
Demography (2023) 
DOI 10.1215/00703370-10823537 © 2023 The Authors
This is an open access arti cle dis trib uted under the terms of a Creative Commons license (CC BY-NC-ND 4.0).

ELECTRONIC SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIAL The online ver sion of this arti cle (https:  /  /doi  .org  /10  .1215  /00703370 
 -10823537) con tains sup ple men tary mate rial.

Horizontal Advantage: Choice of Postsecondary Field 
of Study Among Children of Immigrants
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ABSTRACT  Educational expan sion has raised the influ ence of sorting across post sec
ond ary edu ca tional fields on chil dren’s future life chances. Yet, lit tle is known about 
hor i zon tal eth nic strat i fi ca tion in the choice of field of study among chil dren of immi
grant par ents, whose parents often have mod er ate abso lute lev els of edu ca tion rel a tive 
to nativeborn par ents but tend to be pos i tively selected on edu ca tion rel a tive to non
mi grants in the ori gin coun try. Using rich admin is tra tive data from Norway, we study 
the edu ca tional careers of immi grant descen dants rel a tive to the careers of chil dren of 
nativeborn par ents. Our results show that chil dren of immi grants from nonEuro pean 
countries have a higher like li hood of enter ing higher edu ca tion and enroll ing in high
pay ing fields of study com pared with chil dren of natives, despite hav ing poorer school 
grades and dis ad van taged fam ily back grounds. However, immi grant par ents’ pos i
tive selec tiv ity pro vi des lim ited insight into why chil dren of immi grants exhibit high 
ambi tions later in their post sec ond ary edu ca tional careers. These find ings doc u ment a 
per sis tent pat tern of hor i zon tal eth nic advan tage in post sec ond ary edu ca tion in which 
ambi tious chil dren of immi grants are more likely to enter into more pres ti gious and eco
nom i cally reward ing fields of study than their fel low stu dents with nativeborn par ents.

KEYWORDS  Immigrant  selec tiv ity  •  Horizontal  strat i fi ca tion  •  Postsecondary  
edu ca tion  •  Field of study  •  Immigrant opti mism

Introduction

Successful incor po ra tion of chil dren from dis ad van taged immi grant fam i lies into the 
edu ca tional sys tems of Western immi grantreceiv ing countries is a key chal lenge in 
the twentyfirst cen tury (Alba et al. 2011; Drouhot and Nee 2019; Heath et al. 2008). 
Because of their immi grant par ents’ dis ad van tages, such as lim ited lan guage pro fi
ciency, neigh bor hood disparities, and eth nic dis crim i na tion, chil dren of immi grants 
often  face dif fi cul ties  in  terms of  low school achieve ment and height ened risks of 
early schoolleav ing (Heath et al. 2008; Kao and Thompson 2003). However, these 
chil dren often exhibit higher tran si tion rates into aca demic upper sec ond ary edu ca
tional  tracks  and  post sec ond ary  edu ca tion  rel a tive  to  chil dren  of  nativeborn  par
ents  with  com pa ra ble  socio eco nomic  ori gins  (Glick  and White  2004;  Heath  and  
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Brinbaum 2014; Jackson et al. 2012; Keller and Tillman 2008). Prior research pointed 
to high aspi ra tions as a key expla na tion of immi grantback ground stu dents’ bold edu
ca tional choices (Friberg 2019; Jackson et al. 2012; Kao and Tienda 1998). Unpack
ing this phe nom e non of high aspi ra tions—referred to as  immi grant opti mism (Kao 
and Tienda 1995), sec ond-gen er a tion advan tage (Kasinitz et al. 2008), or an immi-
grant drive (Portes and Rumbaut 2001)—is cen tral to improv ing our under stand ing 
of future eth nic strat i fi ca tion and assim i la tion across immi grant gen er a tions.

In  recent  decades,  largescale  immi gra tion  has  coin cided with  an  expan sion  of 
higher edu ca tion and infla tion in edu ca tional degrees across Western soci e ties (Alon 
2009;  Gerber  and  Cheung  2008; Lucas 2001). With  grow ing  num bers  of  uni ver
sity stu dents, hor i zon tal dif fer ences across post sec ond ary edu ca tion fields of study 
have gained impor tance for grad u ates’ future earn ings, occu pa tional attain ment, and 
career out comes (Borgen and Mastekaasa 2018; Kim et al. 2015; Reimer et al. 2008). 
Children  from advan taged  fam ily  back grounds  not  only  com plete more  edu ca tion 
(Jackson 2013) but also tend to enter more pres ti gious fields of study (Ayalon and 
Yogev 2005; Davies  and Guppy 1997; Hällsten 2010; Helland  and Wiborg 2019; 
Kraaykamp et al. 2013). Prior research from Europe and North America reported that 
immi grantback ground stu dents often have a high pro pen sity to enter higher edu ca
tion (Glick and White 2004; Heath and Brinbaum 2014; Jackson et al. 2012; Keller 
and Tillman 2008). However, much less is known about hor i zon tal eth nic strat i fi ca
tion in post sec ond ary edu ca tion. In this study, we ask whether chil dren of immi grants 
are more or less likely to enroll in pres ti gious edu ca tional fields with higher eco nomic 
returns than chil dren of nativeborn par ents.

We inves ti gate dif fer ences between chil dren of immi grants and chil dren of native
born  par ents  in  post sec ond ary  edu ca tion  entry,  sorting  into  dif fer ent  edu ca tional 
fields  of  study,  and  the  expected  labor mar ket  returns  to  their  cho sen  edu ca tional 
fields. Specifically, we explore whether hor i zon tal eth nic inequalities in the choice 
of post sec ond ary edu ca tional field can be explained by ear lier aca demic achieve ment 
and dif fer ences in fam ily back ground related to immi grant par ents’ length of edu ca
tion and pre mi gra tion social sta tus in the coun try of ori gin. We draw on highqual ity 
microdata from Nor we gian pop u la tion reg is tries that pro vide detailed infor ma tion on 
chil dren’s edu ca tional careers and paren tal resources.

There are sev eral  rea sons  to expect eth nic dif fer ences  in  the choice of post sec
ond ary edu ca tional field. First, immi grant par ents may lack local insti tu tional knowl
edge about how to suc ceed in the labor mar ket and may encour age their chil dren to 
choose wellknown fields of study that carry high pres tige in the coun try of ori gin  
(Chiswick 1988; Jonsson and Rudolphi 2011). Second, immi grants and their native
born chil dren may expect  to face eth nic dis crim i na tion  in  the  labor mar ket, which 
could increase moti va tion to select edu ca tional fields that pro vide eco nomic secu rity 
and high earn ings (Heath et al. 2008; Salikutluk 2016). Further, chil dren who grow 
up in lowincome immi grant fam i lies may also be more prone to focus on the mate rial 
and eco nomic ben e fits of edu ca tion (Inglehart 1997), thus grav i tat ing toward edu ca
tional fields that likely pro vide secure career out comes and higher earn ings.

However,  recent  stud ies  have  argued  that  immi grant  descen dants’  high  edu ca
tional  aspi ra tions  are  related  to  the  pos i tive  selec tion  of  their  immi grant  par ents  on 
traits  such  as  per se ver ance,  health,  and  edu ca tion  rel a tive  to  non mi grants  in  their 
coun try of ori gin (Feliciano 2020). Positive edu ca tional selec tiv ity among immi grants  
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has been documented across a broad range of des ti na tion countries (Engzell and Ichou 
2020; Feliciano 2005b; van de Werfhorst and Heath 2019) and has been found to con
trib ute to high aspi ra tions and edu ca tional advance ment among the nativeborn sec ond 
gen er a tion (Engzell 2019; Feliciano 2020; Feliciano and Lanuza 2017; Ichou 2014). 
Expanding on this lit er a ture, we hypoth e size that chil dren of pos i tively selected immi
grants are more likely to make ambi tious choices in post sec ond ary edu ca tion and sort 
into fields of study with higher eco nomic returns than are chil dren of natives.

Norway has an eth ni cally diverse and large immi grant pop u la tion, with a for eign 
born  pop u la tion  share  that  is  com pa ra ble  to  that  found  in  France,  Germany,  the  
Netherlands, and the United Kingdom. This immi grant pop u la tion is char ac ter ized by 
dif fer ent selec tion pat terns owing to con sid er able inflows of labor migrants and ref u
gees over the past decades (Brochmann and Kjeldstadli 2008; OECD 2022; Statistics 
Norway 2023). Norway is of com par a tive the o ret i cal inter est for hor i zon tal edu ca tional 
strat i fi ca tion among chil dren of immi grants: it allows for inves ti gat ing how the phe nom
e non of immi grant opti mism in edu ca tion unfolds in a con text rel a tively unre stricted by 
insti tu tional obsta cles. Free tuition, afford able loans, and gen er ous subsidies to stu dents 
in Norway sup press eco nomic bar ri ers to uni ver sity edu ca tion, and lack of earlyabil ity 
track ing reduces the influ ence of aca demic achieve ment at ear lier stages of school ing 
(Bol and van de Werfhorst 2013; Jackson et al. 2012). Overall, this insti tu tional land
scape  should  expand  the  role  of  other  deter mi nants  of  edu ca tional  choices,  such  as 
stu dent ambi tions and paren tal pre mi gra tion sta tus, through out chil dren of immi grants’ 
edu ca tional careers in the Nor we gian choicedriven school sys tem.

Background and Previous Literature

Research on edu ca tional inequalities between chil dren of immi grant and of nativeborn 
par ents  reveals com plex and diver gent pat terns, depending on whether  the  focus  is 
on achieve ment out comes (e.g., grades or test scores) or edu ca tional deci sionmak ing  
and com pleted lev els of edu ca tion. Children of immi grants from some regions tend to 
per form worse on stan dard ized tests and receive poorer school grades than their aver age 
non mi grant coun ter parts, although their achieve ments are often com pa ra ble to those of 
native peers from dis ad van taged fam i lies (Heath and Brinbaum 2014; Schnepf 2007). 
For exam ple, chil dren of Turk ish and North Afri can immi grants often lag behind in 
Euro pean  countries, whereas  chil dren  of His panic  ori gins  tend  to  be  dis ad van taged  
in the United States (Drouhot and Nee 2019; Heath et al. 2008). By con trast, chil dren 
from other regions, often of Asian back ground, com monly out per form natives and have 
been referred to as model minor i ties (Lee and Zhou 2015; Sakamoto et al. 2009).

Interestingly, pro gres sion to higher attain ment  lev els reveals a dif fer ent pic ture. 
Children of immi grants often excel rel a tive to nativeborn par ents’ chil dren with sim
i lar edu ca tional achieve ments and socio eco nomic back grounds (Heath and Brinbaum 
2014; Jackson et al. 2012). Notably, com par a tively high shares of immi grant stu dents 
con tinue  into post sec ond ary edu ca tion despite poor achieve ment  lev els  (Glick and 
White 2004;  Heath  and Brinbaum 2014;  Jackson  et  al. 2012;  Keller  and Tillman 
2008). Although this research has increased our under stand ing of edu ca tional career 
pro gres sion  from  pri mary  school  to  uni ver sitylevel  edu ca tion  (Glick  and White 
2004; Heath  and Brinbaum 2014;  Jackson  et  al. 2012; Keller  and Tillman 2008), 
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few stud ies have explored eth nic dif fer ences in col lege choice and edu ca tional fields  
(Ma 2009; Song and Glick 2004; Xie and Goyette 2003).

However, rapid growth in the num ber of stu dents in post sec ond ary edu ca tion over 
the past decades has led to an increase in the num ber of indi vid u als earning degrees,  
and  thus  hor i zon tal  dif fer en ti a tion  in  higher  edu ca tion  argu  ably mat ters more  for 
grad u ates’  future earn ings, occu pa tional  attain ment,  and other  employ mentrelated 
out comes today (Borgen and Mastekaasa 2018; Kim et al. 2015; Reimer et al. 2008). 
Children of  less edu cated nativeborn par ents  tend  to com plete  less edu ca tion  rel
a tive  to  those  from  bet teroff  fam ily  back grounds  (Breen  and  Jonsson  2005) and 
often  select  edu ca tional  pro grams with  shorter  dura tion,  lower  earn ings,  and  less 
pres tige (Davies and Guppy 1997; Hällsten 2010; Helland and Wiborg 2019; van de  
Werfhorst et al. 2001). Whether immi grants’ chil dren resem ble dis ad van taged chil
dren of natives or instead dis play higher aca demic ambi tions by sorting into post sec
ond ary edu ca tional fields with higher pres tige and bet ter eco nomic pay offs are key 
ques tions that are largely unanswered.

Several mech a nisms  could  explain  the  high  edu ca tional  ambi tions  often  found 
among immi grants’ chil dren. One pro posed expla na tion empha sizes that immi grant 
par ents antic i pate eth nic dis crim i na tion and blocked oppor tu ni ties for their chil dren 
in bluecol lar occu pa tions and lowwage seg ments of  the labor mar ket where they 
them selves have been employed (Heath et al. 2008; Salikutluk 2016). If immi grant 
par ents per ceive the labor mar ket for uni ver sity grad u ates to be more mer it o cratic, 
they may encour age their chil dren to pur sue high degrees to avoid unem ploy ment and 
lowpay ing jobs (Jonsson and Rudolphi 2011). Moreover, the antic i pa tion of dis crim
i na tion and blocked oppor tu ni ties may also cause  immi grant par ents  to  steer  their 
chil dren into study pro grams with more secure access to employ ment and bet ter earn
ings pros pects. For exam ple, evi dence sug gests that licensed occu pa tions, in which 
access is lim ited to indi vid u als hold ing spe cific edu ca tional cre den tials (e.g., health 
pro fes sions and law degrees), reduce immi grants’ earn ings dis ad van tage rel a tive to 
natives (Drange and Helland 2019). The labor mar ket for uni ver sity grad u ates is often 
more mer it o cratic because the impact of social ori gins on col legeedu cated work ers’ 
career out comes is reduced (Breen and Jonsson 2007; Hout 2012; Mastekaasa 2011).

A sec ond, per haps par a dox i cal rea son to expect high edu ca tional ambi tion among 
chil dren of immi grants is related to immi grant par ents’ lack of knowl edge about cul
ture and insti tu tions, which low ers their abil ity to help their chil dren nav i gate the edu
ca tional sys tem (Bleakley and Chin 2008; Casey and Dustmann 2008). Such lack of 
cul tural and insti tu tional knowhow may also pre dis pose immi grants to encour age their 
chil dren to select edu ca tional fields that are well known to carry pres tige in most coun
tries (Chiswick 1988). Occupational pres tige is sim i lar across countries (cf. Treiman 
1977). Further, as Xie and Goyette (2003:490–491) argued, immi grant chil dren may 
stra te gi cally adapt to existing social and eco nomic struc tures by plac ing a higher pre
mium on the “instru men tal value, rather than the intrin sic value, of for mal edu ca tion” 
and  thus  favor  “fields  of  high demand  in  the  econ omy,  as  their  pre ferred  chan nel 
of mobil ity.”  Relatedly,  many  chil dren  of  immi grants  expe ri ence  eco nomic  hard
ship and inse cu rity while grow ing up and may be more prone to empha size socalled 
mate ri al is tic/sur vival  val ues  as  opposed  to  selfexpres sive  val ues,  which  include 
a  focus on non mon e tary  rewards,  such as  cre a tiv ity  and  selfful fill ment  (Inglehart 
1997). According to this argu ment, indi vid u als from dis ad van taged back grounds may 
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be more focused on avoiding eco nomic inse cu rity, which might prompt them to enter 
edu ca tional fields likely to pro vide per sonal finan cial gains and a secure income for 
their fam ily and other close kin.

However, a lack of knowl edge about the host coun try’s edu ca tional sys tem may 
lead chil dren of immi grants to make (overly) ambi tious choices by underestimating 
the  require ments and demands  for attaining higher degrees  in pres ti gious fields of 
study (Birkelund 2020; Dollmann and Weißmann 2020; Tjaden and Hunkler 2017). 
Thus, ambi tious choices are not nec es sar ily transformed into the com ple tion of the 
cho sen edu ca tion. Further, high ambi tion among chil dren of lowincome immi grants 
could be blocked by expen sive  tuition and  liv ing expenses at  the elite uni ver si ties 
offer ing more selec tive and advanced fields of study. However, the lack of paren tal 
finan cial  resources  should  be  less  rel e vant  in  egal i tar ian  edu ca tional  sys tems  that 
limit eco nomic bar ri ers, which  largely allows for  the man i fes ta tion of high edu ca
tional aspi ra tions and ambi tious edu ca tional choices (Jackson et al. 2012).

A third pos si ble cause of ambi tious choices of post sec ond ary edu ca tional fields is 
related to chil dren of immi grants’ attempts to regain their par ents’ pre mi gra tion social 
sta tus. It has long been acknowl edged that immi grants are a selected group rel a tive 
to non mi grants (Lee 1966; Ravenstein 1885), as cap tured by Lee’s (1966:56) famous 
state ment that “migrants are not a ran dom sam ple of the pop u la tion at ori gin.” Recent 
stud ies  have  argued  that  pos i tive  selfselec tion  among  immi grant  par ents—who 
often have high edu ca tional lev els rel a tive to their non mi grant com pa tri ots in their 
home coun try—is a key expla na tion for their chil dren’s high edu ca tional aspi ra tions  
(Engzell 2019; Feliciano 2020; Feliciano and Lanuza 2017; Ichou 2014). For exam
ple,  immi grants  who  expe ri ence  down ward  occu pa tional  mobil ity  upon  arrival 
(Akresh 2008; Chiswick  et  al. 2005) may  retain  a  sub jec tive  ref er ence group  and 
fam ily  cul ture  that  reflects  their  social  sta tus before migra tion  (Engzell  and  Ichou 
2020). In a sit u a tion of trans na tional sta tus incon sis tency—referred to as the sta tus 
par a dox of migra tion (Nieswand 2012)—immi grants may trans mit to their chil dren 
a set of cul tural dis po si tions, beliefs, and other non ma te rial resources that pri mar ily 
reflect  their  ear lier  class  posi tion.  For  exam ple,  Feliciano  and Lanuza  (2017:215) 
argued that “[i]mmigrants’ chil dren may inter nal ize their par ents’ premigra tion class 
ori en ta tions and par ents’ nar ra tives of hard ships, pro pel ling them to vin di cate their 
par ents’ sac ri fices through their own suc cess.”

Suppose migrants leave their ori gin coun try with the aim of achiev ing socio eco
nomic prog ress after set tling in a new coun try. If they are barred from achiev ing this 
goal, they may trans mit their ambi tions to their chil dren (Louie 2012), and the rel
a tive posi tion in the sta tus hier ar chy before migra tion may serve as the bench mark 
below which  they do not want  their  chil dren  to  fall  (cf. Boudon 1974). However, 
immi grants’ chil dren may need  to com plete sub stan tially higher abso lute  lev els of 
edu ca tion than their par ents to retain—let alone improve—their par ents’ pre mi gra
tion socio eco nomic posi tion (Engzell 2019; Feliciano and Lanuza 2017; Ichou 2014). 
Importantly, in the con text of edu ca tional expan sion, chil dren of pos i tively selected 
immi grants  may  need  to  seek  oppor tu ni ties  along  hor i zon tal  dimen sions  within 
higher edu ca tion and aim to enroll in more selec tive fields of study that yield high 
sta tus and eco nomic returns to regain or improve their par ents’ rel a tive sta tus in the 
ori gin  coun try. A  pos i tive  asso ci a tion  between  immi grants’  edu ca tional  selec tiv ity 
and their sec ondgen er a tion occu pa tional sta tus aspi ra tions (Engzell 2019) will likely 
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6 S. T. Borgen and A. S. Hermansen

raise the like li hood that their chil dren will also pur sue pres ti gious edu ca tional tra jec
to ries along hor i zon tal dimen sions.

Children of  immi grants, how ever,  face poten tial bar ri ers  to  rein stat ing  their par
ents’  pre mi gra tion  social  posi tion  by  enroll ing  in  pres ti gious  edu ca tional  fields 
because doing so requires both high ambi tion and high achieve ment. In this regard, 
Boudon’s  (1974)  clas si cal dis tinc tion between  the pri mary effects  (i.e.,  edu ca tional 
achieve ment  inequal ity)  and  sec ond ary  effects  (i.e.,  edu ca tional  choice  inequal
ity)  of  fam ily  back ground  on  edu ca tional  careers  is  also  highly  rel e vant  for  stud
ies  of  eth nic  strat i fi ca tion  in  school ing  (Engzell 2019; Heath  and Brinbaum 2014;  
Jackson et al. 2012). School grades or stan dard ized achieve ment tests are cen tral cri te
ria for accessing highsta tus selec tive fields of study. Immigrants’ chil dren often lack 
access to socio eco nomic resources and cul tural and insti tu tional knowl edge that facil i
tate aca demic achieve ment and ease access to more selec tive study pro grams, imply ing 
dis ad van tages in entry to higher edu ca tion. Nonetheless, pos i tively selected immi grant 
par ents may trans mit skills and other nonpecuniary resources to their chil dren that aid 
their aca demic achieve ments. For exam ple, econ o mists have argued that immi grants 
often  are  selfselected  on  skills  and  abil i ties,  which  can  explain  upward  earn ings 
assim i la tion in the years after fac ing ini tial bar ri ers in the labor mar ket (Borjas 1987; 
Chiswick 1978). Empirical research has found immi grants to be pos i tively selected on 
skills and health (Akresh and Frank 2008; Chiquiar and Hanson 2005)—fac tors that 
likely can pos i tively affect their chil dren’s aca demic achieve ments.

Previous  research  on  the  link  between  immi grants’  edu ca tional  selec tiv ity  and 
their chil dren’s school ing has pri mar ily  focused on com pleted  lev els of edu ca tion. 
Feliciano’s (2005a, 2005b) ground break ing stud ies used aggre gate data to exam ine 
the like li hood that a U.S. immi grant was more or less edu cated than those who stayed 
behind in the coun try of ori gin and showed that this selec tiv ity could explain group
level dif fer ences in school ing between immi grant descen dants of dif fer ent national 
ori gins.  Feliciano  and Lanuza  (2017)  dem on strated  that  indi vid uallevel mea sures 
of paren tal edu ca tional selec tiv ity help explain why most groups of U.S. immi grant 
descen dants com plete more edu ca tion than chil dren of non mi grant White Amer i cans.  
These edu ca tional advan tages are largely medi ated by par ents’ and chil dren’s aspi
ra tions and expec ta tions. Similarly, Ichou (2014) dem on strated that the rel a tive edu
ca tional  attain ment  of  immi grants  to  France  pre dicts  their  chil dren’s  edu ca tional 
attain ment after adjusting for postmigration socio eco nomic resources. Using Swed ish  
data, Engzell (2019) dem on strated a pos i tive influ ence of paren tal edu ca tional selec
tiv ity on con tin u a tion into aca demic upper sec ond ary edu ca tion tracks, career aspi
ra tions, and atti tudes  toward school ing among immi grants’ nativeborn chil dren  in 
the sec ond gen er a tion. Despite these impor tant con tri bu tions,  lit tle is known about 
how sorting across post sec ond ary edu ca tional fields among chil dren of immi grants is 
related to their par ents’ edu ca tional selec tiv ity. Addressing this knowl edge gap con
sti tutes a key aim of the pres ent study.

The Nor we gian Context

Norway has a large, eth ni cally diverse immi grant pop u la tion and an insti tu tional con
text char ac ter ized by low eco nomic inequal ity, strong wel farestate insti tu tions, and 
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7Children of Immigrants’ Choice of Postsecondary Field of Study

an open edu ca tional sys tem (EspingAndersen and Myles 2011; OECD 2022). Early 
waves  of  labor migra tion  from Pakistan, Turkey,  and Morocco  started  in  the  late 
1960s. Immigration shifted toward ref u gees arriv ing from Vietnam, Chile, and Iran 
in the late 1970s and into the 1980s, and from Yugoslavia, Somalia, and Iraq in the 
1990s (Brochmann and Kjeldstadli 2008). In 1970, immi grants and their nativeborn 
chil dren made up only 1.5% of the Nor we gian pop u la tion, but this share increased 
to 20% by 2023 (Statistics Norway 2023). The rel a tive size and eth nic diver sity of 
the Nor we gian immi grant pop u la tion are com pa ra ble to those found in other major 
immi grantreceiv ing countries in Western Europe (OECD 2022).

Immigrants  arriv ing  in Norway as  labor migrants  and  ref u gees, often with  low 
abso lute lev els of for mal edu ca tion, tend to expe ri ence low employ ment and labor 
mar ket dif fi cul ties (Bratsberg et al. 2014). Further, child pov erty rates are high among 
many  immi grant minor i ties  (Gal lo way  et  al.  2015).  Children  of  immi grants  from 
Pakistan, the Middle East, North Africa, and Latin America typ i cally expe ri ence dis
ad van tages in school grades and early schoolleav ing, and chil dren from many East 
Asian back grounds out per form natives (Bratsberg et al. 2012). Differences in upper 
sec ond ary com ple tion rates between chil dren of immi grants and natives have steadily 
declined  since  the mid2000s  (Bratsberg  et  al. 2012; Reisel  et  al. 2019). Overall, 
chil dren  of  immi grants  from most  national  ori gins  com plete more  edu ca tion  than 
their  for eignborn par ents,  and  their  improved edu ca tional attain ment  is converted 
to con sid er able inter gen er a tional prog ress in the labor mar ket (Bratsberg et al. 2014; 
Hermansen 2016; Reisel et al. 2019).

Equal access to free edu ca tion is a defin ing fea ture of Norway’s edu ca tional sys
tem, which may mit i gate adverse con se quences of earlylife dis ad van tage on chil
dren’s life chances (Imsen and Volckmar 2014). Public schools do not charge tuition 
and are con sid ered high qual ity (Lauglo 2010). These pub lic schools absorb most stu
dents at all  edu ca tional lev els, includ ing stu dents in com pul sory edu ca tion (pri mary 
and lower sec ond ary school, grades 1–10), upper sec ond ary edu ca tion (a fouryear 
voca tional track or a threeyear aca demic track lead ing to a gen eral uni ver sity and 
col lege admis sion cer ti fi ca tion), and post sec ond ary edu ca tion (threeyear bach e lor’s, 
twoyear mas ter’s, and doc tor ate degrees). No for mal abil ity track ing occurs through
out lower sec ond ary school, and even though stu dents com pete for admis sion to their 
pre ferred upper sec ond ary edu ca tional track pri mar ily on the basis of prior grades, 
all  chil dren are legally enti tled to enter upper sec ond ary edu ca tion regard less of aca
demic  achieve ments. Consequently, Norway  con sti tutes  an  insti tu tional  con text  in 
which aca demic ambi tion and edu ca tional choice have more influ ence on chil dren’s 
aca demic careers rel a tive to set tings where stu dents from dis ad van taged back grounds 
are constrained by early track ing and lack of finan cial resources.

Data and Variables

Data

We use admin is tra tive microdata from Nor we gian pop u la tion reg is ters, which pro
vide an anonymized sys tem of unique per sonal iden ti fi ers allowing us to link infor
ma tion  on  immi gra tion  back ground  and  edu ca tional  out comes.  Further,  we  link 
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8 S. T. Borgen and A. S. Hermansen

chil dren  to  their  par ents,  pro vid ing  infor ma tion  on  paren tal  edu ca tion  and  other 
sociodemographic fam ily back ground char ac ter is tics. We link the admin is tra tive data 
to the BarroLee (2013) data base, which con tains infor ma tion on edu ca tional attain
ment in 146 countries.1 The infor ma tion in this data base is obtained from UNESCO 
Statistical Yearbooks, United Nations Demographic Yearbooks,  and other national 
pub li ca tions. By com bin ing infor ma tion on indi vid ual edu ca tional attain ment from 
admin is tra tive reg is ters in Norway and edu ca tional dis tri bu tions in ori gin countries 
from the BarroLee data, we develop a mea sure of par ents’ edu ca tional sta tus rel a tive 
to their non mi grant com pa tri ots in the home coun try (described later). Prior stud ies 
on edu ca tional selec tiv ity have used the BarroLee data com pi la tion (Engzell 2019; 
Feliciano and Lanuza 2017; Ichou 2014), con sid ered the most com pre hen sive data 
source for infor ma tion on edu ca tional attain ment.

We restrict our sam ple to two groups of chil dren in the 1985–1997 birth cohorts: 
(1)  chil dren  of  two Nor we gianborn  par ents  and  (2)  chil dren  of  two  for eignborn 
par ents who were born in Norway or immi grated before age 7. We exclude chil dren 
with par ents from dif fer ent birth countries (i.e., par ents of mixed ori gin). To study 
post sec ond ary edu ca tion enroll ment and fieldofstudy choices, we fol low indi vid
u als’ edu ca tional careers up to age 23. Following Engzell (2019), we exclude chil
dren whose immi grant par ents arrived before age 25 because it is less plau si ble that 
youn ger par ents’ highest edu ca tional attain ment was obtained in their coun try of ori
gin. Finally, chil dren of par ents from Kosovo, BosniaHerzegovina, and Somalia are 
excluded because the edu ca tional dis tri bu tion in  these countries  is not avail  able  in 
the BarroLee data set. With these restric tions, our ana lytic sam ple con tains 673,674 
obser va tions. Table 1 pres ents descrip tive sta tis tics sep a rately for chil dren of immi
grant par ents (n = 19,999) and chil dren of non mi grant par ents (n = 653,675).

Variable Measurement

Our  empir i cal  focus  is  on  the  edu ca tional  careers  of  chil dren  of  immi grants  rel a
tive to chil dren of nativeborn par ents. We use a dichot o mous mea sure of chil dren’s 
immi grant back ground, dif fer en ti at ing between chil dren with two for eignborn par
ents  and  chil dren with  two  nativeborn  par ents.  Further, we  dis tin guish  eight  siz
able immi grant ori gin groups: chil dren of Pakistani, Iraqi, Viet nam ese, Ira nian, Sri 
Lankan, Chilean, Turk ish, and Indian immi grants, and two groups with ori gins from 
other nonWestern countries and other Western countries (see sec tion A of the online 
appen dix for group sizes).2

We con struct a set of edu ca tional out comes mea sured at age 23. First, post sec-
ond ary edu ca tion enroll ment  is a dichot o mous  indi ca tor of whether  the  indi vid ual 
is enrolled in or has com pleted a post sec ond ary degree (yes = 1, no = 0). Second, we 

1  For each coun try, the BarroLee data con tain infor ma tion on the edu ca tional dis tri bu tion by sex and birth 
cohort in fiveyear inter vals and dis tin guish edu ca tional attain ment by seven categories: no for mal edu ca
tion, incom plete pri mary, com plete pri mary, lower sec ond ary, upper sec ond ary, incom plete ter tiary, and 
com plete ter tiary edu ca tion. The data also include the mean years of edu ca tion com pleted.
2  Western countries are Western Euro pean countries, North Amer i can countries, Australia, New Zealand, 
and Israel.
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10 S. T. Borgen and A. S. Hermansen

study hor i zon tal eth nic strat i fi ca tion by dif fer en ti at ing between enroll ment in eight 
fields of study in post sec ond ary edu ca tion: (1) edu ca tion; (2) law; (3) busi ness and 
admin is tra tion;  (4)  health,  shorter  pro grams  (e.g.,  nurs ing  and  social  work  at  the 
bach e lor’s degree level); (5) health pro fes sion als (e.g., den tistry and med i cine at the 
mas ter’s level or higher); (6) sci ence and engi neer ing; (7) arts and human i ties; and 
(8) social sci ences and other pro grams. We define an indi vid ual’s field of edu ca tion 
as the first enrolled post sec ond ary edu ca tion or cur rently enrolled edu ca tion at age 
23, which ever is highest. When edu ca tion at first enroll ment and edu ca tion at cur rent 
enroll ment match in level but are in dif fer ent fields, we use the field of the cur rently 
enrolled edu ca tion.

Third, we cal cu late the expected earn ings in each field of study to proxy for the 
indi vid ual’s expected labor mar ket out comes based on the cho sen field of study. We 
mea sure the fieldspe cific expected earn ings for each indi vid ual using infor ma tion on 
the aver age annual earn ings of grad u ates who are 16 years older than the indi vid ual 
and hold the same edu ca tional degree as the indi vid ual has cho sen. To con struct this 
mea sure, we extract the older grad u ates’ pre tax annual wages from employ ment and 
income from selfemploy ment (cap i tal income and social wel fare trans fers excluded) 
from highly accu rate tax records and aver age the grad u ate’s annual earn ings between 
ages 35 and 37. Then, we rank the grad u ates on their earn ings (includ ing zero earn
ings)  rel a tive  to oth ers  in  the  same birth  cohort  for males  and  females  com bined. 
This method  yields  a  sym met ric  var i able  that  cap tures  each  grad u ate’s  per cen tile 
rank (from 1 to 100) in the cohortspe cific earn ings dis tri bu tion (Chetty et al. 2014), 
which is unaf fected by infla tion trends. For each birth cohort, we col lapse the rel a
tive earn ings rank by a detailed mea sure of edu ca tion distinguishing between edu ca
tional attain ment lev els and post sec ond ary fields of study (i.e., threedigit edu ca tional 
codes  from  the Nor we gian  ver sion  of  the  International  Standard Classification  of 
Education, distinguishing between 105 detailed fields of study) based on their highest 
com pleted edu ca tional degree at age 35. Finally, we match the aver age fieldspe cific 
earn ings rank of the older cohorts to the indi vid u als in our ana lytic sam ple using our 
mea sure of the post sec ond ary field of enroll ment.

Table 2 pro vi des infor ma tion on the nar row fields of study cov ered by each of the 
eight categories, as well as the aver age expected earn ings rank, grade achieve ment 
level  (discussed  in detail  later), and stu dent dis tri bu tion by  immi grant back ground 
for  each field. Students’ prior grade achieve ment  (zstan dard ized val ues)  is higher 
in edu ca tional fields with higher expected earn ings. Notably, chil dren of immi grants 
are highly con cen trated in health pro fes sional degrees, representing roughly 10% of 
those seek ing such degrees com pared with approx i ma tely 3% among all  post sec ond
ary edu ca tion enrollees.

Figure  1  shows box plot  dis tri bu tions  of  stu dents’  fieldspe cific  expected  earn
ings by immi grant back ground for the eight broad fields, where withinfield var i a tion 
in expected earn ings reflects immi grant–native dif fer ences in sorting across the 105 
detailed fields of study. Graduates with health pro fes sional degrees, includ ing med i
cal doc tors and den tists, have the highest expected earn ings rank, with median ranks 
above  the 80th per cen tile  in  their  cohortspe cific earn ings dis tri bu tion. Degrees  in 
busi ness and admin is tra tion, law, and sci ence and engi neer ing also have high expected 
eco nomic  returns,  followed by degrees  in  the  social  sci ences  and other pro grams. 
Finally, grad u ates from the arts and human i ties, edu ca tion, and shorter pro grams in 
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13Children of Immigrants’ Choice of Postsecondary Field of Study

health  have  expected  earn ings  close  to  the  50th  per cen tile  in  their  cohortspe cific 
earn ings dis tri bu tion. Overall, immi grant–native dif fer ences in expected earn ings are 
rel a tively small in each of the eight broad fields of study, but chil dren of immi grants 
enroll in detailed fields of study with nota bly lower expected earn ings in law and the 
social sci ences.

We use two key mea sures of fam ily back ground as explan a tory var i ables. First, 
paren tal years of edu ca tion refers to the mean years of paren tal edu ca tion when the 
child was  age 16. We  recode paren tal  years  of  edu ca tion  from edu ca tional  attain
ment lev els, distinguishing nine attain ment lev els rang ing from no edu ca tion or only 
pri mary edu ca tion, to dif fer ent lev els of sec ond ary and ter tiary edu ca tion, and up to 
indi vid u als with doc tor ate degrees (sec tion B, online appen dix).
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Fig. 1  Distribution of expected earnings percentile rank across fields of study by immigrant background. 
Withinfield  variation  in  expected  earnings  reflects  student  sorting  by  immigrant  background  across 
detailed threedigit fields of study in each aggregate field.
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14 S. T. Borgen and A. S. Hermansen

Second,  we mea sure  paren tal edu ca tional selec tiv ity  fol low ing  Ichou’s  (2014) 
rankbased  approach. Thus, we first  recode  the  paren tal  edu ca tion  level when  the 
child was age 16 to the seven edu ca tional lev els in the BarroLee data set. Then, we 
cal cu late each par ent’s edu ca tional rank rel a tive to their samesex and sameage (non
mi grant)  ref er ence pop u la tion  in  the ori gin coun try  for  the fiveyear mea sure ment 
period that over laps with the year the child turned 16. As Engzell (2019) described, 
an indi vid ual’s selec tiv ity is given by

 
selectivityij = pj* +

1
2
pj

j* <  j
∑

⎛

⎝
⎜

⎞

⎠
⎟ ×100,

 
(1)

where  pj  is  the  pro por tion  of  the  ref er ence  pop u la tion  in  the  ori gin  coun try with 
edu ca tional  level  j. Thus, a par ent’s selec tiv ity value is  the sum of  the per cent age 
of the par ent’s ori gincoun try ref er ence pop u la tion with a lower edu ca tion level plus 
half of the per cent age of the ref er ence pop u la tion with an edu ca tion level equal to 
the par ent’s. We use  the mean of  the mother’s and  father’s val ues  to cal cu late  the 
indi vid ual’s paren tal edu ca tional selec tiv ity. Using the same mea sure, we also cal
cu late paren tal edu ca tional selec tiv ity  for chil dren of nativeborn par ents  from the 
BarroLee data for Norway.3

Figure 2 dis plays  the  rela tion ship between  the dis tri bu tion of edu ca tional  rank 
and  years  of  com pleted  edu ca tion  among  immi grant  par ents  (cf.  Engzell  2019). 
Panel a shows a strong pos i tive cor re la tion between the indi vid uallevel val ues of 
the two mea sures (rho = .681); here, each dot refers to the two aspects of paren tal 
edu ca tion for each child of immi grant par ents. Panel b dis plays the same rela tion ship 
 aggre gated to nationalori gin groups. Those groups above the hor i zon tal line (i.e., 
the median of the cohortspe cific edu ca tional rank dis tri bu tion in the ori gin coun try) 
are, on aver age, pos i tively selected on edu ca tion rel a tive to the  non mi grant  ref er ence 
cat e gory in the coun try of ori gin (yaxis). Groups to the left of the  ver ti cal line are, 
on aver age,  less edu cated  than nativeborn par ents of non mi grant   back grounds  in 
Norway (xaxis).

Despite  the  high  indi vid uallevel  cor re la tion,  ori gin  groups  with  high  aver age 
paren tal  edu ca tional  rank  rel a tive  to  the  ori gin  coun try  often  have  con sid er ably 
less paren tal school ing than the chil dren of Nor we gianborn par ents. For exam ple, 
immi grant par ents from Pakistan, Vietnam, Iran, Iraq, Chile, and India are pos i tively 
selected on edu ca tion. However, except for Chilean and Indian immi grants, they have 
com pleted fewer years of edu ca tion than the national aver age in Norway. In con trast, 
Turk ish immi grants are neg a tively selected and have less edu ca tion than nativeborn 
par ents, whereas Sri Lankan  immi grants have  less edu ca tion  than nativeborn par
ents but seem not to be selected from their ori gin coun try. Immigrants from India are 
hyperselected (Lee and Zhou 2015): on aver age, they have higher edu ca tional ranks 

3  The online appen dix (sec tion C) assesses the rel a tive explan a tory power of paren tal years of edu ca tion 
and paren tal selec tiv ity for chil dren of immi grants. The like li hood of post sec ond ary edu ca tion enroll ment 
is  pos i tively  asso ci ated with  paren tal  selec tiv ity,  even  after we  con trol  for  region  of  ori gin.  Similarly, 
expected earn ings of  the  cho sen edu ca tional field  is pos i tively  asso ci ated with paren tal  selec tiv ity,  but 
paren tal years of edu ca tion is not. Thus, paren tal selec tiv ity may play a role in explaining eth nic dif fer
ences in later edu ca tional careers of immi grants’ chil dren.
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Fig. 2  The relationship between the educational rank in origin country and years of completed education 
among immigrant parents. Panel a shows a jittered scatterplot of immigrant parents’ education as percentile 
rank position in the country of origin (vertical axis) and years of education (horizontal axis), averaged over 
both parents. Panel b shows the group averages of immigrant parents’ educational selectivity relative to the 
origin country (vertical axis) and years of education relative to nativeborn parents in Norway (horizontal 
axis) by country of origin. The circles represent the relative size of each nationalorigin group.
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16 S. T. Borgen and A. S. Hermansen

than non mi grants in their ori gin coun try and more edu ca tion than nativeborn par
ents in Norway. Figure 2 doc u ments that a high degree of coun trylevel edu ca tional 
selec tiv ity often cor re sponds well with the length of school ing in the abso lute sense.4

To mea sure stu dents’ prior edu ca tional achieve ments, we use stu dents’ grade point 
aver age (GPA) at the end of com pul sory lower sec ond ary edu ca tion. The GPA is a 
com pos ite of  teacherassigned grades  and exam grades obtained  in  the year when 
most chil dren turn 16. It is avail  able for all  chil dren, regard less of their later edu ca
tional attain ment. The GPA is stan dard ized within grad u at ing cohorts, with a mean 
value of 0 and a stan dard devi a tion of 1.

Finally,  all   regres sion mod els  reported  here  adjust  for  basic  sociodemographic 
back ground char ac ter is tics. These covariates are child’s sex, mother’s and  father’s 
birth year, num ber of sib lings, birth order, infor ma tion avail  able for only one par ent 
in reg is ters, and birth cohort.

Results

Ethnic Inequality in Postsecondary Education Enrollment

Figure 3 sum ma rizes  results  from ordi nary  leastsquares (OLS) regres sions (lin ear 
prob a bil ity mod els). Using infor ma tion on com plete birth cohorts, the mod els esti
mate gaps in the like li hood of post sec ond ary edu ca tion enroll ment rel a tive to natives 
for all  chil dren of immi grants and sep a rately by coun try of ori gin. We pres ent coef
fi cients from four model spec i fi ca tions. Model 1 adjusts for sociodemographic back
ground char ac ter is tics (child sex, mother’s and father’s birth year, num ber of sib lings, 
birth order, whether infor ma tion is avail  able for only one par ent, and birth cohort). 
In  the  remaining mod els, we suc ces sively add con trols  for paren tal years of com
pleted edu ca tion (Model 2), paren tal  rel a tive edu ca tional  rank (Model 3), and stu
dents’ ear lier grade achieve ments (Model 4). Models 1–4 allow us to assess base line 
immi grant–native gaps in the prob a bil ity of enroll ing in post sec ond ary edu ca tion and 
whether these gaps are attrib ut  able to dif fer ences in paren tal edu ca tion and stu dents’ 
aca demic achieve ment. The coef fi cients are reported as mar ginal effects (prob a bil ity 
changes  in  per cent age  points), where  the  prob a bil ity  of  post sec ond ary  enroll ment 
(y  = 1) is assumed to be a lin ear func tion of the set of pre dic tors (Wooldridge 2010).

The  results  show  a  sub stan tial  eth nic  advan tage.  Children  of  immi grants  have 
con sid er ably higher chances of post sec ond ary edu ca tion enroll ment than chil dren of 
nativeborn par ents. If we con sider all  ori gin countries com bined, chil dren of immi
grants have a prob a bil ity of uni ver sitylevel edu ca tion enroll ment that is 9 per cent age 
points higher, on aver age. We observe a com pa ra ble pat tern for most ori gin countries— 
Pakistan, Iraq, Vietnam, Iran, Sri Lanka, India, and other nonWestern ori gins—with 
a  like li hood  of  enter ing  post sec ond ary  edu ca tion  that  is  8–21  per cent age  points 
higher. However, chil dren of Turk ish and Chilean immi grants are con sid er ably less 
likely to enroll in post sec ond ary edu ca tion, whereas chil dren of Western immi grants 
do not dif fer from the natives.

4  Section D of the online appen dix pro vi des infor ma tion on intragroup var i a tion in paren tal edu ca tional 
selec tiv ity and doc u ments sig nifi  cant var i a tion in edu ca tional selec tiv ity within ori gin groups.
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17Children of Immigrants’ Choice of Postsecondary Field of Study

Once we adjust for paren tal years of edu ca tion, the pat tern of eth nic advan tage is 
even more pro nounced. A plau si ble expla na tion  is  that par ents’ edu ca tional attain
ment is not as good a proxy for paren tal resources trans mit ted across gen er a tions in 
immi grant fam i lies as it is in native fam i lies (Luthra and Soehl 2015). For instance, 
immi grant par ents may have less edu ca tion because of a lack of oppor tu nity in their 
ori gin coun try rather than a lack of  inter est or abil ity, whereas nativeborn par ents 
with  sim i larly  low  lev els  of  edu ca tion may  be more  neg a tively  selected  on  skills 
or  other  unob served  traits.  In  this  case,  paren tal  rel a tive  edu ca tion  might  bet ter 
reflect immi grant chil dren’s socio eco nomic back ground and thus bet ter explain the 
high enroll ment rates. Next, we there fore adjust for paren tal edu ca tional selec tiv ity. 
Interestingly and  in  line with  the  fore go ing argu ment, con trol ling paren tal  rel a tive 
edu ca tional rank reverses  the increased gap found in the model with only paren tal 
years of edu ca tion, suggesting that the ambi tious enroll ment choices of chil dren of 
immi grants,  rel a tive  to  those  of  chil dren  of  natives with  sim i lar  paren tal  years  of 
edu ca tion, are partly due to paren tal edu ca tional selec tiv ity. Nonetheless, sub stan tial 
immi grant–native gaps in post sec ond ary enroll ment remain after we adjust for both 
mea sures of paren tal edu ca tion.

Children of immigrants

Pakistan

Iraq

Vietnam

Iran

Sri Lanka

Chile

Turkey

India

Other non-Western

Western

–.2 –.1 0 .1 .2 .3 .4
Native–Immigrant Gap in the Probability of Postsecondary Education Enrollment

Baseline Parental years of education
Parental years of education + Parental selectivity Parental years of education + Parental selectivity + GPA

Fig. 3  OLS regression estimates of the native–immigrant gap in the probability of postsecondary educa
tion enrollment for all children of immigrants and separately by origin country. The vertical line refers to 
the reference group of children of natives, and coefficients for children of immigrants are the estimated 
gaps relative to natives in each model specification. The baseline model (circles) controls for child sex, 
birth year, birth order, number of siblings, father’s and mother’s birth year, and whether information is 
available for only one parent. The next three models include these basic adjustments and successively add 
controls for parental years of education (diamonds), parental educational selectivity (triangles), and GPA 
(squares). The 95% confidence intervals are derived from standard errors clustered on the municipality of 
residence at age 16. The online appendix provides the exact estimates and standard errors reported in the 
figure (section E).
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18 S. T. Borgen and A. S. Hermansen

Finally, we add con trols for prior edu ca tional achieve ment to assess whether dif
fer ences in enroll ment per sist when we com pare chil dren of immi grants and chil dren 
of nativeborn par ents with sim i lar achieve ment lev els. This model iso lates the role 
of edu ca tional choice (sec ond ary effects) rel a tive to the influ ence of prior aca demic 
achieve ments (pri mary effects) in explaining the immi grant–native enroll ment gaps 
by  immi grant  back ground. However,  adjusting  for  prior  grade  achieve ments  does 
not alter  the pat tern sub stan tively, and con sid er able immi grant advan tages in post
sec ond ary enroll ment remain. Children of immi grants from all  ori gin regions com
bined are close to 10 per cent age points more likely to enter uni ver sitylevel edu ca tion 
than natives, net of all  adjust ments. However, we find com pa ra ble or larger advan
tages of 7–22 per cent age points for chil dren of Pakistani, Iraqi, Viet nam ese, Ira nian,  
Sri Lankan, Turk ish,  Indian,  and other  nonWestern  immi grants. Only  chil dren of 
Chilean  and Western  immi grants  are  less  likely  than  natives  to  enter  post sec ond
ary edu ca tion once we adjust for fam ily back ground and prior edu ca tional achieve
ments. Thus, Figure 3 reveals a strik ing and per sis tent pat tern of immi grant opti mism. 
Children  of  most  immi grant  ori gins  are  sub stan tially  more  prone  to  con tinue  to  
uni ver sitylevel stud ies. Differences in paren tal edu ca tional selec tiv ity, par ents’ abso
lute  length of school ing, and stu dents’ prior aca demic achieve ments are  lim ited  in 
explaining this sub stan tially greater like li hood.

Ethnic Inequality in Choice of Postsecondary Field of Study

Next, we assess hor i zon tal eth nic inequal ity in sorting across dif fer ent post sec ond ary 
edu ca tional  fields.  Figures  4 and 5  sum ma rize  results  from OLS  regres sions  (lin
ear prob a bil ity mod els) predicting enroll ment in a given field of study for chil dren 
of immi grants rel a tive to chil dren of natives con di tional on hav ing entered post sec
ond ary  edu ca tion.5 We  regress  binary  indi ca tors  of  whether  a  stu dent  enrolled  in 
the  given  field  on  immi grant  back ground. The  coef fi cients  reflect  the  per cent age
point  gap  in  the  like li hood of  enroll ment  in  a given field of  study  for  chil dren of 
immi grants  rel a tive  to  natives.  Figure  4  reports  results  for  the  four  low estpay ing 
fields—defined by the median of the fieldspe cific expected earn ings—presented in 
ascend ing order from panel a (low est; arts and human i ties) to panel d (highest; social 
sci ences and other). Figure 5 sim i larly reports esti ma tes for the four fields with the 
highest expected earn ings, presented in ascend ing order from panel a (low est; busi
ness and admin is tra tion) to panel d (highest; health pro fes sion als). Each panel starts 
with results from the model spec i fi ca tion with basic adjust ments and then moves on 
to mod els suc ces sively adding con trols for paren tal years of edu ca tion, paren tal edu
ca tional selec tiv ity, and prior grade achieve ment.

The results reported in Figure 4 show that chil dren of immi grants are less likely 
than natives to enroll in the four fields of study with the low est expected earn ings. 
This pat tern is most pro nounced for shorter health degrees (e.g., nurs ing and social 
work) and edu ca tion (e.g., pre school, pri mary, and lower sec ond ary school teach ers).  
With  the  excep tion  of  immi grantback ground  stu dents  of  Chilean  and  Western  

5  We  reach  sim i lar  con clu sions  from mar ginal  effects  obtained  from  a mul ti no mial  logis tic  regres sion 
model (sec tion F, online appen dix).
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ori gins,  this pat tern of  lower enroll ment prob a bil i ties  is quite con sis tent across all  
other nonWestern ori gin groups. Adjusting for paren tal years of edu ca tion, par ents’ 
rel a tive edu ca tional ranks, and ear lier grades does not account for these fieldspe cific 
immi grant–native enroll ment gaps and, in fact, slightly accen tu ates the fieldspe cific 
neg a tive enroll ment gaps rel a tive to com pa ra ble stu dents with nativeborn par ents.

In con trast, Figure 5 doc u ments  that  the prob a bil i ties of enroll ment  in  the  four 
highestpay ing edu ca tional fields for chil dren of immi grants are sim i lar to or higher 
than  those  of  natives  after we make  basic  adjust ments.  This  pat tern  is most  pro
nounced for enroll ment in health pro fes sional fields, which include advanced degrees 
in med i cine,  den tistry,  and  phar macy. On  aver age,  chil dren  of  immi grants  have  a 
prob a bil ity of pur su ing a health pro fes sional edu ca tion that is roughly 9 per cent age 
points higher than that found among native stu dents. Given that almost 12% of immi
grant  stu dents and  less  than 4% of native stu dents  in post sec ond ary edu ca tion are 
enrolled in health pro fes sional fields (cf. Table 2), immi grant stu dents are more than 
three times as likely to pur sue health pro fes sional edu ca tions as are natives. Broken 
down by coun try of ori gin, this pat tern of over rep re sen ta tion in health pro fes sional 
fields is sim i lar for all  ori gin groups except for chil dren of Chilean and Turk ish immi
grants. The remaining fields of study fol low a gen eral pat tern of higher enroll ment 
among chil dren of immi grants, but var i a tion occurs in which national ori gin group 
is over rep re sented  in busi ness  and admin is tra tion  (Pakistan, Vietnam, Turkey,  and 
India), law (Pakistan, Iraq, and Iran), and sci ence and engi neer ing (Vietnam and Sri 
Lanka). Overall, sorting across fields of study among chil dren of immi grants reveals 
hor i zon tal eth nic advan tage rel a tive to natives in post sec ond ary edu ca tion.

We next assess whether paren tal and stu dent char ac ter is tics explain this hor i zon tal 
advan tage. Adjusting for fam ily back ground and prior aca demic achieve ment does 
not pro vide a gen eral account of the observed pat terns, although we find some var
i a tion in the immi grant–native gaps across fields of study. For exam ple, dif fer ences 
in par ents’ rel a tive edu ca tional rank con trib ute to higher enroll ment in busi ness and 
admin is tra tion among chil dren of immi grants rel a tive to natives, par tic u larly for chil
dren of Pakistani, Viet nam ese, and Turk ish immi grants. Immigrant selec tiv ity seems 
to mat ter con sid er ably less for the three remaining fields of study: law, sci ence and 
engi neer ing, and health pro fes sion als. Perhaps most strik ingly, adjusting for paren tal 
edu ca tional rank seems only to accen tu ate the enroll ment advan tage that chil dren of 
immi grants have in the health pro fes sional field.

Our results do not pro vide clear sup port for the argu ment that highly ambi tious 
choices and enroll ment in higherpay ing edu ca tional fields among chil dren of immi
grants can be attrib uted to selec tive pat terns of immi gra tion and their par ents’ rel a tive 
social sta tus in the ori gin coun try. In con trast, other types of expla na tions—such as 
stra te gic choices antic i pat ing future dis crim i na tion or more instru men tal views of the 
value of edu ca tion—may explain why chil dren of immi grants grav i tate toward high
sta tus fields of study with high eco nomic returns.

Ethnic Inequality in the Expected Economic Returns From the Chosen Field of Study

How does sorting across edu ca tional fields of study trans late to future eth nic dif fer
ences in the labor mar ket? To address this ques tion, we exam ine immi grant–native 
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inequal ity in expected eco nomic returns due to sorting across fields of study among 
post sec ond ary edu ca tion enrollees. Figure 6 sum ma rizes the results from OLS regres
sion mod els regressing stu dents’ expected earn ings rank on immi grant back ground 
using the same model spec i fi ca tions reported ear lier.

Children of  immi grants enroll  in edu ca tional fields with higher eco nomic returns 
relative  to  natives  after  we  adjust  for  sociodemographic  char ac ter is tics.  On  aver
age, across all  ori gin groups, chil dren of immi grants enroll in edu ca tional fields with 
expected earn ings roughly 1.7 per cen tile ranks higher com pared with natives. For chil
dren of immi grants from Pakistan, Vietnam, Sri Lanka, and India, the eth nic advan tage 
in fieldspe cific expected earn ings is con sid er ably higher, with a 3.7 to 4.7 higher per
cen tile rank rel a tive to chil dren of natives. Children of Chilean immi grants have mark
edly lower expected earn ings than natives—a neg a tive gap of 5.8—whereas chil dren 
of Western immi grants also enroll in fields with lower eco nomic returns. The remaining 
ori gin groups—from Iraq,  Iran, Turkey,  and other nonWestern countries—enroll  in 
fields with sim i lar or slightly higher expected earn ings than chil dren of natives.

How are the esti mated gaps affected by adjusting for paren tal years of com pleted 
edu ca tion, paren tal  edu ca tional  selec tiv ity,  and ear lier grades? Controlling  for any 

Children of immigrants

Pakistan

Iraq

Vietnam

Iran

Sri Lanka

Chile

Turkey

India

Other non-Western

Western

–10 –8 8 10–6 –4 –2 0 2 4 6
 Native–Immigrant Gap in Expected Earnings Percentile Rank

Baseline Parental years of education
Parental years of education + Parental selectivity Parental years of education + Parental selectivity + GPA

Fig. 6  OLS  regression  estimates  of  the  native–immigrant  gap  in  the  expected  earnings  percentile  rank 
for all children of immigrants and separately by origin country. Only students enrolled in postsecondary 
education are included in the analysis sample. The vertical line refers to the reference group of children of 
natives, and coefficients for children of immigrants are the estimated gaps relative to natives in each model 
specification. The baseline model (circles) controls for child sex, birth year, birth order, number of sib
lings, father’s and mother’s birth year, and whether information is available for only one parent. The next 
three models include these basic adjustments and successively add controls for parental years of education 
(diamonds), parental educational selectivity (triangles), and GPA (squares). The 95% confidence intervals 
are derived from standard errors clustered on the municipality of residence at age 16. The online appendix 
provides the exact estimates and standard errors reported in the figure (section I) and the results from sim
ilar analyses for completed birth cohorts unconditional on postsecondary education enrollment (section J).
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of  these back ground  fac tors min i mally  accounts  for  the  immi grant–native gaps  in 
fieldspe cific  expected  earn ings.  In most  cases,  the  eth nic  advan tages  for  chil dren 
of immi grants increase once we con trol for fam ily back ground and ear lier aca demic 
achieve ments.

Overall, these results show that most sec ondgen er a tion immi grant minor i ties sort 
into post sec ond ary edu ca tional fields where, all  else being equal, they can expect to 
earn higher wages after grad u a tion  than com pa ra ble chil dren of natives. However, 
these results again lend lim ited sup port to the argu ment that immi grants’ edu ca tional 
selec tiv ity  can  explain  their  chil dren’s  choice of  eco nom i cally  reward ing fields of 
study.

Discussion and Conclusions

Given the rapid expan sion of higher edu ca tion in recent decades, sur pris ingly lit tle 
research has addressed hor i zon tal eth nic inequal ity in sorting across post sec ond ary 
fields of  study and  the con se quences of  this  sorting  for  future  life chances among 
chil dren of  immi grants.  In  this  study, we use admin is tra tive data  from Nor we gian 
pop u la tion reg is ters  to  inves ti gate dif fer ences between chil dren of  immi grants and 
nativeborn par ents in their like li hood of post sec ond ary enroll ment, sorting into dif
fer ent fields of study, and the effect of choice of edu ca tional field on their eco nomic 
pros pects. Further, we assess whether immi grant–native dif fer ences in fam ily back
ground and ear lier aca demic achieve ments can explain pat terns of hor i zon tal eth nic 
inequalities in post sec ond ary edu ca tion.

We report three key find ings. First, we show that chil dren of immi grants are more 
likely  to  enroll  in  post sec ond ary  edu ca tion  than  chil dren  of  nativeborn  par ents. 
Second, and most impor tantly, chil dren of immi grants have a sys tem at i cally higher 
like li hood of selfselecting into fields of study with high expected earn ings, such as 
degrees in busi ness and admin is tra tion, law, sci ence and engi neer ing, and health pro
fes sions (e.g., med i cine and den tistry). On the basis of eth nic dif fer ences in choice of 
post sec ond ary edu ca tional field, chil dren of immi grants have higher expected earn
ings  than chil dren of natives. Third, dif fer ences  in ear lier aca demic achieve ments, 
paren tal edu ca tional attain ment, or pre mi gra tion social sta tus and skill selec tiv ity do 
not explain these edu ca tional advan tages.

Overall, our find ings  reveal  a per sis tent pat tern of hor i zon tal  eth nic advan tage: 
despite being dis ad van taged in terms of ear lier achieve ments and paren tal resources, 
chil dren of immi grants are more likely to enter post sec ond ary edu ca tion and pur sue 
more  pres ti gious,  eco nom i cally  reward ing  fields  of  study  than  chil dren  of  native
born par ents. Our find ings show immi grant opti mism extending beyond that docu
mented in ear lier research focus ing on con tin u a tion into upper sec ond ary aca demic 
tracks or higher edu ca tional attain ment (Glick and White 2004; Heath and Brinbaum 
2014; Jackson et al. 2012; Keller and Tillman 2008). Because hor i zon tal strat i fi ca tion 
across fields of study  is  increas ingly  impor tant  for grad u ates’ careers  (Borgen and 
Mastekaasa 2018; Kim et al. 2015; Reimer et al. 2008), these salient eth nic advan
tages  in  post sec ond ary  edu ca tion  may  be  cen tral  to  con tin ued  sec ondgen er a tion  
socio eco nomic prog ress in Norway and other immi grantreceiv ing countries (Drouhot 
and Nee 2019; Hermansen 2016).
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The ambi tious post sec ond ary edu ca tional choices observed among most chil dren 
of  immi grants sig nal  rapid  inter gen er a tional assim i la tion and declin ing eth nic strat i
fi ca tion, but this con clu sion should be viewed with cau tion. If ambi tious edu ca tional 
choices  are  based  on  a mis cal cu la tion  of  their  skills  rel a tive  to  the  aca demic  rigor 
required in  the highly demand ing study pro grams they enter,  immi grantback ground 
stu dents might run into what has been called an opti mism trap, where they face higher 
risks of noncompletion and later expe ri ence adverse labor mar ket out comes (Birkelund 
2020; Dollmann and Weißmann 2020; Tjaden and Hunkler 2017). Yet, admis sion to 
highpres tige study pro grams in post sec ond ary edu ca tion tends to be highly selec tive, 
draw ing on prior grades or test scores as the key selec tion cri te ria. In such cases, neg
a tive skill selec tion may be a less rel e vant fac tor. Further, grad u at ing from edu ca tional 
fields with high expected earn ings does not auto mat i cally trans late into labor mar ket 
suc cess (Hout 2012). Given that chil dren of immi grants often face eth nic dis crim i na
tion and other bar ri ers in the labor mar ket (Hermansen 2013; Quillian et al. 2019), a key 
task for future research is to assess whether they reap the same eco nomic returns from 
highpres tige edu ca tional degrees as their fel low grad u ates with nativeborn par ents.

Moreover,  immi grant  par ents’  edu ca tional  selec tiv ity  does  not  explain  the  eth
nic advan tages in post sec ond ary edu ca tion entry and sorting into highly reward ing 
fields of study seen among chil dren of immi grants. These chil dren seek oppor tu ni ties 
along  the hor i zon tal dimen sion  in post sec ond ary edu ca tion, but we find no  strong 
evi dence indi cat ing that these choices reflect stra te gic adap ta tions aimed at rein stat
ing their for eignborn par ents’ pre mi gra tion social posi tion (Engzell 2019; Feliciano 
and Lanuza 2017; Ichou 2014). One alter na tive expla na tion for immi grant descen
dants’  ambi tious  edu ca tional  choices  could  be  related  to  immi grant  par ents’  lack 
of  finetuned  con tex tual  knowl edge  about  the  intrin sic  value  of  edu ca tional  fields  
(Chiswick  1988;  Xie  and  Goyette  2003),  which  may  lead  immi grant  par ents—
irrespective of edu ca tional selec tiv ity—to encour age their chil dren to choose more 
transnationally  wellknown,  eco nom i cally  instru men tal,  highsta tus  edu ca tional 
fields. Another pos si ble expla na tion of ambi tious choices may be stra te gic behav ior 
in response to expected dis crim i na tion and other bar ri ers in the labor mar ket (Heath 
et al. 2008; Salikutluk 2016). For exam ple, rel a tive to native children, of nonWestern  
immi grants are much more likely to enroll in health pro fes sional fields of study. These 
fields often  lead  to  licensed occu pa tions, and occu pa tional  licen sure often  reduces 
eth nic inequal ity in the labor mar ket (Drange and Helland 2019).

Our find ings  should be  interpreted with  cave ats  in mind. First,  our mea sure  of 
paren tal edu ca tional selec tiv ity does not cap ture (pos i tive) selec tion rel a tive to non
mi grants in the ori gin coun try on other unob served char ac ter is tics, such as class posi
tion, health, or per son al ity traits (Feliciano 2020). We mea sure selec tiv ity on par ents’ 
edu ca tional attain ment with out infor ma tion on their field of edu ca tion or their occu pa
tional spe cial i za tion before migra tion (Potochnick and Hall 2021). Through cul tural 
social i za tion, these fac tors are likely to affect chil dren’s edu ca tional choices (Helland 
and Wiborg 2019; Jonsson et al. 2009). Further, we mea sure par ents’ selec tiv ity as 
their edu ca tion rel a tive to the national dis tri bu tion of edu ca tional level in their ori gin 
coun try, not rel a tive to local dis tri bu tions. Consequently, our mea sure may be biased 
regard ing par ents’ selfper ceived edu ca tional sta tus from a local per spec tive.

In con clu sion, this study doc u ments an opti mis tic sce nario of a hor i zon tal eth nic 
advan tage in post sec ond ary edu ca tion among chil dren of immi grants in the Nor we gian  
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wel fare state con text. However, this pat tern might not gen er al ize to a broader set of 
immi grantreceiv ing countries. The Nor we gian edu ca tional sys tem is open and com
pre hen sive,  lacks early for mal track ing, and has few eco nomic bar ri ers to enter ing 
highpres tige study pro grams—fac tors that argu  ably pro vide more room for choice
based mech a nisms  allowing  highaspir ing  chil dren  of  immi grants  to  advance  into 
post sec ond ary edu ca tion (Jackson et al. 2012). Thus, Norway is a bestcase sce nario, 
where  immi grants’  chil dren’s  ambi tious  edu ca tional  choices  and  poten tial  con se
quences for labor mar ket careers are likely to be less constrained than in less egal i tar
ian edu ca tional sys tems. Future com par a tive research is needed to estab lish the extent 
to  which  immi grantback ground  stu dents’  abil ity  to  maneu ver  into  highpres tige  
post sec ond ary edu ca tional fields is more or less constrained by the oppor tu nity struc
tures found in dif fer ent insti tu tional con texts. ■
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