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A B S T R A C T   

The effect of social origin on educational expectations has mostly focused on adolescents. Yet, the expansion of 
higher education across the OECD area has made the transition from bachelor to master programs increasingly 
consequential for inequality of educational opportunities and social mobility. Applying multinomial logistic 
regression to data from a survey carried out in 2018 among university students in three Spanish regions, our 
research reveals the existence of a still meaningful effect of socioeconomic origin on expectations of postgraduate 
enrolment among university undergraduates, even after controlling for academic progression, performance and 
choice of field of study. In other words, the analysis provides evidence of a secondary effect of social origin on 
educational expectations at this late stage of the educational career. Multinomial logistic regression and the 
Karlson-Holm-Breen method applied to the same data also reveal the inexistence of a mediation effect of field of 
studies or academic performance. In this sense, our evidence points at a clearly higher weight of the secondary 
effect, rather than the primary effect of social origin, on the transmission of educational advantage to expec
tations of postgraduate enrolment among undergraduates. Yet, a moderating effect of both fields of studies and 
academic performance does exist. As regards field of studies, against our initial expectation, the effect of social 
origin turns out to be stronger in some fields of studies with better labour market access (strong fields). 
Regarding academic performance, the sensitiveness of postgraduate enrolment expectation to grades obtained so 
far decreases with social origin, thus revealing a lingering compensatory effect of social origin at the end of the 
educational trajectory.   

1. Introduction 

Educational expectations are regarded as realistic appraisals of how 
far students expect to reach in their educational trajectory, whereas 
educational aspirations are thought to indicate the highest level that 
students wish to attain. Hence, relative to aspirations, educational ex
pectations are considered a reasonably good predictor of educational 
attainment (Andrew & Hauser, 2011; Park, 2021; Wu & Bai, 2015). 
Looking at social inequality in terms of educational expectations may 
thus be a good way of approaching a kind of educational inequality still 
to be. 

Educational expectations are often explored at 15 years of age, the 
age at which individuals begin to have a more autonomous and realistic 
view of the highest level of education they expect to attain. In many 
countries, it is also the age at which both compulsory education is 
completed and students have to choose between educational tracks that 

will be decisive for their ultimate educational credentials. Yet, educa
tional expansion has increased the relative importance of later educa
tional transitions. Access to higher education is one of them, but not 
necessarily the last. Between the academic years 2003–2004 and 
2008–2009, a 20% increase in postgraduate education enrolment was 
reported in Australia, Canada, and the US (Morgan, 2014). Around the 
same time, the transformation brought about by the Bologna Reform 
heightened the salience of the distinction between bachelor’s and 
master’s degrees in the countries belonging to the so-called European 
Higher Education Area (EHEA). 

This relative increase in postgraduate enrolment and attainment may 
be explained, among other reasons, by an increase in the returns of 
postgraduate vis-à-vis bachelor’s diplomas. Since the 1980s, college 
postgraduates’ wages in the US have grown at a much faster pace than 
wages for other university degrees (Lemieux, 2008). To a varying de
gree, this trend is replicated in other OECD countries, with clear 
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implications for occupational attainment and social mobility (OECD, 
2021). Hence, studying the inequality in the transition from bachelor’s 
to master’s degrees has become increasingly necessary for a complete 
picture of educational inequality and social mobility (Posselt & Grodsky, 
2017). 

Since they are more mature individuals, university students’ expec
tations may be better informed than those of teenagers. Thus, it is 
reasonable to expect any eventual inequality in expectation of post
graduate enrolment among university undergraduates to predict ulti
mate educational inequality to a greater extent than it does for 
teenagers. Yet, little attention has been paid to educational expectations 
among undergraduate students. Moreover, although social inequalities 
in access to postgraduate education are receiving more and more 
attention (Oh & Kim, 2020; Wakeling & Laurison, 2017), not much 
attention has been paid to the mechanisms behind an eventual social 
origin effect on the transition from bachelor’s to master’s degrees. The 
current research aims to contribute to this literature, first, by consid
ering educational expectations at this late stage of the educational tra
jectory and, second, by looking at the mediation and moderation effect 
of field of studies and academic performance on any eventual associa
tion between social origin and expectations of postgraduate enrolment. 

2. Theoretical framework 

2.1. Social origin and educational expectations among university 
undergraduates 

The Wisconsin Model of status attainment puts educational expec
tations in the middle of the association between social origin and 
educational attainment (Sewell et al., 1969, 2003). But there are argu
ments to consider educational expectations increasingly detached from 
social origin as we move up the educational ladder (Mare, 1981; Stol
zenberg, 1994). Following the so-called ‘life-course hypothesis’ (Triv
enti, 2013), undergraduate students may already be autonomous 
enough to form their own expectations, fully detached from their social 
origin. Besides, by the time they get access to university, students from a 
lower social background may have become more positively selected on 
the basis of a number of personality traits that also drive up educational 
expectations (e.g., persistence, tenacity, ambition) than students from 
more advantaged social backgrounds, who can rely on other boosters of 
their educational trajectory. Thus, when their expectations are 
compared at this late stage in the educational career, any effect of social 
origin might have disappeared (‘selection hypothesis’). In line with this, 
Mare (1981) and Stolzenberg (1994) initially found little evidence of 
fathers’ education or socioeconomic origin on students’ attendance in 
graduate programmes. 

Yet, there are also theoretical reasons to conceive a lingering effect of 
social origin on educational attainment and educational transitions, an 
effect that goes beyond access to higher education (Torche, 2011). Ac
cording to the Maximally Maintained Inequality thesis, equalisation of 
educational opportunities would only happen at a given educational 
stage when almost everybody is attending and/or graduating from it. 
Students from an upper social origin would then strive to attain the 
additional advantage guaranteed by the next level of educational 
attainment, and they would be better equipped to seize any opportunity 
offered by such an expansion (Ballarino et al., 2021; Barone, 2019; 
Raftery & Hout, 1993). Thus, the main level at which inequality of 
educational opportunities develops would move forward to higher levels 
of educational attainment, but the overall level of educational inequality 
would remain the same (‘persistent inequality’). This logic fits well with 
what might currently happen with expansion of higher education: first, 
such an expansion may be exploited to a larger extent by students from 
an upper social origin; second, any possible equalising effect of a more 
generalised access to undergraduate studies may be counteracted by a 
more unequal access to postgraduate education. 

Recent empirical evidence is more supportive of the idea of a 

lingering effect of social origin than of a waning effect of it, possibly 
because educational expansion has substantially changed the scenario in 
which Mare and Stolzenberg initially formulated their ideas. There is 
evidence from the US (Mullen et al., 2003; Oh & Kim, 2020), Canada 
(Zarifa, 2012), and the UK (Wakeling & Laurison, 2017) that parental 
education increases the opportunities of children of highly educated 
parents to attend graduate school, relative to children of low-educated 
parents. Within the EHEA, there is evidence for Germany (Neugebauer 
et al., 2016) and Italy (Argentin & Triventi, 2011) that the salience of 
postgraduate education brought about by the Bologna Reform has also 
been accompanied by increasing inequality in access to postgraduate 
education. This leads to the formulation of the following hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 1. Undergraduate students from a more advantaged social 
origin are more likely to expect postgraduate enrolment than students 
from a less advantaged social origin. 

Although the effect of social origin on the transition from under
graduate (bachelor’s degree) to graduate studies (master’s degree) is 
receiving increasing attention, relative to the transition from upper 
general education to higher education, much less attention has been 
paid to the mechanisms behind an eventual effect of social origin at that 
late stage of the educational trajectory. In the following sections, we 
address the possibility that field of studies and academic performance 
(grades) work as mediators and/or moderators of the impact of social 
origin on expectations of postgraduate enrolment among university 
undergraduates. 

2.2. Field of studies: mediatory and moderator role 

The Effectively Maintained Inequality (EMI) thesis (Lucas, 2001) 
supports the role of field of studies as a channel of transmission of 
intergenerational advantage. Yet, this theory has been more effective in 
showing horizontal dimensions of inequality in access to higher educa
tion (field of studies/institutional prestige) than in formulating pre
dictions about how one of these horizontal dimensions (field of studies) 
contributes to an eventually higher expectation of postgraduate enrol
ment among students from a more advantaged social origin (high-SES 
students, henceforth). According to the EMI thesis (Lucas, 2001), once a 
certain level of education becomes saturated, students from a more 
advantaged social origin manage to draw a competitive advantage from 
horizontal dimensions of differentiation within that level of education. 
Institutional prestige and field of studies are two of these horizontal 
dimensions. Although EMI theory has been more effective in demon
strating the role of institutional prestige than that of fields of study, there 
is evidence that undergraduate students from a higher social origin are 
more likely to be found in fields with better labour market returns (Italy: 
Triventi et al., 2017; Canada: Zarifa, 2012). It could be argued that any 
social segregation of undergraduate students across fields of study may 
turn these fields into channels through which social origin affects the 
probability of expecting postgraduate enrolment because such fields of 
study may provide a better springboard for access to postgraduate ed
ucation due to their prestige or how demanding they are. Besides, a peer 
effect resulting from social segregation into field of studies may rein
force the social-origin impact of field of studies on the willingness to 
enrol in postgraduate education upon bachelor’s degree completion. 

Yet, there are also theoretical reasons to argue that fields of study 
that may be regarded as weak in terms of their labour market perfor
mance are more likely to work as channels of the effect of social origin 
on expectations of postgraduate enrolment. First, undergraduate stu
dents from a more privileged social origin may feel freer to choose a 
degree that satisfies their tastes despite its higher risks in terms of labour 
market performance: ‘children of high-SES parents are more likely to 
choose non-vocational field of study, such as arts and sciences, which 
enriches their cultural capital and increases the likelihood of advancing 
to graduate school’ (Oh & Kim, 2020, p. 4; see also Goyette & Mullen, 
2006), whereas children from a low-SES background are more 
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constrained by the risk involved in their choice, and thus more inclined 
to choose degrees that ensure good labour market entry on their own. 
This is so because a bachelor’s degree may be the definitive educational 
investment for them, whereas for undergraduates from a high-SES 
background it may not be the last investment of this kind. This dy
namic would lead to a paradoxical over-representation of un
dergraduates from a high SES background in fields of studies with 
relatively lower labour market returns at the bachelor’s level and a 
higher need of postgraduate education as a complement. 

Moreover, there are systems of higher education where university 
candidates are distributed into different degrees according to the marks 
obtained in upper general education, on a specific university-entry 
exam, or according to a combination of the two. In this case, degrees 
that are more demanding (due to their prestige or their more promising 
labour market entry) require higher marks. This is the case of the 
Spanish system of higher education (see below). Due to a presumed 
primary effect of social origin on grades in upper secondary general 
education (or on grades obtained on the specific exam for university 
entry), students from an upper social background may get better access 
to fields that do not require further training (master’s degree) in order to 
improve their chances at entry into the labour market. Following the 
reasoning in the paragraph above, this would lead fields of studies that 
are strong in terms of labour market performance not to be channels of 
an eventual effect of upper social background on the probability of 
expecting entry into a master’s programme. If anything, weak fields 
would be a better channel than strong ones. 

The forces that have just been exposed may cancel each other. On the 
one hand, students from an upper social background may be over- 
represented in fields that are weak in terms of labour market perfor
mance, precisely because these students are less risk averse (Hartog 
et al., 2002) and foresee this educational investment to be com
plemented by a master’s degree, On the other hand, students from a 
lower social background may be over-represented in these fields due to 
the fact that entry requirements are lower and, even if they are riskier in 
labour market terms, the programmes are less demanding and entail 
lower dropout risk or shorter effective time for completion. In sum, it is 
uncertain, first, how undergraduate students are concentrated into fields 
of studies according to their social origin and, second, how weak or 
strong fields act as springboards for master’s level enrolment. 

Hypothesis 2. Fields of studies are not expected to mediate any 
eventual effect of social origin on expectations of postgraduate enrol
ment among undergraduate students. 

The role of field of studies as a moderator of the association between 
social origin and access to postgraduate education is clearer than its role 
as mediator. Its role as moderator entails that the effect of social origin 
on the likelihood of expecting postgraduate education varies across 
fields of studies. Whatever the distribution of undergraduates across 
fields of studies by social origin, it is reasonable to think that the effect of 
social origin will be stronger precisely in fields with lower returns in the 
labour market (in terms of employment, wages, or occupational pres
tige). Students from a more advantaged social background in these fields 
would have the parental resources (economic, cultural) and motivation 
to complement their bachelor’s degree with a master’s degree in order to 
avoid any risk of social demotion derived, for instance, from a higher 
risk of overeducation (educational mismatch) associated with those 
fields. This may be particularly important in countries with a high rate of 
overeducation among university graduates. Thus, in these fields (e.g., 
Humanities), social origin may make a difference in terms of expecta
tions of master’s degree enrolment to a greater extent than it does in 
other fields of studies whose labour market returns are immediately 
more promising or secure. Conversely, in fields that guarantee better 
labour market access without the need to be complemented by a mas
ter’s degree and possibly require better grades at entry and are more 
demanding, the probability of expecting a master’s degree upon grad
uation, although still lower among students from a lower social 

background, may not be so different from the equivalent expectation 
among students from an upper social background. 

Hypothesis 3. Controlling for educational performance, the effect of 
social origin on expectation of postgraduate enrolment is stronger in 
fields of studies with lower labour market returns (weak fields) than in 
fields of studies with higher returns (strong fields). 

2.3. Primary and secondary effects of social origin (grades) 

Following Boudon’s (1974) study on primary and secondary effects 
of social origin, a possible effect of social origin on grades (‘primary 
effect’ of social origin) would already fuel higher expectations. If un
dergraduate students from an upper social origin get higher grades 
(‘primary effect’), they may be better positioned to compete for access to 
master’s programmes than undergraduate students from a low social 
origin. Contrary to Mare’s (1981) and Stolzenberg’s (1994) initial 
findings, there is evidence of such a primary effect of social origin during 
higher education for Germany (Neugebauer et al., 2016) and Norway 
(Hansen & Mastekaasa, 2006). One reason for the existence of a primary 
effect of social origin at such a late stage in the educational trajectory is 
that low-SES students are more likely to feel the need to make work and 
study compatible, in order to fund their studies, than are high-SES stu
dents. This may take a toll on the academic performance of the former, 
causing interruptions or delays in progression that undergraduates from 
an advantaged social origin are not so likely to suffer from (Gold
rick-Rab, 2006). 

Hypothesis 4. The effect of social origin on expectation of post
graduate enrolment is explained by educational performance during 
undergraduate studies. 

Controlling for marks and field-of-study choice, though, there may 
also be a ‘secondary effect’ of social origin on expectations of post
graduate graduation. This secondary effect comes from a different 
evaluation of the costs, benefits, and risks associated with postgraduate 
education across different social origins. Part of this difference may be 
rooted in the financial security of undergraduates’ parental background, 
particularly relevant in systems of higher education where funding 
mostly comes from the family of origin. Regarding benefits, for students 
from a lower social background, investing in a bachelor’s degree may be 
enough to guarantee an equal or even better labour market situation 
than was the case for their parents, whereas for students from an upper 
social background, it may not be sufficient, given a context in which 
bachelor’s degrees have become more generalised. This may create an 
incentive for the latter to enrol in postgraduate education, precisely as a 
way of keeping a competitive edge at entry into the labour market. 

Within the realm of ‘secondary effects’ of social origin, another 
element to consider is the transmission of the importance of post
graduate education for future labour market career from parents to 
children. Students whose parents are college graduates themselves are 
‘more aware of the importance that advance degrees play in one’s 
occupational life and labor-market opportunities than their first- 
generation counterparts’ (Pascarella et al., 2004, p. 277). In other 
words, beyond considerations of cost and benefit, students from an 
upper social background benefit from information on the advantages 
that master’s programmes entail—information that their milieu pro
vides them and that may help them to choose among different master’s 
programmes. 

Hypothesis 5. Net of educational performance and field-of-study 
choice, undergraduate students from an upper social background 
would be more likely to expect master’s programme enrolment upon 
bachelor’s degree graduation than undergraduate students from a lower 
social background. 
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2.4. Compensatory advantage of social origin (grades as moderator of 
social origin effect) 

Low academic performance may not have the same effect on 
educational expectations among individuals from different social back
grounds. Poor academic performance may be less decisive for future 
educational investments and transitions for students from a more 
advantaged social origin, due to compensatory mechanisms that reduce 
the risk associated with lower academic performance for them (Ber
nardi, 2012, 2014; Bernardi & Triventi, 2020; Bernardi and Valdés, 
2021). Thus, expectations of postgraduate enrolment would be less 
dependent on grades or academic performance among undergraduate 
students coming from a higher social background than among students 
coming from a lower social background. 

Quite interestingly, the possibility of a compensatory advantage 
along the educational trajectory has been explored for educational 
stages prior to higher education, but not much for higher education. And 
the less abundant literature applying the concept of compensatory 
advantage to higher education has mostly focused on explaining 
different paths of entry into higher education (direct access versus access 
through upper vocational training), different fields of study, or univer
sity dropout (Bernardi, 2012; Herbaut, 2021). Little research has been 
done on the possible existence of a compensatory advantage also in the 
transition to postgraduate education (master’s level). 

In principle, once the university level is reached, there may not be 
much need for a compensatory advantage. Reaching university and 
getting a bachelor’s degree is often portrayed as the top of the educa
tional trajectory. Thus, social demotion avoidance, which inspires 
compensatory advantage (parents of higher social background mobilis
ing resources so that their offspring’s educational performance becomes 
less consequential or transcendent), may not be so important once 
higher education is completed. However, in many systems of higher 
education, credential devaluation has lowered the utility of bachelor’s 
degrees (author). In these circumstances, it may be necessary to 
compensate for the effect of lower grades in an educational trajectory 
that, for students from an upper social background, is not complete until 
a complementary degree guarantees social reproduction. In Herbaut’s 
(2021) words, ‘most of the literature has focused on younger students 
and discussed parental investments during secondary education such as 
private lessons, parental help with homework or school choice, but 
parental resources may also be mobilised at the higher educational level’ 
(p. 384). 

Hypothesis 6. Controlling by field-of-study choice, the effect of aca
demic performance on expectation of postgraduate enrolment is weaker 
for undergraduate students from an upper social background than for 
undergraduate students from a lower social background. 

3. Country, data, and methods 

3.1. Country 

The Spanish system of education is relatively highly standardised 
and lowly stratified. Students follow a common educational itinerary till 
age 16. Then, they can choose between a vocational training track 
(Ciclos Formativos de Grado Medio) and an academic one (Bachillerato), 
which naturally leads to university at age 18 (Teese et al., 2006). Quite 
unfortunately, Spain shows one of the highest rates of early school 
dropout (abandonment of the educational trajectory before upper sec
ondary education is completed) (Fernández-Mellizo and Martí
nez-García, 2017). This premature abandonment of the educational 
trajectory is explained to a large extent by social background, depressing 
the equality of educational opportunities that the whole system, in its 
high standardisation and low stratification, can provide. Among those 
who stay in the educational trajectory after 16, although the appeal of 
vocational training is increasing lately, most students choose the 

academic track. After successfully completing upper secondary general 
education, they should take a state exam to gain access to university 
(Pruebas de Acceso a la Universidad). The grade obtained on this exam, 
along with the average grade in upper secondary general education, 
quite often guarantees a place at university (the pass rate is quite high), 
but it may preclude access to the desired degree, because the minimum 
grade for entry into a given degree programme depends on how 
demanded that degree is in a given year (see below). There is also the 
opportunity of getting access to university after the completion of an 
upper vocational programme (Ciclo Formativo de Grado Superior). A 
relatively high level of standardisation, a relatively low level of strati
fication, and relatively low selectivity in access to university work in the 
direction of favouring higher equality of opportunities of access to 
university than in other systems of education; yet, other elements like 
the outstandingly high rate of early school dropout, which leaves behind 
a good number of students from a lower social background, counteract 
the traits of the Spanish system of education that favour equality of 
opportunities by social origin. All in all, although the system of higher 
education in Spain has been found to improve its equality of educational 
opportunities over time relative to other countries like Italy (Di Paolo, 
2012; Teese et al., 2006), the equality of educational opportunities of 
access and graduation has generally been found relatively stable over 
time (Fernández Mellizo-Soto, 2022) and not as promising as the 
expansion of higher education in the last decades of the previous century 
would incline to think. 

Beyond access to university, there are a number of reasons why Spain 
constitutes an interesting case for the analysis of social origin effects on 
undergraduates’ expectations to pursue postgraduate education. First, 
the Spanish system of higher education is classified as a ‘Low Tuition/ 
Low Subsidies’ regime in Garritzmann’s (2016) typology of regimes of 
higher education finance. Compounded with the role played by the 
family in terms of contingency coverage in familialistic welfare regimes, 
the family still plays a particularly strong role in the coverage of direct 
and indirect costs derived from long education trajectories in Spain1 

(Gines-Mora & García, 1999). 
Second, as a result of cutbacks in higher education public expendi

ture during the Great Recession (2008), there was a higher increase in 
fees for master’s degrees than for bachelor’s degrees. Whereas the price 
of the ETCS credit2 at the bachelor’s level went from 10.8 to 14.7 euros 
between the academic years 2009–2010 and 2013–2014, the average 
price for the ECTS credit at the master’s level went from 20 to 36.8 euros 
in the same period. In some regions included in the analysis (see below), 
the relative growth of fees at the master’s level was even higher 
(Escardibul et al., 2017). This difference in the increase of fees between 
the bachelor’s and master’s levels could have reinforced the inequality 
of opportunities by social origin in the transition from bachelor’s to 
master’s programmes, which is the substance of the present research. 

Third, unlike other systems of higher education, the prestige of 
university degrees in Spain is still more closely associated with fields of 
studies than with institutions. In other words, universities still rank 
fairly equal in terms of prestige, relative to what happens in the UK or 
the US. Regarding access to fields of studies at university in Spain, it is 
important to note the role of the mark obtained in a general state-level 
exam, which takes place at the beginning of the summer prior to uni
versity entry. Depending on the grades in upper secondary education, 
and the additional grades obtained in a state-level exam that grants 
access to university, students may or may not gain access to fields of 

1 As a sign of this role, 60.6% of the sample of university students in the 
survey used for the study declared that they still live with their parents.  

2 ECTS stands for European Credit Transfer and Accumulation System, a 
system derived from the Bologna Reform to establish units of skills and/or 
competence attainment transferable across countries that applied such reform: 
https://ec.europa.eu/education/resources-and-tools/european-credit-transfe 
r-and-accumulation-system-ects_en 

L. Ortiz-Gervasi                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  

https://ec.europa.eu/education/resources-and-tools/european-credit-transfer-and-accumulation-system-ects_en
https://ec.europa.eu/education/resources-and-tools/european-credit-transfer-and-accumulation-system-ects_en


Research in Social Stratification and Mobility 87 (2023) 100841

5

studies of their choice. Every year, bachelor’s degrees at each university 
generate minimum marks to get access to them. These minimum-access 
grades (marks) are a function of the demand for each degree in that year. 
Thus, highly demanded degrees will have higher entry marks. This im
poses constraints for the study of the mediatory and moderator role of 
academic performance that will be explained below. 

Finally, Spain is one of the countries with the highest rates of over
education among university graduates (Barone & Ortiz, 2011; Davia 
et al., 2017; Verhaest & van der Velden, 2013). This implies a risk of 
social demotion for undergraduate students from an upper social origin, 
which may, in turn, stimulate dynamics of acquisition of further 
educational credentials among these students. 

3.2. Data 

In 2018, the Vives Network (Xarxa Vives), constituted by universities 
of three Spanish Autonomous Communities (Catalonia, Valencia, and 
Balearic Islands) plus Andorra, carried out a survey (Via Universitaria II) 
aimed at exploring the profile, conditions of study, and level of satis
faction among university students in this territory (Ariño et al., 2019). 
Via Universitària II replicates the design and content of Eurostudent, a 
well-established European-wide periodical survey among university 
students of a group of 26 EHEA countries in which Spain is unfortunately 
not included. Given the relatively small size of the universe (university 
students of four territories) and the collaboration of the different uni
versities involved in the network (Xarxa Vives), Via Universitària II 
attempted to contact all students in the territories covered by the survey; 
in other words, rather than building a representative sample of this 
population, the whole population was invited to participate, as it is 
customary in Eurostudent surveys. The response rate (14.2% among 
undergraduate students) was well above what is usual in Eurostudent 
surveys, and the error margin (0.4) markedly low. The representative
ness of the final pool of respondents in terms of field of study, gender and 
age was confirmed by the technical staff responsible of the survey. On 
the basis of that, as informed by the technical support staff, no weights 
were generated for accounting for non-response. 

Given the size of the university population in these areas, and its 
relative weight in relation to the university population in Spain as a 
whole,3 conclusions of our study can be reasonably extrapolated to other 
Spanish regions.4 The survey includes information about students’ social 
background, including father’s and mother’s education and occupation. 
It also includes information on academic progression (number of ECTS 
credits obtained to date by the interviewee), field of study, educational 
performance, and grade at entry into university. 

Our dependent variable is the expectation of continuing post
graduate studies and is based on the answer to the following question: 
‘What do you expect to do when you finish your current studies?’ 
Answer options are ‘Doing another BA degree’, ‘Doing an MA or PhD’, 
‘Other studies’, ‘Looking for a job’, ‘Enjoying a sabbatical’, or ‘Not 
decided yet’ (see descriptive statistics in Table A1 and Figure A1). Our 
key independent variables capturing socioeconomic origin are father’s 

and mother’s education and father’s and mother’s occupation. The 
categories of both father’s and mother’s education are ‘No degree’, 
‘Primary education’, ‘Lower secondary’, ‘Upper secondary general’, 
‘Upper vocational’, ‘University (1st and 2nd cycles)’ and ‘PhD’. In order 
not to prioritise either mother’s or father’s education and provide a joint 
view of the educational resources that could act in support of a 
lengthening of the student’s educational trajectory at the family level, a 
dominance approach has been followed, so that the highest educational 
attainment among the parents is assigned to the student (Korupp et al., 
2002; Marks, 2008). 

The categories of both father’s and mother’s occupation are ‘Man
agers and professionals’,5 ‘Associate professionals’, ‘Clerks’, ‘Service 
workers’, ‘Small employers (fewer than 10 employees), ‘Skilled indus
trial workers’, ‘Unskilled industrial workers’, and ’Elementary occupa
tions’.6 Following the study by Buis (2013) on the influence of mother’s 
and father’s occupational resources in the Netherlands, and as a way of 
preventing the loss of observations and restricting the analysis just to 
parental couples whose members are both working, ‘Never worked’ was 
included at the bottom of this occupational scale. A similar dominance 
approach was applied to student’s parental occupation; that is, the 
student was assigned the highest parental occupation among parents, 
considering that the above list of categories roughly constitutes a 
hierarchy.7 

Students’ educational performance is captured by the average grade 
in the ECTS credits attained so far by the student in his/her university 
trajectory (in 0–10 scale). This information was anonymously provided 
by the universities that participated in the survey. Grade at entry was 
retrospectively reported by the student. Finally, the field-of-studies 
variable includes the following fields: ‘Humanities’, ‘Social Sciences’, 
‘Natural Sciences’, ‘Health Sciences’, and ‘Engineering and Architec
ture’. The strength of these fields can be approximated by their unem
ployment or inactivity rates, their overeducation rate, and the job 
security and average wage they facilitate at entry into the labour market.  
Table 1 shows the employment, unemployment, and inactivity rates of 
university graduates (bachelor’s degrees) three years after graduation 
(which happened in the academic year 2015–2016) in one of the regions 
covered by the survey (Catalonia). It also shows the job security (per
centage of respondents with permanent contract), overeducation (per
centage declaring that they hold jobs not corresponding to a university 
graduate), and the average wage (gross monthly earnings in euros, as 
declared by the interviewee). We assume cross-field variation in 
employability to be similar in the other two regions considered in our 
analysis (Balearic Islands, Valencia). As could have been reasonably 
expected, Humanities can be regarded as the weakest field in terms of 
employability, and Engineering and Architecture as well as Health as the 
strongest ones. 

Expectation of postgraduate enrolment may be affected by the stu
dent’s progression towards the completion of the bachelor’s degree. 
Awareness of the need to complement the training received during the 
bachelor’s degree may grow as completion gets closer, especially in 
fields of studies whose labour market entry performance is weaker. This 
is the reason why academic progression (number of ECTS credits ob
tained so far) is included as a control, along with gender, in the first step 
of the analysis. Subsequent analyses for testing Hypotheses 2–4 add field 
of studies and academic performance as possible mediators/moderators 
of the eventual effect of social origin on postgraduate enrolment 
expectation (see below). The analytical sample is defined by the absence 
of missing values in either the dependent or the independent variables in 

3 In the academic year 2018–2019, the students enrolled in any university 
degree programme in these three Autonomous Communities constituted 23.5% 
of the total number of university students in Spain overall (Spanish Ministry of 
Science, Innovation and Universities, 2019, p. 26).  

4 For the same academic year, the Via Universitària survey was carried out 
(2018–2019). Figures A2 and A3 (Appendix) show the distribution of under
graduate students by field of study and highest parental education in the whole 
of Spain and in the area covered by the survey. As we can see in Figure A2, the 
distribution by field of study is similar in these two geographical areas. In the 
case of highest parental education, though, the percentage of students with two 
highly educated parents is slightly higher in Spain as a whole (33%) than in the 
area covered by Via Universitària II (26%). The distribution becomes almost 
equivalent if we consider Spain as a whole and just Catalonia, one of the three 
Spanish regions in Via Universitària (results upon request). 

5 This includes company owners with more than 10 employees.  
6 This classification of occupations, directly offered by the survey, is based on 

ISCO (Ariño et al., 2019).  
7 Given the low number of students for whom both parents are declared as 

‘Never work’, such a category was merged with ‘Elementary’ in the resulting 
variable conveying the highest parental occupation. 
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each one of the analyses. 

3.3. Methods 

Multinomial logistic regression was used for the analysis of expec
tations of postgraduate enrolment among respondents who were un
dergraduate students at the time of the interview. Logit coefficients in 
multinomial logit models are difficult to interpret and compare across 
models (Breen et al., 2018; Mood, 2010). They should be read in light of 
the outcome that works as a reference category in the dependent vari
able, and such an interpretation should account for the probability of 
other outcomes. For this reason, we prioritise the presentation of the 
average marginal effects (AMEs) of our key independent variables 
(highest parental education or occupation) on our main outcome of in
terest (‘Doing an MA/PhD’). Unlike logit coefficients or relative risk 
ratios (RRRs), the interpretation of AMEs does not require any reference 
to the reference category in the dependent variable (Wulff, 2015). Yet, 
due to the intrinsic interest of comparing the effect of highest parental 
education/occupation on the probability of expecting master’s pro
gramme enrolment with their effect on the expectation of direct labour 
market entry, we also show the AMEs of our key independent variables 
on direct labour market entry (‘Looking for a job’) and the RRRs asso
ciated with ‘Doing an MA/PhD’ or ‘Looking for a job’. For reasons of 
space, RRRs will be presented only as supplementary online material. 

‘Looking for a job’ is chosen as a point of comparison among the 
possible expectations declared by the undergraduate student because, 
among the range of possible answers to what to do upon graduation, 
‘Doing an MA or PhD’ and ‘Looking for a job’ are the extremes in the 
range of decisions that may be derived from social origin when under
graduate students are about to finish their studies. Undergraduate stu
dents from a disadvantaged social background may have reasons to 
consider that, in terms of social mobility, the bachelor’s degree soon to 
be attained already offers them more than their point of departure in 
terms of social origin; moreover, those students may be financially 
constrained for any other options than direct labour market entry 
(‘Looking for a job’). In terms of risks, opportunities, and probability of 

success (secondary effect of social origin), ‘work’ may be more rational 
than enrolling in a postgraduate programme, which may be deemed as 
riskier.8 

We prioritised the initial treatment of the dependent variable 
because we are interested in exploring the social determinants of an 
upward educational mobility, and MA/PhD programme entry constitutes 
such a move, relative to ‘Other studies’ or ‘Doing another BA degree’. 
Yet, considering the possibility that ‘Other studies’ actually conceal a 
blurred, undefined idea of what to do afterwards, to be eventually 
settled on doing a master’s, a sensitivity analysis was carried out 
merging ‘Doing an MA/PhD’ and ‘Other studies’ in the dependent var
iable. An additional robustness check was performed by merging into 
one all the categories that entail study continuation. 

To test Hypothesis 1, the initial analysis only includes gender and 
progression as control variables. In a second stage of the analysis, other 
variables are incorporated depending on the mechanism (field of studies 

Table 1 
Employment, unemployment and inactivity rate among Catalonian university graduates who graduated in academic year 2015–2016 and were interviewed three years 
after graduation (2020). (2020 Graduate Survey, carried out by the Catalonian Agency of Higher Education; weighted estimations).   

Employment rate Unemployment rate Inactivity rate Job security (1) Overeducation (2) Average wage (3) 

Simple classification        
Humanities 82,3% 10,6% 7,1% 50% 30%  1649 
Social Sciences 89,8% 6,1% 4,1% 60% 10%  2016 
Natural Sciences and Maths 85,7% 8,6% 5,6% 50% 20%  1993 
Health 92,3% 4,0% 3,7% 40% 10%  2079 
Engineering and Architecture 93,2% 3,8% 2,9% 70% 10%  2586 
Detailed classification        
Philosophy and History 75,3% 17,0% 7,8% 40% 40%  1553 
Literature and Languages 89,1% 4,7% 6,2% 50% 20%  1710 
Art and Design 82,0% 10,2% 7,8% 60% 20%  1674 
Economy, Business, Tourism 92,6% 4,0% 3,5% 80% 10%  2379 
Law, Political Science and Sociology 84,8% 8,0% 7,2% 60% 20%  1978 
Communication and Documentation 87,2% 9,7% 3,1% 60% 20%  1800 
Education 91,7% 5,7% 2,6% 30% 10%  1538 
Social Work 92,2% 4,5% 3,3% 50% 10%  1622 
Biology and Natural Sciences 83,1% 10,6% 6,3% 40% 20%  1870 
Experimental Sciences and Maths 90,2% 5,3% 4,5% 50% 10%  2169 
Nurse 93,6% 3,4% 3,0% 40% 10%  1871 
Psychology 84,3% 9,1% 6,6% 40% 20%  1623 
Medicine and Biomedical Sciences 95,9% 1,2% 3,0% 50% 0%  2663 
Architecture and Construction 91,5% 4,8% 3,7% 50% 10%  2189 
Industrial Engineering 93,1% 4,4% 2,5% 80% 10%  2677 
Telecommunication and IT 94,9% 1,8% 3,3% 80% 10%  2922 
Other Engineering (agriculture, forestry…) 93,6% 3,9% 2,5% 60% 10%  1880 

Source: 2020 Graduate Survey, Catalonian Agency of Higher Education; weighted 
(1) Job security: % of respondents with permanent contract 
(2) Overeducation: % of respondents declaring that they hold jobs below the university level 
(3) Monthly wage in Euros (gross) 

8 Figure A1 (Appendix) shows the distribution of undergraduate students’ 
responses to the question ‘What do you expect to do when you finish your 
current studies?’ by highest category of parental education. As expected, there 
is a clear social gradient in the expectation of ‘Doing an MA/PhD’ and ‘Looking 
for a job’. Regarding ‘Doing an MA/PhD’, this option was chosen by 59% of 
those whose highest parental education was a PhD, whereas it was only chosen 
by 44% of students whose highest parental education was either ‘No studies’ or 
‘Primary studies’. Opposite to that, ‘Looking for a job’ was chosen by 24% of 
those whose highest parental education was either ‘No studies’ or ‘Primary 
students’, and only by 15% of those whose highest parental education was a 
PhD. Certainly, there is some social gradient in the preference for ‘Non-deci
sion’ as well. The fact that students from a more disadvantaged origin are more 
likely to choose this option may be due to the fact that they lack information 
about options available to them after graduation, which is more available to 
students from a more advantaged social origin. In other words, it would be a 
sign that undergraduate students from a more advantaged social origin have 
better access to sources of information about what to do after graduation. Due 
to the indefinite nature of this response in terms of a possible scale of educa
tional mobility, this category was initially disregarded from the main analysis, 
but it has been considered for some robustness checks (see below). 
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or academic performance) whose mediatory and moderator effect are to 
be tested. Thus, for assessment of the mediation and moderation role of 
field of studies, academic performance (grades) was introduced as a 
control. The objective was to assess the eventual mediator/moderator 
role of field of studies after controlling for academic performance during 
the career. Quite unfortunately, academic abilities and motivation may 
already be captured by fields of studies themselves, given that grades at 
entry are an important mechanism of distribution of university candi
dates across fields of study in higher education in Spain. A robustness 
check of the analysis of the mediator and moderator role of field of 
studies was carried out including grade at entry as an additional control 
(see below). The analysis of the mediatory role of field of studies only 
consists of the introduction of field of studies in the model in order to see 
if it produces any meaningful reduction of the eventual effect of any of 
the dimensions of social origin considered. In the case of moderation, an 
interaction effect between each of these dimensions and the variable 
capturing field of studies is considered. 

For assessment of the mediatory and moderation role of academic 
performance, field of studies is introduced as a control. The mediatory 
role of academic performance actually constitutes the ‘primary effect’ of 
social origin, as conceived by Boudon (1974). The existence of a residual 
effect of social origin on the probability of expecting postgraduate 
enrolment instead of straightaway labour market entry, after intro
ducing grades (academic performance), should be regarded as evidence 
of the secondary effect of social origin discussed above. Finally, the role 
of academic performance as a moderator of social origin (i.e., the pos
sibility that effect of academic performance varies across levels of social 
origin) captures a possible compensatory advantage of undergraduates 
from a more privileged background, which inspires Hypothesis 5. 

3.4. Robustness checks 

As has been said before, in the Spanish university, grade at entry is a 
key mechanism for the distribution of university candidates into 
different bachelor’s degree programmes. Thus, introducing it into the 
analysis may deprive fields of studies from part of the possible media
tory/moderator role in the association between socioeconomic origin 
and expectation of postgraduate enrolment to be explored. Besides, as 
argued in the theoretical section, there may be a lingering primary effect 
of social origin on students’ educational performance in upper general 
education and ultimately on the grade obtained for getting access to 
university. These are the reasons why grade at entry was initially 
avoided in the main analysis, which only included students’ academic 
performance at university as a control. At the same time, grade at entry 
(in a 5–14 scale9) may reflect cognitive abilities, drive, and preparation 
that may also condition access to postgraduate training, similar to aca
demic performance. A robustness check was performed introducing 
grade at entry as an additional control. 

A second robustness check was carried out considering a more 
detailed version of fields of study, in case any moderation effect is 
concealed by overly broad categories in the initial field-of-studies vari
able, particularly among fields of study that are quite large or with 
presumed heterogeneity in terms of quality of labour market entry 
across the degrees constituting the field. This may be particularly so in 
the case of social sciences and health. The detailed version of the vari
able considers the following fields: ‘Humanities’, ‘Economy, Business 
and Tourism’, ‘Law and Other Legal Degrees’, ‘Sociology and Political 
Science’, ‘Journalism and Communication’, ‘Education’, ‘Other Social 
Sciences’, ‘Natural Sciences’ ‘Medicine and Odontology’, ‘Health 
(others)’, and ‘Engineering and Architecture’. 

Finally, as a robustness check of the mediation analysis carried out 
by the simple comparison of AMEs in models with and without any one 

of the two variables potentially mediating the effect of socioeconomic 
origin, the Karlson–Holm–Breen (KHB) decomposition approach was 
applied to our data (Breen et al., 2018; Kohler et al., 2011). KHB 
decomposition approach allows the decomposition of the total effect of a 
variable (in our case, either the highest parental education or occupa
tion) into its direct and indirect effects (through field of studies or 
grades) on the expectation of postgraduate enrolment, relative to 
straightaway entry into the labour market. This method allows us to 
ascertain whether the eventual indirect effect of field of studies and 
grades is statistically significant. 

4. Results 

4.1. Expectation of master’s enrolment 

Tables 2 and 3 show the average marginal effect (AME) of highest 
parental education and occupation on undergraduate students’ proba
bility of expecting postgraduate enrolment (first column of each model, 
in black) and direct labour market entry (second column of each model, 
shaded in grey) upon completion of their bachelor’s degree. On average, 
undergraduates with at least a parent with postgraduate education 
herself or himself have a probability of declaring an expected post
graduate enrolment almost 15% points higher than undergraduates 
whose parents have primary education at most (reference category10) 
(Table 2, Model 1, 1st column). Undergraduates with a managerial or 
professionally employed parent have a probability of expecting post
graduate enrolment almost 9% points higher than undergraduates 
whose parents are at most workers in elementary occupations (reference 
category) (Table 3, Model 1, 1st column). The effect of parental occu
pation turns out to be smaller than that of parental education, but it goes 
in the same direction as expected. These effects come after controlling 
for gender and academic progression. 

Quite interestingly, the sign of the effect of parental education or 
occupation on the probability of expecting direct labour market entry 
(‘Looking for a job’) is just the opposite: undergraduates with at least a 
parent with postgraduate education herself or himself have a probability 
of expecting to be straightaway looking for a job upon graduation that is 
almost 9% points lower than in the case of undergraduates whose par
ents have primary education at most (Table 2, Model 1, 2nd column), 
and undergraduates whose parents are professionals or managers are 5% 
points less likely to expect straightaway labour market entry than un
dergraduates whose parents are workers in elementary occupations 
(Table 3, Model 1, 2nd column). The RRRs of the coefficients corre
sponding to the categories of highest parental education or occupation 
in the multinomial logit models behind these analyses (see Tables A1 
and A2 in the Supplementary Online Appendix) reveal that the relative 
risk of expecting master’s enrolment instead of direct labour market 
entry steadily increases as we move up in the scale of highest parental 
education or occupation. Thus, from no difference between the risk of 
expecting master’s enrolment or looking for a job among un
dergraduates in the lowest category of parental education, the relative 
risk of master’s enrolment instead of looking for a job increases by a 
factor of 2.12 among a student with at least a postgraduate parent 
relative to a student whose parents have at most primary education 

9 The grade that allows access to university in Spain ranges from 5 (pass) to 
14. 

10 Given the very low frequency of individuals whose parents are both non- 
educated (‘No studies’), the next category (‘Primary’) was chosen as the 
reference category in the parental education variable. 
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(reference category in the parental education variable), given that other 
variables in the model are held constant.11 And the corresponding in
crease is 1.55 among students who are offspring of professionals or 
managers relative to students whose parents have an elementary occu
pation at most. 

Such an effect of social origin on expectation of master’s enrolment 
after controlling for gender and academic progression does not seem to 
be mediated by either field of studies or academic performance. The 
AME of highest parental education when field of studies (Model 2) or 
grades (Model 3) enters into the analysis is not substantially reduced 
relative to Model 1 (Table 2). Nor do we see that the AME of highest 
parental occupation is substantially reduced when field of studies or 
grades are considered (Models 2 and 3, Table 3). In sum, as expected in 
Hypothesis 2, we do not find any evidence that the effect of social origin 
on the expectation of postgraduate enrolment is mediated by field of 
studies. Yet, unlike the expectation formulated in Hypothesis 4, the ef
fect of social origin is not mediated by academic performance either. In 
other words, we do not find much evidence of a primary effect of social 
origin on the expectation of postgraduate enrolment. 

The application of the KHB decomposition method to our data 

(Tables A2 and A3, Appendix) confirms the lack of any mediation effect 
of either field of studies or grades in the association between socioeco
nomic origin and expectation of postgraduate enrolment. The effect of 
being in one of the categories of highest parental education (Table A2) 
or occupation (Table A3) is almost identical when only highest parental 
education or occupation is considered in the analysis (reduced model, 
equivalent to Model 1 in Tables 2 and 3) or when any of the possible 
mediators (field of studies or grade) is added to the analysis (full model). 
The difference between the average partial effect in the reduced and full 
models represents this mediation effect, and such a mediation effect is 
never higher than one percentage point. If either field of studies or 
grades mediate the effect of social origin (parental education or occu
pation) on expectation of postgraduate enrolment, such a mediation is 
almost negligible and similar across categories of parental education and 
occupation. 

The last model (Model 4) in Tables 2 and 3 shows the AME of highest 
parental education and occupation, respectively, once field of studies 
and grades are considered. The predicted probabilities of expecting 
master’s enrolment corresponding to each category of highest parental 
occupation or education in Model 4 of each table are graphically pre
sented in Figs. 1 and 2.12 Although the effect of social origin is certainly 
stronger in the case of parental education than in the case of parental 
occupation, both graphs confirm Hypothesis 5. There is a residual effect 

Table 2 
Multinomial logit model of plans after BA graduation among undergraduate students (Via Universitària).   

Model 1 Model 2 
+

Field of studies 

Model 3 
+

Grades 

Model 4 
+ FoS + Grades  

Doing a MA/ 
PhD 

Looking for a 
job 

Doing a MA/ 
PhD 

Looking for a 
job 

Doing a MA/ 
PhD 

Looking for a 
job 

Doing a MA/ 
PhD 

Looking for a 
job 

No studies (ref.cat: Primary) -0.002 -0.001 -0.001 -0.003 0.003 -0.005 0.005 -0.007  
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

Lower secondary 0.058 * ** -0.034 * * 0.053 * ** -0.032 * * 0.060 * ** -0.036 * * 0.055 * ** -0.034 * *  
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 

Upper secondary + lower 
vocational 

0.080 * ** -0.051 * ** 0.073 * ** -0.049 * ** 0.082 * ** -0.053 * ** 0.074 * ** -0.050 * **  

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 
Upper vocational 0.095 * ** -0.061 * ** 0.089 * ** -0.061 * ** 0.098 * ** -0.063 * ** 0.091 * ** -0.062 * **  

(0.02) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 
University (BA / MA) 0.122 * ** -0.079 * ** 0.112 * ** -0.079 * ** 0.122 * ** -0.080 * ** 0.110 * ** -0.078 * **  

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 
PhD 0.148 * ** -0.087 * ** 0.143 * ** -0.088 * ** 0.147 * ** -0.086 * ** 0.141 * ** -0.087 * **  

(0.01) (0.00) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 
Social Sciences (ref.cat: 

Humanities)   
-0.099 * ** 0.088 * **   -0.092 * ** 0.085 * **    

(0.01) (0.01)   (0.01) (0.01) 
Natural Sciences   0.066 * ** -0.001   0.079 * ** -0.007    

(0.01) (0.01)   (0.01) (0.01) 
Health Sciences   -0.098 * ** 0.104 * **   -0.095 * ** 0.104 * **    

(0.01) (0.01)   (0.01) (0.01) 
Engineering & Architecture   -0.031 * * 0.101 * **   -0.007 0.087 * **    

(0.01) (0.01)   (0.01) (0.01) 
Average grade (academic 

certificate)     
0.029 * ** -0.023 * ** 0.034 * ** -0.023 * **      

(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) 
Progression (number of attained 

ECTS credits) 
-0.004 * * 0.000 * * -0.004 * ** 0.001 * ** -0.004 * ** 0.001 * ** -0.004 * ** 0.001 * **  

(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.0) (0.00) 
BIC 89730 89123 89607 89607 
AIC 89350 88532 89185 89185 
N 34,454 34,454 34,454 34,454 

Statistical significance: * p < 0.05 * * p < 0.01 * ** p < 0.001 
Average marginal effect of HIGHEST EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT AMONG PARENTS on expectation of ‘Doing a MA/PhD’ and on expectation of ‘Looking for a job’. 
Results for other categories in dependent variable (‘Other BA’, ‘Other studies’, ‘Sabbatical’, ‘Non-decided’) are omitted. Standard error in brackets; control for gender 
in all models. 

11 For comparing the size of the effect between different categories of our 
dependent variable and independent variables, the interpretation of RRRs is less 
straightforward than AMEs, but RRRs demonstrate that both parental education 
and occupation have a statistically significant effect in increasing the proba
bility of expecting master’s enrolment relative to labour market entry. For reasons 
of space, tables with RRRs are only shown in the Supplementary Online 
Material. 

12 In the Supplementary Online Material, these predicted probabilities are 
compared with the predicted probabilities of ‘Looking for a job’ resulting from 
the same models (Supplementary Online Material, Figures A1 and A2). 
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Table 3 
Multinomial logit model of plans after BA graduation among undergraduate students (Via Universitària).   

Model 1 Model 2 
+

Field of studies 

Model 3 
+

Grades 

Model 4 
+ FoS + Grades  

Doing a MA/ 
PhD 

Looking for a 
job 

Doing a MA/ 
PhD 

Looking for a 
job 

Doing a MA/ 
PhD 

Looking for a 
job 

Doing a MA/ 
PhD 

Looking for a 
job 

Managers & professionals (ref.cat: 
Elementary/) 

0.087 * ** -0.052 * ** 0.081 * ** -0.053 * ** 0.085 * ** -0.050 * ** 0.078 * ** -0.051 * **  

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 
Associate professionals 0.054 * ** -0.036 * ** 0.048 * ** -0.036 * ** 0.054 * ** -0.036 * ** 0.046 * ** -0.035 * **  

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 
Clerks 0.043 * ** -0.029 * * 0.035 * * -0.027 * * 0.042 * ** -0.028 * * 0.033 * * -0.026 *  

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 
Service workers 0.030 * -0.009 0.027 * -0.008 0.030 * -0.009 0.026 * -0.008  

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 
Small employers 0.037 * * -0.016 0.033 * -0.016 0.037 * ** -0.016 0.033 * -0.016  

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 
Skilled workers -0.003 0.020 -0.005 0.019 -0.003 0.020 -0.006 0.020  

(0.02) (0.01) (0.02) (0.01) (0.02) (0.01) (0.02) (0.01) 
Unskilled workers 0.007 0.013 0.006 0.012 0.008 0.012 0.007 0.012  

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 
Social Sciences (ref.cat: Humanities)   -0.100 * ** 0.088 * **   -0.093 * ** 0.085 * **    

(0.01) (0.01)   (0.01) (0.01) 
Natural Sciences   0.071 * ** -0.003   0.084 * ** -0.008    

(0.01) (0.01)   (0.01) (0.01) 
Health Sciences   -0.099 * ** 0.105 * **   -0.096 * ** 0.105 * **    

(0.01) (0.01)   (0.01) (0.01) 
Engineering & Architecture   -0.027 * 0.099 * **   -0.003 0.085 * **    

(0.01) (0.01)   (0.01) (0.01) 
Average grade (academic certificate)     0.028 * ** -0.023 * ** 0.034 * ** -0.023 * **      

(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) 
Progression (number of attained 

ECTS credits) 
-0.004 * ** 0.001 * * -0.004 * ** 0.001 * * -0.004 * ** 0.001 * * -0.004 * ** 0.001 * *  

(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) 
BIC 87387 86777 87274 86641 
AIC 86966 86146 86811 85967 
N 33,534 33,534 33,534 33,534 

Statistical significance: * p < 0.05 * * p < 0.01 * ** p < 0.001 
Average marginal effect of HIGHEST OCCUPATIONAL ATTAINMENT AMONG PARENTS on expectation of ‘Doing a MA/PhD’ and on expectation of ‘Looking for a job’. 
Results for other categories in dependent variable (‘Other BA’, ‘Other studies’, ‘Sabbatical’, ‘Non-decided’) are omitted. Standard error in brackets; control for gender 
in all models. 

Fig. 1. Predicted probability of expecting ‘Doing a MA/PhD’ according to parental education.  
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of social origin (regardless if we look at parental education or occupa
tion) that is not exhausted by grades or field-of-study choice and reveals 
a different reading of postgraduate educational investment—in terms of 
its cost, benefits, and probability of success—across levels of under
graduate students’ socioeconomic origin. 

4.2. Moderator effect of field of studies and academic performance 

The exploration of a possible heterogeneous effect of socioeconomic 
origin (highest parental educational or occupational attainment) across 
fields of studies or grades entails the introduction of an interaction effect 
in the analysis, which considerably enlarges the corresponding tables. 
For reasons of space, instead of showing the predicted probabilities 

Fig. 2. Predicted probability of expecting ‘Doing a MA/PhD’ according to parental occupation.  

Fig. 3. Moderating effect of field of studies on master enrolment expectation and direct labour market (highest parental education).  
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corresponding to field of studies or grades for different categories of 
highest parental educational or occupational attainment to these inter
action effects (available in Tables A3–A6, Supplementary Online Mate
rial), we just show here their graphical representation. 

Figs. 3 and 4 show the predicted probabilities of expecting post
graduate enrolment and looking for a job corresponding to different 
categories of parental education (Fig. 3) and occupation (Fig. 4) for 
different fields of studies, once grades, progression, and gender are 
considered. Unlike what was initially expected (Hypothesis 3), the effect 
of social origin (either highest parental education or occupation) does 
not turn out to be stronger in fields of studies that may be considered as 
‘weak’ in labour market terms (i.e., Humanities) vis-à-vis fields of 
studies whose labour market entry is more promising. On the contrary, 
one of the strongest fields of studies in terms of employability (Engi
neering and Architecture) is precisely the one where the probability of 
expecting postgraduate enrolment vis-à-vis labour market entry signif
icantly increases as we move up in the scale of highest parental educa
tion and occupation. This is particularly noticeable in the case of highest 
parental education.13 

This puzzling result may be explained by the licensing power with 
which master’s programmes in technical degrees became endowed after 
the implementation of the Bologna Reform. Before the Bologna Reform, 
engineering and architecture in Spain were long degrees, of up to six 
years. They enabled graduates to formally engage in a number of engi
neering projects and plans. The Bologna Reform initiated a conflict 
within some professions associated with an engineering degree. The 
result of the conflict was that the professional entitlement for getting 
access to some jobs or projects was formally or informally reserved for 
graduates who attained a master’s degree. The old, long bachelor’s de
gree programmes were made equivalent to the addition of a master’s 
diploma to a bachelor’s degree in engineering (De Cuadra García, 2007). 
In other words, unlike other fields of studies, there is a credentialising 
premium associated with postgraduate attainment. In theoretical terms, 
we may say that the possible higher effect of social origin in some fields 
of study is associated not so much with their higher or lower labour 
market performance in general, as initially expected, but with the spe
cific difference a master’s degree makes in terms of the occupations or 
jobs it entitles an individual to within a profession, degree, or field. 

Another strong field (‘Health’) deserves mention due to the relative 
low propensity of expecting postgraduate enrolment, which appears in 
both Figs. 3 and 4, and to the lack of the moderating importance of social 
origin, relative to ‘Engineering and Architecture’. The surprisingly low 
probability of health undergraduate students to declare an expectation 
of postgraduate enrolment, vis-à-vis direct labour market entry, is 
possibly due to the idiosyncratic character of postgraduate studies in 
medicine. After bachelor’s degree graduation, medical graduates should 
have access to publicly organised medical internships that entitle them 
to a medical specialty (surgeon, cardiologist, etc). These internships are 
regarded as postgraduate education, but, unlike most master’s pro
grammes, they are financially rewarded by the state. They come with a 
wage. Thus, when asked about their expectations upon bachelor’s de
gree graduation, medical students are likely to consider gaining access to 
one of these internships as ‘work’, not as a mere lengthening of their 
education trajectory. This may also be the reason why social origin does 
not play any role here: first, all medical graduates need access to one of 
these internships if they want to practice (there is little room for working 
without them); second, they are postgraduate programmes that come 

with a wage and thus do not entail the economic risk associated with the 
payment of fees for a standard master’s programme. 

Moving now to the exploration of a possible heterogeneous effect of 
grades, graphs in Figs. 5 and 6 show, for different levels of highest 
parental education (Fig. 5) or occupation (Fig. 6), the predicted proba
bility of expecting postgraduate enrolment and looking for a job corre
sponding to four possible average grades obtained so far by students at 
the time of the interview, once field-of-study choice, gender, and aca
demic progression are accounted for. The effect of highest parental ed
ucation (Fig. 5) or occupation (Fig. 6) seems more relevant as we move 
down in the scale of academic performance. For those with very good 
academic performance, the predicted probability of expecting master’s 
enrolment upon graduation is systematically higher than direct labour 
market entry; parental education plays a minor role here. But, as we 
move to lower average grades, undergraduates with the highest parental 
education appear more resilient to bad grades in the expectation of 
master’s enrolment and more systematically averse to direct labour 
market entry relative to students at lower levels of highest parental 
education. Although more subdued, this pattern is again perceived when 
considering highest parental occupation, especially among the grades 
that are more frequent in the sample (5 and 7) (Fig. 6). 

All this confirms Hypothesis 6. Following the literature on compen
satory advantage, it is reasonable to assume that undergraduate students 
from advantaged social backgrounds are shielded from the higher risk 
that lower grades entail for further educational investments by their 
social background, and that such an advantage, relative to undergrad
uate students from lower social backgrounds, still operates at such a late 
stage of the educational trajectory. 

4.3. Other robustness checks: grade at entry, detailed field of study, and 
different specifications of the dependent variable 

The probability of expecting master’s enrolment may be explained 
by personality traits or cognitive abilities that are not exhausted by 
progression or academic performance during the bachelor’s degree 
programme. Grade at entry into university may capture part of those 
personality traits or abilities. Although initially omitted from the anal
ysis, due to a possible conflict with the effect of fields of study or grades 
on expectation of master’s enrolment that we wanted to elicit (see 
above, section on Spain), grades at entry were added to the analysis in a 
robustness check whose results are presented in Tables A7 and A8 
(Supplementary Online Material). As expected, grade at entry has a 
positive and statistically significant effect on the probability of expect
ing postgraduate enrolment after controlling for academic performance 
(grades), choice of field of study, or academic progression. Comparing 
with Tables 2 and 3, we see that grade at entry captures part of the effect 
of these factors on the probability of expecting postgraduate enrolment, 
but only to a very limited extent. For instance, the AME of having at least 
one parent with a university degree is 12.2% higher than the effect of 
having parents with primary studies (Table 2, Model 1), and such an 
effect is only reduced to 10.8% when grade at entry is considered 
(Table A8, Model 1). In sum, even including grade at entry into uni
versity (which entails the risk of artificially underestimating the effect of 
field of studies or grades as moderators of the effect of social origin), a 
net effect of either highest parental occupation or education is observed 
on the probability of expecting postgraduate enrolment instead of direct 
labour market entry (Tables A7 and A8). 

The moderation effect of some degrees may be concealed within the 
broad categories of field of studies initially considered. The social sci
ences constitute 39.1% of the initial sample of analysis (Table A1), 
making these fields a far larger category than others, like the human
ities. The social sciences may include degrees where the effect of social 
origin is more noticeable than in others, given that labour market entry 
is presumably quite heterogeneous across the different degrees within 
the category of ‘Social Sciences’, so broadly considered. We replicated 
the moderation analysis with a more nuanced classification of field of 

13 The steepest gradient of ‘Engineering and Architecture’ in Figs. 3 and 4 goes 
in line with the statistical significance of the corresponding coefficients of the 
interaction term, which is reflected in the difference between the predicted 
probability of expecting postgraduate enrolment instead of straightaway labour 
market entry between offspring or parents with the highest and lowest parental 
education and occupation among ‘Engineering and Architecture’ graduates (see 
Supplementary Online Material, Tables A4 and A5, last column). 
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studies. Given that the number of sub-graphs would be even higher than 
in Fig. 3, we refrained from offering a graphical representation of the 
results, presenting them as predicted probabilities in a table instead 
(Table 4). In the initial analysis, we saw that highest parental education 

has the strongest effect in ‘Engineering and Architecture’ (the contrast 
between the predicted probability of having at least one highly educated 
parent and having none [bottom row] in ‘Engineering and Architecture’ 
is 23.9% points, last column to the right); yet, there are two other sub- 

Fig. 4. Moderating effect of field of studies on master enrolment expectation and direct labour market entry (highest parental occupation).  

Fig. 5. Moderating effect of grades on master enrolment expectation and direct labour market (highest parental education).  
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fields within the initially broadly defined category of ‘Social Sciences’ 
where this contrast now appears quite noticeable: ‘Economy, Business 
and Tourism’ (19.8% points) and ‘Law and Other Legal Studies’ (22.9% 
points). What these sub-fields within ‘Social Sciences’ may have in 
common with ‘Engineering and Architecture’, relative to other fields, is 
the existence of specific occupational differences derived from holding a 
bachelor’s or a master’s degree. 

Possibly not by chance, out of the 11 master’s programmes listed by 
the Catalonian Agency of Higher Education in its 2020 Master Graduates 
Survey as ‘credentialising master programmes’ (that is, master’s pro
grammes that are ‘required for getting access to a regulated profession’) 
AQU (2020), p. 47), one of them is a Master in Law and seven of them 
belong to the field of Engineering and Architecture. Such a variation in 
occupational prestige derived from holding a bachelor’s or master’s 
degree, which may be related to the credentialising nature of some 
master’s programmes and differ across fields of studies, deserves further 
exploration and is possibly behind a moderator role of field of studies in 
the association between socioeconomic origin and transition from 
bachelor’s to master’s degrees that has turned out to be unexpected. This 
unexpectedly stronger effect of social origin in fields of study where 
master’s programmes are more likely to be of a credentialising nature 
(opening access to some occupations in exclusive terms) may in turn be 
related to micro-class immobility (Grusky & Weeden, 2001; Jonsson 
et al., 2009; Ruggera & Barone, 2017). We already have evidence that 
field of study choice is related to specific parental occupations (Van de 
Werfhorst and Luijkx (2010)). In licensed professions, where access is 
granted through credentialising master’s programmes, the estimation of 
the risk associated with such a further educational investment may be 
lower (and the opportunities higher) among students with a parent who 
at least is already a member of one of these professions. These students 
may have access to occupational-specific skills, culture, or networks (or 
fixed resources — i.e., business) that make such a human capital in
vestment particularly attractive, vis-à-vis other students of the same 
field who do not count on the same resources transmitted by their 
parents. 

Finally, two robustness checks were carried out with different 
specifications of our dependent variable. In one case, all the categories 

capturing the student’s intention to continue his/her studies (‘Doing an 
MA’, ‘Doing another BA degree’, or doing ‘Other studies’) were merged 
into one. In another case, ‘Doing an MA’ was merged with ‘Other 
studies’, on the assumption that the willingness to do ‘Other studies’ 
actually conceals a willingness to enrol in a master’s programme that is 
not mature enough yet. Our initial results were robust to these different 
specifications of our dependent variable; that is, they are robust to the 
possibility that some who declares ‘Other studies’ finally enrols in a 
master’s programme, and they are aligned with the idea (to be explored 
in further research) that any additional human capital investment is 
subject to the same social origin effect found for the transition from a 
bachelor’s to a master’s degree.14 

5. Concluding remarks 

Social differences in educational expectations have often been 
studied at 15 years of age, the age at which compulsory education often 
finishes and students have to decide between educational tracks that will 
determine their educational and occupational attainment. Expectations 
of postgraduate enrolment in higher education have received much less 
attention. No matter how late these transitions are, though, they may be 
decisive for occupational prestige and performance at entry into the 
labour market. Expansion of higher education has made the transition 
from bachelor’s to master’s degree programmes increasingly relevant 
for the study of educational inequalities and social mobility (Torche, 
2011). 

Applying multinomial logit modelling to information on expecta
tions upon graduation provided by a sample of undergraduate students 
from three Spanish regions who were interviewed in 2018, the current 
research aimed, first, at exploring the effect of social origin on the un
dergraduate students’ expectation of postgraduate enrolment. No matter 
what indicator of social origin is considered (highest parental occupa
tion or education), there is clear evidence of such an effect, even after 
controlling for academic performance during the degree attainment and 

Fig. 6. Moderating effect of grades on master enrolment expectation and direct labour market (highest parental occupation).  

14 Results available upon request. 
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choice of field of study, which can be mechanisms by which social origin 
has an effect on further capital investment after bachelor’s degree 
graduation. 

On average, even after controlling by gender and the percentage of 
credits already attained (out of the total number of credits necessary for 
the bachelor degree in which the student is currently enrolled) the 
expectation of postgraduate enrolment is 15% points higher among 
offspring of at least one parent with postgraduate education himself/ 
herself than among offspring of parents with primary education at most; 
in the same line, the expectation of postgraduate enrolment is on 
average 9% points higher among offspring of at least one managerial or 
professional parent than among offspring of parents in elementary oc
cupations. Most of this social origin effect has not been found to be 
mediated by either field of studies or grades. In other words, most of the 
effect of social origin comes in the form of a secondary effect of social 
origin. 

In line with our initial expectation, no evidence was found of a 
mediatory role of field of studies. The distribution of undergraduate 
students by field of studies does not contribute to explaining the influ
ence of social origin on the expectation of postgraduate enrolment. 
Conflicting forces that may contribute to the distribution of students into 
fields of studies by social origin may explain the lack of such a mediation 
effect. Unlike our initial expectation, though, we found no mediation 
role of academic performance either. There is a clear secondary effect of 
social origin on expectation of master’s enrolment, but no evidence of a 
primary effect was found. Grades are certainly associated with the 
expectation of postgraduate enrolment, but they do not capture much of 
the effect of social origin on such an expectation. 

The lack of a mediation effect of field of studies or grades on the 
association between social origin and expectation of postgraduate 
enrolment contrasts with a clear moderation effect of both. Regarding 
fields of study, a stronger effect of social origin (in terms of either 
highest parental education or occupation) is not found in fields with 
relatively weaker labour market performance at entry, but in some fields 
with a relatively strong one, like ‘Engineering and Architecture’. A 
robustness check with a more nuanced classification of field of studies 
revealed almost as strong an effect in some sub-fields within ‘Social 
Sciences’ (‘Law and Legal Studies’, ‘Economics and Business’). What 
these sub-fields may have in common with ‘Engineering and Architec
ture’ is that the difference between bachelor’s and master’s degrees for 
students may have implications in terms of future occupational attain
ment and wages (e.g., through professional licensing) that are clearer 
than what happens in other fields of studies, no matter how weak or soft 
they are. This hypothesis, possibly linked to the Maximally Maintained 
Inequality thesis, is worth being considered for further research. Within 
some relatively large fields of studies or bachelor’s degrees, master’s 
programmes may offer improvement of occupational attainment that is 
particularly sought by bachelor’s degree graduates from a more 
advantaged social origin. 

Finally, we found a clear moderating effect of academic performance 
(grades) on the association between social origin and expectation of 
postgraduate enrolment. Grades are found to be far more consequential 
for expectations of postgraduate enrolment among undergraduate stu
dents from a low social background than among undergraduate students 
from a more advantaged one. These latter students are less sensitive to 
grades, thus confirming a compensatory advantage that still works at 
such a late stage in the educational trajectory. 

A number of limitations of this study invite further research. 
Regarding the transition from bachelor’s to master’s degrees, longitu
dinal data should allow us to ascertain the extent to which the effect of 
social origin on expectations of postgraduate enrolment is translated 
into inequality of opportunities in actual enrolment and graduation. 
Certainly, there are reasons to think that educational expectations 
among mature students are better informed (and therefore more real
istic) than among teenagers, but there may also be reasons why this 
inequality becomes stronger, due to uncertainties in family support that Ta

bl
e 

4 
Pr

ed
ic

te
d 

pr
ob

ab
ili

ty
 o

f d
oi

ng
 a

 ‘M
A

/P
hD

’ v
er

su
s 

‘W
or

k’
 (

re
fe

re
nc

e 
ca

te
go

ry
 in

 th
e 

de
pe

nd
en

t v
ar

ia
bl

e)
 c

or
re

sp
on

di
ng

 to
 d

iff
er

en
t c

at
eg

or
ie

s 
of

 h
ig

he
st

 p
ar

en
ta

l e
du

ca
tio

n 
in

 d
iff

er
en

t fi
el

ds
 o

f s
tu

dy
 (

de
ta

ile
d 

cl
as

si


fic
at

io
n)

. S
ta

nd
ar

d 
er

ro
r 

in
 b

ra
ck

et
s;

 c
on

tr
ol

 fo
r 

ge
nd

er
, p

ro
gr

es
si

on
 a

nd
 a

ca
de

m
ic

 p
er

fo
rm

an
ce

 (
gr

ad
es

) 
in

cl
ud

ed
 in

 th
e 

m
ul

tin
om

ia
l l

og
it 

an
al

ys
is

.  
 

H
um

an
iti

es
 

Ec
on

om
y,

 B
us

in
es

s 
&

 T
ou

ri
sm

 
La

w
 &

 O
th

er
 

Le
ga

l S
tu

di
es

 
So

ci
ol

og
y 

&
 

Po
lit

ic
al

 S
ci

en
ce

 
Jo

ur
na

lis
m

 &
 

Co
m

m
un

ic
at

io
n 

Ed
uc

at
io

n 
O

th
er

 S
oc

ia
l 

Sc
ie

nc
es

 
N

at
ur

al
 

Sc
ie

nc
es

 
M

ed
ic

in
e 

&
 

O
do

nt
ol

og
y 

H
ea

lth
 

(o
th

er
s)

 
En

gi
ne

er
in

g 
&

 
A

rc
hi

te
ct

ur
e 

Pr
im

ar
y 

/ 
no

 
st

ud
ie

s 
0.

45
7

*
**

 
0.

41
0

*
**

 
0.

46
7

*
**

 
0.

45
1

*
**

 
0.

45
5

*
**

 
0.

30
3

*
**

 
0.

54
7

*
**

 
0.

65
4

*
**

 
0.

33
4

*
**

 
0.

48
5

*
**

 
0.

44
8

*
**

 
(0

.0
3)

 
(0

.0
3)

 
(0

.0
3)

 
(0

.0
6)

 
(0

.0
5)

 
(0

.0
2)

 
(0

.0
6)

 
(0

.0
4)

 
(0

.0
6)

 
(0

.0
2)

 
(0

.0
2)

 
Lo

w
er

 s
ec

on
da

ry
 

0.
58

2
*

**
 

0.
47

6
*

**
 

0.
54

3
*

**
 

0.
44

8
*

**
 

0.
48

4
*

**
 

0.
37

0
*

**
 

0.
51

1
*

**
 

0.
63

2
*

**
 

0.
25

9
*

**
 

0.
55

5
*

**
 

0.
48

2
*

**
 

(0
.0

2)
 

(0
.0

2)
 

(0
.0

2)
 

(0
.0

5)
 

(0
.0

3)
 

(0
.0

2)
 

(0
.0

4)
 

(0
.0

2)
 

(0
.0

4)
 

(0
.0

2)
 

(0
.0

2)
 

U
pp

er
 s

ec
. /

 lo
w

er
 

vo
ca

tio
na

l 
0.

59
1

*
**

 
0.

48
2

*
**

 
0.

55
8

*
**

 
0.

48
3

*
**

 
0.

45
5

*
**

 
0.

36
9

*
**

 
0.

52
2

*
**

 
0.

65
3

*
**

 
0.

31
6

*
**

 
0.

54
2

*
**

 
0.

56
0

*
**

 
(0

.0
2)

 
(0

.0
2)

 
(0

.0
2)

 
(0

.0
4)

 
(0

.0
3)

 
(0

.0
2)

 
(0

.0
3)

 
(0

.0
2)

 
(0

.0
3)

 
(0

.0
1)

 
(0

.0
1)

 
U

pp
er

 v
oc

at
io

na
l 

0.
58

1
*

**
 

0.
57

7
*

**
 

0.
57

3
*

**
 

0.
48

2
*

**
 

0.
45

1
*

**
 

0.
37

8
*

**
 

0.
59

1
*

**
 

0.
64

1
*

**
 

0.
37

3
*

**
 

0.
53

7
*

**
 

0.
57

5
*

**
 

(0
.0

3)
 

(0
.0

2)
 

(0
.0

3)
 

(0
.0

5)
 

(0
.0

3)
 

(0
.0

2)
 

(0
.0

4)
 

(0
.0

2)
 

(0
.0

4)
 

(0
.0

2)
 

(0
.0

2)
 

U
ni

v 
(B

A
/M

A
) 

0.
59

7
*

**
 

0.
52

8
*

**
 

0.
63

3
*

**
 

0.
50

9
*

**
 

0.
49

6
*

**
 

0.
37

1
*

**
 

0.
60

1
*

**
 

0.
68

3
*

**
 

0.
34

3
*

**
 

0.
55

9
*

**
 

0.
63

5
*

**
 

(0
.0

2)
 

(0
.0

1)
 

(0
.0

2)
 

(0
.0

3)
 

(0
.0

2)
 

(0
.0

2)
 

(0
.0

2)
 

(0
.0

1)
 

(0
.0

1)
 

(0
.0

1)
 

(0
.0

1)
 

U
ni

v 
(P

hD
) 

0.
57

5
*

**
 

0.
60

8
*

**
 

0.
69

6
*

**
 

0.
58

0
*

**
 

0.
56

9
*

**
 

0.
39

4
*

**
 

0.
64

6
*

**
 

0.
74

0
*

**
 

0.
39

6
*

**
 

0.
57

7
*

**
 

0.
68

7
*

**
 

(0
.0

4)
 

(0
.0

3)
 

(0
.0

4)
 

(0
.0

7)
 

(0
.0

5)
 

(0
.0

4)
 

(0
.0

5)
 

(0
.0

3)
 

(0
.0

3)
 

(0
.0

3)
 

(0
.0

2)
 

D
iff

 P
ri

m
ar

y-
U

ni
v 

(P
hD

) 
11

,8
 

19
,8

 
22

,9
 

12
,9

 
11

,4
 

9,
1 

9,
9 

8,
6 

6,
2 

9,
2 

23
,9

 

St
at

is
tic

al
 s

ig
ni

fic
an

ce
: *

p
<

0.
05

*
* 

p
<

0.
01

*
**

p
<

0.
00

1 

L. Ortiz-Gervasi                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  



Research in Social Stratification and Mobility 87 (2023) 100841

15

are likelier to be stronger among parents with lower occupational 
attainment, with a more volatile income and employment situation 
between the moment their offspring formulate their expectation of 
postgraduate enrolment and the moment they can make it happen. 

Tentative analysis with data drawn from the University Graduates 
Survey (Encuesta de Inserción Laboral de Titulados Universitarios, EILU) 
carried out in 2019 (one year after the survey we used for our analysis) 
by the Spanish Statistical Agency among master’s and bachelor’s grad
uates who had successfully completed their degree in the academic year 
2013–2014 confirms the effect of parental education when the proba
bility of master’s graduation is evaluated. As a survey whose main goal 
was the assessment of the quality of bachelor’s and master’s graduates’ 
transition to work, EILU did not include information on expectation of 
further education, but it allows to estimate the probability of master’s 
graduation as a function of parental education. Figure A4 (Appendix) 
shows the predicted probability of master’s degree attainment (instead 
of bachelor’s attainment only) by highest level of parental education 
that results from applying logistic regression to complete EILU data and 
controlling by gender, age, and field of studies. The difference in the 
predicted probability of attaining a master’s degree instead of just a 
bachelor’s degree between university graduates with the highest and 
lowest levels of highest parental education interviewed for EILU is 13% 
points, a similar figure to the one that appears in Table 2, for the analysis 
of expectation of master’s enrolment. It is important to note that this 
difference is concentrated among the offspring of university graduates, 
relative to offspring of parents with lower levels of highest parental 
education. In sum, there are signs, to be tested with further research 
with longitudinal data, first, that the effect of parental education persists 
when looking at graduation instead of expectation of enrolment in a 
master’s programme, and second, that educational expectations among 
undergraduate students (and the inequalities they conceal) are quite 
realistic, possibly more than among students at previous stages of the 
educational trajectory. In particular, it would be interesting to check if 
the compensatory advantage of social origin expressed by the lower 
impact of grades on expectations of postgraduate enrolment among un
dergraduate students from advantaged social origin is effectively 
translated into a lower impact of grades on actual enrolment into post
graduate programs. Quite unfortunately, the EILU data mentioned 
above do not contain information on the average grade obtained at 
bachelor degree among interviewees who already held a master diploma 
at the time of the interview. 

Another limitation of our study comes from the possibility that field 
of studies captures part of the effect of ability or grades, producing a 
downward estimation of the effect of grades on the probability of 
expecting postgraduate enrolment. The particular configuration of the 
system of higher education in Spain leads to a possible downward bias 
(underestimation) of the role of both field of studies and academic 
performance in the probability of postgraduate enrolment. In the case of 
field of studies, students from an upper social background with poor 
academic performance (low abilities) and thus with low grades at entry 
may be overrepresented in less demanding fields, vis-à-vis students from 
a lower social background with poor academic performance, who simply 
decide not to enter into university. This is equivalent to a selection bias 
that minimises the role of social origin in the probability of expecting 
postgraduate enrolment. 

A third limitation comes from the fact that parental education was 

not recorded in enough detail to explore the possibility that the unex
pectedly stronger association between social origin and expectation of 
master’s enrolment in some fields of study with credentialising master’s 
programmes associated with them actually hides the transmission of 
micro-occupational advantages from parents to offspring, so that the 
offspring are brought up in the values associated with the occupation 
(lawyer, medical doctor…) that the parents are actually holding, or that 
students have better information about how to select the adequate 
master’s programme to get access to these professions. In sum, enrolling 
in a credentialising master’s programme in case of undergraduate stu
dents from an advantaged social origin would allow socially advantaged 
students to repeat in their parents’ profession with an estimated lower 
risk than in the case of other students with the same bachelor’s degree 
but without parents who occupy positions in the professions these 
postgraduate programmes open access to. 

Third, the information available in our data did not allow to distin
guish the character or nature of the master’s programme the interviewee 
is expected to enter upon bachelor’s graduation. As we have argued in 
the paper, there are reasons to think that, beyond the general social 
gradient in the expectation of doing a master’s instead of straightaway 
entering into the labour market, there are specific characteristics of 
some master’s programmes (professional or credentialing master’s, in 
the case of Law or Medicine, or research master’s, mostly aimed at PhD 
enrolment) in which such a social selection may be even stronger. 

Finally, although the response rate and margin error of Via Uni
versitària II was deemed to be better than in other Eurostudent surveys, 
and the representativeness of the pool of respondents in terms of age, 
gender and field of study was confirmed by the technical staff respon
sible for the survey, non-response may have not been randomly 
distributed across categories of other variables relevant for the analysis. 
This calls for caution in the interpretation of results and invites to 
replicate our analyses with data drawn from other sources. 
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Appendix A  

Table A1 
Descriptive Statistics (N = 32471).   

Mean (continuous variables, standard deviation in brackets) or percentage (binary or categorical variables)SD Freq. 

Expectations upon graduation 
Other BA 3.3%  1059 
MA/PhD 53.6%  17415 
Other studies 4.8%  1567 
Work 18%  5859 
Sabbatical 3.1%  993 
Non-decision 17.2%  5578 
Father’s education 
No studies 3%  960 
Primary 12.2%  3958 
Lower secondary 21%  6832 
Upper secondary or lower vocational 22%  7153 
Upper vocational 11.1%  3597 
University (BA/MA) 26%  8432 
PhD 4.7%  1539 
Mother’s education 
No studies 2.4%  764 
Primary 9.3%  3026 
Lower secondary 19.2%  6235 
Upper secondary or lower vocational 22.5%  7301 
Upper vocational 11.7%  3792 
University (BA/MA) 31.1%  10089 
PhD 3.9%  1264 
Father’s occupation  
Managers professional 27.7%  8984 
Associate professional 9.3%  3019 
Clerks 9.9%  3217 
Service 11.7%  3796 
Small employers 15.9%  5163 
Skilled 7.2%  2339 
Unskilled 8.3%  2693 
Elementary 8.8%  2859 
Never work 0.1%  43 
Mother’s occupation  
Managers professionals 28.2%  9150 
Associate professionals 7.2%  2338 
Clerks 18.2%  5923 
Service 16.2%  5258 
Small employers 8%  2602 
Skilled 2.7%  878 
Unskilled 1%  310 
Elementary 11.6%  3772 
Never work 6.8%  2206 
Gender (female) 61.8%   
Grade at entry (scale 5–14) 9,2(2148)   
Average grade (educational performance at university) 6,8(1006)   
Field of studies 
Humanities 8.8%  2821 
Social Sciences 39.04%  12382 
Natural Sciences 9.3%  3072 
Health Sciences 20.5%  7051 
Engineering & Architecture 22.2%  6930   

Table A2 
KHB decomposition method. Average partial effect of each category of highest parental education (relative to ‘No studies’) when 
each possible mediator (field of studies or grades) is introduced in the analysis.    

Field of studies Grades 

Primary (ref.cat: No studies) Reduced model 0.001 0.001 
Full model 0.0001 -0.002 
Difference 0.001 0.004 

Lower secondary Reduced model 0.059 * * 0.059 * * 
Full model 0.053 * 0.057 * 
Difference 0.001 0.002 

Upper secondary + lower vocational Reduced model 0.081 * ** 0.081 * ** 
Full model 0.072 * * 0.079 * ** 
Difference 0.009 0.002 

Upper vocational Reduced model 0.096 * ** 0.096 * ** 
Full model 0.089 * ** 0.094 * ** 
Difference 0.007 0.001 

University (BA / MA) Reduced model 0.124 * ** 0.124 * ** 
Full model 0.112 * ** 0.119 * ** 

(continued on next page) 
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Table A2 (continued )   

Field of studies Grades 

Difference 0.011 0.004 
PhD Reduced model 0.149 * ** 0.149 * ** 

Full model 0.143 * ** 0.144 * ** 
Difference 0.006 0.005 

N  34454 34454 
Statistical significance: * p < 0.05 * * p < 0.01 * ** p < 0.001   

Table A3 
KHB decomposition method. Average partial effect of each category of highest parental occupation (relative to ‘Elementary occupation or 
no work’) when each possible mediator (field of studies or grades) is introduced in the analysis.    

Field of studies Grades 

Managers & professionals (ref.cat: elementary) Reduced model 0.087 * ** 0.087 * ** 
Full model 0.081 * ** 0.084 * ** 
Difference 0.006 0.002 

Associate profess Reduced model 0.055 * ** 0.054 * ** 
Full model 0.048 * ** 0.053 * ** 
Difference 0.007 0.000 

Clerks Reduced model 0.043 * ** 0.042 * ** 
Full model 0.034 * ** 0.042 * ** 
Difference 0.009 0.000 

Service workers Reduced model 0.030 * 0.030 * 
Full model 0.026 * 0.029 * 
Difference 0.003 0.000 

Small employers Reduced model 0.037 * * 0.036 * * 
Full model 0.033 * 0.036 * * 
Difference 0.004 0.000 

Skilled workers Reduced model -0.002 -0.002 
Full model -0.004 -0.003 
Difference 0.002 0.000 

Unskilled workers Reduced model 0.006 0.006 
Full model 0.006 0.007 
Difference 0.000 -0.001 

N  33534 33534 
Statistical significance: * p < 0.05 * * p < 0.01 * ** p < 0.001 

Fig. A1. Distribution of expectations by students’ highest parental education. 

L. Ortiz-Gervasi                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  



Research in Social Stratification and Mobility 87 (2023) 100841

18

.

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

Social Sciences Engineering &
Arquitecture

Arts & Humani�es Health Natural Sciences

Whole Spain Via Universitaria (Catalonia/Valencia/Balearinc Islands)
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Fig. A4. Average marginal effect of parental education on postgraduate educational attainment (MA) (binomial logistic regression). Source: Spanish University 
Graduates’ Transition to Labour Market Survey (EILU 2019). 
. 

Appendix B. Supporting information 

Supplementary data associated with this article can be found in the online version at doi:10.1016/j.rssm.2023.100841. 
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