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Immigrant families: rising educational levels
across generations but persistent inequalities

Cris Beauchemin*, Mathieu Ichou¥*, Patrick Simon*, and the TeO2 team

Educational levels are increasing from one generation to the next. For families of immigrant
origin, is progress as rapid as in other families? Cris Beauchemin, Mathieu Ichou, and
Patrick Simon use data from the second edition of the Trajectories and Origins survey to
examine this question, analysing differences between immigrant families by geographical

origin and sex of the children.

Do children have better outcomes than their parents or
grandparents? This classic question in the study of social
mobility is especially relevant for immigrants” families,
who often left their home country to find a better life for
themselves and their descendants. Yet they face many
obstacles. Among families of immigrant origin, to what
extent do later generations manage to surmount these
difficulties? By measuring progress in educational levels
across three generations (Box 2) and their returns on the
labour market, the second edition of the Trajectories and
Origins survey, TeO2 (Box 1), provides answers to this
question for the first time.

A sharp rise in educational levels

as early as the second generation

Beyond age 30, when most people have completed their
education, the most notable progress in educational level
is observed between immigrant parents (first generation,
or G1) and their children born in France (second
generation, or G2). In these families, the proportion
where at least one parent has a tertiary qualification is
just 1 in 20, compared with almost 1 in 3 among their
children (Figure 1). This is still well below the 43% of
tertiary-educated children among those with French-
born parents (G4+ in our notation, with no immigrant
ancestors before the fourth generation). For children of
mixed-origin couples (G2.5) the proportion is similar, at
41%, while among people with at least one immigrant
grandparent (G3), it is 44%. So having one parent born
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Interpretation: Thirty-three per cent of children of immigrants (G2) have
a tertiary qualification versus just 5% of their parents.

Note: See Box 2 for definitions of categories and calculation methods.
Coverage: ‘Children’ aged 30-59, metropolitan France.
Source: Trajectories and Origins survey (TeO2), INED—INSEE, 2019-2020.

in France is sufficient to reach the same educational level
as the rest of the population.

If we now look at ‘educational mobility’ (i.e. not the
distribution of educational levels in each generation but
rather the progress achieved with respect to the previous
one), it is the children of immigrants—whose parents
often have little initial schooling—who cover the largest
distance, with 70% achieving a higher level than their
most qualified parent (Table 1). The proportion is around
55% among those with one non-immigrant parent or
with immigrant grandparents only.
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Figure 2. Increase in tertiary graduates
across generations by geographical origin

and family mixedness
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Interpretation: Thirty-one per cent of children of Southern European
immigrants hold a tertiary qualification versus just 2% of their parents.
For children of parents with mixed origins, the proportions are 37% and
12%, respectively.

Note: See Box 2 for definitions of categories and calculation methods. The
groups shown in grey are those with fewer than 100 individuals in the
sample; these results should be interpreted with caution.

Coverage: ‘Children’ aged 30-59, metropolitan France.

Source: Trajectories and Origins survey (Te02), INED—INSEE, 2019-2020.

These generational differences are partly explained by
the fact that the children’s generation attended school at
a time and in a society where more students continued
into tertiary education. But intergenerational progress
and the degree of convergence with native-born French
people vary considerably by origin.

European and North African families:

educational convergence after two generations?
Families of North African and Southern European origin
(Figure 2) form a first profile. While few parents in this
group are tertiary educated (less than 3%), more than a
third of the children have a tertiary qualification. Hence
the high percentage of children—70% and 80%,
respectively—who are more qualified than their parents.
This sharp increase within a generation is not explained
solely by limited access to tertiary education in the
countries of origin; it also reflects immigrant parents’
strong investment in their children’s academic success[1].
The level reached is nonetheless below that of children
with native-born French parents (43%), except for the
children of mixed-origin couples. By the third generation,
the descendants of European migrants have caught up
with the descendants of native-born French people

(Figure 2).

Highly educated families from

sub-Saharan Africa and Asia

Families of sub-Saharan African and Asian origin form the
second profile. In this group, a larger share of parents has
a tertiary qualification than among the native French: a
third and a quarter, respectively, versus one-fifth. The
proportion is 40% for mixed-origin couples. This finding

Figure 3. Proportion of tertiary graduates
by sex and geographical origin
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July—August 2022.
Interpretation: Twenty-nine per cent of sons and 35% of daughters of

North African immigrants have a tertiary qualification; for children of
mixed-origin parents, the proportions are 33% and 39%, respectively.

Note: See Box 2 for definitions of categories and calculation methods. The
groups shown in grey are those with fewer than 100 individuals in the
sample; these results given should be interpreted with caution.

Coverage: ‘Children’ aged 30-59, metropolitan France.
Source: Trajectories and Origins survey (Te02), INED—INSEE, 2019-2020.

shows that the profiles of immigrants in France are
changing. The diversification of origins is associated with
arisein educationallevels asemigrantsbecome increasingly
selected with respect to those who stay in their home
country [2, 3].

This means that there is less margin for progress with
respect to the parents’ generation (Table 1). Moreover, a
larger share of these children has a tertiary qualification
than the children of native French-born parents (43%
among the latter vs. 50% for children of one or two African
parents, 54% for children of two Asian parents, and even
64% for children with one Asian parent). The success of
descendants of Asian immigrants is regularly highlighted,
but given the negative representations of African migration
in France, the performance of students of African descent
rarely receives the attention it deserves.

Turkish and Middle-Eastern families:

a persistent educational disadvantage

The third profile is that of families of Turkish and Middle-
Eastern origin. It is characterized by a low share of
tertiary-educated among both the parents (5%) and the
children (below 18%) (Figure 2). While 2 in 3 children
have a higher educational level than their parents, this
profile corresponds to the least qualified immigrant-
origin group. The children’s trajectory in France does
not make up for past disadvantage.

Being more qualified than one’s parents:

girls outperform boys

Itis a well-known fact in France that girls perform better
at school than boys. Thisis also true for the daughters of
immigrants (Figure 3), who outperform sonsin achieving
a higher qualification than their parents (Table 1). These
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Table 1. Percentage of respondents with a higher
qualification than their parents, by generation,
origin, and sex

Table 2. Percentage of tertiary-educated in an
intermediate or higher-level occupation at the time
of the survey, by generation, origin, and sex

Men | Women | Overall

Men Women | Overall
Overall G2 (n=2,827) 70.0 74.8 72.4
G2 North Africa (n=1,233) 66.5 73.1 69.8
G2 Other African countries (n = 329) 42.8 56.7 52.8
G2 Turkey/Middle East (n = 266) 55.1 75.8 66.7
G2 Other Asian countries (n = 270) 66.6 68.7 67.7
G2 Southern Europe (n = 629) 78.3 82.4 80.2
G2 Other EU-27 (n=41) (42.6) (58.5) (48.2)
Overall G2.5 (n =2,073) 50.5 59.5 55.2
G2.5 North Africa (n = 478) 50.7 64.4 58.0
G2.5 Other African countries (n=189) | (36.9) (45.5) 41.7
G2.5 Turkey/Middle East (n = 34) (18.9) (45.4) (36.2)
G2.5 Other Asian countries (n = 158) (44.8) (56.7) 51.7
G2.5 Southern Europe (n = 676) 53.2 62.1 57.8
G2.5 Other EU-27 (n = 278) 49.8 63.4 56.3
Overall G3 (n =522) 49.6 62.0 55.9
G3 EU (n = 440) 54.4 61.2 57.9
Overall G4+ (n =5,108) 53.3 60.6 57.1
Total (n =10,530) 54.1 61.8 58.0
Interpretation: 72.4% of second-generation descendants of immi-
grants (overall G2) have a qualification above their parents’ highest
qualification.
Note: See Box 2 for definitions of categories and calculation methods. The
resultsshownin parentheses are for groups with fewer than 100individuals
in the sample; these results given should be interpreted with caution.
Coverage: Individuals aged 30-59, metropolitan France.
Source: Trajectories and Origins survey (TeO2), INED—INSEE, 2019-2020.

gender differences in educational mobility across
generations are observed most acutely in families from
Turkey and the Middle East, in which 76% of girls have
a higher qualification than their parents versus 55% of
boys. This female advantage is slightly less marked in
families from sub-Saharan Africa (57% of daughters are
more qualified than their parents vs. 43% of sons) and
North Africa (73% vs. 66%). When compared with the
parent of the same sex (and not with the highest
qualification across both parents, as is the case here), the
progress from mothers (less educated, on average, than
fathers) to daughters is even more spectacular.

Lower returns to education on the labour
market for descendants of non-European
immigrants

From one generation to the next, the descendants of
immigrants thus tend to catch up with the educationallevels
of descendants of French native-born people. But what are
the returns of these higher qualifications on the labour
market? And in particular, what share of tertiary graduates
occupy intermediate or higher-level occupations (Table 2)?
The proportion is 77% for descendants of French-born
people and 75% for the grandchildren of European
immigrants. But the share is much smalleramong graduates
with one or two parents of non-European origin: 63% for

Overall G2 and G2.5 (n=2,138) 78.3 67.3 72.1
G2 and G2.5 North Africa (n = 625) 69.4 58.6 63.2
G2 and G2.5 other African countries

(n=277) 85.2 61.8 71.1

G2 and G2.5 Turkey/Middle East (n=97) | (83.2) (61.3) (70.8)

G2 and G2.5 other Asian countries 759 618 67.1

(n=295)

G2 and G2.5 Southern Europe (n = 500) 83.7 71.1 76.9
G2 and G2.5 other EU-27 (n = 153) (76.5) (72.8) 74.5
Overall G3 (n=271) 83.4 71.0 76.4
G3 EU (n=227) (81.5) 69.4 74.7
Overall G4+ (n =2,686) 81.8 72.5 76.6
Total (n =5,095) 81.1 70.3 75.0

Interpretation: Among the children of one or two immigrant parents
(generations G2 and G2.5) with a tertiary qualification, 72.1% are in an
intermediate or higher-level occupation.

Note: See Box 2 for definitions of categories and calculation methods. The
resultsshownin parentheses are for groups with fewer than 100individuals
in the sample; these results should be interpreted with caution. Interme-
diate or higher-level occupations (numerator) correspond to managers/
professionals and higher-level intellectual occupations, business owners,
self-employed (farmers, craft workers, small traders) and intermediate
occupations. The denominator includes individuals employed in other
occupations along with unemployed or inactive individuals at the time of
the survey.

Coverage: Individuals aged 30-59, metropolitan France.
Source: Trajectories and Origins survey (TeO2), INED—INSEE, 2019-2020.

those of North African origin, 67% for those with an Asian
background, and 71% for those with origins in the rest of
Africa. These differences by origin can be explained partly
by hiring discrimination, a well-attested phenomenon [4].
In all groups, the labour market returns to a tertiary
qualification are lower for women, largely because they
more frequently leave the labour force.

Fookk

The descendants of immigrants achieve much higher
educational levels than their parents. Yet despite this
progress, the second generation does not fully catch up
with the native-born population. Thisis especially the case
for the children of immigrants from Southern Europe,
North Africa, and, above all, Turkey. For children of mixed-
origin parents and the third generation of European origin,
the levels are similar to those of children of native-born
parents. And what about the grandchildren of non-
European immigrants? The TeO2 survey drew an
additional sample for this population. Data from this
sample, along with the information collected on the
children’s education, will be used to answer this important
question. It remains true thathaving a tertiary qualification
does not guarantee equal access to the labour market
across origin groups. Educational mobility favours social
mobility but provides no guarantees.
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Box 1. Trajectories and Origins (TeO), a survey on
the diversity of populations in France

Organized jointly by INED and INSEE, the 2019-2020 TeO2
survey (https://teo.site.ined.fr/en/) updates the TeO1l
survey conducted in 2008-2000. It is based on the same key
principles as TeO1: 60% of the questions are identical, and a
similar sampling strategy is used [5].

The TeO2 survey covers individuals aged 18-59 living in
an ordinary household in metropolitan France. Around
27,200 people were surveyed to gather detailed information
on the main population groups with direct or indirect
experience of migration to metropolitan France. For this
reason, immigrants and people from the French overseas
departments and regions, and their children born in
metropolitan France, are over-represented. The sample
also includes individuals representative of the rest of the
population. Among this group, TeO2 can now identify the
grandchildren of immigrants, an innovation with respect
to TeO1, which already identified repatriates from former
French colonies and their descendants. Alongside the main
TeO2 survey sample, an experimental survey was conducted
to increase the number of grandchildren of non-European
immigrants (complementary survey not used in this article).

The TeO2 questionnaire explores the migration history of
respondents and/or their parents, describes their educational
and occupational trajectories, family history, unions, children,
housing conditions, health, and the transmission of languages
and religion. It examines individuals’ access to a range of social
resources (education, employment, housing, services, healthcare,
etc.) and the discrimination they may experience in these areas.

Box 2. Definitions and methods

The sociology of immigration commonly uses the notion of
generation to classify individuals according to their family’s
migration history.

First generation (G1): French residents born abroad without
French nationality at birth.

Second generation (G2): Persons born in France to at least
one immigrant parent. This is the second generation to have
lived in France. Here, G2 refers to people born in France to
two immigrant parents, and G2.5 to people born to a mixed-
origin couple (one immigrant parent and one French-born
parent).

Third generation (G3): Persons born in France to parents
born in France, but with at least one immigrant grandparent.
The rest of the population includes French-born people
who may have immigrant ancestors among their great-
grandparents or beyond. They belong to at least the
fourth generation (G4+) and are sometimes qualified for
convenience as ‘descendants of native-born French people’.

For more information, see [6].

Details of methodology

The list of countries in each group is available in the online
appendix (https://doi.org/10.34847 /nkl.af443vty).

All results shown here are weighted. They are also age-
standardized: the distribution of respondents’ ages in the
various groups is weighted to fit the age distribution of
descendants of native-born French people.

The educational level of the surveyed parents is that of the
most highly educated of the two parents.
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—— Abstract

While children born to immigrants in France are more
qualified than their parents, their educational levels are
nonetheless below those of children with French native-born
parents. In families of Asian and sub-Saharan African origin,
the parents more often have a tertiary qualification than
French-born parents. In families from Turkey and the Middle
East, on the other hand, the parents’ educational level is low,
and the progress of their children is limited, making this group
the least qualified of all immigrant-origin groups. It is well
known that girls outperform boys at school in France. This is
also true for the daughters of immigrants, who achieve a
higher educational level than their parents more frequently
than sons do.

—— Keywords

immigrants, descendants of immigrants, educational level,
qualification, social inequalities, generation, gender, France
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