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3Chapter 3

Effects of Social Economic Status and 

Parenting Values on Adolescents’ 
Expected Field of Study2 

2 This chapter is submitted to an international peer reviewed journal.
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Introduction

A key question in studies on occupational choices of  young adults is to what 

extent and in what ways their socio-economic background influences their future 

life chances (Wicht and Ludwig-Mayerhofer, 2014; Howell, Frese and Sollie, 

1984; Blau and Duncan, 1967). As educational attainment is usually viewed 

as a prerequisite for occupational success, much research has focused on how 

parental socio-economic status (SES) influences educational attainment processes 

(Parsons and Halsey, 2014; Sewell, Haller and Portes, 1969). In these studies, 

attention has mostly focused on the influence of  parental SES on the level of  

education that their children attain (Bornstein and Bradley, 2014; Fehrmann, 

Keith and Reimers, 1987). However, partially in response to a general increase in 

the level of  education, recent research pays increasing attention to how parental 

SES influences the field-of-study choices of  children (Goyette, 2008; Goyette 

and Mullen, 2006; Van de Werfhorst and Luijkx, 2010). Field-of-study decisions 

are important for children’s future life chances, as significant differences exist in 

terms of  financial and status benefits across fields of  study. It is often assumed 

that children of  parents who have a relatively low SES are more likely to view 

their field-of-study choices as ‘instrumental’ (Davies and Guppy, 1997), implying 

that the most important goal of  studying is to gain extrinsic rewards, i.e. a well-

paid job. In contrast, children of  parents with a relatively high SES are assumed 

to place more value on intrinsic aspects of  fields of  study, such as their potential 

for self-development (Johnson et al, 2007; Johnson and Mortimer, 2011).

 Given our limited knowledge of  the influence of  parental SES on adolescent 

field-of-study choices, this article will address three related research questions: (1) 

to what extent does parental SES influence the future field-of-study expectations 

of  adolescents, (2) which aspect of  parental SES (economic or cultural status) is 

more important in this respect, and (3) to what extent is this influence mediated by 

parents’ childrearing values? In answering these questions, we want to contribute 

to the existing literature in four ways.

 First, we focus on adolescents’ expectations about their future field of  study 

rather than on their actual choices. We have two reasons for this. Adolescents’ 

expectations are found to be a good indicator of  their subsequent actual life 

decisions (Rimkute et al, 2012). More important, though, is that young adults’ 

actual choices often are a mix of  expectations and aspirations on the one hand 

and available opportunities on the other. Parental SES can influence these choices 

either through its influence on their children’s expectations and aspirations or 

through its influence on the opportunities that their children face. By studying 

the expectations of  adolescents, we can ascertain to what extent parents influence 
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the expectations of  their children, irrespective of  the ‘opportunity structure’ they 

face. 

 Second, we classify the different fields of  study by the type of  reward (extrinsic 

versus intrinsic), which is thought to be key to opting for specific types of  study. 

Thus, the emphasis of  humanities and social studies is on intrinsic rewards, with 

characteristics as furthering knowledge and interest (Bonvillian and Murphy, 

2014). In these fields of  study, studying in itself  is often viewed as the goal and 

it is not directly related to future employment. This is in contrast to studies like 

business economics and technical/engineering studies, in which a specific set of  

skills and knowledge are taught that will make graduates more attractive on the 

labour market (Kerr, 1991), and offer much clearer future employment and salary 

expectations. These fields of  study are therefore often mainly characterized as 

extrinsically rewarding.

 Third, we examine whether the economic or the cultural status of  the parents 

is more influential in shaping their children’s expectations about their future field 

of  study (Bourdieu, 1986). Adolescents from a high economic status background 

might be particularly likely to opt for studies that are extrinsically rewarding, 

while adolescents from a high cultural status background might be more likely to 

opt for studies that are intrinsically rewarding.

 Fourth, we test whether the influence of  parental SES on children’s expectations 

about field-of-study choices is mediated by the parents’ childrearing values and 

parenting styles. Many studies have shown that childrearing values and parenting 

styles are SES-dependent (Baumrind, 1971; Kohn, 1963; Lareau, 2011). In 

addition, these styles in themselves may have consequences for the expectations 

that children develop concerning their field of  study. In particular, we expect 

that a parenting style that focuses on conformity favours opting for extrinsically 

rewarding fields of  study, whereas a parenting style that focuses on self-direction 

favours opting for intrinsically rewarding fields of  study. 

 The research questions will be answered using data on more than 1,500 

Dutch adolescents aged 14-17, who completed a survey about their future plans, 

expectations and ambitions. In addition, one of  the pupil’s parents was also asked 

about his or hers expectations and ambitions for this child. Furthermore, we used 

experts’ opinions to classify the extent to which specific fields of  study could be 

classified as either extrinsically or intrinsically rewarding.

Theory and Hypotheses
SES and Field of  Study
In a highly individualistic society, it is sometimes assumed that fields-of-study 

choices are based primarily on preferences and abilities of  the adolescents 
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themselves (Beck, 2002; Giddens, 2013), rather than determined by parental 

background. Yet, empirical research has shown that strong similarities exist 

between the field of  study of  fathers and of  their children (Van de Werfhorst, De 

Graaf, and Kraaykamp, 2001). Van de Werfhorst and Luijkx (2010) also found 

an association between the father’s employment field and the study choice of  his 

children.

 One explanation for this link between SES and field of  study is Lucas’ (2001) 

idea of  ‘Effectively Maintained Inequality’ (EMI). EMI suggests that parents 

with higher SES try to secure ‘benefits’ for their children through the educational 

system. These ‘benefits’ can take two forms: quantitative (e.g. level of  education) 

and qualitative (e.g. curriculum choices). As more and more young people 

continue to tertiary education, the ‘benefits’ effect from the level of  education 

has become less important, so it has become more important to get the ‘benefit’ 

out of  the chosen study. Assuming that good employment prospects are seen as a 

‘benefit’, one can infer that parents with a high SES are more likely to direct their 

children to fields of  study with better employment prospects (Ma, 2009), and thus 

stimulate them to opt for extrinsically rewarding fields of  study. 

 An alternative argument leading to quite opposite expectations is provided 

by Breen and Goldthorpe’s (1997) ‘Relative Risk Aversion’ theory (RRA). RRA 

states that parents prefer their children’s future social status to be just as good 

as or better than their own, and that it is important to counter downward social 

mobility. RRA was initially used to explain status attainment, but it could also 

explain field-of-study choices. Assuming that parents with a low SES exhibit 

strong risk aversion behaviour, it is expected that low SES parents will stimulate 

their children to choose fields of  study with good employment prospects. 

Research into adolescents’ attitudes towards work shows that adolescents who 

have parents with a high SES better appreciate the intrinsic aspects of  a job, such 

as self-fulfilment, than adolescents from low SES origins (Johnson, 2002; Kohn 

and Schooler, 1969), while the latter are more appreciative of  the extrinsic aspects 

of  a job, such as a good salary and job security.

 Empirical research seems to support RRA rather than EMI. Kelsall et al. 

(1972) concluded that adolescents from low socio-economic origins opt for studies 

with good employment prospects. Davies and Guppy (1997) also concluded 

that the field-of-study choice of  ‘working-class students’ is more often seen as 

‘instrumental’ and that these students are more inclined to choose technical 

or business economic studies. Technical studies often strongly appeal to the 

experience of  lower-class fathers: think, for example, of  fathers with physically 

demanding (un)skilled labour (Kelsall et al, 1972). Intellectual and aesthetic skills 

are often less important to this group of  students. 
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What both RRA and EMI have in common, is that they start from a one-

dimensional interpretation of  parental SES. In contrast, Bourdieu (1986) 

distinguishes between a cultural and an economic status dimension. He viewed 

society as hierarchically divided into economic and cultural status positions, 

each with its own norms, values and customs. The economic elite (managers, 

lawyers and CEOs) is distinguished by a focus on luxury and possessions, while 

the cultural elite is distinguished by emphasizing ‘good taste’ in art and literature. 

By internalizing parental norms and values, adolescents whose parents have a 

strong economic status might be particularly likely to opt for law and economics, 

because these studies lead to economic status and esteem, while adolescents with 

a strong cultural background might be more likely to opt for social and cultural 

studies because of  the cultural status and appreciation of  these studies. 

 Several hypotheses may be formulated on the basis of  this literature. First, two 

competing hypotheses can be formulated about the effect of  the economic status 

of  the parents on the field-of-study choice of  their children. The ideas of  both 

Lucas and Bourdieu seem to suggest that, as parents have higher economic status, 

their children will be increasingly likely to opt for more extrinsically rewarding 

fields of  study, while on the basis of  the ‘Relative Risk Aversion’ theory one would 

expect that low SES background children would show a stronger preference for 

extrinsically rewarding fields of  study. Therefore, we formulate two competing 

hypotheses:

• H1a:  The higher parents’ economic status, the stronger their children expect to 

opt for extrinsically rewarding fields of  study.

• H1b:  The lower parents’ economic status, the stronger their children expect to 

opt for extrinsically rewarding fields of  study. 

In addition, Bourdieu’s ideas about cultural status suggest a hypothesis on the 

relationship between parental cultural status and their children’s expectations 

about future fields of  study:

• H2:  The higher parents’ cultural status, the stronger their children expect to 

opt for intrinsically rewarding fields of  study.

The Mediating Role of  Parental Values and Styles
At least three different strands of  literature suggest that, in understanding the 

relationship between parents’ SES and their children’s expected field of  study, 

childrearing values and styles may play a key role. In his classic study, Class and 

Conformity, Kohn (1969) argued that parents (fathers) transmit values that are 

appreciated in the workplace to their children. Middle-class parents often have jobs 

where intellectual stimulation and independent decision-making are important. 
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These parents internalize ‘self-direction’ in their behaviour, and this orientation, 

both intentionally and unintentionally, is transferred to their children. Lower-class 

parents, on the other hand, experience that conformity to rules and requirements is 

valued, and thus ‘conformity’ is internalized and passed on to their children.

Whereas Kohn stressed the importance of  parental values, Baumrind (1971) 

stressed the importance of  parenting styles. Her typology distinguishes between 

authoritative (supportive), authoritarian, and permissive (laissez-faire) parenting 

styles, each a blend of  warmth, control and independence. The emphasis is usually 

on the difference between the first two (most common) styles. The authoritative 

parenting style advocates warmth and engagement, reasoning and the promotion 

of  independence. Children from parents who practice authoritative parenting 

are generally happier, can cooperate better and have more confidence (Berk, 

2000). Parents who use an authoritarian parenting style score low on warmth 

and engagement, high on a stringent, authoritarian control style and low on the 

promotion of  the child’s independence. As authoritarian parents often make 

decisions for the child and do not explain the reasons for rules, their children are 

often uncertain and less independent (Nix et al., 1999).

 Lareau (2011) suggested a similar link between socialization and SES. She 

suggests that “concerted cultivation” is the most common type of  parenting among 

middle-class parents in the USA. These parents teach their children things that 

are not taught in school and stimulate critical thinking and participation in many 

out-of-school activities. An important advantage of  this form of  parenting is that 

children learn how to get along with adults and each other through organized 

activities. In addition, the child develops a ‘sense of  entitlement’: his or her opinion 

counts and is taken into consideration. This is in contrast to socialization by poor 

and lower-class parents, which is often more directive. These parents are often less 

involved with after-school activities. Due to their lower level of  education and lack 

of  time, they are less able to support their children. Children participate less in 

organized activities and spend more of  their free time with other children in the 

neighbourhood. The children and parents often allow themselves to be led by the 

choices that institutions, such as the school, present to them. In addition, children 

learn how to get along with each other on the street, without the supervision of  

parents. The desired attitude with respect to adults and parents is that of  obedience. 

Lareau terms this type of  socialization “the accomplishment of  natural growth”.

 What these three strands of  literature have in common is that they hypothesize a 

relationship between parental social class and the ways in which parents raise their 

children. Middle- and higher-class parents are thought to promote a cultural climate 

of  ‘concerted cultivation’, exert a more authoritative parenting style, and encourage 

self-direction. In contrast, lower-class parents are thought to promote a climate of  
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‘accomplishment of  natural growth’, exert an authoritarian parenting style, and 

encourage an obedient and conformist attitude towards authorities and adults.

 Empirical studies confirm the relationship between Baumrind’s authoritarian 

parenting style and low SES (Bluestone et al, 1999; Conger et al, 1994). McLoyd 

(1990) summarized the relationship by stating that poverty and economic 

disadvantage negatively affects parents’ ability to be supportive, consistent and 

engaged. As a consequence of  economic stress, these parents often demand 

obedience and discipline while providing less explanation for their actions 

(McLoyd, 1990). The authoritative parenting style seems to generate more positive 

outcomes. Empirical research shows that these adolescents perform better in school 

(Dornbusch, Ritter and Leiderman, 1987; Weiss and Schwarz, 1996), are more 

involved in school (activities) (Steinberg et al., 1992) and have a positive attitude 

toward school (Maccoby and Martin, 1983; Steinberg et al, 1992). These results 

are often attributed to encouraging independent problem-solving and learning to 

think critically, as opposed to the authoritarian parenting style which may lead 

to passivity (Steinberg et al, 1992) and a lack of  interest in school (Pulkkinen, 

1982). The same was found for Lareau’s ideas about the link between SES and 

socialization. A socialization characterized as ‘concerted cultivation’ leads to 

better school performance and more involvement in school than an upbringing 

characterized by ‘accomplishment of  natural growth’ (Bodovski and Farkas, 2008; 

Redford, Johnson, and Honnold, 2009).

 Remarkably, hardly any research has directly linked parenting values and styles 

to field-of-study choices. However, studies on adolescents’ motivation could offer 

insights into this link. Leung and Kwan (1998) found that authoritative parenting 

style was linked to the development of  an intrinsic motivation among children, 

whereas an authoritarian parenting style was linked to the development of  extrinsic 

motivation among children. It is therefore likely that authoritative parenting 

stimulates adolescents to develop a preference for more intrinsically rewarding 

fields of  study, whereas authoritarian parenting stimulates the development of  a 

preference for more extrinsically rewarding fields of  study.

On the basis of  these considerations three additional hypotheses are formulated: 

• H3:  The more parents employ a conformity-oriented parenting style, the 

stronger their children expect to opt for extrinsically rewarding fields of  

study.  

• H4:  The more parents employ a self-direction-oriented parenting style, the 

stronger their children expect to opt for intrinsically rewarding fields of  

study.

• H5:  The effects of  parental economic and cultural status on their children’s 

expected field of  study are mediated by parental values.
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This final hypothesis concerns the indirect relationship between parents’ economic 

and cultural status and their children’s expected field-of  study choice. A higher 

SES is expected to be related to a more self  direction-oriented parenting style, 

which in turn leads to more intrinsically rewarding expected study choices. Figure 

1 summarizes the expected relationships between parental SES, parenting styles 

and children’s expectations about future field of  study.

Figure. 1
The estimated structural equation model; dependent variable is the intrinsic/extrinsic rewarding 

fields of  study scale.

Thus far, we have refrained from explicitly discussing gender, because we expect 

that the same basic processes apply to boys and girls. At the same time, different 

expectations may exist with regard to the field-of-study choices of  boys and 

girls. In particular, parents stressing conformity may hold different field-of-study 

expectations for sons and daughters, as both genders are expected to conform to 

traditional ‘gendered’ ideas about future occupational involvement. Therefore, we 

will perform separate analyses for boys and girls. 

Cultural
status a

b

ba
Economic

status

SES parents Parenting values of  parents Expectations of  adolescents

Conformity

Self-direction

Current level of  
education

Intrinsic/Extrinsic 
Scale
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Method

Sample
Data were collected in 2005 (Ganzeboom et al., 2005-2006) as part of  the project 

‘Youth and Culture’ (Ganzeboom and Nagel, 1998-2002). Data collection took 

place among students in secondary education in 14 municipalities located 

throughout the Netherlands. The selected municipalities included two major 

cities, eight medium-sized municipalities, and four small municipalities. Within 

these municipalities, 69 schools were contacted, of  which 60 were willing to 

participate in the research. Dutch secondary education is highly stratified, with 

children having to make choices that influence whether they will be able to attend 

university at the age of  12 already. All levels of  education of  Dutch secondary 

education were represented in the sample (VMBO-B (lower vocational education), 

MAVO/VMBO-T (lower general secondary education), HAVO (higher general 

secondary education) and VWO (pre-university education) (Nagel, 2007). 

Within each school, a sample was drawn of  three classes of  different level-grade 

combinations within schools. This procedure resulted in 190 classes of  which 

148 actually participated. The response rate is 87% at the school-level and 78% at 

the class-level. In each class, students completed a questionnaire during a regular 

lesson (45-50 min). A total of  1,544 students participated in this study. Because 

of  the classical nature of  the survey, selective non-response can be assumed to be 

quite low.

 In January 2006, parents received a postal questionnaire concerning their 

child’s future plans. In two-parent families, one randomly chosen parent 

was approached; in single-parent families, the child’s co-residing parent was 

approached. Eventually, this led to 1,001 adolescent-parent pairs taking part in 

the research. Non-responding parents had a slightly lower level of  education than 

responding parents.

Measurement instruments
Expected field of  study
Adolescents’ expectations regarding their future field of  study were measured 

by asking: “If  you are thinking about going into higher education, in which 

field of  study do you think that will be?” A list of  thirteen fields were offered: 

(1) teaching, (2) languages, history, theology, (3) agriculture, (4) mathematics, 

physics, (5) engineering, (6) transportation, (7) healthcare, (8) economics, (9) law, 

(10) socio-cultural education, (11) social care, (12) arts, and (13) public order and 

safety. They had to indicate the likelihood of  each field of  study on a 4-point scale 

(1 = definitely not, 2 = probably not, 3 = probably, and 4 = definitely). In Table 



54

Effects of  Social Economic Status and Parenting Values on Adolescents’ Expected Field of  
Study

1, the percentage of  students stating that they will probably or definitely opt for 

a specific field is presented. Healthcare and socio-cultural education were the 

most popular fields among women, whereas economics and technical studies/

engineering were the two most popular fields among men. Of  all the surveyed 

fields of  study, agriculture (rural studies) was the least popular among both boys 

and girls. The biggest difference in popularity between boys and girls was found 

for technical studies. Healthcare, social-cultural studies, and personal and social 

care studies also showed a significant difference in popularity between boys and 

girls. Girls chose the latter three studies more often. 

 To determine the extent to which these fields of  study can be considered as 

intrinsically or extrinsically rewarding, evaluations from an expert panel were 

employed. The thirteen fields of  study were presented to 52 student counsellors 

working in secondary schools in the Netherlands. These student counselors 

give advise to students at all levels of  secondary education. They were recruited 

through two student counsellor associations, namely the Association of  Careers 

Advisors (VvSL) and the Dutch Association of  Careers- and Student Advisors, 

(NVS-NVL). They were asked to rate each of  the thirteen fields of  study on a 

4-point scale (1 = primarily intrinsic, 2 = more intrinsic than extrinsic, 3 = more 

extrinsic than intrinsic, and 4 = primarily extrinsic), based on their assessment 

of  why adolescents opt for each of  these fields. Based on an inter-rater reliability 

analysis, the scores of  three study advisors were found to differ strongly from 

all others and were removed from the data. The scores of  the remaining 49 

counsellors had an average item-total correlation of  0.98. Subsequently, these 

responses were averaged per field of  study and ranked from intrinsic to extrinsic 

(see Table 1). The study advisors viewed the fields of  languages, history, theology 

and art as the most intrinsically rewarding, while they viewed law and economics 

studies as the most extrinsically rewarding.

 To arrive at an overall score of  the extent to which students expected to opt 

for extrinsically or intrinsically rewarding fields of  study, three steps were taken. 

First, adolescents’ expectation scores for the thirteen fields of  study were centred 

(recoding them from a 1 to 4 scale to a -1.5 to +1.5 scale). Next, the resulting score 

for each field was multiplied by the standardized motivation scores derived from 

the counsellors’ assessments. And finally, these thirteen scores were averaged. 

The result was an overall score for each adolescent on a unidimensional scale 

indicating to what extent they expect to opt for fields of  study that are extrinsically 

rewarding or fields of  study that are intrinsically rewarding. Adolescents favouring 

extrinsically rewarding fields of  study, like economics and law, score higher on 

this scale than adolescents favouring intrinsically rewarding fields of  study, like 

the arts or teaching.
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Fields of study
% Opting for field of study 

(probably or definitely)
Scaling by Career Advisors

MOST INTRINSIC Male Female Total Mean ( 1 - 4 scale) Standardized

languages, history and theology 9.0% 14.1% 11.6% 1.12 -1.28

art education 6.4% 15.3% 10.9% 1.12 -1.28

teacher training 12.6% 19.1% 15.9% 1.38 -0.89

socio-cultural education 12.9% 38.1% 25.8% 1.52 -0.68

health care 17.5% 42.7% 30.4% 1.64 -0.50

agricultural studies 5.0% 2.7% 3.8% 1.71 -0.40

math and physics 23.9% 12.3% 18.0% 1.88 -0.15

personal/social care 11.1% 34.4% 23.0% 1.90 -0.12

transport 17.7% 3.4% 10.4% 2.38 0.58

public order and safety 23.2% 8.8% 15.9% 2.40 0.62

technical studies/engineering  40.6% 6.5% 23.2% 2.48 0.72

law 17.5% 25.0% 21.3% 3.00 1.50

economics 48.2% 33.3% 40.7% 3.26 1.88

MOST EXTRINSIC    

Table. 1
Career advisors’ scaling of  intrinsic/extrinsic fields of  study and adolescents’ expectation of  

pursuing a field of  study.

Statements conformity: Male Female

1 I teach my child to be polite at school. 0.531 0.600

2 My child lives by strict rules, which makes life much easier. 0.472 0.520

3 I teach my child to adjust to school rules. 0.645 0.636

4 I teach my child to take good care of his/her belongings. 0.576 0.584

5 I teach my child respect for authority 0.649 0.676

6 I tell my child it’s important to behave well. 0.708 0.702

Statements self-direction: Male Female

7 I let my child make his/her own decisions 0.512 0.496

8 I let my child try new things. even when the outcome is uncertain 0.550 0.497

9 I regularly encourage my child to research things 0.564 0.567

10 I teach my child to be responsible for what happens to him/her 0.506 0.467

11 I encourage my child to be independent 0.620 0.652

Table. 2
Items about parenting values and their factor loadings within the SEM models

Note: All factor loadings have a p-value <0.01
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Parenting values
Parents were asked to respond to eleven statements about how they raise their 

child. Examples of  these statements include, “I allow my child to solve his/

her own problems” and “I teach my child to respect authority”. The response 

categories to the 11 statements ranged from 1 = not at all true, 2 = not true but not 

false, 3 = somewhat true, to 4 = completely true. These statements can be divided 

into Kohn’s child-rearing values of  conformity and self-direction. A confirmatory 

factor analysis showed that two latent variables, termed ‘conformity’ and ‘self-

direction’, could be distinguished. These factors were not orthogonal to each 

other, but positively correlated (r = .33 for boys and r = .21 for girls). Table 2 

presents the question wording of  all items, with the factor loadings from the 

confirmatory factor analysis. The factor loadings are reasonably high, suggesting 

good measurement quality.

Parents’ socio-economic status (SES)
Two dimensions of  parental SES were distinguished, reflecting the economic 

and cultural status of  the parental home. Parental cultural status was measured 

as a latent variable based on the educational attainment of  both parents. The 

educational level of  both parents was measured on a scale running from 1 

(no education) to 9 (university). Subsequently, the levels of  education of  both 

parents were recoded using the newly developed International Standard Level of  

Education (ISLED) scoring system (Schröder and Ganzeboom, 2013). ISLED is 

an empirically obtained, internationally comparable interval scale for educational 

level, the value of  which can vary between 0 and 100.

 Parental economic status was measured by parents’ income. Information on 

income per parent was collected on a scale of  1 to 16, where 1 referred to ‘no 

income’ and 16 referred to more than € 5,000 net income per month. This scale 

was converted to a ratio scale by assigning a parent the median income for their 

income class (e.g. € 1750 for those in the € 1500-2000 income class). Parents in 

the highest income category of  € 5,000 or more were given a score of  € 5,500. The 

joint income of  both parents was then calculated by summation. Subsequently, 

family income was standardized through the application of  equivalence factors 

(Sierman et al, 2004). As a result, the income of  households of  different sizes 

and compositions can be compared more effectively. As the survey was only 

submitted to one of  the parents, it was assumed that the parent who filled in the 

questionnaire had a sufficient understanding of  the education and income of  his 

or her partner. 
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Figure. 2
Effects of  parents’ cultural and economic status and parenting values on the intrinsic/extrinsic 

scale for male adolescents

Note:  ***p-value <0.01. **p-value<0.05. *p-value <0.1. (c) is a constraint path for male and female 

adolescents and (f) is non-constraint (free) path. 

Educational level of the adolescent
The adolescent’s current level in secondary school is used as a control variable in 

all analyses. The answers were again recoded into ISLED codes, and ranged from 

31.90 to 69.80 (Schröder and Ganzeboom, 2013).

Analysis Strategy
Structural equations modeling (SEM) was used to estimate the relationships between 

parental SES, parents’ child-rearing values and adolescents’ expected field of  study 

choices. SEM allows to simultaneously test the complete conceptual path model 

shown in Figure 1. To account for item non-response in the data, the models were 

estimated in Mplus using the method of  ‘full information maximum likelihood’ 

(Muthén and Muthén, 2004), with a cluster correction applied at the class level. 

The models were estimated on 1,512 adolescent observations with a valid score on 

gender. Several models were estimated: the first model used the overall score on 

the intrinsic-extrinsic reward scale as the dependent variable (range from -1.91 to 

2.82), whereas the second model used adolescents’ separate assessments of  whether 

they expected to follow a study in the 13 different fields of  study as dependent 

variables (range from 1 to 4). The models were estimated separately for boys and 

girls. The estimated SEM models included both manifest (represented by rectangles) 

and latent variables (represented by ovals), as depicted in Figure 1. In the models 

presented in Figures 2 and 3, we tested whether the unstandardized effects could be 

constrained to be equal for men and women. If  so, this is indicated in the figures. 

However, because we report standardized effects rather than unstandardized effects, 

Cultural
status

Economic
status

Conformity

(f ) 0.579***

(f ) -0.100

(f ) -0.246***

(f ) 0.332*** (f ) 0.162*** (c) -0.018

(f ) 0.071

(c) 0.057

(c) 0.179***

(c) 0.031

(c) 0.149**

Self-direction

Current level
of  education

Intrinsic/Extrinsic 
Scale
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the standardized effects of  these constrained parameters could still differ slightly 

from each other. 

Results

Testing the overall model
First, we tested our hypotheses with our key measure of  extrinsic/intrinsic fields 

of  interest as the dependent variable. Direct and indirect effects are presented in 

Figures 2 and 3 for men and women, respectively. Total effects for variables that 

have both direct and indirect effects are shown in Table 3. To test our hypotheses 

on the total influence of  parental SES, the total standardized effects of  the cultural 

and economic status of  the parents on the intrinsic-extrinsic scale were estimated. 

Hypothesis 1a stated that the higher the economic status of  the parents, the more 

likely it would be that their children’s expect to opt for extrinsically rewarding fields 

of  study, whereas hypothesis 1b suggested exactly the opposite. The results in Table 

3 show that, in line with H1a, for both boys and girls the economic status of  the 

parents had a positive effect on adolescents’ expectations to choose extrinsically 

rewarding studies. The second hypothesis postulated that children whose parents 

had a high cultural status would make more intrinsically rewarding expected field 

of  study choices than children whose parents had a low cultural status. The generic 

analysis of  the intrinsic/extrinsic scale in table 3 supported this idea, as a negative 

effect of  cultural status of  the parents on the extent to which adolescents expect 

extrinsic field of  study choices was estimated. However, the effect of  parents’ 

cultural status on the intrinsic/extrinsic scale were weaker for male than for female 

adolescents (Wald-test, p-value=0.039), suggesting that parents’ cultural status has 

a stronger effect on the field-of-study choices of  girls than of  boys.

 Hypothesis 3 stated that as parents adopt a more conformity-oriented 

parenting style, their children will have stronger expectations to choose 

extrinsically rewarding studies. Figures 2 and 3 show that a focus on conformity 

in parenting was indeed correlated with extrinsic field of  study choices for boys 

( =.162, p<.01), but that this was not true for girls ( =-.032, ns). Hypothesis 4 

focused on the impact of  a self-direction-oriented parenting style on field-of-

study preferences. It was expected that as parents have a more self-direction-

oriented parenting style, their children will make more intrinsically rewarding and  

less extrinsically rewarding field-of-study choices. For boys, this effect is not found 

( =-.071, ns). For girls, Figure 3 even demonstrates that, contrary to the hypothesis, 

self-direction correlated positively with the expectation to opt for extrinsic fields of  

study ( =.129, p<.05). 
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The fifth hypothesis stated that the effects of  economic and cultural status on 

expected field of  study were mediated by self-direction and conformity (Figure 1 

(a´b)). Before addressing the hypothesis, we will briefly discuss the direct effects 

of  parental economic and cultural status on child-rearing values   (Figure 1 

(b)). Figures 2 and 3 show that parents’ cultural status was negatively related 

to conformity, with the effect for girls ( =-.328, p<.01) being larger than that 

for boys ( =-.246, p<.01). The higher the cultural status of  parents, the less 

emphasis was placed on conformity requirements and rules. In addition, for both 

boys ( =.179, p<.01) and girls ( =.178, p<.01), there was a positive relationship 

between parents’ cultural status and self-direction. Parents with a higher cultural 

status put more emphasis on self-direction in socialization than parents with a 

low cultural status. Parental economic status had no relationship with child-

Total effects 

Male adolescents Female adolescents 

Cultural 

status

Economic 

status

Level of 

education

Cultural 

status

Economic 

status

Level of 

education

Intrinsic/extrinsic scale -0.144 * 0.141 ** -0.006 -0.207 * 0.167 * -0.040  

Fields of study

languages. history and 

theology

0.000  0.065  0.189 *** -0.002  -0.015  0.260 ***

art education 0.035  0.000  0.033  0.275 *** -0.149 ** 0.161 ***

teacher training 0.134 * -0.138 ** 0.037  0.114  -0.169 ** 0.034  

socio-cultural 

education

-0.033  0.160 ** 0.191 *** 0.134 * -0.123 * 0.273 ***

health care 0.089  0.093  0.131 *** 0.086  -0.111  0.006  

agricultural studies -0.026  0.024  -0.085 * 0.052  -0.078  -0.079  

math and physics 0.215 ** -0.123 * 0.178 *** 0.053  -0.067  0.070  

personal/social care -0.027  0.089  0.119 *** 0.009  0.008  -0.160 ***

transport 0.032  0.076  -0.063  -0.125  0.091  0.070 *

public order and safety -0.003  0.022  -0.014  -0.010  -0.025  0.031  

technical studies/ 

engineering

0.013  -0.142 ** -0.205 *** 0.103  -0.063  0.055  

law -0.133  0.261 *** 0.256 *** -0.188 ** 0.198 *** 0.269 ***

economics -0.121  0.146 ** 0.141 ** -0.197 ** 0.163 ** 0.010  

Table. 3
The total effects of  cultural- and economic status of  the parents and current level of  education 

of  the adolescent on the intrinsic/extrinsic scale and the specific fields of  study

Note: ***p-value <0.01 **p-value<0.05 *p-value <0.1.
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rearing values. With regard to the degree of  mediation of  the effect of  economic 

and cultural status by child-rearing values  , it turned out that, although there are 

significant relationships between parents’ cultural status and their child-rearing 

values   (Figure 1 (b)), and between child-rearing values   and whether fields of  

study were classified as extrinsic or intrinsic (Figure 1 (a)), the indirect effects 

of  economic and cultural status through conformity and self-direction were not 

statistically significant (Figure 1 (a´b)). Therefore, child-rearing values did not 

mediate the effect of  parental status on the expected field-of-study choices of  their 

children. Hypothesis 5 was rejected.

Analyses by field of  study
We also performed the same SEM analyses for each of  the 13 fields-of-study 

separately. Direct effects for all independent variables are presented in Table 4 

for women and in Table 5 for men. Fields of  study are ordered from intrinsic to 

extrinsic, based on the expert assessments of  study advisors.

 For girls, results were in line with expectations. Although the results were much 

less clear-cut than for overall model, the patterns were very comparable. The 

economic status of  parents correlated positively with preferences for extrinsically 

rewarding studies in economics and law whereas negative effects were observed 

for several more intrinsically rewarding fields of  study, like art, teaching and 

nursing. For other studies there was no clear relationship between parents’ 

economic status and their children’s expected prospective field of  study choices. 

Parents’ cultural status was positively correlated with a preference for socio-

cultural and arts education among girls. Furthermore, girls with parents with 

a high cultural status had a weaker preference for extrinsically rewarding fields 

of  study like economics or law. With regard to child-rearing values, conformity 

was positively correlated with preferences for teacher training and healthcare, 

relatively intrinsically rewarding studies. However, a more conformist upbringing 

correlates negatively with studies in languages, history, theology, economics, and 

personal and social care. Overall, these results imply that the hypothesis that 

more conformity leads adolescents to choose extrinsically motivated studies has 

to be rejected for girls. In addition, there were significant positive correlations 

between self-direction and the expectation to choose transportation, law, public 

order and safety, mathematics and physics and socio-cultural training, which are 

predominantly intrinsically rewarding fields-of-study. These field-of-study specific 

results confirm our general finding that a more self-direction-oriented parenting 

style leads girls to opt for more extrinsically rewarding fields-of-study.

 For boys, the individual analysis of  the thirteen fields of  study, summarized 

in Table 5, showed that the economic status of  parents correlated positively with 
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Figure. 3
Effects of  parents’ cultural and economic status and parenting values on the intrinsic/extrinsic 

scale for female adolescents

Note: ***p-value <0.01. **p-value<0.05. *p-value <0.1. (c) is a constraint path for male and female 

adolescents and (f) is non-constraint (free) path. 

Cultural
status

Economic
status

Conformity

(f ) 0.579***

(f ) -0.234***

(f ) -0.328***

(f ) 0.332*** (f ) -0.032 (c) -0.016

(f ) 0.129**

(c) 0.050

(c) 0.178***

(c) 0.030

(c) 0.140**

Self-direction

Current level
of  education

Intrinsic/Extrinsic 
Scale

Field of study conformity Self-direction Cultural status Economic status Level of education

languages, history and 

theology

-0,137 ** 0,047 -0,069 0,004 0,257 ***

art education -0,066 -0,080 0,261 *** -0,137 ** 0,162 ***

teacher training 0,120 ** -0,067 0,166 * -0,177 ** 0,038

socio-cultural education -0,068 0,122 ** 0,080 -0,115 0,269 ***

health care 0,117 ** -0,046 0,154 -0,134 * 0,008

rural studies -0,001 -0,017 0,047 -0,071 -0,078

math and physics -0,009 0,096 * 0,035 -0,072 0,067

personal/social care -0,089 * 0,062 -0,032 0,011 -0,163 ***

transport -0,060 0,194 *** -0,189 ** 0,095 0,064 *

public order and safety 0,016 0,102 * -0,036 -0,022 0,029

technical studies 0,015 0,029 0,103 -0,066 0,054

law -0,026 0,218 *** -0,245 *** 0,199 *** 0,264 ***

economics -0,120 ** 0,027 -0,255 ** 0,180 ** 0,008

Table. 4
Effects of  parents’ parenting style values, cultural and economic status and current level of  

education on specific fields of  study for female adolescents

Note:  ***p-value <0.01. **p-value<0.05. *p-value <0.1.
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preferences for studies in economics and law. Furthermore, several expectations 

to opt for more intrinsically rewarding fields of  study correlated negatively with 

parents’ economic status, which was also in line with hypothesis 1a. Teacher 

training was less attractive when the parents’ economic status was higher, and 

the same was true for mathematics and physics. However, parents’ economic 

status was negatively correlated with the expectation to choose technical 

studies. In addition, boys’ expectations for socio-cultural education correlated 

positively with the economic status of  the parents. Parents’ cultural status was 

only positively correlated with a preference for mathematics and physics, which 

confirms the general finding that parents’ cultural status only had a limited effect 

on boys’ preferences for intrinsically rewarding fields of  study. Conformity had a 

significant positive effect on boys’ preferences for studies in the fields of  healthcare, 

law, and public order and safety, the latter two being extrinsically rewarding 

fields of  study. However, no relation was found between conformity and other 

relatively extrinsically rewarding studies, like economics, studies in transport and 

technical studies. There were no positive correlations between self-direction and 

intrinsically motivated fields of  study. Self-direction during upbringing for boys 

was even negatively correlated with the expectation to continue one’s study in 

the fields of  language, history, and theology. However, the negative effect of  self-

direction on the expectation to choose extrinsically rewarding fields of  study like 

law and public order and safety can be considered in line with expectations.

Discussion

This study examined to what extent adolescents’ expectations about their future 

field-of-study choices are influenced by their parents’ socio-economic status and 

child-rearing values. We were particularly interested in whether adolescents 

expected to opt for study fields that reap extrinsic rewards like money or for 

study fields that are more intrinsically rewarding. Following Bourdieu (1986), 

two dimensions of  parents’ socio-economic status were distinguished, cultural 

and economic status. With regard to economic status, two contrasting hypotheses 

were formulated. On the one hand, one could expect children whose parents have 

a low economic status to opt for extrinsically rewarding study fields – as this would 

increase their financial security –, whereas one could also argue that it is mainly 

children of  parents with a high economic status that opt for such studies – to 

retain their strong economic position. The empirical findings clearly indicated that 

parental economic status increased rather than decreased the likelihood of  their 

children expecting to opt for extrinsic fields of  study. For instance, economics and 
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law were positively correlated with parents’ economic status, for both boys and 

girls. In the Netherlands, income-dependent subsidies make the costs of  pursuing 

an education at schools and universities reasonably homogeneous across socio-

economic strata. In addition, these costs are relatively low compared to Anglo-

Saxon countries. Therefore, we interpret the effect of  parents’ economic status in 

the Dutch context not so much as a sign that high parental income is needed to 

pursue extrinsically-rewarding fields of  study, but rather as signifying that parents 

who have a high economic status transmit their preferences for fields of  study and 

jobs that permit the acquisition of  such high economic status to their children. 

We also observe, like Davies and Guppy (1997), that the expectation to choose a 

technical study is negatively correlated with parents’ economic status. Technical 

studies, adjusted to the adolescent’s educational level, may be more interesting to 

boys from a lower socio-economic background, because these studies reflect the 

perceptions and values of  the profession of  their working-class fathers.

 Our hypothesis that children of  parents with high cultural status were more 

likely to expect to opt for intrinsically rewarding study fields than children of  

parents with low cultural status was supported for girls, but not for boys. Thus, in 

general parental economic status correlated positively with extrinsic field-of-study 

Field of study Conformity Self-direction Cultural status Economic status Level of education

languages, history and 

theology

-0,012 -0,113 * 0,018 0,067 0,189 ***

art education -0,102 0,036 0,014 0,004 0,025

teacher training -0,081 0,097 0,111 -0,139 ** 0,029

socio-cultural education 0,014 -0,064 -0,017 0,161 ** 0,192 ***

health care 0,114 * -0,080 0,122 0,094 0,139 ***

rural studies -0,030 -0,022 -0,023 0,027 -0,088 *

math and physics 0,021 -0,033 0,224 ** -0,120 * 0,179 ***

personal/social care 0,029 0,016 -0,030 0,096 0,121 ***

transport 0,067 -0,079 0,052 0,084 -0,058

public order and safety 0,123 ** -0,170 *** 0,043 0,030 -0,004

technical studies -0,054 0,042 -0,001 -0,141 ** -0,210 ***

law 0,219 *** -0,161 ** -0,081 0,270 *** 0,271 ***

economics 0,072 -0,070 -0,105 0,148 ** 0,148 **

Table. 5
Effects of  parents’ parenting style values, cultural and economic status and current level of  

education on specific fields of  study for male adolescents

Note:  ***p-value <0.01. **p-value<0.05. *p-value <0.1.
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expectations, and parental cultural status correlated negatively with extrinsic 

expectations. This was also reflected in the results with regard to specific study 

fields. For boys, mathematics, physics and teaching are positively correlated with 

cultural status, but negatively with economic status. These more intrinsically 

rewarding fields of  study are therefore mainly chosen by adolescents from 

households that are higher on the cultural status dimension than on the economic. 

The same process is evident in socio-cultural studies and the arts for girls; these 

fields of  study are particularly popular among girls whose parents are higher on 

cultural status than on economic status. More extrinsically rewarding fields of  

study, like economics and law, show the opposite pattern: the expectation to opt 

for this type of  study is positively correlated with parents’ economic status, and 

negatively with their cultural status. Thus, these results largely support Bourdieu’s 

ideas about a two-dimensional status hierarchy. 

 Parents’ parenting values, in particular how much emphasis they put on 

conformity and self-direction, were thought to be influenced by the parents’ socio-

economic status and, in their turn, to influence children’s expectations about their 

future field of  study. We found a strong negative influence of  parents’ cultural 

status on conformist parenting values, while cultural status had a positive effect 

on self-directed parenting values. Parents’ economic status, on the other hand, 

had no effect on parenting values. Thus, the ways in which parents rear their 

children – emphasizing conformity or self-direction – is affected by their cultural 

status, rather than by their economic status. This does not imply that economic 

status is unimportant in socializing children. Rather, it could be that economic 

status influences more what children value than how they should behave – cf. 

Rokeach’ (1973) distinction between terminal and instrumental values. 

 Hypotheses 3 and 4 postulated that parental child-rearing values influence the 

expected field-of-study choices of  their children. In line with hypothesis 3, an 

upbringing characterized by conformity increased the likelihood that boys expect 

to choose an extrinsically-rewarding study. If  we consider the separate fields of  

study, it appeared that conformity has a positive effect on two extrinsic fields of  

study for boys, namely law and public order and safety. For girls, no relation was 

found between conformity and the degree of  extrinsic motivation of  the studies 

they prefer. Rather, the results seemed to suggest that – in choosing for a future 

field of  education – girls whose parents put a high value on conformity are likely 

to be influenced by gender-stereotypic motives. The positive correlation among 

girls between conformity and expectations to opt for the educational fields of  

teaching and healthcare seems to fit traditional educational and occupational 

gender stereotypes. Gender-stereotyping is only part of  the explanation though: 

there was no relation between conformity and two other typical female fields 
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of  study, socio-cultural education and personal and social care studies, and a 

negative one with languages, history and theology. Boys’ field-of-study choices 

could also partially be regarded as reflecting gender stereotypes. The breadwinner 

motive suggests that their choices for a ‘clearly defined’ gender-stereotypical field 

of  study lead to a stable/good income (lawyer, soldier/police or doctor, though 

not technical studies). 

 Parents’ emphasis on self-direction values only influenced the expected field-

of-study choices of  their daughters, but in the opposite direction as expected in 

Hypothesis 4. A stronger influence on self-direction increased the expectation of  

daughters that they would opt for an extrinsically rewarding field of  study, and in 

particular for the fields of  mathematics and physics, transportation, public order 

and safety, and law. This finding may again relate to the idea of    gender-stereotypical 

field of  study choices. Girls’ choices for such study fields as mathematics, physics 

and transportation suggest a break with gender-specific patterns. An emphasis 

of  parents on self-direction could strengthen general feelings of  independence in 

their daughters, and this could explain both the choice for a non-gender-specific 

field of  study and for a field of  study like law that could be viewed as a means to 

achieve this goal of  independence.

 Our final hypothesis postulated that the effect of  parents’ economic and 

cultural status on their children’s expected field-of-study choices was mediated by 

self-direction and conformity. However, we found no support for this mediating 

role of  parenting values, despite the significant relationships between the two 

dimensions of  social status and parental values, and the significant relationships 

between parental values and expected field-of-study choices. Thus, it seems likely 

that other mechanisms are needed to explain the influence of  parental socio-

economic status on their children’s expected field-of-study choices. One potential 

explanation could be that it is not just parents’ position on the general cultural and 

economic status dimensions that influences their children’s field-of-study choices, 

but that the actual educational and occupational fields in which parents were or 

are active is more directly transmitted, e.g. with children from parents who work 

in socio-cultural occupations developing a preference for studies and occupations 

in this same field as well. Thus, one promising avenue for future research could be 

to examine to what extent parents transmit specific preferences for fields of  study 

and occupation. In addition, parents’ socio-economic status may influence the 

peer networks in which adolescents become engaged, and these may influence the 

future life plans of  these adolescents.

 A few additional issues for future research could be mentioned as well. First, 

given that the two dimensions of  social status have a relatively weak relationship 

with conformity, it is important to examine which other aspects of  social 
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background influence this parenting value. For instance, parents’ religiosity 

may be important in this respect. Second, in our questionnaire, we used expert 

opinions to categorize fields of  study as extrinsic or intrinsic. However, it would 

also be interesting to ask directly for adolescents’ motivations for their field-of-

study expectations. Finally, the cross-sectional nature of  our study did not allow 

us to study how realistic adolescents’ expectations were. Using panel data, it 

would be interesting to examine to what extent adolescents’ expectations have 

been realized, and whether the same processes influence both their expectations 

and their actual behavior.


