
Do adult foreign residents prefer academic to vocational 
education? Evidence from a survey of public opinion in 
Switzerland 

Aurelien Abrassarta, Marius R. Busemeyerb, Maria A. Cattaneoc and Stefan C. Woltera,c 

aDepartement of Economics, (entre for Research in Economics of Education, University of Bern, Bern, 
Switzerland; bDepartment of Politics and Public Administration, University of Konstanz, Konstanz, Germany; 
' SCCRE Swiss Coordination Center for Research in Education, Aarau, Switzerland 

ABSTRACT 
Using a unique and original dataset measuring preferences of adults 
for academic vs. vocational education in Switzerland, we explore 
differences between Swiss citizens and foreign residents regarding 
individual preferences for these different types of education. We 
find that first-generation foreigners exhibit strenger preferences 
for academic education, whereas the preferences of second
generation foreigners do not significantly differ from those of 
Swiss citizens. Further, variation across subgroups of foreigners 
based on their nationality indicates that cultural aspects matter to 
a certain extent as less well-integrated ethnic groups express 
strenger preferences for academic education and are also less 
likely to value the labour market outcomes of vocational 
education. lnterestingly, the presence of a well-established VET 
system in the country of origin does not appear to strengthen 
preferences for vocational education in Switzerland. This might be 
related to less positive labour market outcomes for VET graduates' 
countries of origin. 
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In current times, questions related to the integration of immigrants into the welfare states 
of advanced post-industrial democracies are asked with new urgency. A prominent issue 
in academic and political debates is the role of education in promoting the labour market 
integration of immigrants. Thus far, most of the existing research is concerned with ana
lysing the impact of migration status on educational attainment (Cebolla-Boado 2011; 
Diehl, Friedrich, and Hall 2009; Hillmert 2013; Jackson, Jonsson, and Rudolphi 2012; 
Jonsson and Rudolphi 2011; Kristen and Granate 2007; Kristen, Reimer, and Kogan 
2008; Lagana, Chevillard, and Gauthier 2014; Paulus and Blossfeld 2007; Tjaden and 
Scharenberg 2017), labour market success ( e.g. see Cain [ 1986], for an early review and 
Dustmann and Glitz [2015] for a more recent literature survey), or the aspiration gap 
between native and immigrant students and parents (e.g. Relikowski, Yilmaz, and Bloss
feld 2012; Salikutluk 2016; Tjaden and Hunkler 2017). 
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In this paper, we are interested in determining the association between immigrant 
status, nationality and individual adult preferences for a given type of education. In 
short, we do not focus on actual educational decisions made by students and parents, 
but on the general attitudes and preferences of all adult citizens regarding the priorities 
of education policy. Preferences expressed by individuals that are neither directly nor 
indirectly in contact with the education system have been largely neglected as an object 
of analysis, although their influence on policy-making through public opinion might be 
significant. As argued by Burstein (1998, 2003) or more recently Manza and Brooks 
(2012), public opinion has been largely neglected by sociologists as a factor influencing 
public policy-making. Furthermore, public opinion is likely to matter for policy making 
in particular when citizens dispose of direct democracy tools to directly or indirectly 
influence policy-making (e.g. Arceneaux 2002; see Lutz [2006] for Switzerland). But 
even in countries with no tradition in direct democracy, public opinion plays an important 
role, as a recent example from Germany shows. A large-scale school reform in Hamburg 
was indeed rejected by public referendum despite the wide support from all political 
parties (Busemeyer, Lergetporer, and Woessmann 2017). 

A few papers have started to investigate policy preferences for academic vs. vocational 
education (Busemeyer and Garritzmann 2017; Busemeyer, Cattaneo, and Wolter 2011) or 
the perceptions of the value of vocational education and training (Di Stasio 2017). In this 
paper, we build on, but also extend, this literature by focusing on differences between Swiss 
citizens and foreign residents in their perceptions of the value of educational alternatives. 
This is an important research question because foreigners might feel discriminated by 
their Jack of voice in the host country and an education system that does not satisfy 
their needs or respond to their expectations with regards to societal outcomes (see, e.g. 
Duemmler [2013, 2015] for Switzerland). Yet foreigners might still exercise their right 
of exit by expressing their discontent with the actual state of education, for instance 
through an increased demand for private education for those who can afford it. The 
recent Swiss Education Report 2018 (SCCRE 2018) shows that there is a strong positive 
correlation between the share of foreign residents and the share of private schools in a 
canton. Foreigners might also reject the educational institutions of their host country 
and adopt alternative modes of socialisation (Lamont 2012; Lynn and Ellerbach 2017). 

In this study, we analyse original data from a survey of public opinion, conducted in 
2012 in Switzerland, which was specifically designed to tease out differences between 
Swiss citizens and foreigners by oversampling residents with a foreign citizenship. Switzer
land is, in a sense, a good test case for the association between immigrant status, nation
ality and educational preferences. This is because this country has a well-established and 
well-functioning vocational education and training (VET) system that reliably provides 
good employment opportunities for persons with different educational qualifications 
(Hanushek et al. 2017; SCCRE 2014, 2018) 1 and at the same time a quantitatively impor
tant and heterogeneous immigrant population. 

The innovative contribution of the paper is threefold: First, this is the first study that 
tests for differences in preferences for academic vs. vocational education between Swiss 
citizens and foreign residents and uses to that end a novel data set, which has not been 
previously analysed. Second, by considering the cultural background of each ethnic 
group and the features of the educational system (especially the presence of VET) in 
the country of origin, we provide evidence of important differences in preferences 
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within the group of foreigners. Third, parallel to the study of general public opinion on 
academic vs. vocational education, distinct dimensions of preferences, such as the valua
tion of the labour market outcomes or the social prestige assigned to each educational 
option, which have been largely ignored in the literature, are also examined here. 

Our results indicate that educational preferences between Swiss citizens and foreign 
residents differ mostly with regards to academic education: More specifically, we find 
that first-generation foreigners are more likely to prefer academic education than 
second-generation foreigners and Swiss citizens. Preferences also vary across subgroups 
of foreigners, depending on their nationality and in line with expectations regarding the 
value of academic vs. vocational education in the labour market. Somewhat counterintui
tively, the presence of a strong VET system in someone's country of origin does not 
increase the likelihood of preferring vocational education and does not improve the per
ceived labour market value of vocational education. On the contrary, foreigners coming 
from countries with a well-established VET systern are more likely to prefer academic edu
cation despite the lack of labour market discrimination in the host country and a higher 
perceived social prestige of VET. 

The next section provides a short introduction to the literature and explains in greater 
detail how the paper contributes to advancing scholarship. Next, we develop a short theor
etical framework with a set of testable hypotheses, which is then followed by the empirical 
analyses. In the concluding section, we reflect on the implications of our findings for the 
integration of immigrants in education systems and labour markets in Western European 
countries. 

Literature review and theory 

This paper responds to two major gaps in the existing scholarly literature: first, there is a 
growing literature in the field of sociology of education that studies educational attainment 
and decisions of immigrants (Cebolla-Boado 2011; Diehl, Friedrich, and Hall 2009; Hill
mert 2013; Jackson, Jonsson, and Rudolphi 2012; Jonsson and Rudolphi 2011; Kristen and 
Granato 2007; Lagana, Chevillard, and Gauthier 2014), and how they are influenced by 
parents' and students' aspirations, independently of cost-benefit calculations (Greenman 
2013; Kristen, Reimer, and Kogan 2008; Paulus and Blossfeld 2007; Relikowski, Yilmaz, 
and Blossfeld 2012; Salikutluk 2016; Tjaden and Hunkler 2017; Tjaden and Scharenberg 
2017). This literature provides important insights into the differences between natives' 
and immigrants' educational aspirations and careers. Notably, immigrant students are 
subject to a significant optimism bias that divert them from the viable vocational path 
toward academic education, even though their likelihood of dropping out might be 
higher in the latter sector. Contrarily to prior beliefs, this optimism bias does not 
appear to be explained by discrimination and information asymmetries but might result 
from parents' wish to secure the future of their children and socia] status considerations, 
in turn driving unrealistic expectations (Tjaden and Hunkler 2017). 

The previous literature is, however, mostly concerned with the study of educational 
decisions, educational attainment and their determinants, while our focus is on the inves
tigation of individual variation in the preferences of adults for academic vs. vocational edu
cation. In this paper, individual preferences differ from expectations and decisions in that 
they neither relate to a concrete Situation involving children, nor are they influenced by 
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constraints of any type (financial, timely etc.). They are, therefore, normative as they 
reflect the view of the respondent on the type of education that is ideally preferred and 
are expected to have an impact on the political choices the individual is making. At the 
aggregate level, individual preferences over different educational alternatives accumulate 
to demands and expectations vis-a-vis the state and policy makers. The study of differ
ences in public opinion between nationals of the host country and foreign residents, 
however, has not yet been analysed from that perspective. 

One of the core findings of the few existing studies on popular attitudes and preferences 
on education policy is that the individual-level support for spending on different types of 
education is related to individual educational experiences, partisan ideology and house
hold Situation (in particular having children) (Busemeyer and Garritzmann 2017; Buse
meyer, Cattaneo, and Wolter 2011). For example, individuals with a vocational 
educational background are more likely to support continued public investment on this 
type of education rather than on higher education and vice versa. The finding that indi
viduals do in fact support that kind of education. which fits their own educational experi
ences, generally reflects the socialisation process within the education system (Lamont 
2012; Lynn and Ellerbach 2017). Furthermore, as shown by Di Stasio (2017), stronger pre
ferences for academic education among high-educated workers might also reveals status 
maintenance concerns. 

Nevertheless, as we argue in the following, the situation could be different when study
ing differences in preferences between nationals of the host country and foreigners, as 
other factors linked to the cultural background of individuals and their integration 
process in the host society could affect their preferences. In this paper, we concentrate 
on preferences for different types of post-secondary education, i.e. vocational education 
on the one hand and general academic education at the upper secondary level on the 
other (with the latter possibly leading to tertiary education). The core hypothesis that 
we test is whether there are systematic differences in preferences between Swiss adult citi
zens and foreign residents, which remain robust even after controlling for other factors 
that might also affect individual preferences, such as income, age, gender, having children 
in compulsory education and educational background. Since there is to our knowledge no 
dedicated literature on this topic, we borrow from theories that apply to different concepts 
linked to education, such as the rational action theory applied to educational choices, or 
literatures focusing on immigrants' integration in the host country and in the educational 
system. 

The Breen-Goldthorpe model of rational educational choices and its extensions (Becker 
and Hecken 2009; Breen and Goldthorpe 1997; Hillmert and Jacob 2003; Stocke 2007) 
assume that individuals partly base their educational decisions on a rational assessment 
of the relative costs and benefits of different educational pathways. Applying this model 
to our research question, it could be argued that foreign residents might have different 
rational expectations about the costs and benefits associated with different educational 
pathways, based on their own educational experiences in their home countries. In Switzer
land, VET is a well-established and credible alternative to academic higher education. 
However, as recently shown by Hanushek et al. (2017), the labour market value of a voca
tional degree is lower in virtually all other advanced industrial countries. Therefore, 
foreigners who have fewer experiences with the Swiss education system (and therefore 
less information about it) are likely to attribute a higher labour market value to academic 
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education than Swiss citizens and should accordingly express stronger preferences for aca
demic education. 2 

Hypothesis 1: Foreign residents are more likely to prefer academic over vocational education 
than Swiss citizens. 

These differences might however decrease with foreigners' length of stay in the host 
country or disappear with generational replacement, as they become more familiar with 
the education system in the country of residence and leam about the direct labour 
market benefits associated with vocational education (Bolli and Rageth 2016). In addition, 
educational institutions also shape normative expectations of individuals with regard to 
the question of how social status is linked to different types of education and occupations 
(Zhou 2005). This is all the more so since education exercises a socialising effect by legit
imating the institutionalised knowledge that is taught and acquired in school (Lamont 
2012; Lynn and Ellerbach 2017). Hence, we should expect diverging preferences and 
valuation practices with regards to the type of education among foreigners to shrink 
with later generations. 

Hypothesis 2a: First-generation foreign residents are more likely to prefer academic over 
vocational education than Swiss citizens and second-generation foreigners in Switzerland. 

Hypothesis 2b: First-generation foreign residents are more likely to value the labour market 
outcomes of and assign a higher social prestige to academic education than Swiss citizens and 
second-generation foreigners in Switzerland. 

However, features of the education system in the country of origin, in particular the insti
tutional features of VET systems and associated labour market outcomes, are also expected 
to affect preferences for academic vs. vocational education and the perceived labour 
market value of each type of education among first-generation foreign residents. Ex 
ante, it is plausible to expect that foreign residents with educational experiences in 
countries with well-established VET systems should be more likely to support vocational 
over academic education. However, these educational experiences could also trigger nega
tive learning experiences, in particular when some of the well-developed VET systems are 
associated with worse labour market outcomes in comparison to academic education in 
the long run (Hanushek et al. 2017). Thus, foreign residents coming from countries 
with well-established VET systems should have stronger preferences for academic edu
cation given the expected labour market outcomes of the different types of education in 
their country of origin. This result should hold despite the fact that the social standing 
of VET is generally higher in countries with well-established VET systems (Billett 
2014). Therefore, we posit, here, that the labour market outcomes should be more decisive 
for the formation of preferences. 

Hypothesis 3a: First-generation foreign residents coming from countries with a well-estab
lished VET system are more likely to prefer academic over vocational education than 
Swiss citizens and foreigners from other countries. 

Hypothesis 3b: First-generation foreign residents coming from countries with a well-estab
lished VET system are more likely to value the labour market outcomes of academic edu
cation but assign a higher social prestige to vocational education than Swiss citizens and 
foreigners from other countries. 
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In addition to the previous arguments, preferences for different types of education 
should also vary across different ethnic groups, depending on the particular migration 
history of these groups: When ethnic groups are made up of foreign residents and 
migrants who have come to Switzerland a long time ago, it is more likely that preferences 
of members of these groups are closer to those of Swiss citizens, even when newcomers 
come into the country. More particularly, foreigners from Southern Europe, mostly Ita
lians, belong to the older waves of immigration to Switzerland and are well integrated 
in the Swiss society (Bolzman, Fibbi, and Vial 2003; Fibbi and de Rahm 1988). As a 
result, even immigrant newcomers from Southern Europe should benefit from the inte
gration of previous waves of migration. In addition, the relatively bad labour market out
comes associated with academic education in their country of origin but also their 
experiences and that of their fellow countrymen and countrywomen in the Swiss labour 
market should at least partly close the gap between their preferences and labour market 
valuation practices and those of Swiss citizens. 

Furthermore, we argue that the actual ethnic discrimination is likely to create a barrier 
for adults towards understanding the functioning of the host country's education system 
and associated labour market outcomes. The main expected mechanism is that higher per
ceptions of group discrimination among ethnic minorities are likely to trigger stronger 
identification process with ethnic identities rather than with the national identity of the 
host country (Molina, Phillips, and Sidanius 2015). 

Discrimination of immigrants might happen on several levels in Switzerland. First, 
early tracking according to ability at the end of primary education is detrimental to less 
integrated immigrants (e.g. Ruhose and Schwerdt 2016 for an international comparison 
of the migrant-native achievement gaps). Second, ethnic-based selection by training com
panies (e.g. Imdorf 2017) or statistical discrimination (Mueller and Wolter 2014) may 
lower the chances of immigrant students of finding an apprenticeship in comparison to 
their Swiss counterparts. Finally, immigrants are more likely to be discriminated in the 
labour market despite possessing sirnilar credentials and skills to Swiss natives (Auer, 
Bonoli, and Fossati 2017; Dietz et al. 2015; Liebig, Kohls, and Krause 2012). 

While North-Western European foreigners, mostly Germans and French in our study, 
are not knowingly discriminated, some studies show discrimination in both the VET 
system and the Swiss labour market of (South-)Eastern Europeans and non-Europeans 
(comprising diverse minorities) foreigners, who stem from a relatively recent wave of 
immigration (e.g. from the Balkan countries or Africa) (e.g. Auer, Bonoli, and Fossati 
2017; Diehl, Friedrich, and Hall 2009; Fibbi, Lerch, and Wanner 2006, 2007; Fibbi, 
Topgül, and Ugrina 2015; Schnell and Fibbi 2016). Hence, (South-)Eastern European 
and non-Europeans foreigners should favour more academic over vocational education 
and be more likely to attribute a lower labour market value to vocational education in 
comparison to other ethnic groups. 

Hypothesis 4a: We expect first-generation Eastern Europeans and non-Europeans to exhibit 
stronger preferences for academic education than Southern Europeans, which should have 
closer preferences towards education to Swiss citizens. 

Hypothesis 4b: We expect first-generation Eastern Europeans and non-Europeans tobe more 
likely to value the labour market outcomes of and assign a higher social prestige to academic 
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education than Southem Europeans, which should have closer opinions towards the valua
tion of each type of education to Swiss citizens. 

Data and methods 

In order to study the hypotheses presented in the previous section, we commissioned the pro
fessional survey institute 'Gesellschaft für praktische Sozialforschung' (GfS)3 to collect data 
from a representative sample of Swiss residents.4 The sample contains information on a 
total of 2055 Swiss citizens and 768 foreign residents over the age of 18. The data were col
lected between May and September 2012 using Computer-Assisted Telephone Interviewing 
(CATI). The interviews were held in German, French, Italian, English, or Portuguese. Apart 
from individual socioeconomic and family characteristics, respondents were asked to express 
their opinion on a series of questions conceming different aspects of education policy. 

The hypotheses to be tested suggest that foreign residents are more likely than Swiss 
citizens to prefer academic rather than vocational education for their children. To 
allalyse this, the following questioll was illcluded in the questionnaire: 

lrrespective of whether you have children or not: what education would you wish your child 
to have after completing its compulsory education? 

Respondents could choose from four possibilities: 

(1) Vocational training/specialist secondary school, 
(2) Academic baccalaureate school, 
(3) Either would be feasible, depelldillg Oll the child's inclillation, 
( 4) lt wouldn't matter to me. 

As we mentioned in the first sections, perceptions about the relative value of different 
killds of education are likely to be illfluellced by considerations about the value of voca
tional education from the labour market perspective alld its associated social status. 
Foreign residents might attribute a higher labour market value as well as a higher social 
status to academic rather thall vocatiollal educatioll, based Oll rational expectatiolls coll
cerning the relative pay-off of these educational pathways or cultural predispositions based 
on experiences in their home countries. In order to further analyse this possibility, the 
questiollnaire included two questiolls. The first concerns the labour market perspective: 

Which of the following three statements is most accurate in your opinion? Considering the 
job market: people in Switzerland with vocational and professional education and training 
(apprenticeship, tertiary level B professional education and training, university of applied 
sciences) are „. 

(1) better equipped, 
(2) equally weil equipped, or 
(3) not as weil equipped as those with an academic baccalaureate or university education. 

The second question is about the social status of vocational education: 

Please select one of the following three answers: With a vocational qualification (apprentice
ship, tertiary level B professional education and training, university of applied sciences) 
people in Switzerland enjoy ... 
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(1) a higher, 
(2) an equally high, or 
(3) a lower social status than those with an academic baccalaureate or university education. 

Whereas our main question captures inherent differences in preferences between Swiss 
citizens and foreign residents, these additional questions can help to shed light on the 
mechanisms that might explain these differences (if they exist). For instance, foreign resi
dents might regard the labour market value of vocational education as lower compared to 
university or academic education. Alternatively, differences between Swiss citizens and 
foreign residents might result from cultural predispositions regarding the social status/ 
prestige of academic vs. vocational education. 

In order to analyse and present the answers to these questions in a more straightfor
ward fashion, we dichotomised these two additional dependent variables5 and grouped 
the four answer categories for the questions about the relative relevance of vocational edu
cation relative to academic degrees for the labour market and the social status into two 
categories: whether people with a vocational education are worse prepared for the 
labour market and whether they had a lower social standing than academic graduates.6 

For the purposes of this paper, one of the essential things to do was to decide whether to 
distinguish between Swiss natives and immigrants, or between Swiss citizens and foreign 
residents. Previous studies have shown that the way in which foreign background, citizen
ship and generation status are taken into consideration for the operationalisation of 
migration status greatly influences the proportion of 'immigrants' in the population 
(Gresch and Kristen 2011). This in turn might affect the findings. In this analysis, we 
focus on the distinction between foreign residents and Swiss citizens. Because the natural
isation process in Switzerland is long and laborious, foreigners who choose to acquire the 
Swiss citizenship should possess a strong desire to assimilate the Swiss values and are, 
accordingly, probably more similar to Swiss citizens than foreign residents with regards 
to their educational preferences. Moreover, this operationalisation gives more credit to 
our findings if the preferences of resident foreigners differ significantly from the prefer
ences of Swiss citizens including naturalised immigrants. 

Here, foreign residents are defined as all respondents who do not have a Swiss nation
ality, regardless of place of birth. This means that among the foreign residents, we have 
first-, second-, and possibly third- or more generation immigrants. In order to account 
for the fact that foreigners do not constitute a homogenous group, we distinguish 
further between different subgroups, depending on country of origin, place of birth (Swit
zerland or abroad), and time (age) of arrival in Switzerland. In addition, naturalised immi
grants are either included as Swiss citizens or distinguished from the other subgroups in 
the more refined analysis. 

First, we control for second/third generation status because knowledge of the education 
system in the host country ( or lack thereof) might influence preferences for acadernic or 
vocational education. Foreigners who have been living in Switzerland for a long time, 
especially those who were born in Switzerland, should have assimilated more into the 
country. The survey provides information on nationality and country of birth and on 
whether the parents were born in Switzerland. Using this information, we created a vari
able for second- and third-generation foreigners whom we define as foreigners born in 
Switzerland.7 In addition, we consider for the fi.rst-generation foreigners how long they 
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have been living in Switzerland, as this might influence how familiar they are with the 
Swiss education system. In order to do this, we include a variable for years of residence 
that denotes the number of years a first-generation foreign resident has been living in 
Switzerland.8 

Second, we distinguish a subgroup of first-generation foreigners within the North
Western Europeans, who come from countries where vocational education is well
known and established. Foreign residents coming from these countries should be more 
familiar with the VET system, and therefore might constitute a group with potentially 
different preferences than foreigners from other countries. Specifically, we generate a vari
able taking the value l, if the person comes from Germany, Austria, Denmark, Luxem
bourg or the Netherlands, and zero otherwise. 

Third, we account for ethnic specificities and fear of discrimination, in the sense that we 
control for subgroups by region of origin. The smvey provides information on country of 
origin, and we use this to create dichotomous variables for the biggest foreigner groups, 
namely North-Western Europeans, Southern Europeans, Eastern Europeans and rest of 
the world. Unfortunately, due to the small numiber of observations for foreign residents 
coming from places other than Europe, it is not possible to create further sub-groups. 

Finally, we also controlled for the fact that among Swiss nationals, there are people who 
chose to gain citizenship somewhere along the way. To control for potential differences for 
this subgroup of Swiss citizens, we included a variable that indicates whether the person is 
a naturalised Swiss. The variable takes the value one if the person has Swiss nationality but 
both parents were born abroad.9 

As mentioned above, we expect the individuals' educational background tobe associ
ated with preferences for academic vs. vocational education, as individual educational 
experience influences the support for public spending for a certain type of education 
(Busemeyer, Cattaneo, and Wolter 2011). To control for this, we created five binary edu
cation variables based on the highest level of education attained and separated vocational 
educational qualifications from general academic qualifications. The first dummy is com
pulsory school, which includes people who just completed primary school and lower sec
ondary school. After finishing the nine years of compulsory schooling, students wishing to 
continue with their education can choose between general education, which consists of 
selective schools (leading to a Baccalaureate degree), granting direct access to universities, 
specialised schools, and vocational education and training, which leads to a Federal VET 
Diploma. Depending on the canton and the language region between 20% and 50% of 
school-leavers go to a full-time school and between 40% and 70% start a vocational train
ing. Almost 90% of those taking up vocational training pursue a dual apprenticeship, 
meaning that they attend vocational schools for part of the time and spend the rest of 
their time working and learning in companies. The category apprenticeship includes all 
people who completed a vocational training at the upper secondary level; baccalaureate 
indicates completion of an academic baccalaureate at a general secondary school, which 
is the university entrance diploma in Switzerland; and the dummy tertiary non-academic 

includes all people who completed vocational training at the tertiary level (this includes 
higher degrees in vocational/professional training (ISCED SB), university of applied 
sciences and universities of teacher education10

). Finally, academic education includes 
all people with a university degree. Other control variables are age, gender, language 
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region (German, French or Italian), whether the respondent has children still in school, 
and marital and employment status. 

Descriptive results 

Tables 1 and 2 provide a descriptive summary of the data. After deleting a few observations 
with missing values, 11 the final sample contains a total of 2771 observations, consisting of 
2027 Swiss citizens and 744 foreign residents. Approximately 9% of Swiss citizens were not 
born in Switzerland, which means they either have at least one Swiss parent or they chose 
to acquire the Swiss nationality sometime between arriving in Switzerland and the time of 
the survey. As described, we controlled for naturalisation, as the preferences of people who 
are not Swiss natives but possess the Swiss nationality might also differ from those of Swiss 
natives. 16% of the foreigners were born in Switzerland and are therefore defined as 
second-generation foreign residents and used as an additional control in our regressions. 

Looking at Table 1, we can observe that foreigners are overrepresented among people 
with only compulsory school education as weil as people with a university degree but 
underrepresented in the group of people with a vocational education. This shows, on 
the one side, the bifurcated nature of the skill profile of foreign residents in Switzerland 
with both low- and high-skilled foreigners being overrepresented, and, on the other 
side, the fact that middling qualifications (i.e. vocational degrees) are less common 
outside of Switzerland. 

Most importantly for our purposes, the descriptive results in Table 1 confirm our 
expectations in that the percentage of respondents who prefer academic education for 
their children rather than vocational education is twice as high for foreign residents 
(25%) as for Swiss citizens (12%). 

Table 1. Descriptive statistics. 

Variable Swiss Foreigner Total 

Prefers academic upper-secondary education for their children 12.09 (0.72) 25.20 (1.59) 15.59 (0.69) 
Both academic upper-secondary education and vocational training .are feasible 70.45 (1.01) 56.13 (1.81) 67.02 (0.89) 

alternatives 
Prefers vocational training 17.46 (0.84) 18.67 (1.43) 17.39 (0.72) 
Compulsory school 14.21 (0.78) 32.05 (1.71 ) 16.20 (0.70) 
Vocational training 50.62 (1.1 1) 29.66 (1.68) 46.23 (0.95) 
Baccalaureate school 2.91 (0.37) 6.12 (0.88) 3.97 (0.37) 
T ertiary non-academic education 20.77 (0.90) 15.56 (1 .33) 19.88 (0.76) 
University 11.49 (0.71) 16.61 (1.37) 13.71 (0.65) 
Age 50.29 (0.40) 42.90 (0.57) 49.19 (0.35) 
Man 47.46 (1.1 1) 52.85 (1.83) 48.29 (0.95) 
Single 28.96 (1.01) 29.56 (1.67) 26.96 (0.84) 
Married 54.91 (1. 11) 54.56 (1.83) 58.10 (0.94) 
Widow or divorced 16.13 (0.82) 15.88 (1.34) 14.94 (0.68) 
Children: yes 65.81 (1.05) 63.13 ( 1 .77) 65.36 (1.00) 
Born in Switzerland 90.92 (0.64) 14.47 (1.29) 70.55 (0.64) 
Non-Swiss partner or spouse 5.38 (0.50) 54.70 (1.83) 18.62 (0.74) 
French-speaking Switzerland 23.43 (0.94) 32.77 (1.72) 25.91 (0.83) 
German-speaking Switzerland 72.13 (1.00) 62.13 (1.78) 69.11 (0.88) 
ltalian-speaking Switzerland 4.44 (0.46) 5.00 (0.81) 4.98 (0.41) 
Employed 60.38 (1.09) 66.71 (1.73) 62.32 (0.92) 
Years of residence in Switzerland 19.35 (0.55) 
N 2027 744 2771 

Notes: Standard errors in parentheses. 
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics by region of origin (birthplace), in %. 
European European 

North- countries with countries without 
West vocational vocational Rest of 

Europe education education South East the 
Variable Swiss (All) tradition• tradition Europe Europe world 

Prefer academic 12.09 25.49 22.95 30.30 15.15 39.32 30.60 
education for their (0.72) (2.60) (3.12) (4.64) (2.13) (5.43) (4.73) 
children 

Both academic upper- 70.45 64.67 66.12 59.60 55.72 46.32 50.77 
secondary education (1.01 ) (2.85) (3.51) (4.96) (2.95) (5.54) (5.13) 
and vocational training 
are feasible alternatives 

Prefers vocational 17.46 9.85 10.93 10.10 29.13 14.36 18.63 
training (0.84) (1.78) (2.31) (3.04) (2.70) (3.90) (3.99) 

Compulsory school 14.21 9.51 7.40 13.64 44.84 42.43 38.57 
(0.78) (1.75) (1.42) (2.75) (2.96) (5.49) (4.99) 

Vocational training 50.62 28.35 32.50 20.01 25.22 39.37 31.60 
(1.11 ) (2.69) (3.53) (4.33) (2.58) (5.43) (4.77) 

Baccalaureate school 2.91 5.42 8.19 0 10.93 2.57 1.87 
(0.37) (1.35) (2.03) 0 (1.85) (1.76) (1.39) 

Tertiary non-academic 20.77 26.21 23.41 31 .70 11.18 5.74 13.57 
education (0.90) (2.62) (3.1 7) (4.68) (1.87) (2.58) (3.51) 

University 11.49 30.51 28.50 34.44 7.82 9.89 14.39 
(0.71) (2.75) (3.36) (4.86) (1.60) (3.32) (3.60) 

N 2027 282 183 99 284 82 96 

Note: Standard errors in parentheses 
0 This group includes Germany, Austria, The Netherlands, Luxembourg and Denmark; 142 people out of the 183 are German 

foreigners. 

Table 2 presents results that differentiate further among different nationalities of 
foreign residents in order to see whether there are differences depending on the 
country/region of origin. In this set-up, the different groups are defined according to 
the geographical region of the birthplace of the respondents. The number of observations 
for respondents born outside Europe is very small (with less than 20 observations per 
group/continent). Therefore, we combine these respondents into one category (Non-Eur
opeans). Another issue to consider is that people from Italy and Germany are overrepre
sented in our sample, while people from Serbia, Kosovo, and Turkey (some of the main 
foreign nationalities in Switzerland) are underrepresented. This might be due to the fact 
that the survey was only carried out in German, Italian, French, English, and Portuguese. 
The numbers for the other nationalities are in line with those from the Swiss Federal Office 
of Statistics. To correct for any potential nationality over/under representativeness, we 
used sampling weights in our regression analyses. 

The descriptive results reveal significant differences among foreign residents. Those 
from Southern Europe (Italians being the largest nationality in this group) tend to 
regard vocational education much more positively than all other groups. For example, 
29% of Southern Europeans would choose vocaitional training over academic education 
for their children whereas this is the case for only between 10% and 19% for the other 
foreign groups. One reason for this might be that Southern Europeans, and especially 
Italians, have been in Switzerland for a longer time period and therefore tend to be 
more familiar with the vocational education system. Moreover, Southern Europeans 
are in general well integrated in the country and might have less fear of ethnic 
discrimination. 
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In this section, we present findings from regression analyses of the determinants of indi
viduals' preferences for academic vs. vocational education. In order to test the different 
hypotheses previously exposed, respondents were asked which post-compulsory school 
educational path they wish for their children. We used standard multinomial logit 
models, in which the dependent variables are the preferences for vocational education 
(reference category), academic baccalaureate school, or either one.12 

Our results (see Table 3) confirm that foreign residents are more likely to prefer aca
demic education rather than vocational education for their children (Model 1) and that 
there is no difference for the answer category 'either way is feasible.' This is supportive 
of Hypothesis 1. Figure 1 shows that foreigners are on average 6 percentage points 
more likely to prefer academic education for their children, and 10 percentage points 
less likely to express any preferences depending on the child' s ability.13 

In model 2, we introduce controls for immigrant generation and naturalisation. We 
hypothesised that first-generation foreigners will more likely prefer academic education 
because of their Jack of knowledge of the Swiss educational system. Based on their experi
ences in their country of origin, first-generation foreigners might think that academic edu
cation is a better choice for a successful and prestigious career. The results indeed confirm 
this expectation and also show that second-generation foreigners do not differ in a statisti
cally significant way from Swiss citizens in their preferences, validating Hypothesis 2a. 

Table 3. Preferences for academic versus vocational education by nationality, immigrant status and 
country of origin. 

(1) 
Foreigner (reference Swiss) 
Pseudo R2 

(2) 
First-generation foreigner 
Second-generation foreigner 
Naturalised 
Pseudo R2 

(3) 
First·generation foreigner 
First-generation foreigner*Years of residence 
Second-generation foreigner 
Naturalised 
Pseudo R2 

(4) 
European countries with Vocational education 
Rest of North·West Europe 
South Europe 
East Europe 
Non-Europeans 
Second generation 
Naturalised 
Pseudo R2 

Academic baccalaureate school 

0.54 (0.20)** 
0.07 

0.88 (0.21 )** 
- 0.05 (0.48) 

1.19 (0.26)** 
0.08 

0.89 (0.22)** 
0.003 (0.01) 

- 0 .06 (0.48) 
1.19 (0.26)** 
0.08 

1.04 (0.36)** 
1.12 (0.54)+ 
0.07 (0.31) 
1.64 (0.43)** 
1.08 (0.42)* 

- 0.07 (0.48) 
1.15 (0.26)** 
0.09 

Either would be feasible 

- 0.22 (0.16) 

-0.16 (0.18) 
- 0.32 (0.29) 

0.23 {0.22) 

- 0.15 (0.18) 
0.006 (0.009) 

- 0.33 (0.29) 
0.23 (0.22) 

0.35 (0.31 ) 
0.33 (0.49) 

-0.47 {0.24t 
-0.13 (0.41) 
-0.43 (0.38) 
- 0.34 (0.28) 

0.21 (0.22) 

Notes: Multinomial logit models, beta coefficients (vocational traini ng is the base category). Standard errors in parentheses. 
The regressions include controls for highest level of education achieved, age, gender, employment status, civil status, 
whether the respondent has children, region and years of residence, and whether the respondent has a partner/ 
spouse of foreign nationality. N = 2771. 

**, *, +significant at the 1%, 5% and 10% level respectively. 
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Vocational Academic Either 

Swiss ••I Foreigner 1 

Figure 1. Probability of preferring vocational education, academic education, or either one for own 
children (Predicted probabilities calculated on the basis of the full model). 

In order to further analyse the familiarity with the education system and its effect on 
preferences the education of the children, in Model 3 we distinguish between first-gener
ation foreigners according to how recently they have arrived in Switzerland using the years 
of residence as additional regressor. All first-generation foreigners, regardless of when they 
arrived in Switzerland, significantly prefer academic education. Although we find that one 
more year in Switzerland is positively associated with the probability of preferring aca
demic education, the coefficient is highly insignificant and small in size, indicating that 
there is no evidence that time of arrival has an influence on the opinions.14 

In order to test whether familiarity with VET system affects the opinions, we distinguish 
foreign residents coming from countries with a long-standing apprenticeship tradition from 
those coming from areas without such a tradition. Respondents from countries with a well
established vocational education system (Germany, Austria, Denmark, Luxembourg and the 
Netherlands) are more likely to prefer academic over vocational education (See Table 3, 
Model 4). They do not differ in this aspect from other European foreigners from countries 
with no distinct tradition of apprenticeship. As stated in Hypothesis 3a it rnight be that these 
foreigners, despite being familiar with vocational education, still regard academic education 
as the better option in terms of labour market and financial prospects. Another explanation, 
that we cannot control for, is the possibility that migrants are a distinct selection of people, 
who differ in their preferences for educational pathways from their co-citizens who 
remained in the country of origin. Other Western Europeans also tend to have stronger pre
ferences for academic education - although only statistically significant at the 10% level. One 
possible explanation - as mentioned before - is that these are also countries with a low level 
of youth unemployment for tertiary graduates, and therefore they might regard academic 
education as offering the better career prospects. 
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Figure 2 shows that the probabilities of preferring academic education significantly 
differ between Swiss citizens on the one hand and naturalised Swiss or first-generation 
foreigners on the other. While the probability that a Swiss citizen choses academic edu
cation is around 12%, this probability is 27% for first-generation foreigners. 

Table 4 and Figure 3 show results when we consider the region of origin of first-gener
ation foreigners. We assumed that the integration of various ethnic groups in the host 
society and the degree of discrimination they experience in the labour market might 
affect how these different groups regard the relative value of academic vs. vocational edu
cation. The results show that all foreign residents regardless of region of origin, except those 
from Southern Europe, express a stronger preference for academic education compared to 
Swiss citizens. Conversely, we find that foreign residents from Southern Europe are not 

Vocational Academic Either 

Swiss First generation 
Second generation Naturalized 

Figure 2. Probability of preferring vocational education, academic education, or either one for own 
children, by nationality and immigrant generation (Predicted probabilities calculated on the basis of 
the full model). 

Table 4. Preferences for academic versus vocational education differentiating by first-generation 
foreigners' region of origin. 

(1) 

North-West Europe 
South Europe 
East Europe 
Non-Europeans 
Second generation 
Naturalised 
Pseudo R2 

Academic baccalaureate school 

1.07 (0.26)** 
0.06 (0.31) 
1.64 (0.44)** 
1 .08 (0.42)* 

-0.07 (0.49) 
1.15 (0.26)** 
0.09 

Either would be feasible 

0.35 (0.27) 
- 0.47 (0.24) 
-0.13 (0.41) 
-0.43 (0.38) 
- 0.34 (0.28) 

0.21 (0.22) 

Notes: Multinomial logit models, beta coefficients (vocational traini ng is the base category). Standard errors in parentheses. 
The regressions include controls for highest level of education achieved, age, gender, employment status, civil status, 
whether the respondent has children, region of residence, and whether the respondent has a partner/spouse of 
foreign nationality. N = 2771. 

**, *, +Significant at the 1%, 5% and 10% level respectively. 
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Vocational Acadamic Eithar 

- Swiss Northwast Europa - South Europa 

- East Europa - Non Europa 

Figure 3. Probability of preferring vocational education, academic education, or either one for own 
children, by region of origin of resident foreigners (Predicted probabilities calculated on the basis of 
the full model). 

different from Swiss citizens, a result that is in line with Hypothesis 4a. As mentioned 
before, this might be due to the fact that Italians, which comprise the biggest proportion 
of foreigners in this group, are quite weil assimilated into Swiss society. The result for 
people from Eastern Europe is also in line with our hypothesis. As expected, this group 
is much more likely to prefer academic education (its probability of choosing academic edu
cation is 32 percentage points higher than that ofSwiss citizens), maybe because of cultural 
background or due to the fact that they are a more recent, less well-informed foreign group 
and discrimination experiences might weigh heavily on their education decision. In general, 
it can be said that first -generation foreigners regardless of educational, ethnic and cultural 
background have a stronger preference for academic education than Swiss citizens. 

Opinions on labour market qualiflcations and prestige 

Table 5 displays results from the regression analyses of the effects of citizenship status and 
nationality on individual attitudes on the relative labour market value of academic vs. 
vocational education after including other controls. In general, foreigners are more 
likely to associate vocational education with a lower labour market value in Switzerland. 
This is consistent with our finding from above that foreign residents tend to prefer aca
demic over vocational education. 

Concerning immigration status, first-generation foreigners are more likely than Swiss 
citizens to consider vocational education as less rewarding on the labour market, 
whereas naturaJised Swiss citizens and second-generation foreigners do not differ in 
their assessment from Swiss citizens. When we split the foreigners' sample into geographi
cal groups, we observe that people from countries with a well-established vocational 
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Table 5. Opinions on the quality of labour market qualifications and prestige of a vocational education. 

(1) 
Foreigner (reference Swiss) 
Pseudo R2 

(2) 
First-generation foreigner 
Second-generation foreigner 
Naturalised 
Pseudo R2 

(3) 
European countries with 

Vocational education 
Rest of North-West Europe 
South Europe 
East Europe 
Non-Europeans 
Second generation 
Naturalised 
Pseudo R2 

(4) 
North-West Europe 
South Europe 
East Europe 
Non-Europeans 
Second generation 
Naturalised 
Pseudo R2 

A. People with vocational education are worse 
equipped for the labour market 

0.044 (0.026)+ 
0.028 

0.065 (0.030)* 
- 0.013 (0.047) 

0.041 (0.033) 
0.030 

0.069 (0.046) 

0.037 (0.061) 
- 0.081 (o.029r 

0.206 (O.Q75r 
0. 158 (0.066)* 

-0.016 (0.048) 
0.034 (0.029) 
0.047 

0.057 (0.039) 
-0.081 (0.029)** 

0.206 (0.075)** 
0. 158 (0.065)* 

- 0.015 (0.048) 
0.035 (0.029) 
0.047 

B. Vocational education is associated 
with lower prestige 

-0.061 (0.031t 
0.029 

-0.069 (0.034)** 
- 0.054 (0.062) 
- 0.045 (0.039} 

0.029 

-0.11 7 (0.048)* 

0.034 (0.068) 
- 0.221 (0.046)** 

0.022 (0.074) 
0.055 (0.068) 

-0.057 (0.062) 
- 0.048 (0.039) 

0.038 

-0.067 (0.042) 
-0.224 (0.046)** 

0.021 (0.074) 
0.052 (0.068) 

- 0.057 (0.062) 
-0.048 (0.039) 

0.038 

Notes: Marginal effects after probit. Standard errors in parentheses. The regressions include controls for highest level of 
education achieved, age, gender, employment status, civil status, whether the respondent has children, region of resi
dence, and whether the respondent has a partner/spouse of foreign nationality. N = 2346. 

**, *, +significant at the 1%, 5% and 10% level respectively. 

education system are more likely to think that vocational education offers worse labour 
market prospects. This opinion is shared by people from Eastern Europe and non-Eur
opeans (see Models 3 and 4). These results are in line with Hypotheses 3b and 4b. In 
general, we find that first-generation foreigners have a higher probability of thinking 
that vocational education diminishes the labour market chances. This view of first gener
ation foreigners is mostly driven by Eastern Europeans and Non-Europeans. 

A further reason why foreign residents might shy away from preferring vocational edu
cation for their children is because they might associate it with a lower social status. 
However, foreigners are actually more likely than Swiss citizens to ascribe a higher 
social status to vocational education (see Table 5, Panel B), which might seem puzzling 
at first sight. Refined analyses reveal that thfa result is driven especially by people from 
Southern Europe (model 4) and foreign residents from countries with a tradition of 
apprenticeship training (model 3). In the case of Swiss citizens, a possible explanation 
might be that less than 20% of a typical age cohort pursues an academic post-compulsory 
education (see SCCRE 2018). This could increase the relative status of university education, 
as it is still a very selective group of the population holding such educational credentials. 

Conclusion and discussion 

To summarise our main findings, we found considerably stronger preferences among 
foreigners for academic over vocational education compared to Swiss citizens, controlling 
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for their individual educational and social background. Differentiating between various 
groups of foreigners, we found that foreign residents from Southern Europe have a less 
positive view of academic relative to vocational education in comparison to foreigners 
from other regions and do not show significantly distinct preferences from Swiss citizens. 
Eastern European and non-European foreigners were found to have the strongest prefer
ences for academic education as compared to Swiss citizens and other ethnic groups. This 
finding is consistent with the literature on the integration of various groups of immigrants 
into the host society and the effect of the experiences of discrimination and awareness of 
being a minority for ethnic identity and preferences. Surprisingly, foreign residents from 
countries with a long tradition of apprenticeship training show an equally strong prefer
ence for academic qualifications as do other foreigners. Whether this is the result of a 
difference in preferences for academic over vocational qualifications between the 
different countries and Switzerland or the result of a selective immigration from these 
countries to Switzerland cannot be answered based on our survey data. Since we 
control for the highest educational attainment of respondents, the resulting bias should 
however be small, unless this selection effect operates through other channels. 

Moreover, we found that the preferences of second-generation foreigners are similar 
to the preferences of Swiss citizens, whereas first-generation foreign residents are more 
likely to express stronger preferences for academic education than Swiss citizens. In the 
former case, growing up in Switzerland and experiencing the educational system from 
within is likely to have a stronger impact on preferences as these respondents learn to 
recognise the benefits associated with vocational education (Bolli and Rageth 2016 As 
for the first-generation foreigners, it might be that they prefer the education that prom
ises the highest economic success both in the country of destination and the country of 
origin (see Dustmann and Glitz 2015). The consequence of this explanation would be 
that immigrants who wish to be mobile will have a preference to acquire skills in the 
host country that are highly transferable to other countries, which in this case are 
rather academic than vocational skills. This explanation would thus be in accordance 
with rational choice theory but would need further research to be confirmed as an 
explanation for the differences in preferences between first- and second-generation 
foreigners. 

Notes 

1. According to data from the Swiss Federal Statistical Office for the year 2012 (time of the 
survey) the unemployment rate for both groups was very similar and around 3%. The 
median monthly wage in 2012 of a person with only vocational training at the post-compuJ
sory level was around 5900 Swiss Francs while that of a person with a university degree, and 
on average five years of education more, was around 10200 Swiss Francs. 

2. In this regard, our argument slightly differs from a purely rational-choice model by acknowl
edging bounded rationality, i.e. breaking with the assumption of perfect information. 

3. The GfS institute is one of the leading institutes in Switzerland carrying out opinion polls. lt 
has a long tradition in political analyses and representative polls for elections and votes and is 
therefore weil known in the Swiss population. 

4. The sample was selected from a random sample of Swiss residents provided by the Swiss 
Federal Statistics Office (SFSO) and taken from the register of all inhabitants. To reach 
the desired sample size and defined quotas, the SFSO provided contact details of 20,000 
Swiss citizens, and of 20,000 foreigners. Because the number of desired interviews could 
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not be reached despite the oversampling, the rest of the sample was selected randornly using 
the telephone book. Under this second sampling method, the respondents were also chosen 
randomly within each household by asking for the person who had his/her birthday last 
during the calendar year. In addition to the oversampling of foreigners, quotas for language 
region, age, gender, education, and marital status were applied to avoid further biases. 

5. Using these two dimensions as independent variables to explain individual variation in pre
ferences posed important bad control issues for the immigrant generation and nationality 
variables. Further, we were not able to perform a mediation analysis because of the lack of 
proper instrumental variables in the data set. Yet because these valuation practices might 
develop simultaneously with preferences, without any causal mechanisms linking both con
cepts, we operationalise the formers as dependent variables. 

6. We tested alternative specifications of the outcome variable and they all led qualitatively to 
the same results. 

7. People, who are not officially Swiss, i.e. do not have Swiss citizen status but were bom in 
Switzerland. 

8. This variable is centred around the mean for operationalisation purposes. 
9. This may include some Swiss citizens whose parents are both Swiss but were born 

outside Switzerland. However, this case is very unlikely and therefore misattribution is 
minimal. In addition, with this definition, we do not consider as naturalised Swiss 
people who have at least one parent born in Switzerland. Although this may lead to 
an underestimation of naturalizations in statistical terms, we assume that given the natu
ralisation laws of Switzerland, most of the Swiss citizens who have only one parent that 
was not born in Switzerland have become Swiss by birth and have therefore not asked 
for naturalisation. 

10. Although today's universities for teacher education are institutions at the tertiary level, they 
differ from 'academic' universities, as do universities for applied sciences, because they 
cannot award PhD's. These universities also differ in that, particularly in the German-speak
ing part of the country, many of their students do not possess an academic baccalaureate as 
the entrance qualification. Although one could question this grouping, the empirical results 
of our analyses do not change if we include graduates of teacher education into the group of 
those with an academic university education. 

11. 52 observations were deleted due to missing values. 
12. We omitted the response category 'it wouldn't matter to me,' as almost no one chose this 

answer. 
13. This result is independent of the level of education achieved. In a supplementary analysis, we 

investigated the relationship between the respondents' highest level of education achieved and 
their preferences for the education of their children, separately for Swiss citizens and for 
foreigners. We find that foreigners in general have a stronger preference for an academic 
track for their children, irrespective of their levels of education, but the absolute difference is 
largest for people with a university degree (see Table Al in the Appendix). Due to the relatively 
small foreigners' sample, however, we cannot reject the null hypothesis that the predicted prob
abilities by educational background are the same for Swiss citizens and for foreign residents. 

14. The variable for years of residence is centred around the mean of 19 years and interacted with 
the first-generation category. 
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Appendix 

Table A.1. Predicted probabilities from multinomial logit models for preferences for academic versus 
vocational education by foreign status and highest level of education attained. 

Preferences for academic versus vocational education for their children 

Swiss citizens Foreigners 

Respondents' level of education Vocational Academic Either Vocational Academic Either 
Compulsory school 30.6% 12.8% 56.6% 30.7% 24.0% 45.3% 
Vocational education 20.0% 9.3% 70.8% 15.4% 19.7% 64.8% 
Baccalaureate school 3.4% 13.5% 83.0% 24.1% 21.5% 54.4% 
T ertiary (non-academic) 11.6% 11.6% 76.7% 11.8% 21.2% 67.1% 
University 4.3% 24.0% 71.7% 5.7% 42.5% 51.9% 
N 354 245 1428 128 187 429 

Notes: The models include controls for age, gender, employment status, civi l status, whether the respondent has children, 
region of residence, and whether the respondent has a partner/spouse of foreign nationality. N = 2771. 




