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Abstract
Despite predominantly lower social class origins, the second 
generation of established immigrant groups in the UK are 
now attaining high levels of education. However, they 
continue to experience poorer labour market outcomes than 
the majority population. These worse outcomes are often 
attributed in part to their disadvantaged origins, which do 
not, by contrast, appear to constrain their educational 
success. This paper engages with this paradox. We discuss 
potential mechanisms for second-generation educational 
success and how far we might expect these to be replicated 
in labour market outcomes. We substantiate our discussion 
with new empirical analysis. Drawing on a unique longitu-
dinal study of England and Wales spanning 40 years and 
encompassing one per cent of the population, we present 
evidence on the educational and labour market outcomes 
of the second generation of four groups of immigrants and 
the white British majority, controlling for multiple measures 
of social origins. We demonstrate that second-generation 
men and women's educational advantage is only partially 
reflected in the labour market. We reflect on the implica-
tions of our findings for future research.
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ZUCCOTTI and PLATT2

1 | INTRODUCTION

The performance of immigrants and their children in education and the labour market has been subject to extensive 
study across Europe (Alba & Foner, 2015; Heath & Cheung, 2007). While immigration and the multi-ethnic nature of 
European societies is not new, and in some countries indigenous or longstanding minorities, such as Gypsies, have 
occupied a specific disadvantaged position, increases in ethnic diversity and the growth of multiculturalism have 
largely been associated with largescale post-war labour migration from countries outside Europe. The ‘visibility’ of 
these new immigrant populations—in terms of skin colour, but also religion, language and culture—has contributed to 
their more marginal economic situation in the labour market, as well as driving concerns about long-term integration 
(Commission on Race and Ethnic Disparities, 2021; Heath & Cheung, 2007). In this paper, reflecting standard termi-
nology for the UK, we refer to such visible, established immigrant groups and their descendants as ethnic minority 
groups. At the same time, the tendency of these new immigrant populations to cluster in lower socio-economic 
positions within destination societies, with implications for risks of poverty and its intergenerational transmission, 
has confounded the association between being from an ethnic minority group and socioeconomic disadvantage 
(Malik, 2023; Mirza & Warwick, 2022).

While much analysis of economic outcomes has traditionally focused on immigrants themselves—i.e., the first 
generation—increasing attention is now being paid to their children—i.e., the second generation—as they pass 
through education and reach adulthood in greater numbers (Crul & Schneider, 2010; Heath et al., 2008). Studies 
on the second generation have typically attempted to account for their relative disadvantage compared to majority 
populations. In understanding educational outcomes, recognising, and adjusting for, the fact that first-generation 
ethnic minorities tend to cluster in lower socio-economic positions has helped to account for their children's poorer 
educational outcomes in many country contexts (e.g., Levels & Dronkers, 2008). Research on ‘ethnic penalties’ in 
the labour market (Heath and McMahon 1997)—focused on the (often poorer) performance of (more or less visi-
ble) first- and second-generation groups—has also been enhanced by recognising the role of social background in 
employment outcomes, and the importance of adjusting for social origins to more precisely identify such penalties (Li 
& Heath, 2016; Platt, 2005; Zuccotti, 2015).

By incorporating social origins into analysis of both educational and labour market outcomes, these bodies of 
research have been empirically and conceptually fruitful in developing understanding of immigrant inequalities. 
However, while this approach makes sense when addressing groups with poorer educational as well as labour market 
outcomes than the native majority, in the UK, we increasingly observe second-generation ethnic minorities outper-
forming the majority population in education (e.g., Crawford et al., 2010; Crawford & Greaves, 2015; Strand, 2014). 
We are then faced with the apparent paradox that these children of immigrants are educationally successful despite 
their disadvantaged origins, while their labour market outcomes continue to be regarded as in part a consequence 
of such origins (Li & Heath, 2016). This paradox, that adjusting for social class background can lead to a picture of 
second-generation ethnic minority advantage in education, while it helps to account for second-generation disadvan-
tage in the labour market, has not been explicitly addressed in current research.

We argue there is a need to reconsider the interpretation of ethnic penalties in the labour market and the role 
of social origins in contributing to such outcomes, as well as to reflect on both ethnic advantage and ethnic disad-
vantage as requiring adequate explanation (Modood, 2004; Shah et al., 2010). Our contributions are threefold. First, 
we conceptualise why and how second-generation ethnic minorities may be advantaged in education, despite their 
tendency to cluster in lower socio-economic positions, and whether (and to what extent) we might expect such 
mechanisms to translate into labour market advantages. Second, we substantiate this discussion with new evidence 
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ZUCCOTTI and PLATT 3

on ethnic educational and labour market outcomes, based on the analysis of a unique 40-year longitudinal data set, 
the ONS Longitudinal Study (ONS-LS) (Office for National Statistics, 2019). The ONS-LS has the largest analyti-
cal samples of children of immigrants in the UK and enables us to track them from social origins (including family 
and neighbourhood contexts) to destinations. These data not only provide the most robust source for investigating 
social mobility for specific cohorts in England and Wales (see e.g., Buscha & Sturgis, 2018) they also enable us to 
make comparisons by generational status and for those cohorts facing the same historical and economic context as 
they grow up (Waters & Jiménez, 2005). In addition, the data allow us to make use of multiple measures of social 
origins, enabling us, importantly to capture more precisely the context in which individuals were growing up, which 
has been demonstrated to be important both for educational and occupational attainment (Bell et al., 2019; Chetty 
et al., 2014; Zwysen & Demireva, 2020). Third, by bringing together our analysis of educational and labour market 
outcomes for the same individuals and separating our analysis of men's and women's outcomes, we highlight the 
limits of current analysis of ‘ethnic penalties’, which assumes independence of education and social origins, and draw 
attention to the implications for future research.

We focus on four second-generation ethnic groups with distinctive immigration and settlement histories: Indians, 
Pakistanis, Bangladeshis, and Caribbeans (see the brief overview under “A comparative framework” in the Supple-
mentary Material). These official ethnic group categories classify by national (immigrant) origins (Burton et al., 2010), 
but demonstrate a high degree of consistency in ethnic identification across immigrant generations (Platt, 2014). 
Their distinctive immigration and settlement histories might be expected to translate into different educational and 
labour market outcomes (Luthra et al., 2017). Yet our analysis reveals that all four second-generation ethnic minor-
ity groups experience higher educational attainment than their British majority counterparts, while labour market 
outcomes are more mixed. We offer some evidence that unmeasured characteristics associated with educational 
success may promote occupational attainment; however, they do not seem to provide returns in access to employ-
ment. We discuss the implications of our results for future analysis, the interpretation of ‘ethnic penalties’ and the 
understanding of the role of social origins more generally.

The paper proceeds as follows. First, we introduce previous studies paying particular attention to the UK context 
(Section 2); next, we develop our theoretical framework (Section 3); then we present the data (Section 4) and empir-
ical results (Section 5); finally, we conclude (Section 6).

2 | PREVIOUS LITERATURE AND THE UK CASE

There is increasing attention to the extent to which the children of immigrants are or are not achieving (upward) 
social mobility (OECD, 2017; Papademetriou et al., 2009), and the role of both educational attainment and social class 
origins in explaining differential outcomes. Adjusting for educational attainment in measuring economic outcomes 
across first- and second-generation ethnic minority groups was fundamental in developing the concept of ‘ethnic 
penalties’ (Heath and McMahon, 1997). Since immigrants and their children in Europe have tended to be less well 
qualified than majority populations (Dustmann et al., 2012; Kristen & Granato, 2007), such adjustment has typically 
reduced, even if not eliminated, observed labour market gaps. This has in turn enabled comparative evaluations of 
the systematic ethnic penalties faced by the second generation in Europe (Heath and Cheung, 2007). However, 
education is not the only predictor of labour market outcomes. Social origins impact outcomes directly—i.e. through 
resources, orientations, networks and behaviours (Breen and Müller 2020; Hout & DiPrete, 2006)—as well as indi-
rectly through education (“the OED model”: see Blau & Duncan, 1967). Since first-generation immigrants tend to 
cluster in lower social class positions (Dustmann et al., 2022), it has thus been argued that part of the reason why 
second-generation ethnic minorities continue to be disadvantaged in the labour market is their lower social class 
origins (Platt, 2005). Studies on the second generation's outcomes have thus increasingly incorporated social class 
of origin (i.e., parental social class), and this adjustment has contributed further to explaining ethnic penalties in a 
number of contexts (Gracia et al., 2016; Zuccotti, 2015). At the same time, since social class is expected to have a 
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ZUCCOTTI and PLATT4

direct effect on educational attainment, incorporating social class background into studies focusing on educational 
outcomes has helped to account for educational disadvantage of children of immigrants (Marks, 2005).

Such analysis is, however, complicated by the fact that in some cases educational outcomes of the children of 
immigrants outstrip those of their majority group counterparts, despite their average lower social class origins. This 
leads to the analytical problem that adjusting for educational outcomes, net of class origin, increases, rather than 
reduces, ethnic penalties in the labour market, even as controls for social class background lessen them.

The UK offers a key setting within which to explore this paradox of educational success and labour market disad-
vantage. In many countries, a deficit model of educational attainment of the second generation persists (Levels & 
Dronkers, 2008; Song, 2011); but in the UK, recent school cohorts consistently outperform the majority. For example, 
second-generation ethnic minorities tend to improve their test scores at a faster rate throughout compulsory school-
ing than the majority population (Strand, 2011; Wilson et al., 2011); and test scores at the end of compulsory school-
ing now suggest an advantage for most ethnic minority groups compared to the majority (Mirza & Warwick, 2022), 
even if with substantial variation. 1 For example, Indians perform very highly whereas Black Caribbeans are less 
high-attaining. For given levels of performance, second-generation ethnic minorities are also more likely to stay on in 
post-compulsory education than the white majority (Bradley & Taylor, 2004; Fernández-Reino, 2016) and to attend 
university (Crawford et al., 2010). At the same time, ethnic minorities in the UK have higher risks of unemployment 
and more mixed occupational attainments (Cheung & Heath, 2007; Zuccotti, 2015), at odds with their high educa-
tional achievements (Mirza & Warwick, 2022).

The implications for our understanding of the role of social origins of this combination of educational success but 
more mixed labour market outcomes have not been systematically investigated. Most studies of immigrant educa-
tional outcomes focus on youth, while studies of ethnic penalties in the labour market focus on adults. The latter typi-
cally treat social class and education as having independent effects on labour market outcomes (Li & Heath, 2016). 
We aim to set out ways of thinking about the relationship between social origins, education and the labour market 
that does not assume such independence, while presenting new findings on both outcomes for the same individuals.

3 | SOCIAL ORIGINS, EDUCATION AND LABOUR MARKET OUTCOMES

Treating education and social class origins as having independent effects on labour market outcomes is conceptually 
problematic when diverse second-generation ethnic groups are being compared. Following the OED model of Blau 
and Duncan (1967), if second-generation ethnic minorities are able to achieve in education (E) despite their lower 
social class origins (O)—i.e., that of their first-generation parents—one might expect this advantage to also apply to 
their labour market outcomes (D). This is because the unmeasured factors driving educational attainment in this 
model would also be expected to affect labour market attainment. However, when an ethnic advantage in education 
that arises despite low social origins is coupled with an ethnic disadvantage in the labour market that is explained by 
social origins, treating a ‘zero ethnic penalty’ in the labour market as the attainment of equality 2 with the majoritarian 
population might not be an appropriate conclusion. Rather, we need to explore why educational advantage achieved 
by the second generation of different ethnic minority groups is not translated into advantage in the labour market. In 
what follows, first we outline the processes of how educational advantage may be achieved; we then evaluate under 
what conditions this might or might not be expected to translate into the labour market.

3.1 | Explaining educational advantage

The literature points to different mechanisms that might be responsible for the second generation`s educational 
advantage, including parental class misallocation, positive selection, and ethnic capital. Parental social class is 
known to be a key determinant of educational attainment because it provides individuals with different levels of 
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ZUCCOTTI and PLATT 5

socioeconomic and cultural resources and networks (Breen and Müller, 2020). Higher parental social class is typically 
associated with better educational outcomes, and we should expect to see this both for majority and minority individ-
uals. However, the meaning of (lower) parental social class for the children of immigrants can be more complex since, 
in many cases, including the UK, the first (parental) generation is concentrated in occupations for which they are 
overqualified (Cheung & Heath, 2007; Social Mobility Commission, 2020) or which represent a lower social position 
than they might have enjoyed in their country of origin. Occupational status in the destination country might there-
fore be an imprecise measure of their ‘true social status’ and associated cultural capital or habitus (Bourdieu, 1997), 
education, expectations and work experience (see also Modood, 2004). If this is the case, greater relative educational 
achievement among (some) second-generation ethnic minorities who come from lower social class origins specifically 
appears less surprising—a conclusion drawn by some of the migrant selectivity literature (Feliciano & Lanuza, 2017; 
Ichou, 2014).

Immigrants' general positive selection might also be responsible for observed ethnic educational advantage. 
Immigrants, especially those who migrate for economic reasons, are often selected on characteristics expected to 
ease their migration (such as better health) and on the motivation to improve themselves and the lives of their chil-
dren (Feliciano, 2020). They are assumed to have greater aspirations, determination and resilience in fostering gains 
for their descendants (van Zanten, 1997), including progress in education (Dollmann, 2021; Kao & Tienda, 1998). This 
has been observed in the UK for the South Asian population in particular (Dale et al., 2002; Fernández-Reino, 2016; 
Shah et al., 2010; Strand, 2014). Such positive selection may translate into better educational outcomes across social 
origins, and hence into a relative advantage among those with immigrant parents. Paralleling the literature on primary 
and secondary effects deriving from social class, Jackson et al. (2012) elaborate ethnic differences in aspirations 
and choices in terms of secondary effects. Unlike in the model of primary and secondary effects of social class, 
these secondary effects operate to compensate rather than reinforce performance deficits. The authors also observe 
that the UK facilitates the enactment of such choices enabling second-generation ethnic minorities more easily to 
continue to university education.

Finally, the role of ethnic capital has been widely acknowledged in studies of immigrant integration (Borjas, 1992). 
Living close to co-ethnics, and especially living close to co-ethnics with a certain level of cultural capital, can bring 
benefits to the community overall, and this includes obtaining better educational attainment ‘against the odds’ (Lee 
& Zhou, 2014). This has been argued to be the case, for example, with ethnically concentrated London schools 
(Burgess, 2014). Geographical clustering of ethnic groups is, however, also typically paralleled by clustering of disad-
vantage, poorer housing conditions, and greater occupational segregation in poorer quality jobs (Jivraj & Khan, 2013; 
Phillips, 1998). These material factors, which also are affected by the timing and settlement patterns of different 
immigrant groups, are likely to depress educational attainment or access to advantaged peer networks even as 
concentration may foster ethnic capital, indicating the need to account for geographical context alongside social 
class origins.

3.2 | Translating educational advantage into the labour market

We know that social class is both materialised in educational attainment and exerts an independent effect on 
labour market outcomes. Similarly, once these potential sources of advantage are materialised in better educational 
outcomes for second-generation ethnic minorities, to what extent might we also see their additional consequences in 
the labour market? It is likely that the mechanisms posited to drive second generation's educational attainment also 
apply to some extent in the labour market, but that there are also reasons why they may be less effective.

We have suggested that parents' (unmeasured) level of cultural capital as well as their determination and motivation 
may offer a potential explanation for the overperformance of second-generation ethnic minorities, especially those 
from lower social class backgrounds. Those traits and resources might be expected to bring benefits in the labour 
market too. However, this is more likely to be the case for occupational attainment or career progression than access 

 14684446, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/1468-4446.13047 by T

est, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [14/07/2023]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



ZUCCOTTI and PLATT6

to employment. First, these cultural and motivational characteristics can lead minorities to aspire to (and obtain) 
highly qualified jobs, especially among the more educated—as suggested by Cheung and Heath (2007)—who have 
already demonstrated them in their educational achievement. Second, such hard-to-measure traits are challenging to 
demonstrate at the point of application for work, where stereotypes can dominate decision-making. Such stereotypes 
are also gendered, compounding women's more constrained labour market options (Lancee, 2021). Conversely,  these 
positive traits can be more easily observed by employers once in work and, therefore, reduce the effects of statistical 
discrimination (Cheung & Heath, 2007; Thijssen, 2016).

As for other unmeasured aspects of social class derived from parental occupations (i.e., income, social networks, 
knowledge of the job market), we might expect them to play a stronger role in the labour market than in education, 
making it harder for second-generation ethnic minorities to overcome the effects of class origins even when they 
have attained in education (and especially when they have not). While these aspects are not irrelevant to educational 
outcomes (e.g., paying for additional tutorship), access to education, and educational success, is overall less restricted 
than access to the labour market; and the English school system has been highlighted as one offering greater opportu-
nities for minorities to succeed (Dollmann, 2021; Jackson et al., 2012). Conversely, a crucial aspect of finding a (suitable) 
job is not only having the material resources to sustain a (sufficiently long) job search, but also having the right networks 
(i.e., bridging ties) (Franzen & Hangartner, 2006; Granovetter, 1973). Hence, those who have achieved educationally but 
from more disadvantaged backgrounds are less likely to be able to sustain that attainment in the job market, particularly 
given they may lack the diversity of networks that would enable them more easily to communicate their positive traits.

Neighbourhood context, in terms of ethnic and socioeconomic composition, may play a role in labour markets too, and 
even more so than in education. The clustering of ethnic minorities in deprived areas is likely to reduce their overall labour 
market opportunities and increase occupational segregation (Jivraj & Alao, 2023; Jivraj & Khan, 2013). The literature on 
the role of ethnic enclaves in supporting employment and facilitating occupational mobility is, however, mixed. While 
Portes and Jensen (1989) extolled the potential of such enclaves for promoting economic success, Xie and Gough (2011) 
came to more equivocal conclusions, demonstrating the potential of enclave employment for suppressing earnings. 
Ethnic networks have been shown both to facilitate employment and reduce information gaps (Dustmann et al., 2015), 
but also to limit the types of jobs accessed (see e.g., the discussion in Fernandez & Fernandez-Mateo, 2006). In the UK, 
some studies show negative effects of ethnic concentration on access to employment (Clark & Drinkwater, 2002; Khattab 
et al., 2010), especially for South Asian women (Jivraj & Alao, 2023; Zuccotti & Platt, 2017). There is also evidence of the 
limiting role of niche economies even for second-generation ethnic minorities, such as UK Chinese (Mok & Platt, 2020). 
At the same time, a positive effect of ethnic concentration on second-generation's occupational outcomes has been 
demonstrated, for example, for Indians (Zuccotti & Platt, 2017); and there is also some evidence of co-location by choice 
in patterns of suburbanisation, which is also likely to facilitate the network effects aiding employment (Dorsett, 1998).

Last, but not least, is the role of ethnic discrimination. While there is some evidence for teacher stereotyping of 
ethnic minority groups (Burgess & Greaves, 2013; Campbell et al., 2007), the evidence for labour market discrimina-
tion, particularly at point of access to employment, is more consistently attested and of greater magnitude (Di Stasio 
& Heath, 2019; Riach & Rich, 2002). While labour market discrimination can impact all minority groups negatively, 
educational stereotyping can favour those groups seen as ‘high attaining’. This means that the positive assets that 
ethnic minorities have—be these individual, parental or collective assets—might be more difficult to translate into the 
labour market. Our understanding of discrimination within, rather than at access to employment, in terms of career 
progression is, however, less well-evidenced. But evidence on employment discrimination implies that those with 
fewer resources will be particularly vulnerable in the labour market.

3.3 | Expectations

While far from exhaustive, this discussion of the operation of potential mechanisms leads us to delineate five tenta-
tive expectations. It should be noted that is not our aim here to test these mechanisms directly, but to observe and 
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ZUCCOTTI and PLATT 7

discuss the general patterns of how ethnic advantages (and penalties) vary across educational and labour market 
outcomes, and how far such patterns are consistent with our expectations. This includes a revised interpretation of 
the role of social background in shaping economic and educational attainment concurrently.

First (i), we expect second-generation ethnic minorities to be advantaged in education with respect to white 
British individuals, especially those second-generation ethnic minorities from lower social class backgrounds (some 
of whom might be misallocated in terms of their parental occupation). We would expect such educational advan-
tage to be particularly marked among those groups with greater ethnic capital and where processes of downward 
mobility on migration in the immigrant generation are better attested, in particular, among Indians. Second, we can 
infer from the preceding discussion that how far educational success and those factors driving it are translated into 
the labour market depends on both the extent to which educational attainment is achieved in the first place and the 
economic outcome under consideration (employment or occupational success). The extent to which we observe such 
differentiation also helps to shed light on the specific mechanisms at play. According to our discussion, we expect (ii) 
upward mobility from lower social class origins to be less evident in the labour market than in educational outcomes. 
We also expect those characteristics that drive relative educational success to be more evident (iii) in occupational 
attainment, rather than in access to employment, and (iv) among those who have actually materialised such immi-
grant advantage in a better education (i.e., those with a university degree). 3 Finally, we would also expect to observe 
differences between men and women, particularly for some groups (v). Women and men overall show different 
occupational profiles (Platt, 2021) and gain different returns to education. Even if women from second-generation 
ethnic minority groups have been relatively successful in education, they might still struggle more than their male 
counterparts to materialise this educational success (see e.g., Dale et al., 2002); and they may face specific forms 
of labour market discrimination. We would therefore expect second-generation women with a university degree to 
experience less relative advantage and greater gaps between education and labour market outcomes than their male 
counterparts. This might be particularly evident among South Asian women, who tend to be more likely to prioritise 
family responsibilities over employment (Dale et al., 2006), partly informed by community norms (Zuccotti, 2021). To 
test whether these expectations are evidenced, we move to our analysis.

4 | DATA AND METHODS

4.1 | Data and variables

We use the ONS Longitudinal Study, a unique dataset that links census records for a one per cent sample of the 
population of England and Wales across five successive censuses (1971, 1981, 1991, 2001 and 2011). The original 
(1971) sample selected individuals based on their birthdate (with four possible dates); and, at each census, the sample 
is updated with intercensal births and immigrations of those with the same birthdays. Slightly more than 500,000 
individuals can be found at any census point. About 400,000 people provide records at any two census points; while 
there are linked records across all five censuses for around 200,000 individuals. Individuals in ONS-LS are also linked 
to some administrative data, including births, deaths and cancer registrations.

In addition to its large sample, a special feature of this dataset is that both household and aggregated census 
data can be attached to each individual and for each census point. That is, we have information on the co-resident 
parents of the individuals when they were children, on the characteristics of their households in childhood and 
adulthood, and we can also match in characteristics of the neighbourhoods in which they reside at different periods. 
This, uniquely for the UK, enables us to account for social and spatial upbringing contexts and study how they impact 
outcomes measured in later life (c.f., Chetty et al., 2014, Bell et al., 2019). This means that we do not use (as it is often 
the case in stratification and mobility studies) retrospective information to study social origins; rather, we exploit the 
longitudinal nature of the data and measure explanatory and explained variables at different time-points. Given the 
relevance of cohort differences and differential patterns of settlement and ‘reception’ in confounding understanding 
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ZUCCOTTI and PLATT8

of differential economic outcomes, the ability to measure social origins consistently for the given cohorts of our 
groups under study and to incorporate neighbourhood as well as individual measures of origin context constitutes a 
major advantage over existing studies.

We study individuals who lived with at least one parent between 0 and 15 years of age in any of the three 
so-called ‘origin’ years: 1971, 1981 and 1991. We measure the educational and labour market outcomes of these 
individuals in 2001 and 2011 (‘destination years’), when they are between 20 and 45 years old. We exclude those 
between 46 and 55 years old, given they are present only for the 1971–2011 cohort. In line with research employing 
panel data, we constructed our sample to allow for more than one measurement per individual. Given that individuals 
can be between 0 and 15 years old in a maximum of two ‘origin’ census points, each individual can have up to 4 meas-
urements (e.g., 1971–2001; 1971–2011; 1981–2001; 1981–2011). The total sample comprises more than 350,000 
observations; around half of whom are ‘unique’ individuals. In order to account for repeat observations on individuals, 
we control for the ‘origin’ and ‘destination’ years, and we cluster standard errors at the individual level. In robustness 
analysis we restrict our sample to a single observation per individual with consistent results. While the observations 
are from Census data and therefore do not suffer attrition associated with longitudinal surveys, the data face poten-
tial loss to follow up from differential mortality and differential emigration. Given the age range under consideration, 
differential mortality is likely to have minimal impact. We have, moreover little insight into the likely extent or impact 
of differential emigration.  4 Reassuringly, we have at least one ‘destination’ response for all those whom we observe 
at ‘origin’, suggesting that this is a limited issue for our sample.

We study four outcomes: attainment of a university degree or equivalent, known as ‘Level 4+’ qualifications 
(vs. other educational level) 5; activity (vs. inactivity, excluding full-time students) for women only; employment (vs. 
unemployment), and current or previous access to the social classes represented by professional and managerial 
occupations (vs. other social classes/occupations). Social (occupational) class is measured with the National Statis-
tics Socio-Economic Classification (NS-SEC). 6 The NS-SEC has seven categories from higher managerial/professional 
occupations to routine occupations. We combine as higher occupational class outcomes those in classes 1 (higher 
managerial, administrative, and professional occupations) and 2 (lower managerial, administrative and professional 
occupations).

We pool these four outcomes for 2001 and 2011. In additional analysis, we examined change over time, by 
comparing labour market outcomes across the two years (see “Exploring changes over time” in the Supplemen-
tary Material), since time is an important factor in integration processes. However, there was little relative change in 
ethnic minority groups' position over time.

Our main independent variable is ethnic group. We focus on the white British majority and second-generation 
ethnic minorities of Indian, Pakistani, Bangladeshi and Caribbean origins. These four groups represent those which 
have sufficient numbers of second generation adults for analysis and capture different immigration histories, settle-
ment patterns, and occupational niches, as well as all constituting ‘visible’ minorities with persistent within-group 
identification across immigrant generations. They are identified by self-report to the official ethnic group question 
(measured in 2011; or 2001 if missing in 2011). Our definition of second-generation includes both individuals born 
in Britain with foreign-born parents 7 and individuals born abroad who arrived before age 16 (around half of Bangla-
deshis and a quarter of Pakistanis are in this situation, while the shares for the other groups are below 20%). Robust-
ness checks restricting our analysis to those born in the UK only provided consistent results, but reduced our sample 
sizes for the Bangladeshi group to the extent that limited our analysis. We tested for a 1.5-generation effect using a 
dummy for non-UK born, but it was not significant. White British individuals are restricted to those with both parents 
(or one, in the case of single-parent households) born in the UK.

Other key predictors are various indicators of individuals' social origins, which we measure in 1971/1981/1991. 
Critically, all our measures of social origins are measured when our sample members are school-age or younger, 
living with their parents and resident in England and Wales. Hence, we are capturing social origin measures that are 
directly comparable for cohorts and reflect the occupational experience of first-generation immigrants within the UK, 
even if they had experienced downward mobility on migration. Chief among our measures is parental social class. 
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ZUCCOTTI and PLATT 9

We derive a five-category measure of No earners/not-codeable, Manual, Routine non-manual, Petit Bourgeoisie, 
and Service class, from a 7-category class schema whose members broadly share similar market and work situations 
(Goldthorpe & Hope, 1974). This is the only origin social class measure available and is harmonized for the three 
years (1971, 1981 and 1991). We use highest social class of co-resident mother or father. We also include three 
household-level variables, which capture the material context in which our sample grew up: housing tenure (owner, 
private rented, in social housing), number of cars (0, 1, 2 or more) and number of persons per room (over 1.5 persons 
per room; 1.5; over 1 but less than 1.5; over 0.75 but less than 1; 0.75; over 0.5 but less than 0.75; and 0.5 or less); 
and a measure of neighbourhood deprivation. This is measured at the ward level (average population c.4000) using 
the Carstairs Index (Norman & Boyle, 2014; Norman et al., 2005), and summarizes four dimensions: % male unem-
ployment; % overcrowded households; % no car/van ownership; and % low social class. The variable is expressed in 
population-weighted quintiles.

We also control for age in years and, in the labour market outcomes, for detailed educational attainment catego-
ries (No qualifications, Level 1 (basic), Level 2 (lower secondary), level 3 (higher secondary/post-compulsory), Level 
4+ (university degree or equivalent) and Other). Additional controls include year of origin and of destination meas-
urement, and number of times observed. We conduct separate analyses for men and women. Distributions of all 
independent variables are provided in Table S1 in the Supplementary material.

4.2 | Analytical strategy

The key advantage of our approach is that we are able to exploit the longitudinal nature of our data to chart educa-
tional outcomes and labour market outcomes prospectively from social origins. This enables us to avoid issues of 
differential recall and the potential incomparability of parental origins across different national contexts. By match-
ing cohorts and evaluating their circumstances in childhood, we also avoid the problems of confounding economic 
outcomes with cohort change (Waters & Jiménez, 2005). Finally, unlike much of the literature we investigate both 
patterns of educational attainment from different social as well as ethnic origins, and the implications of this attain-
ment for labour market outcomes. Thus, we are able to directly face the non-independence of social class and educa-
tion. To do this, we estimate a series of logistic regression models for each of the outcomes measured adjusting 
for key control variables, and report average marginal effects (AME) and predicted probabilities (Mood, 2010). Our 
models for employment are conditional on participation. However, we do not estimate selection models given the 
challenges finding appropriate variables to identify such models, especially given that any such identifying variables 
may differ across groups. 8 Instead, given that the share of those active is lower among women, and in particular for 
some groups of women, we estimate both participation and employment for women. The estimates for employment 
thus illustrate transparently the extent of penalties in employment across more and less selected groups of women. 
For men, participation rates are high for this age group and analysis of participation does not shed light on labour 
market inequalities, so we only analyse employment. For occupational outcomes, we estimate the attainment of 
professional or managerial class compared to any other class outcome. Since our concept is class position, rather 
than current economic status, we use information on past social class for those currently not in work. This means 
our sample for this outcome includes some not currently in employment (whether unemployed or not-participating) 
but excludes those who never worked or for whom we otherwise have no measure of past occupation. Again, we 
estimate a conditional model rather than attempting to adjust for selection, providing consistency with compara-
ble analysis of intergenerational social mobility. 9 For the interaction terms included in our models (see below), we 
computed contrasts in Stata 14 (shown in the Supplementary material, Figures S1 and S2). We illustrate our key 
results graphically to aid interpretation.

We first (Section 5.2) estimate how much second-generation ethnic minorities' probability of attaining a univer-
sity degree differs from that of White British individuals, after controlling for parental social class and other key 
independent variables. We use the full sample and estimate separate models for men and women's educational 
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ZUCCOTTI and PLATT10

attainment, first with basic controls and then additionally adjusting for measures of social class background. We then 
add interactions between parental social class and ethnic group, to investigate whether the estimated effect of social 
origins on educational attainment differs across groups.

We then turn to labour market outcomes (Section 5.3). Similarly, we first estimate average effects of ethnic 
group for each labour market outcome (employment and professional/managerial class for men, and participation, 
employment and professional/managerial class for women). We again estimate a model with basic controls and then 
adjust for parental social class and other measures of social class background. Finally, we estimate a model including 
educational attainment, which thus enables us to identify how far any differences across social class origins between 
groups are driven by differences in educational attainment. Then, in line with our expectations relating to the highly 
educated potentially being better able to materialise their ‘ethnic advantage’, we investigate ethnic group differences 
in returns to education by interacting ethnic group with education. We compare those with a degree qualification 
(Level 4+) with those with a low qualification (Level 1 or less).

5 | RESULTS

5.1 | Descriptive statistics

Figure 1 presents descriptive statistics of the key variables, by ethnic group, and provides the sample sizes for our differ-
ent outcome measures. There is substantial variation in parental social class across ethnic groups. Second-generation 
Indians, Pakistanis, Bangladeshis and Caribbeans have higher shares of manual social origins compared to white 
British individuals; and all groups have lower shares of service class origins, but this is especially marked for Paki-
stanis and Bangladeshis. Table S1 in the Supplementary material shows that in addition to differences in social class 
background, all ethnic minority groups are more likely than their white British peers to have lived in overcrowded 
households and in deprived neighbourhoods when young.

Even though they are overrepresented among lower social backgrounds, most second-generation ethnic minor-
ity groups have high levels of tertiary qualifications. For example, more than 35% of South Asian (Indian, Pakistani and 
Bangladeshi) men attained this level, even though almost half of them had parents with manual jobs and only 16% of 
them had parents with a service class position. Conversely, although the proportion of white British men with higher 
class parents stood at 29%, only 26% had Level 4+ qualifications. Similar patterns (with variations) are observed 
among women (see Table S1 in the Supplementary material).

Labour market outcomes are more varied. Some of these seem to align more with groups' lower social origins, 
such as higher unemployment rates for certain minority groups. This also suggests that education is not fully translated 
into employment opportunities. For example, second-generation Pakistani and Bangladeshi men have much higher 
unemployment rates and similar or lower probability of attaining professional managerial occupations compared to 
white British men, despite their high educational attainment. Most second-generation women have higher unem-
ployment levels than the white British, even though they are in general more educated. Of all second-generation 
ethnic minority groups, Indians, both men and women, seem to have best transferred educational advantage into the 
labour market, especially in their occupational attainment.

We go on to explore these relationships in detail, in multivariate models.

5.2 | Educational outcomes

Table 1 shows AME of ethnic group in the probability of attaining a university degree, by sex. M1 has basic controls, 
while M2 adds social origin variables. Full models are provided in the Supplementary material, Table S2.

We see that all second-generation ethnic minority groups have an equal or higher probability of attaining tertiary 
qualifications compared to white British individuals (M1). There is thus no ‘disadvantage’ to be explained here by 
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ZUCCOTTI and PLATT 11

recourse to social class background, but rather a zero effect or an advantage for the ethnic minorities. Once we 
control for the fact that a majority of second-generation ethnic minorities are raised by lower social class parents 
and have, in general, poorer socio-economic conditions at origin (M2), we observe—as expected—a positive differ-
ence for all minority groups. These educational advantages are substantial: controlling for age and social origins, 
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ZUCCOTTI and PLATT12

ethnic minority men and women have between 14 and 34 percentage points (pp) higher probabilities of attaining a 
university degree compared to their white British counterparts. Predicted values show that Pakistani and Bangladeshi 
women are, on average, less likely to attain degree-level qualifications compared to men; the opposite is observed 
among Caribbeans.

We next attempt to gain traction on the differentiated role of social origins by interacting parental social class 
with ethnic group. Figure 2 shows the predicted values of educational attainment for all ethnic minorities and white 
British, for manual and service social class origins. We find a similar pattern as observed in Table 1. Independently of 
social origins, all second-generation ethnic minorities remain advantaged with respect to white Britons. For Indians 
and Bangladeshis, this advantage is similar across social origins (they have similar reproduction patterns compared to 
white Britons). For Caribbeans the advantage appears larger among those with lower social origins, while the oppo-
site is observed for Pakistanis; however, these differences are small. Overall, we see both the persistence of class 
advantage across all groups, but that, at the same time, ethnic minorities are successful in translating their aspirations 
for the next generation into educational outcomes even from more disadvantaged social origins (where they tend 
to be concentrated). Those second-generation ethnic minorities from lower social classes are even achieving at or 
beyond the rate of the white British from more advantaged social origins. The results suggest that resources and aspi-
rations associated with immigrant selection and misallocation, coupled with the potential role of ethnic capital, might 
be relevant mechanisms for this pattern of success. These, however, enhance, rather than substitute, the networks 
and resources offered by more advantaged social origins. What is interesting here, is, that the stereotypically more 
advantaged Indian group shows patterns that are most comparable to the most stereotypically disadvantaged Bang-
ladeshi group. Factors such as group concentration, quality of schooling, or access to educational institutions, offer 
potential plausible explanations, over and above individual and family-level drivers.

5.3 | Labour market outcomes

5.3.1 | Average effects

So how far do these educational gains translate into the labour market? Tables 2 and 3 show the probability of being 
employed, of being in professional/managerial positions and, for women, of being economically active. As in the 
previous table, M1 shows results with basic controls, while M2 controls for social origins, demonstrating, effectively, 
the extent to which upward mobility is (or is not) being achieved from disadvantaged origins. M3 adds education and 
family composition, revealing the extent to which such upward mobility is achieved via the educational attainment we 
saw in the previous section. Full models are shown in Tables S3 and S4 of the Supplementary material.

Based on our previous findings, we would expect to find that, when controlling for social origins (Tables 2 and 3, 
M2) we would see labour market advantages for second-generation ethnic minority groups (positive and significant 
coefficients) driven both by the educational success net of social origins seen in Table 1 and by the unobservable 
factors leading to that educational success. When we additionally control for education (M3) we would expect to 
see an attenuation of that advantage, but not for it to disappear, given we are only capturing observed educational 
attainment and not the unobservables that drove that success regardless of social origins. However, it is clear from 

F I G U R E  1   Descriptive statistics: social class origins and educational, and labour market outcomes of men 
and women, by ethnic group. Totals: Parental social class = 354498 (WB), 5986 (I), 3738 (P), 1142 (B), 2890 (C); 
Education (men) = 17336 (WB), 3033 (I), 1787 (P), 526 (B), 1285 (C); Employment status (men) = 162037 (WB), 
2867 (I), 1572 (P), 483 (B), 1158 (C); Occupation (men) = 167085 (WB), 2916 (I), 1608 (P), 480 (B), 1207 (C); 
Education & activity status (women) = 181129 (WB), 2953 (I), 1951 (P), 616 (B), 1605 (C); Employment status 
(women) = 146203 (WB), 2510 (I), 1128 (P), 358 (B), 1360 (C); Occupation (women) = 173106 (WB), 2795 (I), 1583 
(P), 488 (B), 1498 (C). Population: Individuals between 20 and 45 years old. Source: Authors' own calculations based 
on ONS-LS.
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ZUCCOTTI and PLATT 13

Men Women

M1 M2 M1 M2

Ethnic group (ref. white british)

 Indian 0.251** 0.331** 0.197** 0.280**

(0.014) (0.012) (0.014) (0.013)

 Pakistani 0.090** 0.241** 0.010 0.158**

(0.016) (0.016) (0.015) (0.016)

 Bangladeshi 0.097** 0.339** −0.021 0.226**

(0.027) (0.028) (0.021) (0.025)

 Caribbean 0.014 0.140** 0.090** 0.218**

(0.018) (0.020) (0.018) (0.018)

Predicted values

 White british 25.6 27.3

 Indian 58.7 55.3

 Pakistani 49.7 43.1

 Bangladeshi 59.5 49.9

 Caribbean 39.7 49.0

Note: + p-value < 0.1 *p-value < .05 **p-value < .01. Robust (clustered) standard errors in parentheses. Population: 
Individuals between 20 and 45 years old.
 aModel 1 controls for age, origin and destination years and number of census points; Model 2 adds social origin controls, 
including parental social class, tenancy, number of cars, number of persons per room and neighbourhood deprivation, 
measured when the individual was between 0 and 15 years old.
Source: Authors' own calculations based on ONS-LS.

T A B L E  1   Educational outcomes (attainment of university degree); average marginal effects (AME) and 
predicted values. Men and women. a

F I G U R E  2   Educational outcomes (attainment of university degree) by parental social class; predicted values 
(with all controls) and CI (95%). Population: Individuals between 20 and 45 years old. Source: Authors' own 
calculations based on ONS-LS.
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ZUCCOTTI and PLATT14

Tables 2 and 3 that this is not the case for all groups and both sexes, nor it is observed consistently across labour 
market outcomes.

M2 shows, instead, that for access to employment, only second-generation Bangladeshi men are more likely to 
be employed (rather than unemployed) compared to white British men of similar social backgrounds and demograph-
ics, while there is a penalty or no difference for the other groups. Among women, we observe an ethnic minority 
advantage in activity for Indian and Caribbean women. In all other cases, and for employment, we either observe 
equal probabilities or a penalty for ethnic minorities. Results differ when we turn to occupational class outcomes: 

Employment Professional/managerial

M1 M2 M3 M1 M2 M3

Ethnic group (ref. white british)

 Indian −0.007 0.007 −0.004 0.156** 0.230** 0.0826**

(0.005) (0.005) (0.005) (0.0129) (0.0117) (0.0105)

 Pakistani −0.044** −0.008 −0.021** −0.0109 0.124** 0.0102

(0.008) (0.006) (0.007) (0.0165) (0.0161) (0.0135)

 Bangladeshi −0.033** 0.016** 0.006 0.0123 0.213** 0.0649**

(0.012) (0.006) (0.007) (0.0292) (0.0282) (0.0249)

 Caribbean −0.057** −0.017* −0.012 −0.0327+ 0.0745** 0.0181

(0.012) (0.008) (0.007) (0.0188) (0.0194) (0.0167)

Note: + p-value < .10 *p-value < .05 **p-value < .01. Robust (clustered) standard errors in parentheses. Population: 
Individuals between 20 and 45 years old.
 aModel 1 controls for age, origin and destination years and number of census points; Model 2 adds social origin controls, 
including parental social class, tenancy, number of cars, number of persons per room and neighbourhood deprivation, 
measured when the individual was between 0 and 15 years old; Model 3 adds education and family composition.
Source: Authors' own calculations based on ONS-LS.

T A B L E  2   Labour market outcomes. Men. average marginal effects (AME). a

Activity Employment Professional/managerial

M1 M2 M3 M1 M2 M3 M1 M2 M3

Ethnic group (ref. white british)

 Indian 0.040** 0.063** −0.002 −0.007 0.003 −0.013** 0.128** 0.196** 0.0505**

(0.009) (0.008) (0.011) (0.005) (0.004) (0.006) (0.0129) (0.0122) (0.0106)

 Pakistani −0.232** −0.146** −0.191** −0.052** −0.021** −0.035** −0.0203 0.0985** 0.00605

(0.015) (0.014) (0.014) (0.01) (0.007) (0.008) (0.0164) (0.0172) (0.0141)

 Bangladeshi −0.227** −0.069** −0.154** −0.071** −0.007 −0.038** −0.0470+ 0.155** 0.0248

(0.024) (0.02) (0.02) (0.016) (0.008) (0.012) (0.0268) (0.0291) (0.0224)

 Caribbean 0.047** 0.084** 0.029* −0.05** −0.018* −0.020** 0.0601** 0.160** 0.0479**

(0.012) (0.009) (0.012) (0.011) (0.008) (0.008) (0.0179) (0.0175) (0.015)

Note: + p-value < .10 *p-value < .05 **p-value < .01. Robust (clustered) standard errors in parentheses. Population: 
Individuals between 20 and 45 years old.
 aModel 1 controls for age, origin and destination years and number of census points; Model 2 adds social origin controls, 
including parental social class, tenancy, number of cars, number of persons per room and neighbourhood deprivation, 
measured when the individual was between 0 and 15 years old; Model 3 adds education and family composition.
Source: Authors' own calculations based on ONS-LS.

T A B L E  3   Labour market outcomes. Women. average marginal effects (AME). a
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ZUCCOTTI and PLATT 15

conditional on ever having worked, all groups and both sexes are more likely to have professional/managerial posi-
tions than white British individuals, on equality of social origins. These results suggest that the positive unobserved 
characteristics present when studying education may play a role in occupational outcomes but are less salient, as we 
anticipated, in terms of access to jobs.

When we turn to M3, however, observed ethnic minority advantages reduce and/or become zero; and any zero 
effects or disadvantages remain unchanged or become more negative. (The exception is Caribbean men, for whom 
the employment penalty reduces.) Given we are now including education as the route by which that attainment is 
achieved, and thus would anticipate some attenuation in the positive relative outcomes, we would not expect them 
to attenuate to zero or become negative. While, for the reasons we discussed, we cannot assume that the unobserv-
ables that explain second-generation ethnic minorities' educational success should work equally in the labour market, 
the observed level of educational success shown in Figure 2 would imply sufficient unobserved (individual, family 
and community) resources to maintain advantages in occupational outcomes. But we only see this maintenance of 
advantage for Indian and Bangladeshi men and Indian and Caribbean women in terms of occupational success. 10 
At the same time, some Pakistani men and all second-generation women are penalized in employment, even if on 
average they perform much better in education. This is notable for Pakistani and Bangladeshi women, given they also 
have substantially lower participation rates, and thus those active are a selected group. For those for whom there are 
observed ‘zero penalties’ in M3, these do not straightforwardly imply an absence of inequality—as classical studies of 
ethnic penalties would assume. Rather, they may be reflecting the incapacity of individuals or groups of translating 
those (positive) unobserved characteristics into the labour market, which may be due to a series of factors, including 
discrimination or lack of networks. It is clearly an issue that requires further attention from scholars when estimating 
models that treat education and social origins as independent in this way.

5.3.2 | Exploring the role of education

We next estimate interactions between education and ethnic group to ascertain if those second-generation minori-
ties who demonstrate high educational attainment also gain relatively greater labour market success, as we posited. 
Figure 3 shows predicted values by ethnicity and education. (Statistically significant interactions are shown in the 
Supplementary material, Figure S2).

Consistent with our expectations, we see that for several of the second-generation South Asian groups, education 
has a greater value in the labour market, that is, they gain greater returns to education than white British individuals. 
For example, Indian men with a degree gain a greater advantage in terms of occupational outcomes compared to 
white British men. Among those Indian men who have level 1 or less education, there is only a 4–5pp occupational 
advantage; but this increases to 11pp among those educated to degree level. Similarly, degree-educated Pakistani 
men reduce their disadvantage in terms of employment, while obtaining an 7pp advantage in terms of occupational 
class. Among women, second-generation Pakistani and Bangladeshi women also have greater returns to their educa-
tion, relative to white British women: we see this in their activity rates. While activity rates remain lower than equiv-
alent White British women, the gap is much smaller for those who are degree-educated. Degree-educated Pakistani 
women also see a reduced gap in access to employment and Bangladeshi women achieve an advantage of 7pp in 
terms of accessing professional or managerial occupations, while those with lower levels of education have similar or 
lower rates of professional/managerial outcomes relative to their white British counterparts. These results suggest 
that the unobserved ‘positive’ factors that were presumed to play a role in the probability of obtaining a higher 
education, materialise in the labour market for some second-generation minority groups through their greater returns 
to education. That is, factors associated with educational success can thus to some degree ‘compensate’ for those 
wider contextual factors that appear to suppress the labour market outcomes of ethnic minorities, such as access to 
material resources and networks and discrimination. However, we do not observe a fully consistent pattern across 
groups and/or outcomes: Caribbean women, for example, get relatively lower returns to education, which leads to a 
smaller advantage among the higher compared to the lower educated.
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ZUCCOTTI and PLATT16

6 | SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION

The concept and evaluation of ethnic penalties has long dominated the literature on educational and labour market 
integration of immigrants and their children in destination societies. While adjusting outcomes for social class origins 

F I G U R E  3   Labour market outcomes by education and ethnic group: predicted values. CI (95%). Men and 
women. Population: Individuals between 20 and 45 years old. Source: Authors' own calculations based on ONS-LS.
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ZUCCOTTI and PLATT 17

in addition to educational attainment has proved valuable in describing net differences in disadvantage, it is limited  in 
capturing the mixture of both advantage and disadvantage that is increasingly a feature of second generation's lives. 
The experience of second-generation ethnic minority groups in the UK, with their high rates of educational success, 
but mixed labour market outcomes, offers a very clear case of this phenomenon, and calls for the development 
of a new framework for the analysis of the outcomes of children of immigrants. We highlighted the discrepancy 
between attempts to explain educational success for those from lower social class origins with reference to relevant 
unobservables, while assuming that social class has a consistent, explanatory role in labour market outcomes across 
majority and minorities. We provided an updated empirical analysis of educational and labour market outcomes that 
illustrated these points, drawing on the most substantial and complete UK longitudinal dataset available.

We set out different mechanisms by which second generation's educational advantage might arise, and then 
discussed the extent to which these mechanisms might be translated into labour market outcomes. In line with our 
first expectation (i), we showed a clear advantage in access to higher education for all second-generation ethnic 
minority groups and across social origins. Interestingly, the advantage applied not only to Indians, who have been 
associated with the ‘immigrant success story’, but also to Pakistanis and Bangladeshis, who have been character-
ised as particularly disadvantaged among the UK's ethnic groups (Modood et al., 1997), demonstrating the dynamic 
nature of the second generation's experience in the UK, and the importance of explanatory frameworks tracking 
these changing patterns. In line with work elaborating the ways in which ‘secondary effects’ in terms of educa-
tional choices and commitment may counteract secondary effects of more disadvantaged origins of some minority 
groups (Jackson et al., 2012), what we saw was indicative of compensatory processes that rendered the role of lower 
social class origins less salient for second-generation ethnic minorities. At the same time, the similar patterns of 
educational advantage across social origins implied that parental class misallocation—or downward mobility follow-
ing immigration—was unlikely to be the only driver of educational success, supporting the relevance for immigrants 
across social class origins of being selected on aspirations, drive and motivation and the salience of ethnic capital for 
outcomes. The particular gains of the Bangladeshi group suggested that contextual factors such as the quality of local 
institutions—as exemplified in the ‘London effect’ (Burgess, 2014)—might also play an important, and often neglected 
role, in accounting for specific patterns of educational attainment.

In line with our second and third expectations, we observed that, in general, advantages were not as pronounced 
in the labour market as they were for education (ii), especially in terms of access to jobs (iii). Our findings illustrated how 
educational advantage was coupled with disadvantage in access to jobs for most groups. No second-generation ethnic 
minorities had a higher probability of finding employment than white British individuals, and all second-generation 
ethnic minority women and Pakistani men experienced a disadvantage. Among Pakistani and Bangladeshi women, 
this was also coupled with high inactivity rates. For occupational success, some groups experienced a ‘zero penalty’ 
(Pakistani men and women Caribbean men and Bangladeshi women), while others experienced an advantage (Indian 
men and women, Bangladeshi men, and Caribbean women). Hence, for some groups, once a job has been secured, 
unobserved strengths that deliver educational success such as habitus or motivation may pay off—a finding that 
resonates with previous research (Cheung & Heath, 2007; Zuccotti, 2015). Why this applies only to some groups and 
sexes may help offer leverage in future work aiming to identify the mechanisms at play. We further argued (iv) that it 
was theoretically those who successfully attained higher rates of education who should be most fully endowed with, 
or best able to ‘materialise’, their unmeasured immigrant advantage. Consistent with this, we observed higher returns 
to education for some second-generation ethnic minority groups, when compared to white British individuals. This 
was particularly evident for Pakistani and Bangladeshi women in access to the labour market, highlighting certain 
anticipated gender differences (v). However, while there were clearly differences between the sexes within some 
groups, these did not show a common pattern.

Overall, the unobserved positive characteristics that play a role in second-generation ethnic minorities' educa-
tional achievement seem potentially able to deliver occupational success, but are not currently fully translated into 
the labour market, particularly in terms of access to jobs. This suggests that further attention should be paid to 
understanding the relevant constraints, including discrimination, at different points in the employment process. At 
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the same time, the fact that social class clearly does not ‘mean’ the same thing for ethnic minority groups as it does 
for the majority should lead to caution in incorporating it (and interpreting it) straightforwardly in analysis of ethnic 
group outcomes. More positively, the ability of second-generation ethnic minority groups to achieve educationally 
at a level that outranks those of white British majority with similar (i.e., largely similarly disadvantaged) class origins, 
offers great analytical potential for further investigating the ‘black box’ of social class and for identifying which 
class-related characteristics are salient for which outcomes. For migration scholars, disentangling the exact mecha-
nisms that produce the observed combination of positive and negative outcomes in education and the labour market 
is a fruitful and crucial task for the future.
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ENDNOTES
  1 Most of the evidence we cite applies to England rather than to the UK, given different education systems. However, most 

of the UK's non-white minorities (>90%) live in England.
  2 A ‘zero ethnic penalty’ refers to the disappearance of an ethnic penalty. In statistical analyses, it means that the effect of 

ethnic group on labour market outcomes is no longer statistically significant.
  3 Note that even if ethnic minorities may have different ‘market value’ qualifications (i.e., they attend less prestigious univer-

sities), much of the difference in university selection can be accounted for by social class background (Boliver, 2013; 
Shiner & Noden, 2015).

  4 It is not clear whether those who have emigrated would have had better or worse economic outcomes: the literature is 
mixed on this point and is largely focused on the immigrant rather than the second generation.

  5 Since most Level 4+ qualifications are university degrees, we use the terminology tertiary-educated, Level 4+ and with a 
university degree interchangeably throughout.

  6 https://www.ons.gov.uk/methodology/classificationsandstandards/otherclassifications/thenationalstatisticssocio 
economicclassificationnssecrebasedonsoc2010
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  7 We exclude from our analysis those with one foreign-born and one UK born parent. Similarly, we exclude from our 
comparison group of the White British majority those with a foreign-born parent. Given, for single parent households we 
only had information on the parent present, we additionally tested a dummy for single parent households, and a dummy 
for single parent households interacted with ethnic group, which resulted in no substantive changes to our findings.

  8 We have also chosen to incorporate local labour market context (one contender for such an identification strategy) as part 
of our measures of economic circumstances at origin, further restricting our potential options.

  9 In addition, to the above-mentioned problems of implementing a suitable identification strategy, adjusting for selection 
into occupational class would be further complicated by the fact that our sample encompasses those measured on the 
basis of prior as well as current occupation.

  10 Additional analysis interacting social class origins with ethnic group to ascertain whether there were different patterns of 
social mobility by ethnic group indicate that these three sub-populations experience relatively greater upward mobility 
from manual/routine class origins relative to the White British. Patterns for the other groups were no different from those 
of the White British, with the exception that the small shares of Pakistani women and Caribbean men coming from privi-
leged social calls origins gained less advantaged from them.
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