % 45 % 471

Note: (2G = Second-generation; 1G = First-generation; weighted). Source: own calculation based on TREE2 data.



376 Chantal Kamm, Andrés Gomensoro, Marieke Heers, and Sandra Hupka-Brunner

SJS 49 (2), 2023, 367–393

Turkey, the Albanian and other (non-Albanian) Balkan countries and Sri Lanka have 
a higher risk of not being in a certifying education and less often attend general 
education. However, part of those differences could be due not only to familial re-
sources and parental aspirations that vary between 2G groups, but also to previous 
educational outcomes (lower secondary track attendance and academic achievement), 
contextual differences (language region) and other individual characteristics.

To account for these factors, we estimate two multinomial logistic regression models 
and focus on the AMEs and confidence intervals (see Figure 2). In the first model, 
we show the difference in the type of education undertaken at upper secondary level 
between Swiss native students (reference category) and 2G students while controlling 
for various factors.8 Model 2 adds parental aspirations.

When focusing on VET attendance, we observe that 2G migrants from Portu-
gal, Turkey and Sri Lanka attend VET less often than Swiss natives; the difference is 
between 16 to 18 percentage points (PPs). By adding parental aspirations, the differ-
ences in VET attendance for some groups (when compared to natives) are reduced, 
but still statistically significant. There are no statistically significant differences for 
the other groups (when compared to natives), even though the differences between 
natives and the various 2G groups decrease when taking parental aspirations into 
account in Model 2. However, 2G youths from Portugal and Albanian countries 
more often attend general education programmes when controlling for all covariates 
(Model 1). Again, when adding parental aspirations in Model 2, the differences with 

8 Sex, migration background, parental highest socio-economic index, highest parental education, 
lower secondary track attended, math score measured at the end of compulsory school and lan-
guage region.

Table 2 Educational Status One Year after the End of Compulsory Education 
(2017) by Migration Background (row %)

Not in 
certifying 
education

VET  
(2–4 
years)

Vocational 
baccalau-

reate

General 
education

n  
(non-

weighted)

Swiss native 18 % 41 % 9 % 33 % 5847

2G Italy/Spain 21 % 37 % 11 % 31 % 140

2G Portugal 33 % 32 % 6 % 30 % 221

2G Turkey 39 % 37 % 6 % 18 % 112

2G Balkans (Albanian-speaking countries) 28 % 50 % 4 % 18 % 286

2G Balkans (other countries) 25 % 53 % 8 % 14 % 229

2G Sri Lanka 37 % 32 % 8 % 23 % 129

2G Other countries 28 % 23 % 5 % 44 % 536

1G All countries 43 % 25 % 5 % 27 % 471

Note: (2G = Second-generation; 1G = First-generation; weighted). Source: own calculation based on TREE2 data.
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Swiss natives decrease. This implies that parental aspirations are crucial in the process 
of attending VET or general education. Migrant parents’ aspirations contribute to 
young adults’ higher attendance of post-compulsory general education. 

There are no statistically significant differences between Swiss natives and the 
various 2G groups in not attending a certifying education or training or in attend-
ing a vocational baccalaureate programme. The AMEs are similar in both models. 

Figure 2 Average Marginal Effects (and Confidence Intervals [95 %])  
of Upper Secondary Educational Status (2017) by Students’  
Migration Background (Reference Category: Swiss Native)

2G Italy/Spain
2G Portugal

2G Turkey
2G Balkans (Albanian countries)

2G Balkans (other countries)
2G Sri-Lanka

2G others

2G Italy/Spain
2G Portugal

2G Turkey
2G Balkans (Albanian countries)

2G Balkans (other countries)
2G Sri-Lanka

2G other

2G Italy/Spain
2G Portugal

2G Turkey
2G Balkans (Albanian countries)

2G Balkans (other countries)
2G Sri-Lanka

2G others

2G Italy/Spain
2G Portugal

2G Turkey
2G Balkans (Albanian countries)

2G Balkans (other countries)
2G Sri-Lanka

2G others

–30 % –20 % –10 % 0 % 10 % 20 % 30 %

N
ot

 in
 c

er
tif

yin
g 

ed
uc

at
io

n
Vo

ca
tio

na
l b

ac
ca

la
ur

ea
te

G
en

er
al

 e
du

ca
tio

n
VE

T 
(2

–4
 y

ea
rs

)

Model 1         Model 2

Model 1: controlled variables: Sex, migration background, parental highest socio-economic index, highest parental 
education, lower secondary track attended, math score measured at the end of compulsory school and language region. 
Model 2: controlled variables: same as Model 1; parental aspiration. Example of how to read the figure: Com-
pared to Swiss native students and all else being equal, 2G Sri Lankan students are 18 percentage points (PPS, 
Model 1) less likely to attend VET. This difference is statistically significant (< 5 %) as the confidence intervals 
do not cross the reference line (0 %). Source: own calculation based TREE2 data.
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This implies that migration background does not constitute a risk in itself in those 
two situations. 

Other factors taken into account in the models also contribute to the prediction 
of educational pathways. Therefore, we now consider potential moderating effects (see 
Appendix 1 and Appendix 2). Gender is significant in both models, while there are 
no large changes in AMEs between Model 1 and 2. The same holds for achievement 
(math test) and lower secondary education. There are differences between the two 
models with respect to parental socio-economic status and educational attainment. 
When moving from model 1 to model 2, the differences between the second and 
fourth quartile decrease, implying that the effect is partly due to parental aspirations. 
Similarly, the differences between parents with tertiary and secondary education are 
reduced in the second model, implying that the effect of parental education is partly 
due to parental aspirations.

To sum up, parental aspirations can be considered a driving factor when it 
comes to attending the various programmes of upper secondary education. To test 
our hypotheses, we analyse the differences of regression coefficients for the 2G groups 
in more detail: for some groups, parental aspirations serve as a pushing factor for 
attending higher educational tracks at the upper secondary level. This is especially 
true for the 2G from Portugal, Turkey, the Balkans (both groups) and Sri Lanka, 
while the coefficient for the 2G from Italy/Spain is not significant.

We now shed more light on the underlying mechanisms that might explain 
these results. We hold that aspirations are important, but do not fully explain dif-
ferences in the 2G’s educational success. A better understanding of how aspirations 
translate into educational pathways through the mobilization and development of 
resources as a parental strategy is crucial. After having analysed young adults’ reports 
of parental aspirations, we shift the perspective to parents’ point of view to examine 
PI as reported in the qualitative interviews.

4.2 Parental Strategies Towards Education and Their Interrelation With Aspirations 
and Resources 

The starting point of the qualitative analysis of research question 2 is a deductive-
inductive coding process. We started with the following “sensitizing concept” 9 
(Kelle and Kluge 2010, 28–30) that needs to be specified in the empirical material: 
“Strategies include the development, mobilisation and use of existing resources 
to achieve the (educational) goals” (Heckhausen and Buchmann 2019). Based on 
our sample of interest, we define “existing resources” as available and potentially 
accessible resources, including school and extracurricular support services. We 
inductively identified 38 strategies that are employed at different time points and 
with different levels of active engagement. Based on the inductively coded interview 

9 Kelle and Kluge (2010) define sensitizing concepts as disciplinary and scientifically shaped world 
views. They must be substantiated by empirical data. 
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segments, we identified empirically relevant constellations that represent the starting 
point for further structuring and analysing regularities of parental strategies. In line 
with Epstein (2005), we found strategies that reflect a broad definition of parental 
involvement: the most important ones are learning support and advocating for the 
child’s interest in school. We also identified strategies characterized by controlling 
activities (on schoolwork, marks and exerting pressure) and compensating strategies 
(for example, organizing tutoring or financing courses). In addition to these rather 
action-oriented strategies, two sets of strategies resembled rather reactive parental 
strategies. A characteristic feature of these strategies is that parents endeavoured to 
give their children room to make their own decisions and were prepared to hold 
themselves back to some degree. They reported that they supported their children 
emotionally, encouraged and motivated them. However, they also emphasized that 
they wanted to promote the children’s autonomy by letting them take their own 
decisions and promoting their desires. Overall, the parents described their actions 
as very conscious and highly reflective when it comes to the promotion of their 
children’s educational pathway.10 While the action-oriented strategies correspond 
to what Heckhausen and Buchmann (2019) define as “action phases” in order to 
reach a goal by investing effort and other resources, the reactive strategies refer to 
a conscious decision to step back and/or encourage the child’s decision-making. 

Based on the recoded aspects, the document map11 reveals clusters of the most 
important strategies, taking into account the two to three most important strategies 
of each parent. Based on empirical and theoretical considerations, we opted for a 
4-cluster solution for our typology to which all parental interviews are allocated 
(see Table A4). 

The first type (n = 14) involves parents who mostly report action-oriented strate-
gies such as controlling, involvement and compensating. This group does not mention 
reactive strategies (such as being there or letting the child choose). In the second 
type (n = 11), parents are involved in the educational processes of their child. Partly 
they also act controlling, and as a second important strategy, they report to be there, 
especially emotionally. Parents in the third type (n = 13) highlight the importance 
of the children’s advocacy and are occasionally active-oriented (controlling n = 2, 
involvement n = 4, compensating n = 4). In type 4 (n = 10), letting the child decide 
is an important aspect, as well as being there, especially emotionally or financially, 
while active-oriented strategies are not mentioned by this group.

In the next part, we characterize the four types in more depth and, in order to 
answer research question 3, we assess the interrelation with aspiration (empirically 
characterized as aspiring for universities, best/highest education, baccalaureate, VET/
higher VET, no aspiration), resources (inductively, the data revealed emotionally, cul-
10 These parental strategies are reported at a time when the children have already grown up and have 

been – at least partially – successful in school.
11 The MAXQDA clusters are built on similarity measures based on Russel & Rao (1940), taking into 

account the appearance of a code as a match, while the absence of a code reduces the similarity.
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turally and materially weak ties) and lack of resources (lack of competences, financial 
resources, system knowledge, social resources, time). Furthermore, we are interested 
in the differences between parents with and without a migration background. Based 
on empirical proximity and in order to make group-specific statements, we regrouped 
the parents with a migration background into three categories: Southern EU (Italy, 
Spain, Portugal), Non-EU (Balkan-Albanian, Balkan-others, Sri Lanka, Turkey). 
Table 3 summarizes the main characteristics of each type.

The table reveals a type with mostly active-oriented strategies (type 1); one 
with mostly reactive strategies (type 4). The other two types are characterized by a 
combination of action-oriented and reactive strategies (types 2 and 3). The types do 
not just differ regarding their strategies, but also regarding aspirations and resources. 
Furthermore, some of the types of strategy seem to be of higher importance for 
some parental groups than for others. We now have a closer look at the four types 
by looking at anchor examples and possible explanations of these differences. 

Table 3 Typology of Parental Strategies and their Interrelation with  
Aspirations, Resources and Different Groups

Inductive Definition Aspiration Resources High importance for  
these Groups 

Type 1

Active-oriented 
(Controlling, Involve-
ment, Compensating)  
in the education of  
the child

High aspiration towards 
tertiary

Emotional, cultural 
resources  
Mostly lack of compe-
tences

Non-EU Southern EU

Type 2

Involved in Education, 
partly controlling.  
As a second strategy  
be there  
(emotionally)

High but open “best/
highest  
education” 

Emotional, cultural and 
material resources  
Lack of different resources 
(mostly competences, 
financial and social)

Southern EU

Type 3

Children’s  
advocacy,  
punctual active  
orien ted

Mostly no aspiration  
(or not even mentioned)

Mostly emotional and 
material resources  
Fewer but diverse lack  
of resources

Swiss natives

Type 4

Let the child decide 
about his/her future,  
be there if needed  
(emotionally, financially)

Diverse aspirations Lack of diverse resources  
Fewer resources

Swiss natives  
Non-EU
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Type 1: active-oriented
In the first type, migrant parents from various countries of origin develop and make 
use of action-oriented strategies to support their children. This is not the case for 
Swiss parents. Parents of this type are active-oriented, with controlling (as reward-
ing achievements, expressing authority and moral education) as the most important 
strategy. Besides controlling behaviour, involvement in the child’s education (at 
home and in school) and compensating strategies (improving their own information/
education and help-seeking) also play an important role for those migrant parents. 
These parents aspire high and mostly towards tertiary level education, more precisely 
towards universities and baccalaureate schools. The following transcript excerpt from 
Kushtrim12, a father who immigrated from Kosovo, illustrates how these control-
ling strategies go hand in hand with high aspirations: Kushtrim (Kosovar father): 

Now he’s in the third year of [upper-secondary general education school], it’s 
gone well so far. I used to go three-four times there [at school] too. […] He 
shows his grades here at home. He has good grades. I can see that he’s quite 
on the ball. He studies quite a bit. And now it’s for him. It’s for him. So  
I also talk to him quite often. I say “Listen, this is very important”. Because 
it’s five years in the cycle [baccalaureate school]. You really have to pass. 

Kushtrim refers to different controlling aspects that are put in place in order to reach 
the expressed aim, that is, pass the cycle. The father communicates the importance of 
education to the son on a regular basis. Attaching a high value especially to general 
education is a common narrative in this type, and in line with previous studies, 
seems to be a phenomenon that is more often observed among immigrant than 
Swiss parents (Hadjar and Scharf 2019). Here, the strategy of the father is to put his 
aspirations into practice through close supervision and active involvement in school.

With regard to parental resources, we observe frequent mention of lack of 
competencies, particularly proficiency in the locally spoken national language. A 
minority of type 1 parents report a lack of financial resources or system knowledge. 
The following citation reveals the interrelation between a lack of resources (here 
system knowledge) and strategies. Ajda, a Turkish mother, advocates in school for 
her daughter despite (or even more so because of ) lacking knowledge of academic 
support options. Ajda (Turkish mother):

I did everything […] For example, my daughter went to school. [She told 
me] “Mother, there is a place, the studio.13” I even asked my eldest daughter 
“What is that?“ she replied “A friend of mine goes. Her grades are ALWAYS 
above five and a half.” After that I asked at a parent-teacher meeting what 
it was. Unfortunately, they didn’t send her. […] I even spoke to the teacher 

12 All names of parents and young adults are anonymized using names of the same gender and 
cultural origin.

13 This is a support programme for gifted students.
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in charge. “We don’t know the grades. For certain things you have to inform 
us. We are foreigners.” After I said so, they then said “Okay we will give it.” 
After that [she] went there for a year. Before that we didn’t know anything 
about it.

The citation starts with the general perception of “doing everything” to support her 
child in educational affairs, which is very much in line with the action orientation of 
type 1. Ajda had to advocate for her child in school in order to have her admitted to 
the programme for gifted students. Her lack of system knowledge is not experienced 
as an obstacle. On the contrary, she uses the term “being foreigners” to ask her older 
daughter for help and to hold the teacher responsible for providing group-specific 
information. This strategy is representative for type 1-parents, as they report com-
pensating strategies more often than those in the other types. 

To sum up, the first type describes the interrelation of high parental aspira-
tions and active-oriented strategies that are typical for those migrant parents. This 
type describes vividly how educational capital is perceived as a “catalyst for upward 
social mobility” (Basit 2013, 727). As those (migrant) parents perceive general 
educational attainment as the most valuable goal, they are willing to activate their 
own and other available resources within active-oriented strategies in order to realiz 
e their aspirations. 

Type 2: selectively involved
Parents of the second type are – to a somewhat lower degree, but still very often – 
active-oriented. Most of them describe themselves as being involved in the child’s 
education in school or at home, and some of them exhibit controlling behaviour. 
In contrast to the first type, being there (emotionally and/or financially) is a second 
important strategy. Parents are there for their children whenever they need it and 
become active in key situations. As the parents in the first type, they aspire high, but 
with a broader definition: they want the best/highest education for their child. The 
following story exemplifies the combination of open, but high aspiration and punctual 
parental involvement. Felicidade narrates how she intervened when she heard that 
her son did not want to pursue general education. Felicidade (Portuguese mother): 

When he was at the end of [lower] secondary school, he wanted to do an ap-
prenticeship because it’s good to get to the end of the month and have a small 
salary. Well, all young people like that, but we [the parents] didn’t think it 
was good, because if the child gets good grades, you have to continue further, 
do you agree? And then it’s up to the parents to adapt and to make efforts so 
that the children can go to school so that nothing is missing for them […] 
we convinced him by saying that he never lacked anything in life, so if he 
needs something, we always give it to him.
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In Felicidade’s narrative, an important life event occurs concerning the educational 
career of her son, which was largely co-designed by the parents. Contrary to the 
young adults’ goal, both parents aspire towards a continued educational path, but 
the final degree remains vague. Despite the fact that neither the mother nor the 
father has a tertiary level degree (the mother left school after compulsory school), 
they are willing to encourage and financially support the further studies of their 
child – contrary to reproduction theory (Bourdieu and Passeron 1987). The strategy 
to overcome lacking financial resources consists of prioritizing education over other 
goods. The citation reflects a hierarchical logic of preference for general education 
over VET. Compared with previous studies, this reference system may be considered 
typical for immigrant parents (Cattaneo and Wolter 2013). The reference system 
may be different for the first and second generations, as we see in the excerpt. As 
exemplified above, parents in this type are active during certain crucial transitions in 
the educational career of their children. Apart from that, they describe their support 
strategy as being there, listening and motivating. These parents – a majority from 
Southern EU countries such as Italy, Spain and Portugal – lack different resources, 
which does not stop them from standing up for their children. 

Type 3: letting the child decide, punctually involved
In this type, parents do not express specific educational aspirations. They refuse to 
express educational aspirations towards their children as well as towards the inter-
viewer. Not having  or at least not communicating  aspirations is an active decision 
to promote young people’s decisions. Nevertheless, if the child has chosen a (de-
manding) path, the parents of this type try to support that choice, as the citation 
of Ruth illustrates. Ruth (Swiss mother)

Yes, to a certain extent, we knew what she wanted and that she needed the 
grades, that we also supported her with her learning, especially in primary 
school. Later I couldn’t always do it either (laughs). […] When she needed 
help, she came and got it. We never said: “You have to sit down and study 
now”, but: “It would be smarter to sit down and study”. So, it’s her decision. 
But it’s also her decision what she wants to do in life then.

As we can see in the transcript, for parents of type  3 the decision-making and 
help-seeking process needs to be initiated by the child. Punctually, the parents 
intervene actively if the child asks for it. The parental role is considered to be a 
learning coach and to empower the child to become an agent of the own learning 
and decision-making process. In contrast to the first two types, the parenting style 
is encouraging rather than controlling. In this type, there are more Swiss than mi-
grant parents. Resources or lacking resources are less important compared to the 
other types. Nevertheless, as we see in the narrative of Ruth, some individuals lack 
competencies and financial or social resources. 
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Type 4: the reactive parent
Similarly to type 3, in type 4 we identify a strong intention to let the child decide 
for his/her educational career. In contrast, the parental decision to step back is even 
more pronounced. Looking at the wording used, it is obvious that the child is at the 
centre of the narrative, while in types 1 and 2 the school career is more of a joint 
project. This strong commitment towards children’s choices and actions is revealed 
in the excerpt of Claudia. Claudia (Swiss mother):

So, for us, it is important, very important, that they are independent. And 
become… and that they really learn a profession and then also earn their 
living. (laughs) And afterwards, yes [we wish] simply the best for them in 
any case. Yes. […] He never had any big problems at school, and afterwards 
he went to baccalaureate school. […] And now after baccalaureate school he 
went to Lausanne to the EPFL.14 He had a difficult time afterwards and he 
dropped out because he had exams after half a year. And that scared him. 
And of course we motivated him to just keep on looking. And to look for 
another way. And to simply help him. And now I think he has already found 
his way. Yes. […] He’s now doing an internship for six months, in a factory, 
in micro technology. And then he will go to a school in Biel.

Claudia paraphrases the decision-making as a developmental task of her son, where 
the extension of this phase can be scary. Part of being an adult and independent is – 
according to Claudia – to make one’s own decisions. She perceives the parental role 
as promoting and instructing the capability of decision-making. Even though the 
young adult finally decides against the prestigious studies at the EPFL, the parents 
put no pressure on his continuing or studying something else. On the contrary, 
they try to reduce the pressure by considering other solutions. This perspective 
points to a non-objective definition of educational success, where satisfaction and 
the educational fit matter more than ambitious studies or educational outcomes 
(for more detail see Kamm et al. 2021). Concerning aspirations, we find different 
manifestations in this type. Claudia’s example shows an openness towards different 
educational pathways. Her reference system focuses on the aim to “learn a profession”. 
In contrast, the non-EU (particularly Sri Lankan) parents in this type mostly strive 
for university studies. Compared to the other types, fewer parents of this type refer 
to available resources, while lacking resources is more important in their narratives.

5 Conclusion

In Switzerland, social origin is a major determinant of educational pathways (OECD 
2021). Against this background, this contribution analysed the specific situation of 

14 EPFL is a prestigious, high-ranking polytechnical university in Lausanne. 
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some migrants, as they are often confronted with unfavourable starting conditions 
due to fewer resources and different educational reference systems (Kamm et al. 
2022). In particular, we have argued that lower familiarity with the Swiss VET sys-
tem due to parents’ own educational system of reference often leads to educational 
aspirations that are oriented toward general education. 

We have shown that, when controlling for social origin and previous educa-
tional outcomes, 2G young adults from Portugal and Balkan-Albanian countries 
enrol more frequently in general education programmes at upper secondary level 
than the (native) majority group. Furthermore, we observe higher levels of aspira-
tions (i. e., towards academic education) among their parents. Parental aspirations 
of some 2G groups towards higher education add to our understanding of why 
they are overrepresented in general education programmes when comparing them 
to their native counterparts. This shows that – even though immediate and distant 
contextual factors are crucial for the individual educational pathway – parents, their 
educational aspirations and educational reference systems are important when it 
comes to educational success. Our findings support results from other countries’ 
contexts and school systems, showing that parental aspirations matter for educational 
pathways (Portes et al. 2010; Hadjar and Scharf 2019). 

Despite limited resources, parents can realize their academically-oriented aspira-
tions even if the dominant Swiss VET context might suggest alternative pathways. 
In order to understand what parents actually do and what strategies they adopt, the 
sequential mixed method design offers a valuable contribution using the qualitative 
approach to shed light on the underlying mechanisms of high parental aspirations. 
We revealed a multiplicity of parental strategies that go beyond parental involvement 
(Epstein 2005). Our typology of parental strategies towards their children’s education 
has identified active-oriented and reactive strategies. Parents’ involvement in their 
child’s educational pathway may include certain actions or consciously withhold-
ing them and letting the child determine his or her own educational career. Our 
typology disentangles the interplay between strategies that are shaped by aspirations 
and available or accessible resources. Furthermore, we observe that native parents 
tend to adopt reactive strategies (being there if needed and letting the child do/
decide) to support their children’s education, while migrant parents tend to favour 
active-oriented strategies (controlling, involvement and compensating strategies). 

The results from both our quantitative and qualitative analyses support this 
assumption and are in line with previous studies (e. g., Cattaneo and Wolter 2013). 
They show that immigrant parents – especially from non-EU countries – tend to 
attach a higher value to general education at upper secondary and tertiary level, 
while the Swiss parents of our sample refer to a non-hierarchic perception of VET 
and general education pathways. 

Our results also reveal the importance of (opportunity) structures in which 
individual agency can unfold. Depending on parents’ own experiences in specific 
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educational contexts, this leads to varying implementations of aspirations and strate-
gies to foster their children’s education. The (external and internal) reference to a 
certain group (having a migration background, low SES or some kind of educational 
distance) per se can be understood as a social categorization and, consequently, as 
a contextual factor that shapes parental investment. 

Despite its contributions, our study has some limitations. 1) As we take an 
intergenerational perspective, it would be valuable to contrast both perspectives 
to better understand the dynamics of individual and parental co-agency (Schoon 
et al. 2021). 2) The young adults report realistic parental aspirations at the end of 
compulsory school, and it is likely that they are shaped by the context (school tracks 
and the career opportunities they open up) and future plans. For future research, 
it would be interesting to compare parental aspirations at different time points and 
to add a more inductive definition of aspiration. 3) The definition of success in the 
qualitative sample is rather narrow (focus on track attendance). It remains an open 
desideratum to take into account subjective aspects of success (satisfaction, job-skills 
(mis)match, self-efficacy and commitment to job/education). 

To sum up, this study adds to our understanding of the importance of (mi-
grant) parents’ aspirations for young adults on educational pathways in a highly 
segregated education system. Furthermore, it reveals how parental aspirations are 
put into practice by activating available and potentially accessible resources within 
different strategies. More research taking a multigenerational perspective is needed, 
and a longitudinal view on the interrelation of different components of parental 
investment and educational success should be taken. Finally, the focus of this study 
was on young adults who were educationally successful. The extent to which parents 
of individuals who are less successful in earlier phases of their educational careers 
have similar strategies cannot be determined based on our data and remains an 
important topic for future research.
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Table A3 Qualitative Interview Sample of Parents of TREE2 Respondents  
by Countries of Birth of Parents and Language Region

Swiss language region

German-speaking French speaking Total

Country of birth of parents

Switzerland 9 8 17

Southern EU countries
(Italy, Spain, Portugal)

7 8 15

Non-EU countries
(Balkans, Turkey, Sri Lanka)

13 3 16

Total 29 19 48

Table A4 Typology Table of Parental Strategies

Type 1 
(N = 14)

Type 2 
(N = 11)

Type 3 
(N = 13)

Type 4 
(N = 10)

Active-oriented controlling 12 5 2 0

Active-oriented involvement 9 8 4 1

Active-oriented compensating 7 1 4 0

Reactive be there 0 10 1 10

Reactive let child do/choose 0 1 10 9
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