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Successful and Unsuccessful Intergenerational Transfer of Educational
Attainment on Wellbeing in the Swiss Youth Cohort TREE

Robin Samuel’, Sandra Hupka-Brunner™, Barbara E. Stalder” and Manfred Max
Bergman’

1 Introduction

Educational attainment is considered the most important contributor to status
and occupational achievement in modern societies. As with status and occupation,
educational attainment is to a large extent dependent on social background (Becker
and Lauterbach, 2004; Blau et al., 1967; Bourdieu and Passeron, 1971; Breen and
Goldthorpe, 1997). Successful or unsuccessful transfer of educational attainment
from parents to their offspring is likely to have various consequences. Some of the
consequences of these socio-structural arrangements may be of an intra-individual
nature such as individual wellbeing. This link is strongly supported by a vast body of
socio-psychological wellbeing research (e. g., Eckersley et al., 2006; Keyes, 1998).

The sociological dimension of general wellbeing and its increasing societal
significance is outlined in, and demonstrated by, recent policy documents (CERI/
OECD, 2001; Europe, 2008; Healy and Cote, 2001). For instance, subjective well-
being may be understood as an indicator of social integration and the capacity of a
society to meet the needs and aspirations of its members (Hadjar et al., 2008, 1).
More generally, societal processes of individualization contribute to the increasing
importance of a sense of self (Kitayama and Markus, 1994; Triandis, 1995) and,
correspondingly, increasing significance and emphasis is placed on personal wellbeing
(Bergman, 1998; Bergman and Scott, 2001). Although wellbeing can be understood
to have an important sociological dimension, a coherent framework linking inter-
generational educational transfer and wellbeing does not exist to date. While the
relevant literature covers the interplay between intergenerational social mobility,
education, and intergenerational educational mobility, the effects of intergenerational
transfer of educational attainment on wellbeing are not well understood, especially
in longitudinal analyses. In this paper, we explore the consequences of successful
and unsuccessful intergenerational transfer of educational attainment on wellbeing
(i.e., self-esteem, positive attitude toward life) over time within a theoretical work
derived from Pierre Bourdieu.

& Institut fiir Soziologie, Universitit Basel.

i TREE — Transition von der Erstausbildung ins Erwerbsleben, Institut fiir Soziologie, Universitit

Basel.
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First, we will give an overview on how social mobility is linked to education
concerning the consequences of educational expansion and, second, with regard
to persisting inequalities. Based on an outline of the relevant scientific literature,
we will show how wellbeing may be affected by these developments. We will then
argue that the concept of habitus may be used to explain this interplay within the
context of our study. Hypotheses derived from this discussion will be tested using
data from the Transition from Education to Employment Project (TREE). Using
autoregressive structural equation models, we will show how successful and unsuc-
cessful intergenerational transfer of educational attainment affects the stability of
wellbeing.

This article thus aims at shedding light on larger societal and social dynamics
in the form of intergenerational educational mobility and its effects on wellbeing
over time.

2 Theoretical frame

2.1 Intergenerational social mobility and education: educational expansion
and its consequences

In democratic societies, differences in social status are considered fair when legitimized
by achievement, rather than by social origin (meritocratic ideal; see for example
Erikson and Goldthorpe, 1992). Therefore, social mobility should be strongly
related to educational attainment. During the 1940s, for example, it was expected
that educational expansion would reduce the impact of social origin on the social
status of young people (Marshall, 1992 [1949]). Similarly, until at least the 1950s,
it was thought that the educational system was the key mechanism capable of, and
responsible for, allocating social positions according to meritocratic principles (ibid.;
Schelsky, 1957). In addition to ongoing educational expansion, the last decades have
been characterized by a strong emphasis on knowledge in general (Knorr-Cetina,
1981) and higher intellectual demands on working life. Consequently, educational
aspirations of parents and youth are rising (Baumert and Schiimer, 2002; Birkel-
bach, 2001; Eccles, 2006; Eckersley et al., 2006; Miiller and Haun, 1994; Raab,
2003; Wessel et al., 1999), reinforcing the importance of upper secondary educa-
tion (Baethge et al., 2007): completion of upper secondary education has become a
crucial prerequisite for reliable employment and social integration in most European
countries (Solga, 2002; Troltsch, 2000).

Despite these more recent developments, the influence of social origin on
educational attainment persists in most European countries (Breen and Goldthorpe,
1997; Crisholm and Hurrelmann, 1995; Erikson, 1992; Erikson et al., 1979). While
in some Scandinavian countries social inheritance has diminished considerably over
recent decades (Esping-Andersen, 2004), in Switzerland, social inequalities with
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regard to educational attainment are still considerable, i. e. intergenerational transfer
of educational attainment remains powerful and fairly stable over time (Joye et al.,
2003). Moreover, recent comparative studies emphasize that new social inequalities
are arising due to globalization (Blossfeld et al., 2007; Buchholz et al., 2009; Giddens,
1990, 1994). Globalization and individualization lead to pluralized pathways, which
are characterized by frictions and delays (Bradley and Nguyen, 2004; Crisholm and
Hurrelmann, 1995; OECD, 1998). Consequently, chances of failure are increas-
ing as well (Eckersley, 2009; Eckersley et al., 2006). Against the backdrop of rising
aspirations and risks of failure, the transfer of educational attainment from parents
to their offspring is likely to affect personal wellbeing.

As the possible effects of intergenerational transfer of educational attainment
on wellbeing are not well explored, we will give an overview of existing research on
wellbeing with a focus on the relation between wellbeing and education. This will
serve to elaborate aspects of wellbeing that might be affected by educational status
transfer differentials.

2.2 Intergenerational educational mobility and wellbeing

Wellbeing appears prominently in an ever-increasing amount of literature in the social
sciences on the social, psychological, and economic consequences of educational
outcomes. It can be conceptualized as including psychological, social, cultural, and
economic components, including life satisfaction or happiness (e. g., Blanchflower,
1997, 2000, 2007; Michalos, 2008), health (e. g., Bartley, 2004), quality of life, e. g.
the congruence between objective life circumstances and their subjective evaluation
(Noll, 1999; Offer, 1996), and various socio-psychological aspects (Keyes, 1998,
2000, 2000).

Wellbeing has a long tradition in psychological research (Diener and Biswas-
Diener, 2000; Diener et al., 1999). It is understood as a complex and multidimen-
sional phenomenon reflecting individuals’ evaluations of their current life situation
and themselves. Wellbeing comprises aspects of mental and physical health (e.g.
health problems, affectivity, positive attitude toward life, self-esteem, self-efficacy,
and so on), satisfaction with different areas of life, and substance (ab)use (Bergman
and Scott, 2001; Grob etal., 1991, 1996; Pollard and Lee, 2003; Trzesniewski et al.,
2003; Walter-Wydler, 1997). The psychological research tradition concerning educa-
tion and wellbeing, treats education as a static construct. Within the Swiss context,
only few studies focus on the effects of transitions and their impact on wellbeing.
For example, Semmer et al. (2005) analyzed wellbeing of youths entering the Swiss
labor market, focusing especially on the impact of work characteristics. However,
intergenerational transfer of educational attainment is not the focus of this study,
which holds true also for other research of this type (for an overview see Salmera-
Aro and Tuominen-Soini, 2009).
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From a socio-psychological point of view, Keyes (1998) criticizes the traditional
concepts of wellbeing, which operationalize wellbeing as a subjective evaluation of
life and therefore portray wellbeing as a primarily private phenomenon. He argues
for a broader conceptualization of wellbeing, which takes the division of public
and private life into account since both are potential sources of life challenges with
distinct consequences for judging wellbeing. This sociological conceptualization of
wellbeing is supported by findings from Walter-Wydler et al. (1997). They found
that a sense of coherence is one of the most powerful predictors of wellbeing and
that there seems to be no correlation between economic situation, welfare levels,
and subjectively assessed quality of life. Sociological research underlines that social
status and education, age, social networks, health, and psychological aspects such as
self-efficacy are important predictors of life satisfaction (Hadjar et al., 2008; Keyes,
1998). Furthermore, Hadjar et al. (2008) emphasize the relation between educational
attainment and wellbeing, examining the dynamics of subjective wellbeing in terms
of life satisfaction for different cohorts and periods. They found that wellbeing is not
only influenced by educational attainment itself but also by intergroup-comparison,
aspiration level, and a sense of one’s place in society. Solga (2002) points out that
young people who do not complete upper secondary education have become a
stigmatized minority. This stigmatization leads to psychological problems for this
minority as well as to social tensions. Furthermore, Troltsch (2000) underlines that
people without completed upper secondary education are less satisfied with their
situation, and they judge their future prospects pessimistically. It can be argued that
such future prospects are likely to be associated with negative evaluations of one’s
life and a relatively low assessment of personal worth (Bushnik et al., 2004).

There is a general lack of research covering the Swiss case of intergenerational
educational transfer as a dynamic construct, of longitudinal studies covering the
time span between lower and upper secondary school in particular, and of analyses
combining established scales with a dynamic understanding of education in order
to understand to which extent educational differentials affect wellbeing.

In this article, we analyze intergenerational transfer of educational attainment,
focusing on the transition phase from lower to, and throughout, upper secondary
education, intergenerational comparison (parents-children), as well as quasi-objective
and subjective wellbeing.

Low and unstable wellbeing may be a consequence of socio-structural proc-
esses. Among other reasons, low and unstable wellbeing is likely, if overambitious
educational goals are not met (Hadjar et al., 2008; Kirkpatrick Johnson, 2002).
These aspects may be appropriately assessed by two sub-concepts of wellbeing: a
positive attitude toward life and self-esteem. A positive attitude toward life is an
anticipation of how one can live under current and future life circumstances. Self-
esteem gives insight into a comprehensive and comparative sense of self-worth, i. e.
how individuals evaluate their own value in relation to significant others. While
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the psychological literature mainly emphasizes the stability of self-esteem (Ferring
and Filipp, 1996), Trzesniewski (2003) claims that the stability of self-esteem is low
during childhood, increases throughout adolescence, and declines during middle
years and old age. While Sandmeier (2005) found differences in level and in stabil-
ity of self-esteem during young adulthood, Semmer et al. (2005) found wellbeing
to be considerably stable over time in their study of youths entering the Swiss labor
market. The pedagogical literature emphasizes that self-esteem and a positive atti-
tude toward life have to be stabilized during critical transitions (Kornmann, 2005;
Schrider-Naef and Jorg-Fromm, 2004). Generally, the stability of other dimensions
of wellbeing, such as life-satisfaction, is considered as high, although recent findings
suggest considerable variation during specific life phases, especially in adolescence
(Salmera-Aro and Tuominen-Soini, 2009).

2.3 Theoretical framework and hypotheses

The theoretical integration of societal and individualistic processes has been among
the main challenges of sociological theory in the past 50 years, especially in relation
to how structural and intra-individual phenomena are related. Pierre Bourdieu (1983)
has had a particularly lasting effect in relation to structure-agency theorization, as
has his work on intergenerational transfer of educational attainment. Thus, we will
draw on his work, particularly the concept of habitus, in the conceptualization of the
relationship between structural phenomena, i. e. intergenerational transfer of educa-
tional attainment, and subjective phenomena, i. e. intra-individual wellbeing.
According to Bourdieu (1983), most parents aim at transferring or enhanc-
ing their own socio-economic status to their offspring, and children often use these
aspirations as personal guidelines. This aim is supported by the specific habitus
of the offspring, which develops during early childhood and is characterized by a
considerable inertia. A person’s habitus reflects embodied beliefs and durable disposi-
tions, and it enables a response to the requirements of specific socio-cultural fields.
The habitus comprises aspirations and a sense of one’s place, as well as self-esteem.
Additionally, expectations toward life in general (e. g. positive attitude toward life)
and educational careers in particular (Bourdieu, 1997) belong to a person’s habitus.
In this sense, we focus on self-esteem and positive attitude toward life, including an
evaluation of one’s current life and sense of personal worth. Bourdieu and Passeron
(1971) emphasize that social inequalities in transfer of educational attainment cannot
be explained solely by differences in skills among pupils: family resources including
cultural capital and habitus are to be considered as well. They argue that children
from higher social classes perform better in school, because schools value certain
skills at the expense of others. Moreover, school achievement consistently appears to
be influenced by children’s incorporated cultural capital and habitus, because they
influence teachers’ evaluations of pupils’ skills. This is supported by the current state
of research: school systems not only seem to be reproducing social inequalities, but
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they also seem to reinforce them. Recent results from PISA studies reveal that the
influence of social background on pupil attainment is higher in Switzerland than in
most other OECD countries (BES and EDK, 2002; Coradi Vellacott et al., 2003;
Jungbauer-Gans, 2004; OECD/PISA, 2001; Ramseier and Brithwiler, 2003). The
varying strength of the impact on social background is often explained by structural
characteristics of the educational system (Gomolla and Radtke, 2002; Hillmerrt,
2004; Kronig, 2007): educational systems with many thresholds and early tracking
seem to reinforce social inequalities as a result of the cumulative impacts of exist-
ing social inequalities (Hillmert, 2004). In countries with a strong dual vocational
education and training (VET) system like Switzerland, the entry to upper secondary
education is a particularly crucial point (Gangl et al., 2003) and serves as a stepping
stone for a considerable part of the population (Hupka, 2003).

During the transition from lower to upper secondary education, individual
aspirations must often accommodate actually attained positions. Throughout this
crucial phase different developmental challenges are faced, and a stable and realistic
view on the world should be established (Havighurst, 1972 [1948]; Seiffge-Krenke
and Gelhaar, 2006). Considerable divergence between aimed-at and achieved edu-
cational attainment is likely to have an effect on individual wellbeing (Birkelbach,
2001; Kirkpatrick Johnson, 2002). More precisely, we expect that the inertia of
habitus can result in a dissonance between intra-individual and inter-individual
levels: in the former, educational differentials may generate tensions between the
adolescents’ habitus and newly acquired forms of Bourdieuian capital, while in the
latter, processes of alienation may result from differences to the educational status of
parents and peers. Tensions on intra-individual and inter-individual levels are likely
linked to individuals’ sense of place. These tensions arise from unsuccessful inter-
generational transfer of educational attainment, i. e. when highly educated parents
fail to transfer their educational status to their offspring. Against the backdrop of
educational expansion, intergenerational transfer of educational attainment on low
levels of education may be considered as unsuccessful too. The effects on wellbeing
may be even worse compared to the failure of transfer of educational attainment
from highly educated parents, since people with low levels of education tend to have
relatively higher aspirations regarding their offspring (Birkelbach, 2001). Accordingly,
intergenerational transfer of educational attainment may be considered as success-
ful, when highly educated parents transfer the cultural capital without loss, or less
educated parents succeed in sending their children to university or other institutions
of tertiary education. In the first case, there are no educational differentials, which
may create tensions, in the second, educational differentials between relatively less-
educated parents and highly educated offspring, are less likely to affect the stability
of wellbeing, since the parents” aspirations were met or exceeded.

Accordingly, we hypothesize that unsuccessful intergenerational transfer of
educational attainment, especially downward educational mobility, effects the stability
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of wellbeing over time, thereby reflecting the tensions between socio-structural and
intra-individual positions. The above considerations lead to the following formal
hypotheses:

H1: Successful transfer of educational attainment is positively associated with
stability of wellbeing over time.

H2: Unsuccessful transfer of educational attainment is negatively associated with
stability of wellbeing over time.

H3: Unsuccessful transfer of educational attainment combined with downward
educational mobility is associated with the lowest stability of wellbeing over

time.'
3 Methods
3.1 Data

We examine the effects of intergenerational transfer of educational attainment on
wellbeing by analyzing panel data from the Transition from Education to Employ-
ment Project (TREE). TREE (2008)* focuses on post-compulsory educational and
labor market pathways of a school leavers’ cohort in Switzerland. It is based on a
sample of approximately 6000 young people who left compulsory schooling in
2000 (Table 1). Annual panel waves were conducted from 2001 (wave 1) to 2007
(wave 7). At the time of the first interview, the age range of the middle fifty percent
of the youths was between 16.5 and 17.3 years.

As with all large-scale social science panel data, missing data are a problem,
due mostly to panel attrition. We included in the analysis only individuals who
participated in wave 7 and where complete data on their father’s educational level
is available, which resulted in a sample size of n=3869. Wave non-response aver-
ages 5.3% and item non-response 16.2% for the variables used for analysis in this
subsample. In order to obtain a sufficient number of cases for multigroup analyses
and reasonable statistical power, missing values were replaced by imputation. To
evaluate the robustness of our models, we compare different methods of missing
value imputation.’

1 NB: We are referring to levels of temporal stability and not to absolute levels at single measure-
ment points.

2 TREE has been running since 2000 and has been funded by the Swiss National Science Founda-
tion, the University of Basel, the Swiss Federal Office of Statistics, the Federal Office of Profes-
sional Education and Technology, and the cantons of Berne, Geneva, and Ticino. This article is
financed in part by the Swiss National Science Foundation’s grant 10F113-120796.

3 ICE (Royston 2004), weighting, and mean replacement.
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Table 1 Data sets and sample size

Year of data
collection

Average age
of respondents

2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007

16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23
PISA TREE TREE TREE TREE TREE TREE TREE

DS 2000 Wave 1 Wave?2 Wave3d Waved Wave5 Waveb Wave7
Sample size and valid 6343 5944 5609 5345 5060 4852 4669
return rates sample
return 5528 5206 4877 4679 4506 4133 3979
absolute
% return/ 87 88 87 88 89 85 85
wave
% return 87 82 77 74 71 65 63
total

3.1.1 Operational definitions
The educational outcome was constructed using levels of education derived from the
International Standard Classification of Education (ISCED; UNESCQO, 1997). The

central criteria of construction was the educational norm of completed secondary

education, as discussed above (cf. Solga, 2002; Troltsch, 2000).

Table 2 Defining groups of intergenerational transfer of educational
attainment
Educational status of adolescent Educational status of father

Max. compulsory school and
upper secondary education

Without upper secondary educa-  unsuccessful educational status ~ unsuccessful educational status

Access to and tertiary education

tion and with upper secondary transfer (stable on a low level) transfer (downward mability)

education n=1707 n=>530

Matura, BMS, FMS, and successful educatlona] ;tatus successful educanonali status

tucttaty ecucation transfer (upward mobility) transfer (stable on a high level)
n=922 n=710

N =3869

In the top row of this table, the fathers” highest education is shown, grouped from
an ISCED variable, which was taken from the PISA dataset. In the first column, the
adolescents’ highest certificate obtained seven years after completing compulsory
school is presented. At this time, 84% of the cohort had graduated from upper sec-
ondary education (Stalder et al., 2008). This figure is comparable to the official 90%
(OPET, 2008) of a cohort graduating at upper secondary level. A cross-tabulation
of these variables results in different combinations of intergenerational transfer of
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educational attainment (Table 2). Educational transfer is defined as successful, if
children have a higher educational status than their parents or if they are stable on
a high level. Transitions are defined as unsuccessful, if parents have achieved terti-
ary education or obtained a certificate, which would entitle them to access tertiary
education and their children do not reach this educational level. It is also defined
as unsuccessful, if families are stable on a lower level, i.e. ISCED-level 3A. This is
justified against the backdrop of educational expansion and the rising educational
ambitions of families (Baumert and Schiimer, 2002).

3.1.2 Wellbeing’

Positive attitude toward life is comprised of a five item construct’® developed by Grob
et al. (1991):

My future looks bright; (Mean=4.73, SD =0.75).°

I am happy to live; (Mean=5.27, SD=0.77).

I am happy with the way my life plan unfolds; (Mean = 4.64, SD =0.83).
Whatever happens, I can see the positive side of it; (Mean =4.48,
SD=0.83).

> My life seems to be meaningful; (Mean =4.96, SD = 0.88).

vV V V V

This sub-concept includes an evaluation of one’s current life situation and also
evaluations of one’s future prospects. Each item is rated from 1 (totally disagree)
to 6 (totally agree).

Our operationalization of self-esteem consists of a reduced scale’” developed

by Rosenberg (1979):

On the whole, I am satisfied with myself; (Mean=4.02, SD =0.67).
[ feel that I have a number of good qualities; (Mean=4.26, SD =0.56).
[ am able to do things as well as most other people; (Mean=4.13,
SD=0.61).
> [ feel that I'm a person with worth, at least on an equal plane with others;

(Mean=4.09, SD =0.69).

This sub-concept of wellbeing allows us to examine an important aspect of our
research questions: how does an adolescent assess her personal worth in relation to
that of other young people? Each item is rated from 1 (does not apply) to 5 (ap-
plies strongly).

4 Both scales are internationally standardized.

5 Cronbach’s 0.=.884 (mean of Cronbach’s o for each wave, calculated on the basis of weighted
and mean-imputed data).

6 Reported mean is the aggregated mean of an item over all waves; standard deviation is calculated
analogously on the basis of weighted and mean-imputed data.

7 Cronbach’s 0t=.773 (mean of Cronbach’s o for each wave, calculated on the basis of weighted

and mean-imputed data).
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3.2 Analysis

We employed multigroup autoregressive structural equation models (Bollen and
Curran, 2004) for different groups of intergenerational educational status transfer
differentials. Autoregressive models are a specific application of structural equation
modeling (SEM), which allows to combine factor analysis and linear regression. To
our knowledge, there is no other method suitable to study the stability of latent
constructs over time and over different groups than autoregressive structural equa-
tion modelling. Within this modeling framework, apart from the exogenous con-
struct, each construct is a function of its lagged measure at the preceding wave and
a residual. This multivariate strategy of analysis allows for testing the hypothesized
differences of stability over time between groups based on individual level data. We
did not constrain the paths between waves because we are interested in the variation
of stability among groups and individuals over time.

4 Results

First, we tested the model for self-esteem. All reported results are based on weighted
and mean-imputed data.® The correlations between the waves and groups vary
considerably (Figure 1).

All groups initially, i.e. for waves 1 to 3, exhibit high correlations hence in-
dicating high stability over time (Figure 1). The observed differences between the
groups are quite similar at this stage. When taking the group of adolescents with
educational downward mobility as a baseline, the stability of self-esteem over time
decreases from wave 3 onward, whereas the other groups display relative stabil-
ity over all measurement points. These differences are substantial for correlations
between waves 3, 4, 5, 6, and 7. For example, differences in stability between the
group with successful ITEA and those with unsuccessful ITEA are all statistically
significant at p<0.05 (see appendix Table 1 for critical ratios for differences). Thus
the data strongly support our hypotheses, i. e. that successful transfer of educational
attainment is positively associated with stability of wellbeing over time (H1), that
unsuccessful transfer of educational attainment is negatively associated with stability
of wellbeing over time (H2), and that unsuccessful transfer of educational attain-

8 The models were estimated using AMOS 16.0 (Arbuckle 2006). We assessed the models us-
ing different fit-indicators. Due to the comparatively large sample sizes, the y’-test was highly
significant (p < .001; %*SELE = 4300, df = 1040), bur other indicators suggest a good model fit:
CMIN/df=4.135, CFI1=.929, NFI =.909, RMSEA =.028. The results of the different imputation
methods differ with regard to the level of stability but the pattern is similar over the differently
tested imputation methods for both sub-concepts of wellbeing. Being aware of defining inter-
generational educational transfer in the context of educational expansion, we tested two ways of
defining educational mobility. Both sets of results show similar patterns.
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ment combined with downward educational mobility is associated with the lowest

stability of wellbeing over time (H3).

Figure 1 Correlations between waves for self-esteem for different groups of
intergenerational transfer of educational attainment (ITEA)

Correlation
08 successful ITEA, educational upward mobility
0.7 unsuccessful
. ITEA

05 ™ S Tnsuccessful ITEA, ™
educational downward mobility

04—
successful ITEA

03[

0 2 1 1 1 l 1 ]

' t1>12 2> 13 13> t4 4> 15 t5> 6 t6 > t7
Waves
Figure 2 Correlations between waves for positive attitude toward life

for different groups of intergenerational transfer of educational
attainment (ITEA)
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p———— /
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The model” for positive attitude toward life is less clear, but a similar pattern
emerges (Figure 2). Adolescents experiencing successful intergenerational transfer
of educational attainment show higher levels of stability of positive attitude toward
life, whereas adolescents with unsuccessful intergenerational educational transfer
show lower levels, thus corroborating our hypotheses 1 and 2. Interestingly, the point
where the stability of positive attitude toward life over time starts to differentiate
is situated one wave later than the equivalent point when considering self-esteem.
The differences between downwardly mobile adolescents and those whose posi-
tive attitude toward life remains stable on a low level of educational attainment is
much smaller when considering a positive attitude toward life than it is in the case
of self-esteem. Thus, hypothesis 3 is not fully supported by the results of positive
attitude toward life.

The slight divergence from our hypothesis might be due in part to possible
multifaceted aspects of the measurement of positive attitude toward life, comprising
general evaluations of one’s current life situation (“I am happy to live”, “My life seems
to be meaningful”), and future prospects (“My future looks bright”, “I am happy
with the way my life plan unfolds”). Compared to the findings for self-esteem, the
initially low level of stability of positive attitude toward life for upwardly mobile
adolescents is striking. This peculiarity may be attributed to the measured future
prospects as well. The latter may be deemed not as unconditionally promising as
for adolescents with highly educated parents. Interestingly, stabilization rises upon
entry to labor market and tertiary education, starting from wave 3 (Figure 2). This
effect may be accounted for by a certain sense of achievement.

5 Discussion and conclusions

In this paper, we analyzed the influence of successful and unsuccessful intergen-
erational transfer of educational attainment on the stability of personal wellbeing,
focusing on the transition from lower to, and throughout, upper secondary educa-
tion as an example of how the interplay between societal and individual processes
takes place.

We argued that the concept of habitus (Bourdieu, 1982) may be used to explain
this interplay within the context of our study: during these transitions considerable
divergence between aimed-at and achieved educational attainment occur when
intergenerational educational transfer is not successful. We hypothesized that this
should lead to intra-individual tensions, i.e. to unstable wellbeing, because newly
acquired forms of cultural capital do not fit to the inert habitus (esp. aspirations).
On the other hand, tensions might occur due to alienation processes resulting from
differences to the parents’ educational status. These hypotheses were examined by

9 p < .001; %0, =8196, df= 1796, CMIN/df=4.564, CFl=.917, NFI =.896, RMSEA =.030.
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analyzing panel data from the Transition from Education to Employment Project,
employing autoregressive models for different groups of intergenerational educational
status transfer differentials.

The results of the autoregressive models demonstrate that the tested groups
show different patterns of stability of wellbeing over time. While successful, i.e.
upwardly mobile and highly educated youth exhibit stable wellbeing over time,
the group with downward educational mobility experience significant less stable
wellbeing. These findings contrast to Semmer et al. (2005), who found adoles-
cents’ wellbeing at the second threshold to be fairly stable, and on the other hand
to Trzesniewski’s (2003) results, who described adolescence as characterized by a
rising stability of self-esteem,

The scope of our findings is limited in that they are based on a cohort study.
This complicates the task of separating time and cohort effects. It is also incontestable
that the described effects may be influenced by volatile life situations, e. g. changing
of training or developments outside and inside the educational system. This view
is supported when considering personal employment situation as one of the most
important factors of wellbeing (Hadjar et al., 2008). Apart from educational and
occupational elements of life course context, critical life events, such as moving out
or a relative’s death, could also play a role in affecting wellbeing. Further analyses
showed that although the examined educational status transfer groups differ signifi-
cantly on the occurrence for a series of examined critical life events, the pattern of
differences for different groups did not appear to be systematic. Thus, the observed
effects may be explained by intergenerational transfer of educational attainment and
are not merely due to age or life course effects.

In summary, our analyses demonstrate how unsuccessful intergenerational
transfer of educational attainment is related to a temporal instability of wellbeing,
especially with respect to self-esteem and a positive attitude toward life. Beyond
these substantive findings, we outlined an example of how structural phenomena,
i. e. intergenerational transfer of educational attainment, and subjective phenomena,
i. e. intra-individual wellbeing, may be linked via the habitus concept.

These results encourage further research given the importance of educational
attainment and wellbeing for life chances in general, societal integration, and the
labor market. The dynamic nature of the link between intergenerational transfer of
educational attainment and wellbeing should be accounted for by more longitu-
dinal studies. In addition, the interplay between self-esteem and positive attitude
toward life is worth further examination, where significant differences between
intergenerational transfer groups occur. Moreover, analyses considering entry into
labor market would shed further light on the issues covered here. Finally, gender-
and migration status-sensitive analyses are needed as wellbeing in association with
educational mobility and labor market entry are most likely experienced differently
by different social groups. These studies do not only hold great promise in adding
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to the understanding of the specific phenomena under investigation, but may also
elucidate the relationship between social structures and embedded agencies in a
Bourdieuian sense.
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