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Abstract 
It is usually assumed that graduates with similar degrees are on a level playing 
field in the labour market. However, this common perception conceals social 
differences among the highly educated population. Following Bourdieu’s the-
sis that those with a privileged background benefit most from their degreed 
education due to the effects of inheritance of cultural capital, we investigate 
whether parents’ education affects Master’s degree graduates’ success in the 
Finnish labour market. We use nationally representative data of Finnish 25 - 
45-year-old graduates from a broad educational field of business administration 
and social sciences (N = 7798). The results show that graduates whose parents 
have not attained post-compulsory education have lower success rates in the 
labour market than other graduates. However, graduates whose parents have 
attained higher education have similar success rates as graduates whose par-
ents have attained upper secondary education. In addition, the effect of par-
ents’ education diminishes with graduates’ age and career progression. Our 
findings provide new knowledge to policymakers, university administrations, 
and employers interested in graduate employability and social inequality. It is 
suggested that further research, targeted measures and career support are 
needed to ensure that graduates coming from low-educated families can have 
equally successful entry to the labour market. 
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1. Introduction 

Graduates’ opportunities to gain equal benefits from their university education 
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in the labour market and the way their parents’ educational level affects these 
opportunities are examined in this study. Once a graduate has achieved a degree, 
it is taken for granted that, from then on, they are members of the highly edu-
cated middle class and are on a level playing field with all graduates holding the 
same kind of degree (e.g., Torche, 2011). Ford (2018) summarised how the 
dominating sociological tradition of “status attainment” has supported this 
common understanding of the relationship between social origins, educational 
attainment, and occupational destinations in numerous empirical studies1. After 
all, educational degrees are intended to guarantee that graduates of the same 
educational level and field have generally acquired similar abilities and skills; 
thus, they can compete for labour market success on equal footing, regardless of 
their family background and parents’ education. This reflects a belief in meri-
tocracy, which is deeply rooted in Western societies. 

Nevertheless, the common perception that all university graduates are of equal 
standing in the labour market conceals social differences among the highly edu-
cated population. Prior research has recognised that, in particular, graduates 
coming from a low social background can face difficulties in transitioning to 
good quality employment (e.g., Ashley & Empson, 2013, 2017; Bathmaker et al., 
2013; Boliver, 2017; Christie, 2019; Ford, 2018; Hurst, 2018; Lehmann, 2019). To 
explain how parents’ education conditions graduates’ labour market transitions, 
scholars have applied Bourdieu’s conceptual framework. Bourdieu (1984) de-
veloped an argument in Distinction that the full benefit of an education can only 
be reaped by those graduates with a privileged social background due to the fact 
that they have “inherited” sufficient cultural capital, such as certain personal 
traits, knowledge and skills. Furthermore, they know how to “play the game” 
(Bathmaker et al., 2013) and convert acquired cultural capital to labour market 
success (Hurst, 2018). Graduates’ labour market success is here defined as an 
accomplishment of a high socioeconomic status and high income.  

In this study, we are interested in investigating whether the claimed impor-
tance of inherited cultural capital is reflected in Finnish graduates’ labour market 
success in the twenty-first century. Finland, as a Nordic welfare state, has demon-
strated strong political commitment to the equality of education2, including equal 
opportunities to access higher education (e.g., Finnish Government, 2019). With 
the expansion of higher education, students have increasingly diverse social 
backgrounds. A considerable share of students come from non-academic fam-
ily backgrounds and, thus, the opportunity gap in access to higher education 
has diminished between students whose parents have a university degree and 

 

 

1To learn more about recent comparative and critical studies on status attainment theory, see, for 
example, Bernardi and Ballarino (2016). 
2It should be noted that while the terms equality and equity are often used synonymously, equality 
refers to similar or even identical treatment and is assessed quantitatively, while equity tends to 
mean just and fair treatment, which does not always need to be identical to the treatment of others 
(Espinoza, 2007: pp. 345-346). Equality is the more appropriate concept for this article, as graduates 
who have completed an equivalent educational degree can be expected to achieve similar or identical 
labour market outcomes. 
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those whose parents have not attained higher education (Kivinen et al., 2012; 
Isopahkala-Bouret et al., 2018; Kohvakka et al., 2019; Nori, Juusola, Kohtamäki, 
Lyytinen, & Kivistö, 2021). Far less attention has been paid to what happens after 
graduation. 

The purpose of this study is to investigate empirically whether parents’ educa-
tion matters in successful labour market positioning after graduation. We use 
large-scale, register-based data on Finnish university Master’s degree graduates 
from one broad “educational field”3: business administration and social sciences 
(N = 7798). Business administration and social sciences are socially selective 
study fields in Finland. For example, in 2016, 28 percent of applicants had father 
and 27 percent mother who had completed Master’s or Doctor’s degree, with the 
corresponding proportions of those admitted being 33 percent and 32 percent 
(Nori et al., 2021). In recent years, the proportion of women in this field has 
been about 60 percent, which corresponds to the gender distribution of the en-
tire university education (Nori et al., 2021). Linear regression is used to examine 
the effect of parents’ education on graduates’ labour market success. 

Regarding the organisation of this article, we begin by contextualising our 
study within the field of research on the equality of higher education in Finland. 
Second, we examine how family background may affect labour market success 
after graduation using Bourdieu’s theoretical concepts. Third, we explain the re-
search questions, hypotheses, and methods. Fourth, we present our empirical 
findings. Finally, we discuss the implications of these results and further re-
search needs. 

2. The Equality of Higher Education in Finland 

Finland and the other Nordic countries are often considered to be egalitarian by 
international standards. Social differences are relatively small, which can be at-
tributed to welfare and labour market policies, as well as education. The per-
ceived egalitarianism is grounded on the following three fundamental qualities 
of its educational system, which are also typical of the other Nordic countries: 

1) Various routes to university; no “dead ends” in the educational system. 
2) No tuition fees; a universal student allowance system. 
3) Small status differences between universities. 
First, Finland has a comprehensive education system, and selection takes place 

quite late in adolescence, at 15 - 16 years old. Thus, everyone follows the same 
curriculum for the first nine years of education. Even after division into general 
and vocational upper secondary education, all students have eligibility to apply 
for higher education (Nylund et al., 2018). Second, in the Nordic countries, the 
direct effect of parents’ monetary resources is considerably smaller than in 
countries with more market-driven educational systems. There are no tuition 
fees for higher education in Finland. Student meals, health care, and housing are 
heavily subsidised by the state. Finland has also a universal student allowance 

 

 

3Due to data protection legislation, the classification of “educational fields” in the data provided by 
Statistics Finland is coarse and combines several fields of education. 
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system, which lowers the financial barrier to study at a university (Social Insur-
ance Institution Finland, 2018). Thirdly, the institutional and social stratification 
between universities is rather small in Finland and other Nordic countries, there 
are no elite universities, and, thus, socioeconomic inequalities are mostly visible 
between fields of study rather than between universities (Isopahkala-Bouret et 
al., 2018; Thomsen, Bertilsson, Dalberg, Hedman, & Helland, 2017). 

However, even in Nordic countries, social background does affect the path 
to/through higher education. In specific relation to university education in 
Finland, we distinguish the following phases, each of which can be affected by 
social background: 

1) Application & admission. 
2) University studies. 
3) Graduation. 
Application and admittance percentages to university show clear differences 

regarding parental background (Kivinen & Hedman, 2016; Nevala & Nori, 2017; 
Nori et al., 2021). The children of fathers with high social background are 
grossly over-represented among university applicants, whereas the children of 
fathers with low social background are under-represented in comparison to the 
distribution of social background in the general population (Kohvakka et al., 
2019)4. Applicants from privileged backgrounds typically choose highly selective, 
high-status disciplines, whereas those from lower social backgrounds typically 
apply to less selective and more vocationally orientated programmes (Nori et al., 
2021). 

Parental wealth also helps students to get by during their studies. Wealthy 
parents may assist their child financially or even buy an apartment for the child 
to use during their studies, thereby removing or minimising accommodation 
expenses. Working-class students receive less financial support from their parents 
or relatives than middle-class students and are more likely to need to work during 
studies or to have financial difficulties that affect their studies (Mikkonen & Kor-
honen, 2018: pp. 24-25). Social background affects also academic success at uni-
versity; students from more privileged parental backgrounds generally achieve 
better grades (c.f., Hansen & Mastekaasa, 2006). However, the extent to which 
academic grades affect success in the labour market is disputable. Previous Fin-
nish research (Aho, Hynninen, Karhunen, & Vanttaja, 2012) has shown that 
academic success may even affect employability in an opposite direction to that 
expected, whereby those with the best academic results achieve below-average 

 

 

4Until 2019, an entrance examination had been required to gain entry to university in Finland, and 
preparation courses were often required to succeed in the entrance examination, especially in 
high-status educational fields, such as business, law and medicine. As these preparation courses were 
expensive, parental wealth obviously increased the possibility of gaining entrance to such courses 
and, therefore, indirectly improved the applicant’s chances of being accepted to university (Kosunen 
& Haltia, 2018). While this article was written, the student selection to Finnish universities was re-
formed, and since 2020 the majority of students have been selected on the basis of their matricula-
tion examination. The reform has diminished the role of entry examinations and preparation 
courses. On the other hand, private courses that prepare for matriculation test are now offered to 
upper secondary school students. 
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success in the labour market. 
There is no clear link between parents’ educational background and the 

graduation rate in Finland. In 2017, a higher proportion (52%) of the children of 
parents with lower secondary education or less completed their studies on time 
than the children of highly educated parents (41%) (OECD, 2019). There are no 
available statistical studies on the connection between dropping out of higher 
education and family background in Finland; this is partly because those who 
started their studies before 2005 were granted study rights for an unlimited time. 
Therefore, even if they have not made any progress in their studies for years, 
they have not officially dropped out. In other countries, prior studies have 
shown that students from low socioeconomic backgrounds have the highest risk 
of drop-out (Thomas & Quinn, 2007). 

3. Parents’ Education and the Inheritance of Cultural Capital 

Bourdieu (1984; 1986) has introduced an influential conception of three forms of 
capital: social, cultural, and economic capital. People with different family back-
grounds differ from one another with regard to their possession of such capitals. 
Scholars in sociology of education have been especially interested in the accu-
mulation of cultural capital. In this study, we are interested in parents’ educa-
tion, which we associate with cultural capital that university graduates have “in-
herited” from their childhood families. Parents’ educational degrees are indica-
tors of institutionalised cultural capital. 

Bourdieu (1984, 1986) considers graduates’ inherited cultural capital to be 
embodied; it consists of deeply personal characteristics such as style of speech 
and manners. Inherited cultural capital is mostly based on family background 
and is slowly accumulated over time. According to Bourdieu (1986), “marks” of 
inherited cultural capital, such as pronunciations characteristic of a class or re-
gion, can reveal whether graduates’ underlying social background is lower than 
that suggested by their educational degree, even if it is camouflaged by a layer of 
institutionalised cultural capital acquired through higher education.  

We focus in this study on cultural capital, but it is noteworthy that cultural 
capital is connected and convertible with economic and social capitals. Bourdieu 
(1986) regards economic capital as the most readily convertible form of capital. 
The “conversion rates” between the different forms of capital vary and depend 
on the field in question, such as a specific occupation or profession. Each field 
requires a different set of capitals, and this is reflected in the characteristics and 
behaviour that are valued in that field (Bourdieu, 1986). The conversion of capi-
tal is bidirectional according to Bourdieu (1984). On the one hand, economic 
capital can be converted into institutionalised cultural capital, i.e., educational 
degrees, which legitimise differences in socio-economic background by making 
them seem natural and objective. In this process, the family origins and other 
social differences are concealed. Bourdieu (1991) calls this process “social 
magic”. On the other hand, upon graduation, the objective is usually to convert 
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educationally acquired cultural capital into economic capital, that is, success in 
the labour market. 

Bourdieu (1984) argues that the rate of converting educational achievements 
into success in the labour market depends on graduates’ amount of inherited 
cultural capital; graduates with a priviledged family background benefit most 
from their degreed education: 

Outside of a specifically scholastic market, a diploma is worth what its holder 
is worth, economically and socially; the rate of return on educational capital is a 
function of the economic and social capital that can be devoted to exploiting it. 
(Bourdieu, 1984: p. 134) 

This is not to say that those with low-educated parents do not benefit from a 
high level of education. Attaining a degree certainly helps graduates from a dis-
advantaged background to be more successful than they would be with less 
formal education or a lower status education. In that sense, education does pay 
off. Arguably then, more education or a higher level of education is always 
better for an individual at any point in time, as formal education is an impor-
tant symbol of cultural capital. However, according to Bourdieu (1984), gradu-
ates in high-status educational fields who originate from low social backgrounds 
are more likely to be employed in lower-tier firms and organisations than in elite 
ones (p. 50)5.  

The advantage of graduates with a high social background and highly edu-
cated parents has been indicated in recent empirical research. Parents have ex-
pectations that influence graduates’ career aspirations (Loewenthal et al., 2019), 
and employers may screen applicants based on their social background. For ex-
ample, Tholen et al. (2013), Rivera (2011, 2012), and Binder et al. (2016) dem-
onstrated how elite employers, especially in finance, consulting, and high tech-
nology, and highly selective, private universities co-align and pave the way for 
the career success of graduates with privileged social backgrounds. Ashley and 
Empson (2013), for example, found that only one of the top law firms that par-
ticipated in their study hired employees from a relatively diverse range of social 
backgrounds. This firm had the lowest profit per equity partner among all the 
firms in the study (p. 233). All the other leading law firms were more exclusive 
in terms of their recruits’ social backgrounds. 

Graduates with a low social background may have a harder time proving their 
value to employers, even if their skills are equal. This is manifested in the re-
cruitment decisions of leading law, accounting, investment banking, and con-
sulting firms, as discussed in the above-mentioned studies. A high level of em-
bodied cultural capital signals a “fit” with both existing employees and the pre-
dominantly upper-class clientele of these industries, a factor that often overrides 
other merits and talent (Ashley & Empson, 2013; Binder et al., 2016; Rivera, 

 

 

5Recently, Forster et al. (2021) explained that returns on higher education are rather homogenous, 
which means that all students gain equal relative benefits from a university degree (in terms of their 
wage premium). However, students from an advantaged background still receive higher absolute 
wages than those from low social origins. 

https://doi.org/10.4236/aasoci.2021.1112053


U. Isopahkala-Bouret, H. Nori 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/aasoci.2021.1112053 632 Advances in Applied Sociology 
 

2012). Applicants must prove their worth to an employer usually in a job inter-
view, which is, in practice, more a demonstration of cultural capital than of 
skills.  

Parents influence both career expectations and preparedness for entering the 
labour market. Bathmaker et al. (2013) (see also Bowers-Brown et al., 2017; 
Burke et al., 2020) explored the effects of graduates’ family background by ap-
plying and expanding on Bourdieu’s concepts. They showed that graduates with 
middle-class backgrounds have more cultural capital to “add value” to their 
education. For example, they can engage more in hobbies and other activities 
than graduates with working-class backgrounds as a means of standing out from 
their peers in the labour market (see also Burke et al., 2020; Hurst, 2018).  

Moreover, parental economic and social capital impacts the conversion of 
cultural capital to desired outcomes in the labour market (e.g., Hurst, 2018). 
Parents particularly facilitate finding a first job. Highly educated parents have 
better social connections and can help students obtain prestigious internship po-
sitions (Allen et al., 2013; Bathmaker et al., 2013; Tholen et al., 2013). The effect 
of family background on graduates’ labour market transitions has been studied 
mostly in higher education systems where students pay high fees; more research 
is needed on higher education systems with low or no admission fees, such as 
that in Finland (Isopahkala-Bouret et al., 2018). 

Previous studies show that the effect of parents’ education may diminish with 
age of graduates (Jacob, Klein, & Iannelli, 2015; Nori, Peura, & Jauhiainen, 2020). 
Furthermore, according to Hansen (2001), those who have survived higher educa-
tion selection processes despite a low-educated family background, should have an 
ability and willingness to succeed in their career. We may also assume that gradu-
ates with degrees in business and social sciences, as particularly selective fields in 
Finland, are a very competent group of people. Next, we will analyse whether the 
differences of parents’ education affect labour market success after graduation in 
Finland, as one might expect from a Bourdieuan perspective. 

4. Research Design 
4.1. Research Task and Main Hypotheses 

Following Bourdieu’s thesis that graduates with a privileged background benefit 
more from their degreed education due to the effects of inherited cultural capi-
tal, we investigate whether parents’ education affect Master’s degree graduates’ 
success in the Finnish labour market. Our research task can be summarised in 
the following two hypotheses: 

H1: Graduates with highly educated parents succeed better in the labour mar-
ket; they gain higher socioeconomic status and income than graduates with 
low-educated parents. 

H2: The effect of parents’ education is highest at the entry to the labour mar-
ket and it diminishes with older age and career progression. 

The business administration and social sciences were selected to this study 
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because they are generalist fields and open up various job opportunities. In such 
generic fields, university degrees are not used as a mechanism of closure, which 
involves restricting access to professions and occupations on the basis of specific 
educational requirements; a degree is rather understood as a signal of (potential) 
capability for high performance (see: Isopahkala-Bouret et al., 2021; Tholen 
2020). Bourdieu (1984) has argued that the effect of parental background and 
inherited cultural capital on the realisation of labour market success is most evi-
dent in those occupational fields, which do not require specific technical exper-
tise but in which being recognised as an expert is tied to personal characteristics. 
It can, thus, be assumed that the effect of parents’ education is greater in the 
generalist fields such as business administration and social sciences that in some 
closed professions. 

4.2. Data and Methods  

The data used in this study is from a register-based 5 percent cross-cut sample of 
Finnish 25 - 45 year old graduates from 2010 to 2012 (pooled together) from the 
“educational field” of business administration and social sciences. The data set 
was provided by Statistics Finland and it contained 7798 cases. Table 1 shows 
how the data is divided according to background characteristics. 

 
Table 1. Frequencies of the independent variables. 

 Bus/Soc 

Gender  

Male 3014 

Female 4784 

Age group  

25 - 29 1353 

30 - 34 2183 

35 - 39 2017 

40 - 45 2245 

Parents’ education index  

2 (lowest) 1303 

3 1067 

4 1284 

5 941 

6 988 

7 548 

8 678 

9 339 

10 (highest) 650 

Total 7798 
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The main independent variable was parents’ education, which was operation-
alised using an index that combines both parents’ level of formal education. The 
categories and values of the variables used to measure parents’ educational levels 
were as follows: compulsory education or less (1), upper secondary education 
(2), lowest tertiary level (3), Bachelor’s degree level (4), and Master’s degree level 
and above (5). The educational levels of fathers and mothers combined resulted 
in a scale of 2 - 10, the aim being to measure the cultural capital “inherited” from 
the graduates’ childhood family. 

In addition, we used age (continuous) and gender as control variables. We 
grouped age in five-year intervals beginning with the 25 - 29 group and ending 
with the 40 - 45 group. Gender refers here to whether a person is male or not, 
and it was included in the analysis as a dummy variable (male = 1/0). 

We constructed an index of labour market success (LMS) by combining the 
dimensions of graduates’ socioeconomic status and income. The LMS index 
measured how graduates with different social background have been able to re-
alise the benefits of their degreed education (c.f., conversion of cultural capital to 
economic and social capitals; Bourdieu, 1986).  

The socioeconomic status and income variables, both of which take a value 
ranging from 1 to 5, were summed to form an index with a range of 2 - 10 (see 
Table 2). Socioeconomic status was classified according to the 1989 classification 
of Statistics Finland (https://www.stat.fi/fi/luokitukset/sosioekon_asema), except 
that we did not include the category of entrepreneurs6. For income, we examined 
wage quartiles, calculated based on gross wages among graduates separately for 
each year. Entrepreneur income was not included. 

By using regression analysis, we wanted to analyse which factors explain la-
bour market success (a dependent variable) and to what extent. In this way, we 
were also able to detect the effect of age and gender on the variable to be ex-
plained. 

First, we examined the means of the index measuring the labour market suc-
cess in the categories of the index of parents’ education descriptively. Second, we 
ran three models of linear regression analysis adding one independent variable 
(parents, gender, and age) at each step.  

 
Table 2. Labour market success: construction of the index (scale: 2 - 10). 

Socioeconomic status Income level 

1 Unemployed/outside workforce 1 No wage income 

2 Clerk/worker 2 Lowest wage quartile 

3 Associate professional 3 Second wage quartile 

4 Professional 4 Third wage quartile 

5 Leading professional 5 Highest wage quartile 

 

 

6The status of being an etrepreneurer does not indicate hierarchical social position in a similar ways 
as the other socioeconomic status categories; some individuals who are classified as entrepreneurs 
may run a large international firms and some are self-employed professionals. 
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4.3. Limitations 

Our focus is solely with parental education in our study. We acknowledge that to 
determine family background (socio-economic background or social class), there 
are other potentially important measures, such as parental occupation and income. 
However, in our data there is no measure of parents’ occupational status or family 
wealth. In earlier studies, parental education has been commonly used as the sole 
measurement of university students’ and graduates’ social background (e.g., Ford, 
2018; Kivinen, Hedman, & Kaipainen, 2012). Furthermore, when studying selec-
tion to Finnish universities, Kohvakka et al. (2019: p. 49) found that the effect of 
family background is manifested mainly through parents’ education instead of 
parents’ socio-economic status or income. 

5. Analysis 
5.1. Graduates with Low-Educated Parents Are Disadvantaged 

We began by examining the means of the labour market success index (LMS in-
dex) in relation to parents’ education (Figure 1 and Figure 2). The clearest vis-
ual finding is that graduates with the lowest level of parental education (both 
parents educated only at the compulsory level or less) differ distinctly from the 
rest of the graduates. This result was confirmed among male and female gradu-
ates, and in all age groups.  

Moreover, our analysis shows that when parental education exceeds 
post-compulsory level, it does not differentiate graduates’ opportunities for la-
bour market success. This means that graduates whose parents have attained 
higher education have similar rates of labour market success as graduates whose 
parents have attained upper secondary level of education. Therefore, these find-
ings support only partially our first hypothesis that higher family background is 
associated with better success in the labour market.  

 

 
Figure 1. Means of the Labour market success (LMS) index (scale 2 
- 10) in relation to parents’ education and gender. 
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Figure 2. Means of the Labour market success (LMS) index (scale 2 
- 10) in relation to parents’ education and age category. 

 
Furthermore, the differences between male and female (Figure 1) and age 

groups (Figure 2) were considerable.  
In the linear regression (Table 3), we concentrated on parents’ education 

(Parents) as the main independent variable, while controlling for gender (cate-
gorical dummy) and age (continuous). We ran three models adding one inde-
pendent variable at each step. 

The beta values for parents’ education (Parents) are statistically significant (p 
< 0.001) in all cases (the very first model in Table 3). However, the relative 
weight of parents’ education is considerably smaller than that of gender and 
smaller again than that of age, based on the standardised beta values. 

5.2. Biggest Differences at Young Age and at the Entry to the  
Labour Market 

Our second hypothesis that the effect of parents educational background is 
strongest in the youngest age group and clearly diminishes with age and career 
progression was supported. As a visual inspection of the results showed that the 
effect of parents’ education seemed to differ in the youngest age category (25 - 29 
years, see Figure 2), we ran a separate round of analyses for this age category 
(Table 4). In this age category, the regression coefficients for parents’ education 
are clearly higher than in Table 3, the standardised beta being roughly as high 
(or higher) for parents’ education as for the control variables.  

The R squared values are low for all the models (Table 5), the highest being 
0.115 (approx. 12%). The effect of parents’ education clearly peaked being al-
most 20 percent at the very beginning of ones’ career. 

6. Discussion 

Finnish higher education system consists of globally unique features such as  
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Table 3. Linear regression. 

 β 
Std. 

Error 
Stand. 
Beta 

Sig. 
95% Conf. Int. 
Lower Upper 

Bus/Soc Model 1 Parents 0.064 0.010 0.075 0.000 0.045 0.083 

Model 2 
Parents 0.114 0.010 0.133 0.000 0.096 0.133 

Age 0.112 0.004 0.292 0.000 0.103 0.120 

Model 3 

Parents 0.099 0.009 0.116 0.000 0.080 0.118 

Age 0.106 0.004 0.277 0.000 0.097 0.114 

Gender (Male) 0.726 0.047 0.166 0.000 0.633 0.819 

 
Table 4. Linear regression, age group 25 - 29. 

 β 
Std. 

Error 
Stand. 
Beta 

Sig. 
95% Conf. Int. 
Lower Upper 

Bus/Soc Model 1 Parents 0.145 0.021 0.190 0.000 0.104 0.185 

Model 2 
Parents 0.154 0.020 0.202 0.000 0.114 0.193 

Age 0.301 0.039 0.205 0.000 0.225 0.378 

Model 3 

Parents 0.148 0.020 0.195 0.000 0.109 0.188 

Age 0.291 0.039 0.198 0.000 0.214 0.368 

Gender (Male) 0.334 0.106 0.084 0.002 0.541 0.987 

 
Table 5. R squared for the regression models. 

 Model All 25 - 29 

Bus/Soc 1 0.006 0.036 

 2 0.088 0.078 

 3 0.115 0.085 

 
largely public funding and absence of tuition fees; and there is a strong egalitar-
ian ideology behind it. Although not commonly acknowledged, the Finnish sys-
tems also have social bias in access to and outcomes of higher education 
(Isopahkala-Bouret et al., 2018). An important question in terms of equality of 
education is the opportunity gap in graduate employability, i.e., why certain so-
cial groups have lower success rate in entry to graduate jobs? 

In this study we investigated the effects of parents’ education on the Finnish 
Master’s degree graduates’ labour market success in the field of business admini-
stration and social sciences. The results show that graduates whose parents had 
no post-compulsory education differed from the rest distinctively and they were 
disadvantaged at the entry to the labour market. This result aligns with our first 
hypothesis. The graduates with the lowest parental background were employed 
in lower occupational positions and had lower income than other graduates. In 
these cases, neither parent could compensate for the other parents’ low educa-
tional level, nor the family’s overall cultural capital during the child’s upbringing 
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remained low.  
Moreover, parents’ having at least upper secondary qualifications, or voca-

tional diploma, has an equalising effect on graduates’ opportunities. Graduates 
whose parents had a higher education degree did not differ from those whose 
parents had a vocational degree. Such limited impact of parents’ education after 
parents exceed post-compulsory level may be explained by the characteristics of 
Finnish education system (see the section on the equality of higher education in 
Finland). Moreover, the university Master’s degree graduates have already 
demonstrated suitable cultural capital during the competitive university admis-
sion processes. At the university, they have adapted to the academic community 
and to the lifestyle of students. In addition, as stratification between Finnish 
universities is relatively small (Isopahkala-Bouret et al., 2018), institutional dif-
ferences do not influence graduates’ acquired cultural capital. In addition, the 
limited impact of parents’ education can be partly explained by the quality of the 
Finnish labour market. Finland is a Nordic welfare state with relatively small in-
come differences (e.g., International Labour Organization, 2016). Moreover, 
Finnish trade unions are very effective in regulating the labour market, and the 
vast majority of Finns are members of trade unions. This could be an equalising 
factor in opportunities after graduation. 

While the results supported our first hypothesis only partially, our second 
hypothesis gained robust support. Parents’ educational background made a dif-
ference in labour market success in relation to age. The largest effect was found 
in the youngest age group, who were in the early career phase, and the parents’ 
influence diminished with older age and career progression. Graduates who have 
progressed in a career have been embedded in the culture of the occupational 
field in question. Self-acquired cultural capital accumulates during a career and 
it can compensate for low parental education and a lack of inherited cultural 
capital.  

We used nationally representative, register-based data that enabled high qual-
ity of analysis. However, there are two major limitations in this study that could 
be addressed in future research. First, due to data protection legislation, the clas-
sification of the educational fields in the data was coarse. Our selected field of 
business administration and social sciences combined several smaller discipli-
nary fields. In the future research, it would be interesting to conduct more tar-
geted, field specific analysis and comparisons between different fields. Second, in 
our data, there was no measure of parents’ socio-economic status or income. In 
the future research, it would be useful to make a parallel investigation on the ef-
fects of parents’ socio-economic status and family wealth. 

Furthermore, with quantitative methods it is not possible to explore what 
strategies graduates with low-educated parents use to enter the labour market 
and why they are occupying less successful positions, at least in an early career. 
Qualitative research that specifically examines how the effect of family back-
ground is experienced by the graduates in egalitarian countries, like Finland, 
would be beneficial to our understanding of the matter. We have continued our 
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own investigations in that direction and conducted over 70 graduate interviews 
(Haltia, Isopahkala-Bouret, & Mutanen, under review). Finland, as well as other 
Nordic welfare states, has a specific educational system and labour market 
structures and regulations, and it would be interesting to know more on how 
graduates from different family backgrounds navigate in this landscape. Fur-
thermore, there is a need to deepen our understanding with qualitative study on 
how gender interrelates with family background and affects graduates labour 
market success.  

This study provides new knowledge to policymakers, university administra-
tions, and employers interested in graduate employability and social inequality. 
Our findings have confirmed, contrary to a common assumption, that low-level 
parental education affect entry to Finnish labour market. While equal outcomes 
of education cannot be set as a general goal in society, because abilities and ef-
forts vary between individuals, it can be inferred that family background should 
not impact labour market success among people with equivalent educational 
credentials.  

It is suggested that practical measures and support structures would be im-
plemented to reduce inequalities between graduates. As Burke et al. (2020) have 
stated, also targeted career support and counselling is needed to ensure that 
graduates coming from low-educated families can have equally successful entry 
to the graduate labour market. In addition, fairly distributed and paid intern-
ships and work practices during studies could facilitate the labour market entry 
of graduates with less inherited cultural capital. This study provides hope that 
once the fairness of access to entry-level positions is improved, parents’ educa-
tion does not have an enduring effect on graduates who are older and have pro-
gressed in their career. 
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