
ABHANDLUNGEN

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11577-022-00865-0
Köln Z Soziol (2022) 74:499–524

Positive Ethnic Choice Effects are Persistent Over Time
but not Across Minority Generations: Evidence from
Switzerland

Richard Nennstiel

Received: 10 March 2022 / Accepted: 22 November 2022 / Published online: 13 January 2023
© The Author(s) 2023

Abstract Many empirical studies have demonstrated positive ethnic choice effects
at the transition to upper secondary education. This means that ethnic minority stu-
dents—given the same academic performance, parental resources and type of school
at lower secondary level—aspire to more demanding educational programs than eth-
nic majority students. Previous research has often examined only single cohorts of
school-leavers and has rarely considered differences between ethnic minority gen-
erations. Therefore, little is known about the extent to which these positive ethnic
choice effects vary over time and across minority generations. The aim of this pa-
per is to fill this gap using large-scale survey data from Switzerland (2000–2016;
N= 100,495). Using multilevel analyses, I am able to show that positive ethnic choice
effects are persistent over time in Switzerland. Furthermore, it becomes clear that
positive ethnic choice effects vary across ethnic minority generations, with these ef-
fects decreasing with each succeeding minority generation. Ethnic minority students
with one parent born in Switzerland hardly differ from ethnic majority students in
their educational decisions.
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Positive ethnische Wahleffekte sind zeitlich, aber nicht über
Migrantengenerationen hinweg persistent: Evidenz aus der Schweiz

Zusammenfassung Viele empirische Studien haben positive ethnische Wahleffekte
beim Übergang in die Sekundarstufe II nachgewiesen. Das bedeutet, dass Schü-
lerinnen und Schüler mit Migrationshintergrund – bei gleichen schulischen Leis-
tungen, gleichen elterlichen Ressourcen und gleichem besuchtem Schultyp in der
Sekundarstufe I – anspruchsvollere Bildungsprogramme anstreben als Schülerinnen
und Schüler ohne Migrationshintergrund. Bisherige Forschungsarbeiten haben oft
lediglich einzelne Kohorten von Schulabgängern untersucht und selten Unterschie-
de zwischen dem Generationenstatus von Schülerinnen mit Migrationshintergrund
berücksichtigt. Daher ist wenig darüber bekannt, inwieweit positive ethnische Wahl-
effekte im Laufe der historischen Zeit und zwischen den Migrantengenerationen
variieren. Ziel der vorliegenden Arbeit ist es, diese Lücke mit Hilfe von umfang-
reichen Befragungsdaten aus der Schweiz (2000–2016; N= 100.495) zu schließen.
Mithilfe von Mehrebenenanalysen kann ich zeigen, dass positive ethnische Wahl-
effekte in der Schweiz über die Zeit persistent sind. Darüber hinaus wird deutlich,
dass positive ethnische Wahleffekte zwischen den Generationen von Minderheiten
variieren. Positive ethnische Wahleffekte nehmen über die Minderheitengeneration
hinweg ab. Schülerinnen und Schüler mit Migrationshintergrund mit einem in der
Schweiz geborenen Elternteil unterscheiden sich in ihren Bildungsentscheidungen
kaum mehr von Schülern ohne Migrationshintergrund.

Schlüsselwörter Übergang Schule-Beruf · Bildungsentscheidungen ·
Bildungsungleichheiten · Migrationshintergrund · Nachobligatorische Bildung

1 Introduction

Various studies show persistent ethnic disadvantages in the educational system. Eth-
nic minority students show lower academic achievement, are less likely to pursue
an academic track, and are more often found on tracks with lower academic re-
quirements (Heath and Brinbaum 2007; Heath et al. 2008; Heath 2014). Against
the background of these clear disadvantages in the resource endowment of minor-
ity students, the consistent findings of positive ethnic choice effects from different
countries are all the more compelling (for Germany: Kristen and Dollmann 2010;
Dollmann 2017; Dollmann and Weißmann 2019; Tjaden 2017; Kristen et al. 2008;
for France: Brinbaum and Guégnard 2013; Brinbaum and Cebolla-Boado 2007; for
the UK: Jackson et al. 2012; for Sweden: Jonsson and Rudolphi 2011; for Norway:
Fekjær and Birkelund 2007; for Finland: Kilpi-Jakonen 2011; for the Netherlands:
van de Werfhorst and van Tubergen 2007; for Switzerland: Wolter and Zumbuehl
2018; Tjaden and Scharenberg 2017). Positive ethnic choice effects mean that after
controlling for academic ability, type of school attended, and social background,
minority students choose academic tracks significantly more often than native stu-
dents. Thus, they make more ambitious choices than might be expected given their
academic achievements and resource endowment (Dollmann and Weißmann 2019).
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It is also interesting to note that positive ethnic choice effects at the transition to
upper secondary education can also be found in countries with a very strong and
rewarding vocational education and training (VET) system (Allmendinger 1989;
Buchmann et al. 2016; Korber and Oesch 2019), such as Germany and Switzerland
(for Germany: Kristen and Dollmann 2010; Dollmann 2017; Dollmann and Weiß-
mann 2019; Tjaden 2017; Kristen et al. 2008; for Switzerland: Wolter and Zumbuehl
2018; Tjaden and Scharenberg 2017; Glauser 2018).

Previous studies of ethnic choice effects have often focused on the following
analyses concerning the influence of ethnic origin: first, on the differences between
majority and minority students (e.g., Tjaden and Scharenberg 2017; Dollmann 2017);
second, on the comparison between majority students and different groups of mi-
nority students (e.g., Glauser 2018; Dollmann and Weißmann 2019)—analyses sep-
arated by minority groups are often calculated because there can be substantial dif-
ferences in educational attainment, educational achievement, and social background
among them (SCCRE 2018); and third, on differences between majority students
and minority generations in general (e.g., Wolter and Zumbuehl 2018; Dollmann
2017). Generational status is taken into account, as it can be assumed that country-
specific human capital increases over successive generations (Kilpi-Jakonen 2011).
Several studies have indicated that minority students born in the host country show
greater educational achievement and a better command of the local language than
minority students born abroad (Esser 2008). The findings from these studies suggest
that there might be significant differences in ethnic choice effects across minority
groups (Dollmann 2017; Tjaden and Scharenberg 2017) and also across minority
generations (e.g., Glauser 2018; Wolter and Zumbuehl 2018).

However, hardly any studies present analyses of ethnic choice effects separately
for minority groups and migrant generations (e.g., Kilpi-Jakonen 2011). Thus, little
is known about how the intersection between minority groups and migrant gener-
ation affects ethnic choice effects. Furthermore, many studies limit their analyses
to a single cohort of school-leavers. Thus, little is known about how ethnic choice
effects vary over time. For example, changes in immigration patterns (due to chang-
ing immigration policies) could cause these effects to vary over time, and selective
migration might have an impact on minority–majority differences in educational
attainment (Engzell 2019; Spörlein and Kristen 2019; Spörlein et al. 2020).

This descriptive paper goes beyond previous research on ethnic choice effects in
two ways (and thereby attempts to fill gaps in the state of research): first, by consid-
ering a time dimension; and second, by differentiating minority groups by migrant
generations. The focus of this paper is on the description of ethnic choice effects
(using different indicators of minority status) over time. This paper is thus aimed at
answering the following two research questions: are positive ethnic choice effects
(for all minority students and differentiated by minority groups) at the transition to
upper secondary academic education in Switzerland a time-persistent phenomenon?
Are differences observed between minority generations in ethnic choice effects (for
all minority students and differentiated by minority groups) at the transition to upper
secondary academic education in Switzerland?

For my analyses, I use large-scale, cross-sectional survey data (PISA 2000–PISA
2012; and Überprüfung des Erreichens der Grundkompetenzen 2016 [ÜGK 2016])
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from Switzerland that contain information on educational choices at the end of
lower secondary school (9th Grade). In total, information from 100,495 students
from six survey time points is used for the analyses. These surveys include a share
between 10.0% (PISA 2000) and 26.7% (ÜGK 2016) of all 9th-graders enrolled in
Switzerland in the respective year.

Switzerland is an interesting case for the study of ethnic choice effects at the tran-
sition to upper secondary education for several reasons. First, VET in Switzerland
has a high reputation and is seen as a worthwhile educational alternative to aca-
demic education (Buchmann et al. 2016; Korber and Oesch 2019; Nennstiel 2021).
Second, in Switzerland, one-third of 15- to 24-year-olds are minority students (BfS
2020). Third, the availability of the large-scale survey data used in this study makes
it possible to analyze ethnic choice effects for several minority groups differentiated
by generational status (first and second generations, as well as the 2.5 generation;
Olczyk et al. 2014; Gresch and Kristen 2011).

In the next section, I briefly introduce the Swiss context before presenting the
state of research on positive ethnic choice effects and the theoretical considerations.
I then describe the data, operationalization, and statistical analysis procedures. This
is followed by the presentation of my results. Finally, I discuss my findings and
contextualize them within the current state of research.

2 Swiss Context

Switzerland has a highly stratified education system (Allmendinger 1989; Buchmann
et al. 2016; Combet 2019), which is organized at the canton level. Despite cantonal
differences, the transfer from primary school to the tripartite lower secondary school
usually occurs after 6th Grade. At the lower secondary school level there are schools
with basic requirements that prepare students for VET, alongside schools with ex-
tended requirements that prepare students both for VET and for more demanding
upper secondary schools. In addition, the pre-Gymnasium prepares students for the
Matura, which entitles students to study at university. In Switzerland, compulsory
schooling ends after 9th Grade. Thereafter, the transition to upper secondary edu-
cation takes place. At this point of transition, too, three dominant educational paths
can be distinguished: entry to an academic track; entry to VET; and entry to an
interim solution (e.g., repeating 9th Grade or the preparatory year for vocational
training). The alternative to these is neither education nor employment (NEET)
(SCCRE 2018).

Immediately following lower secondary school, 28% of students enter academic
upper secondary education, 45% enter VET, and 11% engage in interim solutions,
whereas the remainder do not choose any of these three paths (e.g., they have a gap
year, or they enter the labor market) (SCCRE 2018). Failure to enter qualified upper
secondary education directly (e.g., engaging in interim solutions) is associated with
an increased risk of not graduating from upper secondary education (Sacchi and
Meyer 2016). Minority students are at a higher risk for dropout than native students,
both from the academic track and from VET (Wolter and Zumbuehl 2018; SCCRE
2018).
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Migration to Switzerland is often described as having occurred in waves (Fibbi
et al. 2015; Wolter and Zumbuehl 2018).1 The first wave was the immigration
of classical labor migrants from Italy and Spain, who were often unskilled. This
immigration was based on bilateral treaties between Switzerland and Italy (1946 and
1964) and between Switzerland and Spain (1961). It is worth mentioning that the aim
of these treaties was to prevent migrants from settling permanently in Switzerland.
This policy was characterized by offering easy access to low-skilled jobs and making
access to the benefits of the social system more difficult. From the beginning of the
1960s, Switzerland toughened its migration policy (reducing the number of foreign
workers) as a result of increasing rejection of the previous migration policy among
the population and a tense economic situation. As a result of the economic recovery
in the 1980s, the demand for labor migrants increased. During this second wave,
labor migrants mainly came from Portugal, Turkey, and Yugoslavia and were often
unskilled workers, similar to the labor migrants of the first wave (Fibbi et al. 2015).
These first two waves were well reflected in the distributions of foreign workers in
Switzerland over time. In 1970, 56% of foreign workers were Italian citizens (1980:
44%; 1990: 31%), 14% were Spanish citizens (1980: 13%; 1990: 11%), 0.4% were
Portuguese citizens (1980: 3%; 1990: 10%), 1.2% were Turkish citizens (1980: 4%;
1990: 6%), and 3.2% were citizens of Yugoslavia (1980: 8%; 1990: 14%) (Farago
et al. 1996).

As a result of the Yugoslav Wars, a large number of refugees moved to Switzer-
land in the early 1990s. In the mid-1990s, the economic situation in Switzerland
deteriorated again and immigration policy was adapted once more. A so-called “three
circles model” was introduced, based on the cultural distance of migrants’ countries
of origin. For people from the first circle (the EU and EFTA), there were no quotas.
For people from North America and Eastern Europe (the second circle), there were
limited quotas, whereas immigrants from all other countries were only granted entry
permits if they were highly qualified. Moreover, there was a possibility of immigra-
tion for family reunification and via asylum. In 2002, a bilateral agreement between
Switzerland and the EU came into force, granting EU and EFTA citizens free access
to the Swiss labor market (fully implemented as of 2008). For persons from non-
EFTA countries, the rules were further adapted to allow only highly qualified people
access to the Swiss labor market (Fibbi et al. 2015).

The adjusted immigration framework from the mid-1990s onward led to a third
wave of migration comprising mainly people from the EU and neighboring countries
(Cattaneo and Wolter 2015; Griga 2014). Notable in this regard was the change in
the educational qualifications of working-age immigrants. In the 1990s, 10% of them
had a university degree, whereas in 2009 the figure was 60% (SCCRE 2014). This
shows a trend toward tertiary educational qualifications over time for both EU/EFTA
and other immigrants (EU/EFTA 1986–1995: 27%; 1995–2002: 48%; 2002–2009:
54%; other immigrant groups 1986–1995: 11%; 1995–2002: 33%; 2002–2009: 41%
[Schweizerische Eidgenossenschaft 2011]). Among EU citizens, there were some
large differences in educational attainment. For example, in 2005, over half (52%)
of German nationals (2010: 52%; 2015: 55%) and 46% of French nationals (2010:

1 For a more detailed description of Swiss immigration history, see Fibbi et al. (2015).
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Fig. 1 Socioeconomic background (highest parental ISEI, HISEI) of the student population over time and
minority group. Estimates based on m= 50 multiple imputed datasets; my own calculations. GERGermany,
FRA France, AUT Austria, BEL Belgium, IT Italy, SP Spain, POR Portugal, TUR Turkey. (Source: PISA
2000–PISA 2012; ÜGK 2016)

52%; 2015: 55%) had a university degree, compared with 11% of Italians (2010:
14%; 2015: 23%) and 14% of Spaniards (2010: 18%; 2015: 28%) had a university
degree (BfS 2022).

In addition to their respective migration wave or geographic relation to Switzer-
land (e.g., neighboring countries), the classification of minority groups for empirical
analysis often also considers their social structural position (Glauser 2018; Nennstiel
2022; Wolter and Zumbuehl 2018; Tjaden and Scharenberg 2017). In terms of the
“ethnic hierarchies” (Hagendoorn 1995) of migrant groups in Switzerland, it is no-
ticeable that migrants from Turkey and the Balkans face the greatest disadvantages
in the education system and in the labor market. For Northwest European migrants
(e.g., from Germany, France, and Austria), hardly any disadvantages are observed
owing to selective immigration. The Southern Europeans (from Italy, Spain, and Por-
tugal) are situated between these two groups (Zschirnt 2020, 2019; Schweizerische
Eidgenossenschaft 2018). These hierarchies are also evident in the social origins of
students in the data used in this study (see Fig. 1).2

When examining disparities between natives and minority students, minority stu-
dents are often differentiated not only by their regional origin, but also by their
generational status (Olczyk et al. 2014). The first minority generation indicates that
the students themselves and their parents were born abroad. If the students were
born in the host country and the parents were born abroad, this is referred to as the
second generation. If, in addition to the child, at least one parent was born in the
host country, this generation is referred to as the 2.25–3.75 generation, depending
on the place of birth of the grandparents.3 The data used in this study (see Fig. 2)

2 As the questionnaires in 2000 and 2003 only gave the option of selecting country of birth (France or
Belgium), Belgium is included in this group, even though it is not a neighboring country from Northwestern
Europe.
3 As no information on the country of birth of the grandparents is available in the data, I summarize those
children who were themselves born in Switzerland and who also have one parent born in the country as
the 2.5 generation.
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Fig. 2 Share of migrant generation over time and minority group. Estimates based on m= 50 multiple
imputed datasets; my own calculations. GER Germany, FRA France, AUT Austria, BEL Belgium, IT Italy,
SP Spain, POR Portugal, TUR Turkey. (Source: PISA 2000–PISA 2012; ÜGK 2016)

also show effects indicating that the generational composition of the minority groups
varies greatly depending on the migration wave and migration groups. In the group
of classical labor migrants of the first wave (Italy, Spain, and Portugal), a large share
of the children belong to the second generation and the 2.5 generation. However,
the situation is different for minority students from the Balkans and Turkey. Here
one can see a strong effect of the Yugoslav Wars (a very high proportion of first-
generation minority students in 2000 and 2003): there are fewer children of the
2.5 generation, and from 2009 onward most of the children belong to the second
generation. Accordingly, this group is also referred to as the “new second genera-
tion,” distinct from the second generation of the first wave of immigration (Fibbi
et al. 2015). In the group of neighboring countries, it is noticeable that a large pro-
portion of the children have one parent born in Switzerland. The slight increase in
the number of first-generation students in neighboring countries—and also in the
number of students from Southern European EU countries—could be due to changes
in immigration policies since the mid-1990s. As a result, more people from these
countries have immigrated to Switzerland.

3 State of Research and Theoretical Considerations

A consistent and persistent research finding in educational research is that minor-
ity students show lower academic abilities, are overrepresented on less demanding
school tracks, and are underrepresented on academic tracks compared with natives
(e.g., Meunier 2011; Contini and Azzolini 2016; Borgna and Contini 2014; Veerman
and Dronkers 2016; Spörlein and Schlueter 2018). These patterns are also evident
for Switzerland (SCCRE 2018). Administrative data (BfS 2020) show that 26%
of Swiss students attend the upper secondary academic track. For students from
the Balkans (8%) and Turkey (12%), these percentages are considerably lower. In
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contrast, students from neighboring countries, such as France (49%) and Germany
(38%), are notably more likely to attend the academic track than natives.

Taking into account academic ability, social background, and prior educational
choices, positive ethnic choice effects are found in many European countries (e.g.,
Jackson et al. 2012; Brinbaum and Guégnard 2013; Kilpi-Jakonen 2011; van de
Werfhorst and van Tubergen 2007; Tjaden 2017). This means that, if minority stu-
dents had the same academic abilities and the same parental resources and pursued
the same lower secondary school tracks, minority students would choose upper sec-
ondary academic tracks more often than native students. With regard to educational
aspirations, it is also evident that, taking into account the abovementioned factors,
minority students show more ambitious educational aspirations (e.g., Salikutluk
2016; for an overview of recent aspiration studies from Germany, see Becker and
Gresch 2016). Although educational choices and educational aspirations are not
congruent, educational choices are strongly influenced by educational aspirations.
Furthermore, aspirations adapt during the decision process (Gottfredson 1981; Heck-
hausen and Tomasik 2002) and can thus be very predictive of actual choices. It can
thus be theorized that (realistic) educational aspirations are increasingly adjusted as
the decision point approaches (Becker and Gresch 2016).

Interestingly, positive ethnic choice effects are evident at different points in the
education system of countries that have prominent and financially rewarding VET
systems, such as Germany and Switzerland (for Germany: Kristen and Dollmann
2010; Dollmann 2017; Dollmann and Weißmann 2019; Tjaden 2017; Kristen et al.
2008; for Switzerland: Wolter and Zumbuehl 2018; Tjaden and Scharenberg 2017).
For Germany, Dollmann (2017) showed positive ethnic choice effects in the transi-
tion to upper secondary academic education of 13 percentage points. For the same
educational transition, Dollmann and Weißmann (2019) found similarly large pos-
itive ethnic choice effects in a dataset restricted to students who did not attend the
academic track in lower secondary education. These were particularly pronounced
for the group of Turks and for students from either the former Yugoslavia or the
republics established after the break-up of Yugoslavia. For children from Northern
and Western Europe, the positive ethnic choice effects were the largest in terms of
magnitude. However, this group had significantly higher transition rates than na-
tives, even without taking control variables into account. For Switzerland, Tjaden
and Scharenberger (2017), using data based on the PISA2000 sample, detected
positive ethnic choice effects of eight percentage points at the transition to upper
secondary academic education. These positive ethnic choice effects were found to
be particularly strong for students from Spain and Portugal (10 percentage points)
and from the Balkans and Turkey (13 percentage points). Wolter and Zumbuehl
(2018) were also able to identify ethnic premia at this transition based on Swiss
PISA2012 sample data linked to administrative data (9 percentage points). They
also found particularly strong positive ethnic choice effects for students from the
Balkans (7.5%), from Portugal (6%), and from neighboring countries (6%).

As the focus of this paper, as mentioned above, is to show descriptive changes
over time and across minority generations in ethnic choice effects, I only briefly
discuss the most common explanations for ethnic choice effects in the literature
(for a detailed discussion of different theoretical explanations for higher educational
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aspirations among minority students, see Becker and Gresch 2016). The explanations
are presented in an effort to derive expectations about the extent to which ethnic
choice effects might vary over time and across minority generations.4

Following the seminal work of Kao and Tienda (1995), immigrant optimism came
into focus as an explanation for ambitious educational choices. Minority students
might have higher educational aspirations, as individuals who migrate are a selective
group and also migrate in order to provide a better life for themselves and their
children (Kao and Tienda 1995, 1998). Accordingly, higher aspirations might be
transferred from parents to children. Moreover, it can be argued that, if parents do
not manage to achieve an advantageous position in the host country (for example,
because their qualifications are not recognized and they therefore have to work in
a job for which they are overqualified), their aspirations are transferred to their
children. Various studies show that minority students have higher aspirations in
regard to social upward mobility than native students (Salikutluk 2016; Heath and
Brinbaum 2007).

Another mechanism that is often discussed in the context of the high educational
aspirations of minority students is that of an information deficit (Kristen and Olczyk
2013; Forster and van de Werfhorst 2020). As migrant parents have not gone through
the educational system themselves, they might underestimate the benefits of VET
and overestimate the likelihood of success in academic education. Furthermore, it
could be argued that VET is not well-known in many countries, whereas universities
exist all over the world.

The preference of minority students for academic education could also be a reac-
tion to expected discrimination in the apprenticeship market (Heath and Brinbaum
2007; Jonsson and Rudolphi 2011). Many experimental application studies have pro-
vided evidence that migrants—especially those from Turkey and the Balkans—are
discriminated against during the application process (Lancee 2021; for Switzerland:
Zschirnt 2019, 2020). To circumvent this discrimination, minority students may re-
main in the education system for longer in the hope that such discrimination will
be less severe in labor market segments that require higher education certificates
(Jackson et al. 2012).

In the following, I outline my theoretical expectations and derive hypotheses.
First, I discuss in general terms the extent to which ethnic choice effects can be
expected according to minority status, minority group, and minority generation
(H 1–H 3). I then discuss how these expected effects may vary over time (H 4–H 6).
Finally, I discuss the extent to which ethnic choice effects for the intersection of
minority group and minority generation may change over time (H 7). Based on
previous research, the following hypothesis is derived for the Swiss context:

H 1 There are positive ethnic choice effects at the transition to upper secondary
academic education.

4 Owing to data limitations, I am unable to conduct a mediation analysis on the explanatory power of these
different mechanisms in this paper. I therefore focus on descriptively analyzing changes in ethnic choice
effects over time.
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Regarding the difference in ethnic choice effects between minority groups, based
on previous research and theoretical explanations, these can be expected to be partic-
ularly strong for minority students from Turkey and the Balkans, because this group,
for example, experiences the greatest discrimination in application processes and is
socioeconomically the most disadvantaged. For the group of students from neigh-
boring countries (e.g., France, Germany, and Austria), on the other hand, smaller
positive ethnic choice effects are to be expected as they have greater participation
in upper secondary academic education than natives, and the education and train-
ing system in Switzerland is similar to that of their country of origin. Furthermore,
this group is on average socioeconomically similar to, or slightly better placed than
majority students. The group of students from Southern Europe should be placed
between these two groups.

H 2 Positive ethnic choice effects should be largest for minority students from the
Balkans and Turkey and smallest for minority students from Northwestern
Europe. The positive ethnic choice effects of minority students from Southern
Europe are expected to fall between the two groups.

The following factors could influence disparities in ethnic choice effects between
minority generations. First, it can be assumed that minority students born in the host
country (second generation and above) have more information about the educational
system of the host country, and also that they have higher country-specific human
capital. Various studies reveal that younger minority generations are better integrated
in school and better equipped with country-specific human capital (Esser 2009, 2008;
Drouhot and Nee 2019). This could lead to less ambitious choices across generations.
Furthermore, the high educational aspirations of minority students could converge
with those of natives in the cohort sequence as a result of better social integration
(Kao and Tienda 1995, 1998; Fleischmann and Kristen 2014). This could be re-
flected, for example, in the comparison between minority generations where parents
were born in the host country (2.5 generation or above versus the first and second
generation) and those where parents were not. Since these children have at least
one parent born in the host country, they should have stronger language skills and
more knowledge about the school and labor market system (Kilpi-Jakonen 2011).
Research into the influence of generational status on positive ethnic choice effects in
Germany and Switzerland is inconclusive. Regarding positive ethnic choice effects
at the transition to upper secondary academic education, Tjaden and Scharenberg
(2017) do not find any generational differences in Switzerland (undifferentiated by
minority group). Wolter and Zumbuehl (2018) find stronger positive ethnic choice
effects for second-generation minority students than for first-generation minority stu-
dents in Switzerland (without controlling for attendance of lower secondary school
and undifferentiated by minority group). For Germany, Dollmann (2017) shows that
the largest positive ethnic choice effects are found for the first minority generation
and that these become smaller over the following generations. Although the state
of research is mixed, based on the theoretical considerations, positive ethnic choice
effects are assumed to weaken over successive generations.
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H 3 Across the generational sequence, positive ethnic choice effects decrease.

After formulating expectations about how ethnic choice effects might vary across
minority groups and migrant generations, in the following I explain how the expected
effects (by minority status, minority group, and minority generation) might vary over
time. As research into changes in ethnic choice effects over time is scarce, I will
limit myself to a discussion of why these effects might vary.

Regarding the general ethnic choice effect (undifferentiated by minority groups),
the composition of minority students could have an impact on changes over time. The
socioeconomic composition of migrants in a country could change, either through
better social integration across migrant generations or through changes in immi-
gration policies. As discussed above, a significant change in immigration policy
occurred in Switzerland in the 1990s, which resulted in an increase in highly skilled
immigrants (mainly from EU and EFTA countries) entering the country. The re-
sults of the PISA study clearly show that the composition of immigrants can have
an impact on majority–minority differences. For example, test scores in math for
first-generation minority students increased by 40 points between 2000 and 2009
(whereas test scores for native students did not increase), with 75% of this increase
being attributable to the changing socioeconomic background (Cattaneo and Wolter
2015). The change in the minority composition (an increasing number of high-
skilled immigrants) influenced by the change in immigration policy could lead to
a weakening of positive ethnic choice effects over time. However, one could argue
against this, because in the calculation of ethnic choice effects the social origin of
the students is already controlled for. Yet, several studies show that ethnic choice
effects are largest among groups that are socioeconomically most disadvantaged
(Tjaden and Scharenberg 2017; Wolter and Zumbuehl 2018). This pattern could be
caused by the fact that these groups try to improve their social position in the gen-
erational sequence through achieving upward mobility by acting on their ambitious
educational aspirations (Salikutluk 2016). Therefore, I expect that positive ethnic
choice effects should decrease over time.

H 4 Positive ethnic choice effects should become less pronounced over time.

Changes in the differences in educational choices between majority students and
minority student groups over time could be caused by changes in the composition of
minority students (e.g., the proportion of different minority generations or changes
in the socioeconomic positioning of parents). For example, if the proportion of chil-
dren in a minority group whose parents were born in the host country increases, this
could lead to a convergence of educational choices between this minority group and
the majority students. A similar process could be expected if the social integration
of minority groups improves over time. Better socioeconomic placement of parents
could lead to lower aspirations for upward mobility and thus to less ambitious educa-
tional choices. Positive ethnic choice effects have been most consistently observed
for the group of students from the Balkans and Turkey (Tjaden and Scharenberg
2017; Wolter and Zumbuehl 2018). The economic integration of the parents of this
minority group has hardly changed in relative terms (e.g., distance to native parents:
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see Fig. 1). However, the proportion of Swiss-born children in this group has in-
creased considerably (see Fig. 2). This should lead to an increase in country-specific
human capital and knowledge about the education system over time (e.g., since chil-
dren from this group pass through the Swiss education system from the beginning),
as well as to a convergence of the educational choices of these minority students
with those of majority students. For the other minority groups, hardly any changes
in the economic positioning of the parents or the generational composition were
found. Therefore, I only assume a change in the ethnic choice effects of minority
students from the Balkans and Turkey over time.

H 5 Positive ethnic choice effects for minority students from the Balkans and
Turkey should decrease over time. The positive ethnic choice effects for the
other minority groups should remain stable over time.

The changing composition of migrants (e.g., through changing immigration policies)
could have an impact on the change in overall generational effects in Switzerland.
If one follows the argument that an increase in higher-skilled migrants leads to their
children making potentially less ambitious choices than majority children (see the
reasoning for the justification of H 4 above), generational effects should decrease
over time.

H 6 Positive ethnic generational choice effects should decrease over time.

Finally, as described above, I discuss the extent to which ethnic choice effects inter-
acting with minority group and minority status may change over time. Looking at
the intersection of minority group and minority generation over time means holding
constant the group composition by generation status of each minority group. This
means, for example, comparing ethnic choice effects for second-generation minority
students from Southern Europe in 2000 with second-generation minority students
from Southern Europe in 2016. Therefore, the abovementioned arguments regarding
the changed composition of their generational status should have less explanatory
power. Furthermore, as described above (e.g., see Fig. 1), the distance in the socioe-
conomic positioning of the parents of the minority groups compared with that of the
majority group has hardly changed. I therefore assume that the ethnic choice effects
differentiated by minority group and minority generation remain stable over time.

H 7 The positive ethnic choice effects differentiated by minority group and migrant
generation remain stable over time.

4 Data

The analyses are based on several large-scale surveys from Switzerland: PISA
(2000), PISA (2003), PISA (2006), PISA (2009), PISA (2012), and ÜGK (2016).
All of these surveys interviewed 9th-graders shortly before the end of compulsory
schooling (April–June of the year in question). Stratified random sampling was used
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to create the samples. Regions were selected within the participating cantons; schools
were randomly selected within these regions; and then students were selected within
their schools. An advantage of using these data is that the sampling is similar across
waves. Furthermore, like many surveys conducted in school classes, these data have
the advantage that over 90% of the selected students participated. For the analyses,
I apply the design weights provided for schools and students (Verner and Helbling
2019; McCluskey and Zahner 2003).

4.1 Operationalization

The dependent variable is a dummy variable establishing whether a transition to an
academic track is aimed at (1), or not (0: VET, interim solutions, or NEET).5 I mea-
sure the educational choice for an academic track shortly before the students leave
compulsory schooling (measurement time: April–June; upper secondary education
usually starts in mid-August). This differs from most other ethnic choice studies,
which measure educational choices using the factual transition one year after the
end of compulsory schooling. Nevertheless, some studies also refer to ethnic choice
effects, even though information on educational choices is being used before the
transition to upper secondary education (e.g., Tjaden and Hunkler 2017). Further-
more, for the following reasons, I assume that the measurement used in this study
should not generate substantial bias. First, in many cantons, entrance examinations
or admissions procedures are required for access to academic tracks. At the time the
surveys were conducted, which was between 16 weeks and 6 weeks before the be-
ginning of upper secondary education, the registration procedures for the academic
track schools had already been completed. Second, for those who want to enter the
VET system, for example, it is common for apprenticeship positions to be already
filled at the time the surveys were conducted (e.g., SBFI 2017). Third, it is known
from aspiration research that aspirations are adjusted over time as the decision dead-
line approaches (Gottfredson 1981; Heckhausen and Tomasik 2002). Accordingly,
possible adjustment processes in respect of educational decisions should be largely
completed at the time of measurement. Fourth, the surveys explicitly asked about the
probable educational path over the next school year after leaving compulsory school-
ing (“What training or activity will you probably start after the summer vacations?”).
Fifth, further analysis (not shown) using data from the TREE cohort ([TREE 2016];
a follow-up study after PISA 2000) and TREE2 cohort ([TREE 2021]; a follow-
up study after ÜGK 2016) indicates that, one year after leaving compulsory school,
90% (TREE) and 92% (TREE2) of those students who said they wanted to attend an
academic track at the end of 9th Grade were actually attending an academic track.6

Students are assigned a migrant background if at least one parent was born abroad.
Consistent with previous studies, I classify students into the following minority
groups (e.g., Tjaden and Scharenberg 2017; Wolter and Zumbuehl 2018): Swiss,

5 For the exact classification of the different educational upper secondary programs, see Table S1 in the
Online Appendix.
6 For majority students, these figures are 92% (TREE) and 93% (TREE2). For minority students, these
figures are 87% (TREE) and 87% (TREE2).
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Northwestern Europe (Germany, France, Austria, and Belgium), Southern Europe
(Italy, Spain, and Portugal), the Balkans and Turkey, and other countries (all other
countries). The grouping is based on the country of birth of the students and of
their parents.7 For 2006, no data were available that would allow a classification
into migrant groups. Pupils whose parents are assigned different groups of origin
(except for pupils with one Swiss-born parent)—for example, students with a French
mother and a Turkish father—are assigned the minority group of the mother.8

Furthermore, I differentiate the following migrant generations. Students are as-
signed to the first generation when they themselves and both of their parents were
born abroad. If the students were born in Switzerland and both parents were born
abroad, the students are assigned to the second migrant generation. If one parent
was born abroad and one parent was born in Switzerland, the students are assigned
to the 2.5 migrant generation. As there is no information about the countries of birth
of the grandparents in the data, I cannot further differentiate the generations.

The following control variables, which have also been considered in other ethnic
choice effects studies (e.g., Tjaden and Scharenberg 2017), were included in the
analyses: lower secondary school track (basic requirements, extended requirements,
academic track, and school without selection); age (in months); mean competence
(weighted likelihood estimates) for the score in math and/or languages; social origin
(highest parental ISEI); regional type of the municipality of the school (city, town,
small town, or village); canton of residence; one Swiss-born parent (no/yes); and
student born in Switzerland (no/yes).9 See Table S2 in the Online Appendix for more
information on the operationalization.

4.2 Analytical Sample and Missing Values

A total of 100,495 students participated in the surveys (excluding special needs
students and students from schools without valid school weights). Of these stu-
dents, 13.7% reported no valid response to the educational choice question.10 This
degree of missing information is consistent with findings from previous studies
(Tjaden and Scharenberg 2017). The other model variables have the following miss-
ing value patterns: highest parental ISEI (2.5%), minority group (1.6%), regional
type (1.4%), migration background (1%), age (0.2%), sex (0.1%), and competence
scores (0.03%). Table 1 lists the case numbers separately by year, minority status,
minority generation, and minority group. In addition, the numbers of all 9th-Grade
students enrolled in Switzerland in the respective survey years are displayed. These

7 In some studies, Italy is assigned to the group of Northwestern European countries. Such a classification
does not substantially change the results shown below (see Figs. S1 and S2 in the Online Appendix).
8 The number of cases is too small for an analysis of this group alone, as this group accounts for only
about 3% of the sample.
9 The variables “Swiss-born parent” and “student born in Switzerland” are used to generate the genera-
tional status for the analyses differentiated by minority generation.
10 It is interesting to note that relatively few “Do not know” answers were given, and that often the question
was not answered at all (item nonresponse). This, and the fact that this question was often at the end of the
last page of the questionnaire, might indicate that some of the students stopped answering the sometimes
very lengthy questionnaire in an earlier section.
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Table 1 Number of students in the 9th-Grade: analytical sample size and case numbers by minority status
over time

2000 2003 2006 2009 2012 2016

Students enrolled in 9th Gradea 79,875 81,755 86,942 85,597 84,906 82,313

Total sample size analytical sample 7994 20,800 19,947 15,678 14,082 21,994

Analytical sample size as percentage
of all students enrolled

10.0 25.4 22.9 18.3 16.6 26.7

Swiss 5131 12,624 11,474 8946 7876 11,713

Minority 2863 8176 8473 6732 6206 10,281

First generation 1017 2700 2373 1531 1273 2400

Second generation 735 2070 2589 2442 2415 4099

2.5 generation 1111 3406 3511 2759 2518 3782

GER, FRA, AUT, BEL 553 1572 – 1182 1052 1890

First generation 95 266 – 226 214 535

Second generation 74 257 – 194 187 303

2.5 generation 384 1049 – 762 651 1052

IT, SP, POR 938 2739 – 1983 1831 2396

First generation 228 569 – 302 301 655

Second generation 357 927 – 791 722 779

2.5 generation 353 1243 – 890 808 962

Balkans and TUR 734 1788 – 1575 1333 2420

First generation 503 1169 – 469 229 263

Second generation 182 489 – 936 942 1890

2.5 generation 49 130 – 170 162 267

Other 638 2077 – 1992 1990 3575

First generation 191 696 – 534 529 947

Second generation 122 397 – 521 564 1127

2.5 generation 325 984 – 937 897 1501

Source: PISA (2000)–PISA (2012), ÜGK (2016); estimates based on m= 50 multiple imputed datasets;
my own calculations
aNumber of 9th-Grade students delivered by the BfS at the request of the author

figures show that the respective samples represent between 10 and 26.7% of the
total number of 9th-Grade students in Switzerland.

5 Statistical Methods

As some variables in the data used show a substantial share of missing values,
I replace the missing values in the dependent variable and the control variables
with simulated values using multiple imputation (50 multiple imputed datasets per
year; different imputations for models differentiated and undifferentiated by mi-
nority group; multiple imputation using predictive mean matching by 10 nearest
neighbors; burn-in= 50). In addition to the model variables, the following auxil-
iary variables were included in the imputation models: home educational resources
(PISA 2000–2012); parental education; born in Switzerland; number of Swiss-born
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parents; student weights; and school weights.11 All results presented in the paper are
based on these imputed datasets.

In the first step of the analyses, the bivariate relationships between educational
choices and minority status, minority group and minority generation are presented.
These analyses show differences in educational choices between majority students
and different minority groups, without considering different social backgrounds or
academic achievement. In the second step of the analyses, regression models are
calculated considering the control variables in order to present ethnic choice effects.
To account for the cluttering of students in schools, I estimate multilevel models that
include a random intercept for the schools and dummy variables for the cantons,
as transition rates vary substantially across cantons.12 As the dependent variable is
a binary variable that does not represent a latent construct, I follow the recom-
mendations of Breen et al. (2018) and estimate linear probability models. Separate
regression models are calculated for the following comparisons: majority students
versus minority students (undifferentiated by minority group); majority students ver-
sus minority students (differentiated by minority group); majority students versus
students of different migrant generations (undifferentiated by minority group); and
majority students versus students of different migrant generations (differentiated by
minority group).

All analyses were performed using Stata 17 and some user-written ados (Jann
2007, 2014, 2018).

6 Bivariate Results

Figure 3 shows the proportion of students choosing the academic track over time
by minority group. Comparing majority students with minority students shows that
they opt for the academic track with similar frequency and that this pattern remains
stable over time. When looking at minority groups, Swiss students aspire to the
academic track more often than minority students from the Balkans and Turkey,
but less often than minority students from Northwestern Europe and other countries.
Students from Southern Europe have a slightly lower share of academic track choice
than majority students. Except for students from other countries, there is a slightly
positive trend toward more academic track choice over time.

Figure 4 shows the share of academic track choice over time by migrant genera-
tion and minority groups. When looking at the minority generations (undifferentiated
by minority groups), there is a noticeable tendency for the academic track choice
to increase in the cohort sequence and to converge with the patterns of the Swiss
students. It is interesting to note that students from the 2.5 generation choose the

11 Simulation studies on biases in estimation results owing to missing values in the dependent variable
arrive at different recommendations for imputations using auxiliary variables as to whether the imputed
dependent variable should be used in the analyses or deleted (MID; von Hippel 2007; Sullivan et al. 2015).
Figures S3 and S4 in the Online Appendix depict the results of the ethnic choice models using MID
(N= 86,726). These results hardly differ from the results presented in the following pages.
12 Transfer rates to upper secondary academic education are significantly higher in French-speaking and
Italian-speaking Switzerland than in German-speaking Switzerland (SCCRE 2018).
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Fig. 3 Upper secondary academic track choices by minority group, over time. Estimates based on m= 50
multiple imputed datasets; my own calculations. GER Germany, FRA France, AUT Austria, BEL Belgium,
IT Italy, SP Spain, POR Portugal, TUR Turkey. (Source: PISA 2000–PISA 2012; ÜGK 2016)
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Fig. 4 Upper secondary academic track choices by minority group and minority generation, over time.
Estimates based on m= 50 multiple imputed datasets; my own calculations. GER Germany, FRA France,
AUT Austria, BEL Belgium, IT Italy, SP Spain, POR Portugal, TUR Turkey. (Source: PISA 2000–PISA
2012; ÜGK 2016)

academic track more often than majority students. When looking at the minority
groups by generational status, clear differences emerge in patterns across the gen-
erational sequence. The group from Northwestern Europe shows higher academic
track choice than the majority group in all generations. It is interesting to note that
these shares tend to be highest in the second generation, and that a drop in rates
from the second generation to the 2.5 generation can be observed. Students from
minority groups that have a lower share of academic track choice than majority
students (Balkans and Turkey and Southern Europe) tend to show an increase in
academic track choice across generations. In these groups, academic track choice
tends to be higher in the second generation than in the first generation.
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7 Regression Results

Figure 5 depicts the ethnic choice effects for minority students, undifferentiated (top
panel) and differentiated (bottom panel) by minority group. The regression tables
(full model) are provided in the Online Appendix (see Table S3). Positive ethnic
choice effects (majority versus minority students) can be found in Switzerland. This
effect is very stable over time and does not decrease in magnitude: positive ethnic
choice effects can be detected in every year studied.

Looking at the ethnic choice effects differentiated by minority groups, differ-
ences between the minority groups become apparent. For 2000, positive ethnic
choice effects can only be found for students from the Balkans and from Turkey.
In other years, positive ethnic choice effects can be found for all minority groups.
For 2000–2012, the positive ethnic choice effects in the group of minority students
from the Balkans and Turkey are larger than those for the groups from Northwest-
ern Europe and Southern Europe. It should be noted, however, that the difference
between the groups for 2003–2012 is only 2–3 percentage points. For 2016, there is
no longer any difference between these groups.

Figure 6 depicts the ethnic choice effects for minority generations, undifferen-
tiated (top panel) and differentiated (bottom panel) by minority group. It becomes
apparent that the positive ethnic choice effects decrease in the generation sequence.
This is particularly evident between the second generation and the 2.5 generation.
For all minority generations—with the exception of the 2.5 generation in 2000 and
2006—statistically significant positive ethnic choice effects can be detected over
time. These effects are very stable and do not diminish over time.

If we look at the individual minority groups differentiated by their generational
status, the following points are noticeable. For minority students from Northwestern
European countries, only a few statistically significant positive ethnic choice effects

Minority student

DE, FRA, BEL & AUT

IT, SP & POR

Balkans & TUR

Other

-0.1 0 0.1 -0.1 0 0.1 -0.1 0 0.1 -0.1 0 0.1 -0.1 0 0.1 -0.1 0 0.1

2000 2003 2006 2009 2012 2016

Fig. 5 Ethnic choice effects (academic track versus rest) over time, differentiated by minority group.
Estimates based on m= 50 multiple imputed datasets; my own calculations. GER Germany, FRA France,
AUT Austria, BEL Belgium, IT Italy, SP Spain, POR Portugal, TUR Turkey. (Source: PISA 2000–PISA
2012; ÜGK 2016)
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migrant generation. Estimates based on m= 50 multiple imputed datasets; my own calculations. GER Ger-
many, FRA France, AUT Austria, BEL Belgium, IT Italy, SP Spain, POR Portugal, TUR Turkey. (Source:
PISA 2000–PISA 2012; ÜGK 2016)

can be observed (first generation in 2012 and 2016; second generation in 2003 and
2016; second generation in 2009). No clear time trend can be identified for this
group. Apart from 2000, positive ethnic choice effects for the group of Southern
European minority students can be found for all years for the first and second
generation. For the 2.5 generation, these effects can only be detected for 2016. For
the group of minority students from the Balkans and Turkey, positive ethnic choice
effects can be found for all years for the first and second migrant generations.
For the 2.5 generation, no statistically significant positive effects are found for any
of the years. For this group, too, the positive ethnic choice effects tend to decrease
across succeeding generations (comparing the first, second, and 2.5 generation within
one year). In general, positive ethnic choice effects decrease over the generations.
However, a substantial shift of the generational effects over time cannot be detected.

8 Discussion

The aim of this descriptive paper has been to examine to what extent positive ethnic
choice effects (across minority groups and minority generations) at the transition to
upper secondary academic education represent a persistent empirical phenomenon
in Switzerland (2000–2016). For this purpose, I used large-scale survey data (PISA
2000–2012; and ÜGK 2016), which, owing to the large number of cases, has also
enabled me to calculate subgroup analyses within minority groups across migrant
generations.

In the first step of the analysis, I found persistent positive ethnic choice effects
for minority students (in line with H 1). These results are in line with those of
previous Swiss studies (Tjaden and Scharenberg 2017; Wolter and Zumbuehl 2018)
and international studies (e.g., Jackson et al. 2012; Brinbaum and Guégnard 2013;
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Kilpi-Jakonen 2011; van de Werfhorst and van Tubergen 2007). Previous research
has often focused on the analysis of a single transition cohort. The results of this
paper go beyond those of previous research insofar as I have been able to show
that these effects are demonstrable across multiple student cohorts (2000–2016).
Positive ethnic choice effects (majority versus minority students) are persistent over
time. This result is at odds with H 4, which suggests that positive ethnic choice
effects should diminish over time. This persistence may be attributable to the fact
that positive ethnic choice effects are statistical effects taking social origin into
account, and thus changes in the composition of migrants (e.g., due to changes in
immigration policies)—contrary to what I expected based on prior research—may
not have a major influence on these effects.

In the second step of the analysis, I presented the results on ethnic choice ef-
fects differentiated by minority groups. The results show that—as theoretically ex-
pected—there are differences between the minority groups. In line with H 2, I have
been able to demonstrate that the positive ethnic choice effects are largest for mi-
nority students from the Balkans and Turkey, followed by minority students from
Southern Europe and Northwestern Europe. These findings are consistent with re-
sults of previous Swiss studies (Tjaden and Scharenberg 2017; Wolter and Zumbuehl
2018). Since this study, unlike previous studies, examines multiple cohorts of stu-
dents, I have been able to show that, over time, the year 2000 in particular stands out
as a special year. For 2000, only the group of minority students from Balkans and
Turkey showed a positive ethnic choice effect, whereas in all other years positive
ethnic choice effects can be detected for other minority groups as well. The results
regarding the time effect support H 5 inasmuch as, over time (comparing 2000 and
2016), the group of minority students from the Balkans and Turkey lost its salient
position and no further differences between the groups can be observed. In this
context, however, it must also be made clear that the group differences for the years
between 2003 and 2012 were only 2–3 percentage points.

In a third step of the analysis, ethnic choice effects were presented according to
migrant generational status. As assumed in H 3, positive ethnic choice effects have
been found to decline across generations. In particular, a more pronounced reduction
of effects could be observed between the second generation and 2.5 generation. This
could indicate that one parent born in Switzerland can support his or her child in
building up country-specific human capital and provide him or her with information
on the education system (Kilpi-Jakonen 2011). Furthermore, it is known from past
research that the socioeconomic placement of parents in the generational sequence
increases and that children in the generational sequence also have more country-
specific human capital (Esser 2009, 2008; Drouhot and Nee 2019). This could
contribute to the generational effects described above. Contrary to H 6, generational
effects have been found to be stable over time. Theoretically, it was expected that,
owing to the change in the composition of minority students (as a result of the
change in immigration policies in the 1990s toward more highly skilled migrants),
and owing to the change in the generational composition of minority students as
a result of migration history (see Fig. 2), generational effects would decrease over
time.
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In a fourth step of the analysis, ethnic choice effects were presented differenti-
ated by minority group and migrant generation. For the most part, this could not
be reported in previous studies owing to the limited number of available cases.
The subdivision of migrant generations by minority groups revealed some com-
pelling results. I have found that ethnic choice effects are a persistent empirical
phenomenon only for minority students whose parents were both born abroad (first
and second generation). In particular, for students from the Balkans and Turkey,
and Southern Europe, persistent positive ethnic choice effects are evident. How-
ever, for minority students whose parents were born in Northwestern Europe, no
persistent positive ethnic choice effects have been observed. This could be because
these parents speak at least one national language and that the school systems of
these countries—depending on the language region of Switzerland—are very sim-
ilar to the Swiss system. Furthermore, this group is better off in terms of parental
occupational status than natives (see Fig. 1). In line with H 7, the ethnic choice
patterns across migrant generations has been found to be quite stable over time for
all minority groups.

Looking at minority students with one parent born in Switzerland (2.5 generation),
positive ethnic choice effects were observed in some cases. However, the results do
not indicate a persistent pattern, but rather that minority students with a Swiss-
born parent barely differ from majority students in their decision regarding the
upper secondary academic track. For this group, it could be argued that common
explanatory patterns for positive ethnic choice effects might not be so explicative,
because one parent has not migrated and so knows the education system (Kao and
Tienda 1995; Forster and van de Werfhorst 2020). Hence, the results illustrate that it
is not only important to distinguish between minority groups but also to differentiate
within minority groups by generational status. Minority students whose parents both
immigrated to Switzerland make more ambitious educational decisions than natives
when they have the same academic abilities and parental resources. Minority students
with one Swiss-born parent take very similar educational decisions at the transition
to upper secondary academic education as natives, given the same academic abilities
and parental resources. These results suggest that, from the 2.5 migrant generation
(migrants with one Swiss-born and one foreign-born parent) onward, the educational
choices made by minority students are similar to those made by natives for the
minority groups investigated in this study. This convergence could result in less
ambitious educational choices and hence lower dropout rates in upper secondary
education for minority students (Wolter and Zumbuehl 2018; Tjaden and Hunkler
2017; Dollmann and Weißmann 2019).

One limitation of my study is that I have been unable to conduct a mediation
analysis for the positive ethnic choice effects because of missing information in the
datasets used. It has therefore not been possible for me to examine which theoretical
mechanisms (e.g., immigrant optimism, information deficit, and blocked opportuni-
ties (Kao and Tienda 1995; Forster and van de Werfhorst 2020; Heath and Brinbaum
2007; Jackson et al. 2012; Dollmann 2017)) have the greatest explanatory power,
and to what extent these vary between the minority groups and over time. Previous
studies suggest that higher aspirations in particular can explain these positive ethnic
choice effects (Dollmann 2017; Wolter and Zumbuehl 2018; Tjaden and Scharen-
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berg 2017). Future research may help to clarify the reported generational differences.
Furthermore, an intriguing question for future research is why these generational ef-
fects remain stable over time (contrary to my theoretical expectations). Another
limitation of my study is that I have been unable to further differentiate the minority
groups, for three reasons. First, there is no information on the birthplace of the
grandparents in the dataset, so I could not further distinguish between migrant gen-
erations (Olczyk et al. 2014). Second, the dataset contains the very heterogeneous
group of “other birth countries,” which cannot be further differentiated. However,
from German research, we know, for example, that Southeast Asian minority stu-
dents have especially ambitious educational aspirations (e.g., Nauck and Schnoor
2015). Third, even though I use large-scale data from a country with a high propor-
tion of minority students and a large sample size relative to the student population (at
least 10% of all enrolled 9th-Grade students), further differentiation—for example
by gender (Fleischmann and Kristen 2014)—could lead to sample size problems.
This suggests that even more sophisticated analyses of ethnic choice effects in the
education system might need to focus on the use of administrative data (Wolter and
Zumbuehl 2018; Gresch and Kristen 2011).

In summary, the results of this study suggest that positive ethnic choice effects
in Switzerland are a persistent empirical phenomenon. This is particularly true for
minority students from the Balkans, Turkey, Southern Europe, and other countries,
whose parents were not born in Switzerland. Furthermore, minority students with
a Swiss-born parent make very similar educational choices to those made by na-
tives given the same academic abilities and parental resources. In the generational
sequence, the educational decisions of minority students converge with those of na-
tives. Hence, the results of this study suggest that more attention should be paid to
generational status in research on ethnic choice effects.
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