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Stratified ambitions: family social origin and unequal early 
career outcomes among Russian graduates
Maksim Nikitin and Vera Maltseva

Centre for Skills Development and Vocational Education, Institute of Education, HSE University, Moscow, 
Russian Federation

ABSTRACT  
This article examines how family social origin shapes early career 
outcomes among university graduates in Russia, focusing on 
differences in job task content rather than conventional 
indicators such as wages or occupational status. The study 
combines longitudinal panel data from the Trajectories in 
Education and Careers project with biographical interviews to 
analyse both structural patterns and the mechanisms underlying 
them. The quantitative findings show that graduates from highly 
educated families are significantly more likely to enter non- 
routine jobs characterised by greater cognitive complexity, 
autonomy, and opportunities for professional development. The 
qualitative analysis demonstrates that these patterns are 
reinforced through classed differences in career decision-making 
under conditions of uncertainty. Graduates from more 
advantaged backgrounds draw on parental guidance and cultural 
resources to pursue long-term, risk-tolerant strategies, whereas 
those from less privileged families tend to prioritise stability and 
immediate employment. By focusing on job task content as an 
indicator of job quality, the article shows how social inequality is 
reconfigured within the graduate population. It contributes to 
research on youth transitions and social reproduction by 
demonstrating that family background continues to shape the 
qualitative nature of work performed at the start of professional 
careers.
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Introduction

Over the past decades, higher education (HE) has become a central institutional pathway 
structuring young people’s transitions to adulthood and the labour market. Despite the 
expansion of tertiary education, inequalities in early career outcomes persist and increas
ingly manifest within the population of graduates themselves. In Russia, this paradox is 
particularly pronounced: while HE is widely perceived as a necessary condition for life 
success (Konstantinovskiy and Popova 2015; Malinovsky and Shibanova 2022), graduates 
continue to experience highly differentiated labour market trajectories (Lukina, Maltseva, 
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and Rozenfeld 2026). These disparities reflect broader structural constraints shaping 
youth decision-making and future prospects.

Social origin casts a ‘long shadow’ over individuals’ life choices, shaping university selec
tion, career trajectories, and labour market outcomes even among holders of higher edu
cation degrees (Alexander, Entwise, and Olson 2014; Buzan and Sheehy-Skeffington 2024; 
Zając et al. 2023). Differences in income, occupational status, job stability, and career pro
gression remain strongly patterned by family background (Bernardi and Ballarino 2016; 
Breen 2004; Duta, Wielgoszewska, and Iannelli 2021). Importantly, these inequalities 
persist through qualitative differences in educational pathways, such as institutional selec
tivity, field of study, and timing of labour market entry, and extend into early employment 
outcomes (De Schepper, Kyndt, and Clycq 2024; Iannelli and Paterson 2007; Iannelli, Breen, 
and Duta 2023; Lucas 2001); and career trajectories are consistently socially differentiated 
and linked to social origin and behavioural characteristics (Maltseva and Rozenfeld 2022).

These inequalities begin to crystallise during adolescence, when young people form 
occupational aspirations that link individual preferences with perceived opportunity 
structures (Schoon and Parsons 2002). Family background plays a central role in 
shaping these aspirations, contributing to the intergenerational transmission of advan
tage and disadvantage (Elder 1998).

While wage returns have traditionally been the dominant indicator of graduates’ labour 
market success, recent scholarship suggests that monetary outcomes alone provide an 
incomplete account of early career inequality. Technological change has transformed the 
structure of labour demand, reducing routine tasks while increasing the importance of 
analytical, interactive, and non-routine work (Autor 2022; Autor, Levy, and Murnane 
2003). In this context, HE expansion reflects growing demand for skills, but does not guar
antee access to high-quality positions (Goldin and Katz 2008). Yet this dimension remains 
underexplored in sociological research on social origin and graduate employment.

Existing research has provided a rich account of how social origin structures edu
cational choices and early life transitions in Russia, including decision-making rationales 
of school leavers (Minina and Pavlenko 2022), links between social origin and educational 
trajectories (Prakhov 2015), longitudinal evidence on how these trajectories unfold (Mal
tseva and Rozenfeld 2022; Rozenfeld and Maltseva 2024), and how different HE pathways 
lead to distinct labour market outcomes in terms of employment and wages (Rozhkova 
et al. 2023). Yet, despite this substantial scholarship, we still know relatively little about 
how formally similar HE trajectories lead to qualitatively different early career outcomes 
in terms of work content and job quality, and about the specific role that family social 
origin plays in this differentiation.

These considerations lead us to formulate the following research questions for the 
study: 

1. How is family social origin associated with the early career positioning of university gradu
ates in Russia, as reflected in the content of their work tasks?

2. How do graduates from different family social origins interpret and justify their position
ing in jobs differing in task content and quality during early career transitions?

To address these questions, the study employs a sequential mixed-methods design. 
First, longitudinal panel data from the Trajectories in Education and Careers (TrEC) 
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study are used to examine statistical associations between parental educational back
ground and graduates’ likelihood of performing non-routine work tasks. Second, biogra
phical interviews are used to interpret and contextualise these patterns by exploring how 
graduates narrate career choice, job search strategies, and workplace experiences. This 
design allows the study to combine structural analysis of labour market positioning 
with exploration of subjective meanings attached to early career transitions.

The article contributes to three strands of research. First, it advances studies of youth 
transitions by shifting attention from educational attainment per se to the quality of early 
employment. Second, it contributes to debates on social reproduction by demonstrating 
how parental education continues to shape labour market outcomes even among univer
sity graduates. Third, it enriches the literature on post-socialist labour markets by situating 
these processes within the specific institutional and cultural context of contemporary 
Russia.

Theoretical considerations

Family background and early career stratification among university graduates

This study draws on a theoretical framework that integrates structural accounts of social 
stratification with cultural-sociological perspectives on uncertainty, value orientations, 
and parental guidance in shaping early career trajectories. The transition from HE to 
employment represents a critical life-course stage marked by institutional constraints, 
uncertainty, and uneven opportunity structures. Despite the expansion of HE and the 
formal equalisation of educational attainment, a growing body of research demonstrates 
that inequalities persist among graduates at the point of labour market entry. These 
inequalities are increasingly expressed in the quality and characteristics of early career 
positions, and family background continues to shape young people’s career pathways, 
including job quality, educational and career trajectories, and access to high-status occu
pations (Bunn, Burke, and Threadgold 2022; Hout 2012; Iannelli and Paterson 2007; Rivera 
2015; Torche 2011; Zając et al. 2023).

Importantly, these inequalities emerge also through unequal conversion of edu
cational credentials into labour market outcomes. Even when individuals attain similar 
levels of education, their ability to translate these credentials into favourable occupational 
positions varies systematically by social origin (Jacob, Klein, and Iannelli 2015; Manzoni 
and Streib 2019). This shifts analytical attention from educational attainment as such to 
the processes through which it is mobilised in early career transitions. These processes 
unfold under conditions of heightened uncertainty that characterise contemporary 
school-to-work transitions. The diversification of educational pathways and the increasing 
complexity of labour markets make early career trajectories less predictable and more 
dependent on individual strategies and decision-making (Atkins 2016; Tholen 2015). 
Importantly, the capacity to navigate such uncertainty is socially structured. Young 
people from more advantaged backgrounds benefit from parental guidance, broader 
informational resources, and dispositions that facilitate long-term and strategic 
decision-making, whereas those from less privileged families are more likely to rely on 
narrower opportunity structures and adopt more risk-averse orientations (Abrahams 
2017; Groves, O’Shea, and Delahunty 2022; Lareau 2011).
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The classic status attainment model conceptualises social origin as a durable source of 
advantage, operating through educational decisions, institutional sorting, and differential 
access to labour market opportunities (Blau and Duncan 1967). In this study, family social 
origin is operationalised through parental educational attainment. Parental education is 
used as a proxy for social origin, following established research linking it to educational 
and labour market outcomes (Lareau 2011; Torche 2011). Empirical studies also demon
strate that parental education is a strong predictor of children’s educational and occu
pational outcomes, sometimes exceeding the explanatory power of parental 
occupation or income (Erola, Jalonen, and Lehti 2016).

Families from more advantaged social backgrounds possess greater volumes of cul
tural capital, including familiarity with institutional norms, access to information, and par
ticipation in professional networks (Bourdieu 1986). These resources facilitate navigation 
through educational systems and labour markets, enabling young people to convert edu
cational credentials into secure and prestigious employment outcomes. Such advantages 
are embedded in socially structured dispositions, or habitus, that shape perceptions of 
attainable career pathways and acceptable occupational choices (Lareau 2011). 
Through everyday socialisation, individuals internalise class-specific orientations toward 
education, work, and professional success, which influence both objective opportunities 
and subjective career expectations.

Children from more advantaged social backgrounds are disproportionately rep
resented in prestigious and well-paid careers, partly because of their exposure to 
role models with similar achievements, and more likely to develop career orientations 
emphasising self-realisation, professional autonomy, and long-term career develop
ment (Domina, Conley, and Farkas 2011). These orientations reflect broader cultural 
repertoires, which encourage strategic planning, self-expression, and the pursuit 
of professional fulfilment (Chetty et al. 2014). Less advantaged backgrounds, by con
trast, may constrain career aspirations by limiting educational opportunities and 
access to influential social networks, leading to a narrower set of career goals, and 
they more likely to set career aspirations that are realistically achievable given 
their perceived socio-economic constraints (Duffy et al. 2016; Schoon and Parsons 
2002).

Young people from different social backgrounds often express similar educational 
aspirations, but differ significantly in how they interpret risks, evaluate labour market 
opportunities, and translate aspirations into concrete career strategies. These aspira
tions are often shaped by unequal access to resources required for their realisation 
and may expose individuals to heightened risks downward mobility (Atkins 2016; 
Minina and Pavlenko 2022). Such findings suggest that stratified ambition should 
be understood as differences in the capacity to translate aspirations into stable 
career outcomes. Within the present study, stratified ambitions are examined as nar
rative frameworks that help explain why graduates with comparable educational cre
dentials enter qualitatively different segments of the labour market. Rather than 
assuming that graduates share similar goals upon entering the labour market, this 
perspective highlights that ambitions are socially structured, reflecting differences in 
access to resources, information and perceived opportunities. In this sense, ambitions 
are embedded in classed dispositions and experiences (Bourdieu 1986).
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Beyond wages: labour market transformation and the significance of job 
content

Most sociological research on graduate employment has traditionally relied on wages, job 
stability, or occupational status as indicators of labour market success. Although these 
measures are widely used, they overlook a critical dimension of stratification that has 
become increasingly consequential under conditions of technological change and 
labour market restructuring, namely, the content of work tasks. Task content matters 
because it shapes not only current working conditions but also long-term prospects for 
skill development, autonomy, and career progression.

Task-based approaches in labour economics provide a useful conceptual lens for cap
turing these qualitative differences. In this framework, routine tasks are activities that 
follow explicit, codifiable rules and can be performed through standardised procedures; 
they are therefore more susceptible to automation and often associated with limited 
autonomy and constrained learning opportunities (Acemoglu and Autor 2011; Autor, 
Levy, and Murnane 2003.). By contrast, non-routine tasks involve problem-solving, analyti
cal judgement, complex communication, and adaptive decision-making – activities that 
are harder to formalise and thus less easily replaced by technology. Research on job polar
isation further suggests that structural shifts in employment increasingly expand high-skill 
non-routine work while also growing low-wage service jobs, squeezing the middle and 
transforming the opportunity structure facing young workers (Autor 2022; Goos, 
Manning, and Salomons 2014).

Two graduates may hold the same degree, yet one enters a position involving analyti
cal autonomy and complex cognitive tasks while another performs repetitive, standar
dised duties. Such differences are consequential because non-routine work is generally 
associated with higher pay, greater autonomy, and stronger pathways of human 
capital accumulation over time, whereas routine work tends to offer fewer opportunities 
for progression and may signal a more precarious or constrained form of labour market 
integration. Thus, routineness can be treated as a substantive indicator of ‘job quality’ 
that complements conventional outcomes and is particularly relevant for early careers.

This study therefore conceptualises that inequalities in early career outcomes are 
shaped by the interaction between structural differentiation of opportunities and socially 
embedded strategies of navigating them. This also provides a basis for integrating quan
titative patterns of labour market allocation with qualitative insights into how graduates 
interpret their choices, justify their decisions and position themselves within the labour 
market (Rivera 2015). Specifically, it hypothesises that parental educational background 
influences graduates’ likelihood of entering occupations characterised by non-routine 
tasks, which typically require higher levels of cognitive complexity, autonomy, and pro
fessional discretion. By focusing on task content rather than solely on occupational pres
tige or income, the study captures a more nuanced dimension of labour market 
stratification that reflects contemporary transformations in employment structures 
driven by technological change (Autor and Dorn 2013; Autor, Levy, and Murnane 
2003). Importantly, the study does not assume a direct deterministic relationship 
between parental background and labour market outcomes. Instead, it conceptualises 
this relationship as operating through a set of mediating mechanisms that connect 
family cultural resources to early career positioning. These mechanisms operate 
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through differential capacity to convert educational credentials into qualitatively distinct 
forms of labour market participation.

The context of Russian landscape: HE massification and labour market 
differentiation

The Russian case provides a particularly informative empirical setting for examining these 
theoretical mechanisms, as rapid HE expansion has occurred alongside persistent insti
tutional and labour market stratification. Since the 1990s, Russia has experienced rapid 
massification of HE, accompanied by a strong normative belief in the value of a university 
diploma. HE has become a near-universal expectation among younger cohorts, often 
framed as a necessary condition for social mobility and labour market success (Malinovsky 
and Shibanova 2022). The expansion of state-funded university places has improved 
access to HE for students from underrepresented social groups. Nevertheless, significant 
inequalities persist in access to selective institutions and prestigious educational pro
grammes, which remain strongly associated with family background and access to pre
paratory educational resources (Malinovsky and Shibanova 2022; Prakhov 2015).

The introduction of the Unified State Examination (USE)1 aimed to standardise univer
sity admissions and promote meritocratic selection. However, performance in the exam
ination continues to be influenced by socioeconomic inequalities in access to high-quality 
schooling and supplementary education, limiting its equalising potential (Prakhov 2015). 
Consequently, institutional differentiation within HE remains a key mechanism through 
which social inequality is reproduced.

Family background also shapes graduates’ career trajectories beyond educational 
access; graduates from less advantaged families tend to have shorter educational and 
career trajectories (Rozenfeld and Maltseva 2024).2 In contrast, students from more advan
taged backgrounds are more likely to pursue extended academic pathways and post
graduate education, increasing their labour market competitiveness (Maltseva and 
Rosenfeld 2022; Rozhkova et al. 2023).

Existing research demonstrates that Russian graduates’ labour market outcomes are 
influenced by multiple factors, including institutional selectivity, field of study, work 
experience, and regional labour market conditions (Malinovsky and Shibanova 2022). 
However, the relationship between family background and the qualitative characteristics 
of graduate employment remains insufficiently theorised and empirically examined, par
ticularly in relation to qualitative dimensions of early employment such as job task 
content. For example, most studies rely primarily on wage-based indicators of labour 
market success, which may not fully capture differences in job quality or professional 
development opportunities (Rozhkova et al. 2023), but these findings may be moderated 
by factors such as social origin background and abilities.

Methodology

This study employs a sequential mixed-methods research design that integrates quanti
tative and qualitative analysis in order to examine how family social origin shapes early 
career outcomes among Russian university graduates. The research design follows an 
explanatory sequential logic, in which quantitative analysis is first used to identify 
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structural patterns in labour market positioning, followed by qualitative analysis aimed at 
uncovering the subjective meanings and decision-making processes underlying these 
patterns (Creswell and Plano Clark 2018).

The first stage of the analysis investigates whether parental educational background is 
associated with the likelihood of graduates entering occupations characterised by routine 
versus non-routine task structures. The second stage extends these findings by examining 
graduates’ narrative interpretations of career choice, risk perception, and professional 
identity formation. This design allows the study to move beyond documenting statistical 
inequalities and to explore the mechanisms through which social background influences 
career trajectories.

By combining structural and interpretive perspectives, the mixed-methods approach 
enables a more comprehensive understanding of inequality reproduction in the transition 
from HE to the labour market.

Data and methods

The data were drawn from the longitudinal Trajectories in Education and Careers (TrEC) 
panel study,3 conducted since 2012, which provides nationally representative data on 
educational and professional pathways of Russian graduates. TrEC includes both a nation
ally representative panel and several regional panels. The initial sample for the national 
panel consisted of 8th-grade students (aged 13–14) who participated in the TIMSS 
study in 2011. These same students also took part in the Programme for PISA in 2012 
and have been surveyed annually ever since. The data for the qualitative phase consisted 
of biographical interviews with representatives of the identified contrasting groups drawn 
from a subsample of participants in the TrEC panel study.

Our final sample consists exclusively of highly qualified young people, i.e. university 
graduates who had already entered the labour market at the time of the 9th wave of 
the TrEC survey. Our sample includes 851 individuals (N = 851).

The key independent variable is social origin, operationalised through parental edu
cation (no parent with HE, one parent with HE, both parents with HE). This measure is 
widely used in research on educational and labour market inequalities as a proxy for 
family socio-economic status. Although it does not fully capture the multidimensional 
nature of social stratification, it reflects established practice in the sociology of education 
and captures crucial cultural and informational resources available within the family 
(Binder 2025).

The main dependent variable captures the content of work and distinguishes between 
routine and non-routine tasks (Autor, Levy, and Murnane 2003). This operationalisation 
follows task-based approaches to labour market analysis, which conceptualise jobs in 
terms of the types of tasks performed rather than occupational titles (ibid). Non-routine 
tasks, requiring higher cognitive and creative skills, were coded4 as ‘1,’ while routine cog
nitive or physical tasks were coded as ‘0’.5

Control variables include gender (0 = male, 1 = female), cognitive ability, educational 
characteristics and regional context. Cognitive ability is measured using TIMSS scores in 
Grade 8 as a robust indicator of human capital, and less sensitive to SES than USE 
scores (Maltseva and Rosenfeld 2022). Educational characteristics include completion of 
a Master’s degree (0 = no, 1 = yes); and University selectivity, based on average USE 
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scores of budgetary entrants: 0 = non-selective university; average USE score of budgetary 
entrants below 70 (out of 100), 1 = selective university (average USE score of budgetary 
entrants greater than or equal to 70 points). These variables reflect key dimensions of stra
tification within HE that may shape access to different types of jobs. Regional indicators 
are included to account for regional economic disparities. In our study all regions were 
divided into quartiles with 1 less rich and 4 richest regions. The economic opportunities 
of the region contribute to a high level of education and skilled employment in the labour 
market. GRP data for the region refer to the time of graduates’ entry into the labour 
market, i.e. at the time of the 9th wave of the TrEC.

Taken together, these variables capture both structural and individual dimensions 
shaping early career outcomes, allowing us to isolate the role of social origin in 
shaping job task allocation. To examine the relationship between social origin and the 
likelihood of performing routine work, a series of logistic regression models is estimated. 
The models are built sequentially, allowing us to assess the robustness of the association 
after controlling for individual characteristics, educational background and regional 
factors.

Detailed descriptions of the set of variables are provided in Appendix A1.
The qualitative phase explores the narratives of graduates, focusing on how parental 

background shapes career aspirations, decision-making processes, and experiences in 
the labour market. This component aligns with the life-course perspective, which empha
sises the dynamic and interdependent nature of educational and professional transitions 
(Duta, Wielgoszewska, and Iannelli 2021). A career is a sequence of interconnected stages 
in an individual’s life that are related to their occupation and position in the labour 
market.

Semi-structured biographical interviews with representatives of contrasting groups 
within the TrEC subsample were conducted with a purposively selected subsample of 
31 university graduates (aged 26–28), among them 16 men, 15 women (see Table 1). 
The interviews took place between summer and winter of 2023, and were conducted 
online using Zoom. All participants provided written consent to take part in the study. 
The guide follows the logic of a biographical interview and aims to construct a narrative 
that reveals the role of cultural factors in shaping social mobility. The guide is concep
tually divided into several sections: (1) The participant’s background (childhood, family, 
schooling, choice of educational path in 9th grade, and HE); (2) The present (current 
job, work and profession in general, environment, family, leisure time) and the future 
(future plans) were both explored in this study. Specifically, the focus was on moments 
related to the career trajectory, such as the formation of career aspirations, the choice 

Table 1. Description of the sample.
Major of studying Low SES (parents without HE) High SES (both parents with HE)

Humanities and socio-economic majors 10 7
STEM majors 7 7

Note: N = 31 informants. SES is operationalised through parental education. HE = higher education. STEM = science, tech
nology, engineering and mathematics. 

Oppositions low – high SES; two dominant groups of specialities: humanities and socio-economic majors, and STEM.
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of profession, the role of family in these decisions, the search for a first job, changes in 
jobs, the current job, and reflection on the profession. Participants in the TrEC programme 
were recruited to participate in this research.

For this study, a purposive sampling design method (Seawright and Gerring 2008) was 
used to compare differences in career trajectory among individuals with different family 
social origin. We deliberately set criteria for forming contrasting groups for comparison: 
(1) major of university studies; we combined specialties into two large groups (socio- 
humanities and Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM)6 majors); (2) 
family SES (social origin) – it was operationalised through parental education – high 
SES (two parents with HE in the family) and low SES (parents without HE). Informants 
were selected to cover all federal districts of the Russian Federation.

The interviews were analysed using thematic coding (Saldaña 2013) to identify key 
themes and patterns. The analysis was conducted in three stages. Firstly, all interviews 
were analysed by the deductive method using initial coding based on theoretical con
structs. Secondly, semantic fragments of the texts were identified using open coding, 
we coded emergent themes, such as family-driven barriers, pragmatic vs. aspirational nar
ratives, and parental influence. For the third stage, we identified overarching categories, 
such as the role of family expectations, career choice rationales, and job market 
perceptions.

During the analysis, we identified narratives of career aspirations and the career 
decision-making process before entering university, during studies, and after graduation. 
Next, we focused on job search experiences and current employment to uncover key 
semantic units related to the concept of decent work. At the same time, we examined 
how individuals perceive their position within labour relations, whether they consider 
themselves deserving of more, and the value orientations that guide their choices.

Results

The findings are presented in an integrated manner, combining quantitative and qualitat
ive evidence to address different aspects of the same underlying processes. We first 
demonstrate the existence of systematic differences in early career outcomes by social 
origin, and then examine the mechanisms through which these differences are produced 
and maintained.

Social origin and inequalities in early career outcomes

The quantitative analysis reveals a clear pattern of stratification in early career outcomes. 
Graduates from less advantaged backgrounds are significantly more likely to be 
employed in positions characterised by a higher share of routine tasks, while those 
from more educated families are more often found in roles involving non-routine and 
cognitively demanding work. Across all model specifications, parental educational back
ground remains a statistically systematic predictor of job routineness (see Table 2).

When tested without control variables, graduates from more advantaged families (two 
parents with HE) had a 62% higher probability of performing non-routine tasks than those 
from less privileged families (p < 0.01). After introducing control variables, the association 
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remained significant, with graduates from more advantaged families being 42% more 
likely to perform non-routine tasks (p < 0.05).

Graduates whose parents both hold HE degrees are significantly more likely to be 
employed in non-routine jobs compared to those from less educated families, even 
after controlling for educational and individual characteristics. This suggests that social 
origin continues to structure access to qualitatively different types of work within the 
graduate population. Notably, having only one parent with HE is not associated with a 
statistically significant advantage, suggesting that the effects of social origin are concen
trated among graduates from the most advantaged backgrounds rather than operating in 
a linear fashion.

These findings suggest that formal educational attainment alone does not fully equal
ise labour market outcomes among graduates. Instead, family-based cultural and edu
cational resources appear to shape the ability of graduates to convert educational 
credentials into more complex and potentially advantageous occupational positions. 
While these results establish the presence of systematic differences, they do not 
explain how such inequalities emerge in practice. To unpack the mechanisms underlying 
these patterns, we turn to qualitative analysis.

Narrative mechanisms of career stratification

The quantitative analysis demonstrated a statistically significant association between 
family social origin, measured through parental educational attainment, and graduates’ 
likelihood of performing non-routine work tasks. In particular, graduates whose parents 

Table 2. Logistic regression results.
DV: Work routine

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Medium SES (one parent with HE) −0.021 −0.072 −0.089
(0.167) (0.171) (0.172)

High SES (two parents with HE) 0.618*** 0.466*** 0.423**
(0.173) (0.179) (0.181)

University selectivity 0.331* 0.291*
(0.170) (0.172)

GRP_Q2 0.144 0.115
(0.301) (0.302)

GRP_Q3 0.161 0.141
(0.283) (0.283)

GRP_Q4 0.534* 0.483*
(0.288) (0.290)

Female −0.156 −0.132
(0.152) (0.153)

Maths TIMSS (cognitive skills) 0.002*
(0.001)

Completed Master’s degree 0.372* 0.338*
(0.194) (0.194)

Constant 0.021 −0.077 −1.182
(0.119) (0.382) (0.764)

Observations 851 851 851
Log Likelihood −576.329 −566.212 −564.805
Akaike Inf. Crit. 1,158.659 1,150.424 1,149.611
Pseudo R2 (Nagelkerke) 0.028 0.059 0.057

Note: Standard errors are given in parentheses. Reference category for social origin: Low SES (no parent with HE); for 
regional wealth: GRP_Q1 (poorest regions). *p < 0.1; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01.
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hold HE degrees were more likely to enter occupations characterised by greater task com
plexity and professional autonomy. To better understand the mechanisms underlying the 
observed quantitative patterns, the qualitative analysis explores how graduates interpret 
their labour market opportunities and make early career decisions. In doing so, it builds on 
research highlighting the importance of class-based differences in decision-making, 
access to information, and the symbolic role of higher education in shaping graduate tra
jectories (Atkins 2016; Rivera 2015). Specifically, it examines how graduates from different 
family backgrounds construct career aspirations, interpret labour market opportunities, 
and evaluate work itself. The findings reveal three interrelated mechanisms that help 
explain why graduates from highly educated families are more likely to enter non- 
routine occupations: (1) the formation of career aspirations and decision-making ratio
nales, (2) differential access to institutional knowledge and career guidance; and (3) differ
ences in value orientations toward work and professional fulfilment.

Bounded versus exploratory career horizons
Differences in early career positioning appear to emerge already at the stage of aspiration 
formation and educational decision-making. The interviews suggest that graduates from 
different family backgrounds develop distinct orientations toward occupations varying in 
task complexity and professional autonomy, which helps explain their differential entry 
into routine and non-routine work.

A key distinction between graduates from different parental educational backgrounds 
concerns how career aspirations are formed and stabilised. Interviews demonstrate that 
graduates from lower educational family backgrounds often described their career trajec
tories as shaped by institutional constraints rather than internalised professional identi
ties. Their decision-making process frequently emerged in response to external 
pressures associated with educational transitions, particularly during the period of sec
ondary school examinations.

Many low parental education respondents described prolonged uncertainty regarding 
professional orientation and emphasised that career choices were shaped retrospectively 
by available examination results rather than by long-term aspirations or personal interests: 

‘I couldn’t make up my mind for a long time. I wanted to be a lawyer, an economist, a teacher 
– everything seemed possible. But I didn’t realise at that time that I would study something 
and then spend my whole life doing it.’

(Low SES, female, psychology)

In these narratives, the USE functions as a structural filter that narrows perceived 
opportunities. Respondents frequently described educational choices as an adaptive 
strategy rather than an aspirational project: 

‘We started to look at professions based on the USE results. We were already looking at where 
I could apply, what was realistic for me.’

(Low SES, female, psychology)

Such accounts suggest that educational trajectories were constructed retrospectively, 
with professional identity emerging only after institutional sorting had taken place. HE 
was often interpreted as a necessary credential ensuring labour market entry rather 
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than as a platform for pursuing intrinsically meaningful work. These narratives also point 
to the symbolic role of HE, which functions as a signal of status and a marker of distinction 
in the labour market (Brown and Souto-Otero 2020).

By contrast, graduates from highly educated families more frequently described career 
choice as a gradual process of identity formation supported by early exposure to occu
pational opportunities. Educational decisions were framed as coherent steps toward pro
fessional self-realisation rather than reactive responses to institutional constraints: 

‘Even when choosing subjects, I already knew what I wanted to do and what interested me.’

(High SES, male, finance)

These differences in aspirational framing are consequential for early labour 
market allocation. Graduates whose trajectories are guided by constraint-driven 
decision-making are more likely to prioritise accessible entry-level employment, which 
often involves standardised and repetitive task structures. In contrast, graduates with 
exploratory career orientations are more likely to engage in extended job search and 
pursue roles that provide discretion, analytical complexity, and opportunities for skill 
development, features typically associated with non-routine work environments. These 
differences are also consistent with research on class-based decision-making, which 
shows that young people from different social backgrounds rely on distinct logics 
when navigating educational and occupational choices, reflecting unequal access to gui
dance, information and support (Atkins 2016).

Risk interpretation and early career navigation
One of the most prominent narrative distinctions concerns graduates’ orientation toward 
uncertainty during early career transitions. Graduates from highly educated families fre
quently describe career development as a flexible and experimental process. They often 
emphasise the legitimacy of searching for ‘suitable’ positions and view early career instabil
ity as a temporary stage of professional development. Such narratives reflect confidence in 
their ability to accumulate experience and improve occupational positions over time.

One informant described early employment choices as an opportunity to experiment 
with professional roles: 

‘I didn’t feel pressure to settle immediately. My parents told me it was up to me to choose 
where I wanted to go and what I liked. I think that period was as a chance to try 
different roles and understand where I fit best professionally.’

(High SES, male, heat and gas supply)

This orientation reflects confidence in future upward mobility and the expectation that 
early instability can be converted into career capital. Such graduates were more willing to 
delay stable employment while seeking positions that offered learning opportunities and 
professional growth.

In contrast, graduates from families without HE more frequently described early career 
transitions as periods characterised by vulnerability and uncertainty. Labour market 
decisions were often shaped by perceived structural constraints and the need to minimise 
economic risk. For these graduates, rapid transition into stable employment was priori
tised over occupational fit or professional development. This difference in risk 
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interpretation helps explain why graduates with similar educational qualifications enter 
qualitatively different occupational segments with routine work offering faster entry 
but fewer opportunities for skill accumulation.

Institutional know-how and parental career guidance
The quantitative results indicate that parental educational background is associated with 
graduates’ likelihood of entering non-routine occupations. The qualitative evidence 
suggests that this relationship is mediated through the transmission of cultural capital, 
particularly through parental guidance regarding educational strategies, occupational 
knowledge, and career planning. Parents with HE frequently acted as informal career 
mentors, providing guidance about educational strategies, professional expectations, 
and labour market navigation. Importantly, such guidance was often autonomy-suppor
tive rather than directive, enabling graduates to explore professional interests while ben
efiting from informational and cultural resources.

As one informant noted vividly: 

‘My parents told me it was my choice. They supported me but didn’t interfere.’

(High SES, male, engineering)

In contrast, graduates from families without HE often relied on parental advice centred 
on symbolic notions of prestige and the general importance of obtaining a university 
diploma. Such guidance reflected limited familiarity with differentiated professional path
ways and labour market structures: 

‘My parents talked a lot about the importance of having higher education … a ticket for life.’

(Low SES, female, economics)

‘It was important that the profession was respectable. My parents were worried about how it 
would look socially.’

(Low SES, male, economics)

Differences in career formation were also reflected in how informants justified edu
cational and occupational choices. Graduates from less privileged backgrounds frequently 
described career decisions through pragmatic rationales emphasising economic stability 
and risk avoidance: 

‘I chose economics because I understood that art wouldn’t allow me to earn enough. Living 
on something uncertain was not an option.’

(Low SES, female, economics)

Entry into positions requiring analytical autonomy or specialised expertise often 
depends on knowledge of career entry pathways, internships, and professional network
ing opportunities. Graduates with access to such institutional know-how are therefore 
better positioned to convert educational credentials into complex occupational roles, 
more non-routine ones.

This finding aligns with studies emphasising the role of family resources in shaping 
transitions from education to work. Parental guidance and access to informal knowledge 
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about career pathways have been shown to play a crucial role in structuring early labour 
market outcomes, particularly for graduates from more advantaged backgrounds (Groves, 
O’Shea, and Delahunty 2022; Lareau 2011; McCafferty, Tomlinson, and Kirby 2024).

Moral evaluations of work and professional dignity
Differences in value orientations toward work further contribute to graduates’ positioning 
within occupations characterised by varying levels of task complexity. The interviews 
demonstrate that graduates from different family backgrounds evaluate job quality 
through distinct criteria, which influences their willingness to pursue or remain in occu
pations involving routine or non-routine tasks.

A third mechanism linking family background to task allocation concerns how gradu
ates evaluate work itself and define desirable employment. Graduates from families 
without HE frequently prioritised income stability and employment continuity, even 
when positions offered limited alignment with educational background or involved 
repetitive task structures.

A common narrative within less privileged graduates were described as career 
decisions primarily through economic necessity: 

‘I changed jobs because I needed stable income. It was more important to have money 
than to work in my speciality.’

(Low SES, male, law)

Employment itself was often interpreted as a marker of personal independence 
and social adulthood rather than professional self-realisation. In contrast, graduates 
from highly educated families frequently emphasised intrinsic job satisfaction, intellec
tual engagement, and opportunities for development. For these informants, employ
ment was evaluated through its capacity to provide meaningful and non-repetitive 
tasks: 

‘I couldn’t work in a job that doesn’t interest me or doesn’t match my beliefs’

(High SES, female, law)

By contrast, graduates from highly educated families more frequently evaluated 
employment through its capacity to provide intellectual engagement, professional 
growth, and alignment with personal interests. They often described leaving positions 
when task content became repetitive or when opportunities for development were 
exhausted: 

‘I decided to leave because I had already reached the ceiling. The company couldn’t give 
me anything more in terms of professional growth.’

(High SES, male, IT)

Work becomes a context for realisation of skills, aspirations and ambitions for more 
advantaged graduates. They are characterised by frequent changes of work positions 
when they feel that their current job cannot give them more, they have ‘hit the 
ceiling’. They are characterised by narratives of social value and fulfilment. Young 
people from families without HE are clinging to their place, grumbling about changing 
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work positions. It can be traced how the value orientations of a family without HE are con
nected. Such differences in how graduates define desirable jobs reflect classed value 
orientations and dispositions, which shape perceptions of what constitutes an acceptable 
or realistic career outcome (Bourdieu 1986; Bunn, Burke, and Threadgold 2022).

Such moral and evaluative orientations help explain the quantitative association 
between parental education and task content. Graduates who perceive routine work as 
a tolerable compromise for stability are more likely to remain in standardised task 
environments, whereas graduates who treat autonomy and development as essential cri
teria for acceptable employment are more likely to seek and retain positions characterised 
by non-routine tasks.

Taken together, the qualitative findings suggest that early career inequalities are pro
duced through the interaction between structural constraints and socially embedded 
strategies of navigating them. While these patterns are broadly consistent with existing 
research on class-based differences in graduate transitions, the present study extends 
this literature by demonstrating how such differences are reflected in the content of work.

Discussion

This study contributes to ongoing debates on the role of higher education in reproducing 
social inequalities by shifting attention from access and earnings to the qualitative charac
teristics of early career outcomes. While HE expansion has often been associated with 
increased opportunities for social mobility, our results support a growing body of research 
suggesting that inequalities persist among graduates and are increasingly expressed in 
the quality of early career positions (Hout 2012; Torche 2011; Triventi 2013; Zając et al. 
2023).

The results extend sociological discussions of educational expansion and effectively 
maintained inequality. As access to HE expands, stratification processes increasingly 
shift from vertical exclusion to horizontal differentiation within educational and occu
pational trajectories (Bathmaker et al. 2016; Lucas 2001; McCafferty, Tomlinson, and 
Kirby 2024). The present study demonstrates that such differentiation continues 
beyond graduation, as graduates with similar formal qualifications experience divergent 
early career trajectories depending on their access to family-based cultural resources. In 
this sense, the findings support theoretical arguments suggesting that educational cre
dentials do not function as socially neutral assets but are embedded within broader 
systems of cultural and institutional advantage (Bernardi and Ballarino 2016; Bourdieu 
1986).

The quantitative analysis demonstrates that social origin remains a significant predic
tor of job task content at labour market entry. Graduates from more advantaged back
grounds are disproportionately represented in positions characterised by non-routine, 
cognitively demanding tasks, whereas those from less educated families are more likely 
to enter jobs with a higher degree of routinisation. This pattern persists even after con
trolling for educational trajectories and individual characteristics, indicating that the 
equalisation of formal educational attainment does not translate into equalisation of 
labour market outcomes. These findings align with prior research showing that the 
returns to HE are stratified by social background (Lukina, Maltseva, and Rozenfeld 2026; 
Manzoni and Streib 2019).
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Importantly, the results suggest that differences in HE pathways, such as degree 
level, field of study, or institutional selectivity, do not fully compensate for these dis
parities. While these factors are associated with job content, their effects do not 
differ systematically across social groups, pointing to the absence of a compensatory 
mechanism through which higher-quality educational trajectories would offset the dis
advantages associated with social origin. This finding resonates with the literature on 
effectively maintained inequality, which highlights how stratification persists through 
qualitative differentiation within educational systems and their outcomes (Lucas 
2001; Triventi 2013).

The qualitative analysis provides further insight into the mechanisms underlying 
these patterns. It shows that graduates from different social backgrounds navigate 
labour market uncertainty through distinct interpretative frameworks and strategies. 
Those from more advantaged families tend to rely on parental guidance and accumu
lated cultural capital when evaluating career options, allowing them to pursue less 
certain but potentially more rewarding trajectories. In contrast, graduates from less pri
vileged backgrounds are more likely to adopt risk-averse strategies, prioritising stability 
and immediate employment. These findings are consistent with research on class- 
based differences in decision-making and risk perception (Bunn, Burke, and Threadgold 
2022), as well as studies emphasising the role of family resources in shaping transitions 
from education to work (Groves, O’Shea, and Delahunty 2022; Tholen 2015).

In this respect, the study extends existing research on the symbolic and positional role 
of HE. Rather than serving solely as a signal of skills or productivity, HE also operates as a 
mechanism of social sorting, structuring access to different segments of the labour market 
(Brown and Souto-Otero 2020; Rivera 2015). The observed differences in job task content 
suggest that inequalities among graduates are not limited to occupational status or earn
ings, but also encompass the nature of work performed, including levels of autonomy, 
complexity, and long-term career prospects. This supports arguments that contemporary 
labour markets are increasingly characterised by task-based stratification, where the dis
tribution of work activities becomes a key dimension of inequality (Autor, Levy, and 
Murnane 2003; Goos, Manning, and Salomons 2014).

By focusing on job task content, this study introduces a more fine-grained perspec
tive on graduate outcomes, highlighting how social origin shapes not only whether 
individuals obtain employment, but also the type of work they perform. This perspec
tive complements and extends prior research on educational inequality by demonstrat
ing that the reproduction of advantage operates through subtle but consequential 
differences in early career positions. The findings therefore suggest that inequalities 
in graduate outcomes are not merely a matter of ‘who gets a job’, but also ‘what 
kind of work they do’, highlighting an often-overlooked dimension of labour market 
stratification.

At the same time, the findings should be interpreted in light of several limitations. First, 
the operationalisation of job content through a routineness captures only one dimension 
of work and may not fully reflect its multidimensional nature. Second, the measurement 
of social origin is limited to parental education, which does not account for other impor
tant aspects such as occupational status or economic resources. Finally, the cross-sec
tional design does not allow us to assess whether the observed differences persist, 
widen, or diminish over the course of individuals’ careers.
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Future research could address these limitations by incorporating more detailed 
measures of family background and by adopting longitudinal designs to examine the 
dynamics of job task allocation over time. In addition, greater attention to regional 
labour market structures would help to clarify how spatial inequalities interact with 
social origin in shaping early career trajectories. Combining quantitative analysis with 
in-depth qualitative approaches also remains a promising direction for further research, 
particularly for understanding how graduates interpret opportunities, construct career 
strategies, and position themselves within increasingly complex and uncertain labour 
markets.

Notes

1. The introduction of the Unified State Exam in 2009 aimed to provide equal opportunities for 
all young people, regardless of their social background. The exam is a standardized test, and 
with its introduction, most universities lost the right to administer their own entrance exams. 
Now, the results of the Unified State Exam are the only factor considered in the selection 
process for admission (Prakhov 2015). The USE is served as the main gatekeeper of choice 
and arbiter of the future career trajectory (Minina and Pavlenko 2022).

2. In Russia, the ‘shorter’ trajectory is associated with the choice of upper secondary vocational 
education after the 9th grade for faster entry into the labour market (see Maltseva and Rosen
feld 2022; Rozenfeld and Maltseva 2024).

3. ‘Trajectories in Education and Careers’ longitudinal study: https://trop.hse.ru/.
4. The coding was conducted manually by three researchers who independently classified 

respondents’ answers. In cases of disagreement, the coders engaged in joint discussions to 
reach consensus. This procedure follows established standards of qualitative data analysis 
and was aimed at increasing intercoder reliability and the construct validity of the resulting 
variable (Saldaña 2013).

5. We would like to thank Veronika Shchegolkova and Maria Trigolos, who are both fourth- and 
third-year BA students of sociology and world economics at HSE University, respectively, for 
their assistance in coding the variable and compiling the database for this project.

6. STEM (science, technology, engineering and mathematics) fields are distinguished from non- 
STEM fields, as they are associated with different skill profiles and labour market trajectories, 
including higher demand for analytical and technical competencies.
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Appendix
Appendix A1.  Descriptive statistics and measurement of variables.

Construct Variable Categories

Data 
source/TrEC 

wave
Job content Task routineness 0 = routine work (55.8%)1 = non-routine 

work (44.2%)
TrEC waves 

8–10
Family SES (social 

origin)
Parental education 0 = no parent with higher education 

(32.5%)1 = at least one parent with 
higher education (33.7%)2 = both 
parents with higher education (33.7%)

PISA-2012 
panel

Higher education 
characteristics

University selectivity (average Unified 
State Exam score for admission to 
state-funded places)

0 = non-selective university (<70 points) 
(74.5%)1 = selective university (>70 
points) (25.5%)

TrEC waves 
5 and 7a

Duration of higher 
education

Master’s degree attainment 0 = no Master’s degree (84%)1 =  
completed Master’s degree (16%)

TrEC wave 
9

Regional context Regional wealth (GDP per capita, 
authors’ calculations based on 
Rosstat regional GDP data (2021))

Quartiles: Q1 = poorest regions (7.1%)Q4 =  
richest regions (38.1%)

–

Cognitive abilities TIMSS Maths score (grade 8) Mean score (573) TIMSS-2011 
panel

Note: HE = higher education; GDP = gross domestic product; GRP = gross regional product; TrEC = Trajectories in Edu
cation and Careers panel study. 

aWe synchronised the list of universities in the TrEC database and the list of universities in the Admission Quality Moni
toring, introduced the variable of selectivity of the university, where the respondents-graduates received their first edu
cation. The 5th and 7th waves of the TrEC and the Monitoring data for 2014 and 2016, respectively, were considered.
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