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Abstract

In this article, we examine family influences on occupational aspirations among
employed descendants of Middle Eastern immigrants. Using a qualitative
approach, we conducted 21 semi-structured interviews with native-born
descendants of Middle Eastern immigrants. We present and analyse their
interpretations of their parents’ experiences and living conditions before, during
and after migration and demonstrate how these interpretations shaped their own
occupational aspirations. We discuss parents’ high expectations of their children
in relation to ethnic-community valuations of educational and occupational
achievements. These high expectations may increase the chances of social
mobility but can also become a negative pressure, especially if parents set high
standards but cannot help their children to meet those expectations. In these
cases, older siblings who possess valuable knowledge of the educational

system and labour market can function as important transferrers of resources.

Keywords: Labour market participation, descendants of immigrants, family

relations, social capital, cultural capital

Introduction

In almost every Western European country, descendants of immigrants are
generally in a less favourable labour-market position than descendants of
natives (Gorodzeisky & Semyonov, 2017; OECD, 2017). Nordic governments
are aware that the social exclusion of individuals with an immigrant background
is a substantial risk to social cohesion, and so tackling the social exclusion of
those individuals is a high-priority goal in the Nordic countries (Nordiska
ministerradet, 2012). Labour-market inclusion is an important step towards
realizing this goal, and several steps have been taken to increase the
educational and occupational integration of individuals with an immigrant
background (Government Offices of Denmark, 2016; Government Offices of

Sweden, 2015; Norwegian Government Offices, 2016).

Individuals with non-Western backgrounds (i.e., outside Western Europe and
North America) face particular challenges in entering and participating in the
labour market (Heath, 2010; Segendorf & Teljosuo, 2011; Statistics Sweden,
2010). The gaps between immigrants and the native-born population in
unemployment, employment rates and earnings are generally greater for non-
Western immigrants and their descendants than for those of Western ancestry
(Hermansen, 2013; Schroder, 2010; Statistics Sweden, 2010). As Zhou and Kim



(2006) emphasize, some immigrant groups face less favourable ‘opportunity
structures’ in the host society than others. Among these groups, non-Western
immigrants are most subjected to disadvantageous opportunity structures
(Liebig & Widmaier, 2009).

Previous studies have emphasized the intergenerational transmission of social
exclusion and negative labour-market outcomes among non-Western
immigrants and their children (Rooth & Ekberg, 2003; Sernhede, 2007; Solon,
1999). Factors such as class background, discrimination against the ethnic
group, the social and economic incorporation of pre-existing ethnic communities
and the welfare-state arrangements of the receiving country affect opportunities
for labour-market participation by non-Western immigrants and consequently
the resources they are able to transmit to their children (Kim & Zhou, 2006).
Previous studies have shown that individuals with non-Western immigrant
parents generally have lower employment rates and lower earnings, are in less-
qualified occupations and tend to be less well equipped with resources that are
valuable on the labour market (Behtoui, 2006; Crul & Mollenkopf, 2012).

Nevertheless, many studies show that non-Western immigrant parents often
have high expectations of their children in terms of educational and occupational
attainment, regardless of social background (Feliciano & Lanuza, 2016; Hofferth
& Moon, 2016; Taylor & Krahn, 2013). These high expectations can be seen as
an element of migration biographies. The concept of migration biographies
describes a connection between the experiences and living conditions of
immigrants before, during and after migration, which influence the adaptation of
both immigrants and their children to host societies (Crivello, 2015; Spierings,
2015). As pointed out by Louie (2004, p. 123), children ‘become both witnesses
and participants in the migration process’; their lives are affected by the
difficulties and challenges their parents face on account of migration. Ethnic
discrimination, less-extensive social networks and exclusionist labour-market
structures put many non-Western immigrants in a vulnerable position on the
labour market (Arai & Vilhelmsson, 2004; Behtoui, 2006; Lemaitre 2007). As a
result, many of them are socially excluded and experience a loss of status after
migration (Gang & Zimmermann, 2000; van Ours & Veenman, 2003). The high
expectations of non-Western immigrant parents may derive from an ambition to
help their children compensate for this loss of status and to make the sacrifices
of migration worthwhile (Dreby & Stutz, 2012). Immigrant parents from non-
Western countries, including those of working-class background in the home
country and with no formal education, often express an ‘immigrant optimism’ in

entering a new country, expecting their children to make use of new educational



and occupational opportunities (Louie 2004; 2012). Non-Western immigrant
parents’ expectations for their children to inherit family ideals and exhibit upward
mobility may be viewed as part of collectivist family systems. Collectivism here
refers to a high degree of interdependence between individuals in a group that
exhibits a sense of mutual obligation and of attending to the needs of others in
forming and accomplishing goals (Hofstede, 1980; Rudy & Grusec, 2006). This
is in contrast to the concept of individualism, which valorises individual
autonomy in relation to group belonging. In countries with comprehensive and
developed welfare states, such as Sweden, individualism has been described
as an institutionalized mechanism of everyday life (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim,
2009), whereas places with less-developed welfare institutions, as in the Middle
East, have more collectivistic relations and value systems (Ahmadi, 1998;
Aycicegi-Dinn & Caldwell-Harris, 2011; Hofstede, 1980). With increased
globalization, however, the understanding of an individualism/collectivism
dichotomy ought to be relational rather than fixed in regard to countries and
cultures (Rothbaum & Trommsdorff, 2007). As Hofstede (1980) argues, the
individualist and collectivist value systems should not be understood as systems
coupled with specific geographical locations but rather as being dependent on
situation and context. In societies in which the welfare state is relatively weak,
people more often depend on one another and form strong, cohesive in-groups.
In societies in which the state takes responsibility for citizens’ welfare,
relationships between individuals are comparatively looser and people more
autonomous. The individualism/collectivism dichotomy should be seen as poles
of a continuum that people move between in distinct societies, depending on

social settings (cf. Gronseth, 2010).

Collectivist values can contribute to the social mobility of the descendants of
immigrants, as values placed on upward mobility may compel these individuals
to pursue higher education and occupational attainments (Phalet & Schonpflug,
2001), but collectivist values may also result in intergenerational value
discrepancies and force descendants of immigrants to negotiate between an
individualistic outer space and collectivist family values (Merz, Ozeke-Kocabas,
Oort, & Schuengel, 2009). While parents’ high expectations may increase their
children’s opportunities for educational attainment (Feliciano & Lanuza, 2016),
there is also the risk of transferring unrealistic expectations in light of the
structural obstacles that descendants of immigrants face in school and on the

labour market (cf. Lindgren, 2016).

In this study, we focused on these factors from the perspective of the

descendants of Middle Eastern immigrants — that is, individuals born in Sweden,



both of whose parents immigrated from the Middle East. The birth countries of
the parents were Turkey, Iraq, Syria, Palestine, Pakistan and Lebanon. One
relevant feature of these countries is that, due to having less-developed welfare
states, they represent a category of countries that, in comparison to Sweden,
exhibit a higher degree of collectivism as regards social relations and family
value systems (Aycicegi-Dinn & Caldwell-Harris, 2011; Hofstede, 1980). This
enabled us to analyse the implications of collectivist features that characterise

the social contexts of our participants.

In addition, as a group, these individuals face many similar challenges. Like
many others with a background in non-Western countries, individuals with a
Middle Eastern background are at risk of social and economic exclusion in
Sweden (Gorodzeisky & Semyonov, 2017; Statistics Sweden, 2010; Westin,
2015). We also know that negative attitudes among Swedes are most frequently
directed against those with a background in the Middle East (Ahmadi & Palm,
2018; Ahmadi, Palm, & Ahmadi, 2016) and that these individuals face
discrimination in recruitment (Carlsson, 2010). There is a possible link between
the increased negative attitudes against Middle Eastern individuals and
worldwide social and political developments related to the Islamic State and fear
of terrorism. This is underscored by a recent study describing increased
negative attitudes against Muslims in Sweden (Ahmadi & Palm, 2018). In light
of the disadvantaged situation that these individuals face as a group, it is
important to study influences on their labour-market participation. This is
particularly important considering that, due to conflicts in the Middle East,
descendants of Middle Eastern immigrants are a fast-growing group in the

Nordic countries.

Many earlier studies have focused on the labour-market exclusion of
descendants of immigrants. In this study, in order to investigate the influences
on their labour-market participation, we chose to focus on individuals who had
entered the labour market. We consider this to be an important subject today,
as Sweden and many other countries are seeking ways to promote labour-

market integration of immigrants and their children.

This article aims to examine family influences on occupational aspirations
among Middle Eastern immigrants’ descendants who are in employment. The
concept of aspiration deals with participants’ ambitions in reaching their
occupational goals. We focus on the perceptions of the descendants of Middle

Eastern immigrants because individuals’ aspirations are affected by modes of



perception — that is, views, assessments, and feelings (cf. Emirbayer &

Williams, 2005). We posed two research questions:

1) How do perceptions of parents’ migration biographies influence the

occupational aspirations of descendants of Middle Eastern immigrants?

2) How do family members influence the occupational aspirations of

descendants of Middle Eastern immigrants?

The production and re-production of cultural capital in a context of

migration

In analysing our material, we used the concept of cultural capital introduced by
French anthropologist Pierre Bourdieu (1986). According to Broady (1998),
cultural capital consists of symbolic resources that are acknowledged and
sought by the majority but are available only to some, as they are handled by
institutions with specific entry requirements. As such, cultural capital can be
seen as resources that allow entrance and integration into widely recognized
institutions, such as the educational system and the labour market. This type of
capital is therefore highly regarded in society as a whole and organizes relations
of dominance (Dumais, 2002; Stempel, 2005).

Our definition of cultural capital is that it (1) takes the form of qualifications, skills
and formal or informal knowledge used to gain ground on the labour market, (2)
may come in the form of the possession of objects that verify these
qualifications, skills and knowledge and (3) is of a relational character, meaning
that the value of these acquirements depends on the context in which they were
produced, deployed and employed (Nohl, Schittenhelm, Schmidtke, & Weiss,
2014). Thus, cultural capital comes in three forms: (1) an embodied state, as
engraved dispositions of thought, behaviour and taste; (2) an institutionalized
state, as credentials and qualifications acquired in widely recognized
institutions; (3) an objectified state, as objects that verify these credentials and
qualifications (Holt, 1998; Jeeger & Breen, 2016).

An embodied form of cultural capital that was acquired in the home country can
be maintained among immigrant parents even after migration. Cultural capital
in its institutionalized form might lose value after migration because the
institutions that grant qualifications and credentials are subject to distinct laws
regarding the evaluation and production of cultural capital (Bourdieu &

Passeron, 1979). In its embodied form, however, as engraved dispositions of



thought, behaviour and action in the minds and bodies of individuals, cultural
capital can be preserved (Gordon & Liu, 2015; Robb, Dunkley, Boynton, &
Greenhalgh, 2007; Panda, 2012). In the present study, the transmission of
these embodied forms of cultural capital from parents to their children was
discerned through the interpretations of the children. Following this line of
thought, we considered the participants’ interpretations of their parents’
migration biographies and accumulation of symbolic resources in relation to

conditions, situations and contexts.

An important aspect of accumulating cultural capital is support of others.
Bourdieu (1986) emphasizes that resources do not necessarily lead to
attainment; for this to occur, resources must be mobilized through the support
of family, friends and relatives. He does not, however, elaborate on the type of
support that allows for production of cultural capital. In relation to this, we
considered active transmissions of cultural capital within the family (cf. Jeeger &
Breen, 2016) — that is, formal and informal forms of knowledge, skills and
qualifications among family members transmitted to descendants of Middle

Eastern immigrants.

Finally, we also considered the accumulation of cultural capital by using
resources other than existing cultural capital in the family. Researchers have
argued that the socioeconomic situation of parents tends to be transmitted to
their children. While this is true at a general level, this line of thought is
problematic when considering the descendants of immigrants who exceed the
socioeconomic situation of their parents (cf. Luthra & Soehl, 2015; Luthra &
Waldinger, 2013). Against this background, we examined ways of producing
cultural capital in relation to the intergenerational transmission of values as well
as parental engagement, support and motivations as perceived by the

descendants of Middle Eastern immigrants.

Method

Qualitative semi-structured interviews were conducted in September 2015 and
January 2016 with 21 individuals (nine male, 12 female), all aged between 25
and 35 years and born in Sweden, with both parents born in Middle Eastern

countries. Each interview lasted between 30 and 90 minutes.

Preliminary themes and interview questions were formulated on the basis of
earlier research and the theoretical framework and were used tentatively to

focus the interviews on the main areas of research. We used open-ended



questions primarily in order to allow the discovery of unexpected areas of
interest (Bryman, 2012). Among other things, we asked the participants to
describe their families, the educational and occupational background of family
members and the nature of their relationships with these individuals. We asked
the participants about their employment and career aspirations and how they
believed these matters were perceived and influenced by family members.
These questions, along with others, provided information on the participants’
interpretations of their parents’ migration biographies and of influences from

family members.

The participants chose the form of communication and the environment in which
the interview took place. Some preferred to be interviewed in person (n=7),
while others preferred Skype or telephone interviews. Although some scholars
have warned that \virtual interviewing may inhibit a trustful
interviewer/interviewee relationship (Fontana & Frey, 2008), technological
advances in recent decades have created a very similar environment between
virtual interviewing and face-to-face interaction (lacono, Symonds, & Brown,
2016). Because not all interviewees could attend a face-to-face interview and
some were not sufficiently familiar with Skype, telephone interviews were
offered as an alternative. Telephone interviews preclude observation of facial
expressions and body language, but we aimed to compensate for this by
explaining and asking for explanations in a more detailed manner. Providing
various options of interviewing methods can be an advantage, as it increases
participants’ motivation for taking part in a study. All interviews were audio

recorded and transcribed to written text.

The interviews were conducted, transcribed and analysed in Swedish. The
quotations extracted from the transcripts and used to demonstrate findings in
this article were translated from Swedish with the help of a native English-
speaking professional. The interviews were conducted in Swedish by the first
author, who has a Middle Eastern background but is fluent in the Swedish
language. According to Fontana and Frey (2008), understanding the language
and cultural background of the interviewees is important for qualitative
interviewing. The Middle Eastern background of the interviewer thus increased
our understanding of added nuances of meaning and cultural interpretations
that might otherwise have gone unnoticed. These interpretations involved, for
example, collectivistic features in the family and community. An awareness of
how various situations were potentially influenced by collectivist aspects
increased the possibility of detecting the undertones of the participants’

descriptions and explanations, enabling relevant follow-up questions. In order



to foster a reflexive research process, however, all four authors reflected on and

analysed the data material in joint discussions.

Sampling procedure

Participants were initially recruited through advertising in social media. As this
did not produce enough participants, an advertisement was placed in one of
Sweden’s largest cost-free newspapers, which reaches approximately 1.2
million individuals in central and southern Sweden. This led to a significantly
larger sample size and allowed us to obtain a more varied sample with respect
to social background, gender and parents’ country of origin. As in most
qualitative studies, this type of sampling methodology implies a self-selection
bias; the recruitment of participants for the study becomes dependent on
individuals’ interest in participating in the study. Prior to expressing their interest
in the study, the participants were informed that the study would deal with the
labour-market participation of the descendants of immigrants. After expressing
their interest in participating, they were given more detailed information about
the research aim, the research questions and the interview themes. This limited

a self-selection bias as regards the research questions.

The sample was purposeful, meaning that we recruited participants according
to our research aim (Coyne, 1997). Our aim was to study family influences on
occupational aspirations, and so all participants were employed and had been
so for at least six months. We were not selective with respect to the educational
and occupational backgrounds of the participants, but the majority of the
individuals who expressed an interest in participating happened to be university
graduates (n=17); of the remainder, three had vocational training and one had
completed secondary education. All of them had managed to enter the labour
market, either in professional positions (n=16), as managers (n=2) or in other
employed or self-employed work (n=3). We are aware that our sample was
biased, as we interviewed individuals who were already established on the
labour market and not those who were unemployed; however, the influences
that lead to labour-market exclusion for descendants of Middle Eastern

immigrants were not the focus of this study.

Regarding parents’ backgrounds, some of our participants had parents with
neither an educational nor a working background in the host country, some had
parents with no educational background but a high level of labour-market
participation and others had highly-educated parents with a high level of labour-

market participation over time. Consequently, our sample gave us the



opportunity to shed light on how resources are produced for individuals with
various social backgrounds and to contextualize the question of

intergenerational social mobility.

Ethical considerations

The ethical guidelines of the Swedish Research Council were taken into
consideration at all stages of the research process. Before starting data
collection, we were granted approval from the Regional Ethics Review Board
(registration number 2015/025). Participants gave their consent after being
informed of the aim and conditions of their participation, including
anonymization of participants and the right to withdraw from the study at any

time during the research process.

Analytical strategy

The interview recordings were transcribed and then analysed with an abductive
thematic approach, meaning that we moved back and forth between theory and
empirical findings (Dubois & Gadde, 2002). We started by scanning the
transcripts and searching for meaning units — that is, sections of the texts

relevant to the research questions.

Coding was performed with version 7.5.4 of the ATLAS.ti computer software for
qualitative data (Rambaree & Faxelid, 2013). We reread the transcripts with the
meaning units in mind and kept a codebook including the frequencies and
meanings of as well as links between codes (Silverman, 2015). To bring
structure to this list of codes, we created a ‘network view’ in ATLAS.ti, which is
a graphical view of all the codes and the links between them. This network view
allowed us to work visually, facilitating our analysis of the relationship between
codes (cf. Friese, 2014) and the collecting of codes into themes. Four themes
were found: parents as role models (n=9 interviews); parental engagement and
support (n=12 interviews); active transmission of cultural capital by siblings
(n=12 interviews); and influences of collectivist values in the family and ethnic

community (n=13 interviews).

Results

In the sections that follow, we describe and discuss family influences on

occupational aspirations, drawing on our interviews with the descendants of



immigrants from the Middle East. We aimed not to represent such individuals
as a collective but rather to analyse occupational aspirations in relation to
figures and backgrounds, that is, interpretations of parents’ migration

biographies, family values and the accumulation of cultural capital in the family.

Parents as role models

The accumulation of cultural capital among these descendants of Middle
Eastern immigrants was intimately bound up with notions of possibilities and
obstacles on the labour market. When achieved occupational attainments are
common in a family, it becomes natural for children in that family to believe that
it is possible for them to attain the same (cf. Bourdieu & Passeron, 1979). This
circumstance was in play for our participants, but notions of possibilities were
contextual and derived from their interpretations of their parents’ migration
biographies. The participants described their parents as individuals who had
managed to obtain favourable labour-market positions despite facing difficulties
on the labour market, which became a motivational force for the participants.
One example of this outlook appeared in an interview with a 26-year-old self-
employed man [IP11]. His parents had migrated to Sweden in the 1970s and,
despite lacking educational credentials, had managed to find stable jobs in the
host country as a special pedagogue and a nursery school teacher. The

participant considered this a great accomplishment:

IP11: They came to Sweden with nothing, really — and they managed to

build a safe environment for the whole family in a society where they didn’t

even speak the language. This is what has inspired and sustained me now

[that] 'm an entrepreneur. What matters and what has inspired me is that

nothing is impossible, and you can go wherever you want if you struggle

hard.
This participant [IP11] assessed his parents’ occupational attainments in
relation to a wider context: to a history characterized by migration and by his
parents’ achievements in relation to difficulties in the host country, specifically,
language barriers. These findings suggest that interpretations of parents’
migration biographies can create a vision of opportunities for descendants of
Middle Eastern immigrants. The production of cultural capital, then, does not
necessarily occur as a direct effect of parents’ educational and occupational
positions but may also occur in light of the circumstances in which those
positions are acquired. Witnessing their parents’ going through difficulties while
still managing to achieve occupational goals led to the drive and ambition
required to overcome structural difficulties of their own. The participants

perceived their parents as role models, not necessarily in terms of wanting to



achieve the same occupational position as them but in the sense of overcoming
difficulties. This was further illustrated by a 25-year-old male café owner [IP19]
whose parents had migrated to Sweden in the late 1980s. His mother was
unemployed throughout his childhood, but he described how his father had

managed to achieve economic success after years of hard work:

IP19: If | had to name someone [as my role model], it'd be my dad. My dad

came to Sweden with no job, seven children, not knowing the language,

nothing. He got a job as a dishwasher and managed to go from that to

opening a grill, then a pizzeria, then starting more businesses and

expanding to become a wholesaler.
The participants described their relations with their parents as being pervaded
by a sense of pride and inspiration derived from perceptions of their parents’
migration biographies. This suggests that assessments of parents’ migration
biographies enable an intergenerational transmission of resources. The
participants described their parents’ occupational accomplishments as a
reference point when assessing their own opportunities on the labour market. A
similar pattern emerged among participants with parents who had obtained
higher educational diplomas before migration and hence faced the risk that
those educational credentials and work experiences would be less valued in the
host country than in the home country (Gang & Zimmermann, 2000). When
describing influences on their own occupational aspirations, the participants
highlighted their parents’ occupational accomplishments in relation to this risk.
The driving force of the intergenerational transmission of cultural capital was
more properly the conditions surrounding the accumulation of resources than
the resources themselves. This was evident in an interview with a 28-year-old
woman [IP22] who worked as a manager at a residential-care home. Her mother
was a psychiatrist prior to migration and had managed to find jobs in line with

her educational degree:

IP22: My biggest inspiration is her [the mother]; she came to Sweden not

speaking the language, and with a foreign degree, but she struggled hard.

And now she’s one of the best in her line of business.
The outlook presented by the participant above [IP22] sheds light on the
relational character of cultural capital. Interpretations of parents’ resources and
difficulties in relation to migration again allowed for an intergenerational
transmission of cultural capital. Here, migration became a form of capital in
itself, which activated the transmission of an embodied form of cultural capital
from parents to children. The parents’ accomplishment in transforming an
embodied form of cultural capital (that was accumulated in the home country)

into an institutional form of cultural capital in the host country became a source



of inspiration for the participants. Interpreting their parents’ migration
biographies as examples of overcoming difficulties on the labour market
motivated the participants and gave them confidence; they believed that, if their
parents had managed to enter the labour market despite a difficult position as
migrants, it was certainly possible for them, as they did not have language

barriers to overcome and their educational credentials were not ‘foreign’.

This optimism regarding upward mobility, projected to them via parents,
sometimes contrasted with the structural difficulties that the descendants of
Middle Eastern immigrants faced. A 27-year-old male teacher [IP10], whose
parents had both managed to enter the labour market soon after arriving in
Sweden, gave one example of such an experience. The man’s parents had a
long experience of labour-market participation in the host country, and at the
time of the interview his mother worked as a professional Arabic interpreter and
his father at a residential-care home for unaccompanied refugee children. His
parents had optimistic expectations of the host country, which had been
communicated to him since he was a child. He described how both of them had
imprinted on him a sense that everything is possible in Sweden, especially with
a university education, but he reflected on how his ethnic background

sometimes became a hindrance to him despite his educational credentials:

IP10: It's sad when you have to confront your parents by saying ‘You were

wrong’. Sometimes, education doesn’t help; you could be qualified for a

job but be passed over because of your ethnic background. . .. This is

how | and many of my friends felt. A degree increases our odds, of course,

but they’re never equal to the odds of native children.
While parental achievements were a source of inspiration and motivated the
participants in terms of educational and occupational aspirations, these
achievements could also become a source of stress. This was especially the
case among the participants who experienced a negative pressure from their
parents. An example of this was seen in an interview with a 25-year-old female
psychologist [IP8]. Upon migration, her father possessed a degree in
psychology education and her mother a degree in industrial design engineering.
The participant described how both her parents had attained labour-market
positions in the host country that corresponded to their educational background,
although only after overcoming many obstacles. During the interview, she

reflected on how her parents’ attainments put pressure on her and her sister:

IP8: We had to aspire to a high-status job, which requires higher
education. ... And when | studied theatre and literature alongside my
psychology classes, my dad was like ‘I can’t sleep at night’. . . . It was the



same for my sister; she obtained a bachelor’s degree in economics . . . but

then was like, ‘| didn’t even want to do this. | wanted to become a teacher’.
The participants felt a sense of obligation to fulfil their parents’ expectations in
terms of educational and occupational attainments. However, these
expectations were not always in harmony with their own interests. When this
was the case, parental expectations contributed to an accumulation of cultural
capital but did not necessarily lead to a sense of personal fulfilment among the

participants.

Parental engagement and support

Many of our participants had surpassed the socioeconomic positions of their
parents. They assessed their parents’ positions on the labour market as having
been limited by a lack of opportunities due to migration, but they had optimistic
attitudes regarding their own occupational attainments. These participants
emphasized that their parents had pushed them towards educational and
occupational ambitions, which they believed had contributed to their
attainments. Parental involvement in the form of moral support and
encouragement thus became a family resource that contributed to the
production of cultural capital. Surpassing the socioeconomic position of parents
occurred through an accumulation of cultural capital, which was fostered by
intergenerational values put into education and by interpretations of parents’
migration biographies. This was illustrated by a 25-year-old male compliance
specialist working at a bank [IP7], whose parents had migrated to Sweden in
the late 1980s with no educational background. During his upbringing, his father
had been chronically ill and his mother long-term unemployed. He described his

parents as being a driving force in his own accumulation of cultural capital:

IP7: My dad, he always encouraged us to study . . . because he never had

the chance himself. And mum too, she was so supportive. ... When |

decided to become a lawyer, they were like, ‘Always do more’. . .. They

couldn’t help me do it, but they pushed me.
Sania Ali, Dahlstedt and Hertzberg (2018) have described how the labour-
market exclusion of immigrant parents is not always reproduced in the next
generation but can have the reverse effect by encouraging children to strive to
‘compensate’ for their parents’ difficulties. Some of the participants in this study
described their own labour-market attainments as a compensation for their
parents’ lack of opportunities. This outlook was mediated to them by their
parents, as illustrated by a 32-year-old man [IP16] working at the employment

office:



IP16: | think, because mum was illiterate, she’s had an inferiority complex

for a long time. She’s tried to learn but failed. So, she’s pushed me and

my younger brother, like, ‘Make something of your lives; study, be

independent, don’t go into the restaurant business’. Dad was the same,

like, ‘Don’t follow in our footsteps’, so | think we got a lot of this from our

parents.
The reversed influence of parents’ educational and occupational positions was
fostered by interpretations of the parents’ migration biographies, which
inhabited a context of time and place. The participants made a clear distinction
between themselves and their parents in terms of structural opportunities, and
it was this differentiation that allowed for the reversed influence. This was
illustrated by a 32-year-old teacher [IP5] who explained why he had abandoned
his undesirable lifestyle and finished his secondary education after years of

falling behind:

IP5: My father and I, we sat down and talked. And we sort of connected

when he told me about how he wished he’d had the educational

opportunities that | had in Sweden. He told me how precious it was in

comparison... and, like, | gained some perspective.
As highlighted in the introduction, the descendants of Middle Eastern
immigrants may feel a responsibility to ‘climb the social ladder’ in order to justify
their parents’ migration-related sacrifices. Among our participants, this outlook
fostered a sense of obligation to acknowledge and make use of opportunities
that their parents did not have; thus, the descendants’ occupational aspirations
were ambitious and involved plans for social mobility. These findings suggest
that parental involvement, regardless of socioeconomic status and social
background, can contribute to the accumulation of cultural -capital.
Nevertheless, active transmission of cultural capital in the home is important for
the accumulation of such capital. It may be difficult for the descendants of Middle
Eastern immigrants to fulfil their parents’ high expectations if the parents push
their children but cannot help. In the next section, we show that active
transmission of cultural capital can come via siblings instead of parents and that
such transmission may compensate for the parents’ lack of assistance in

schoolwork and labour-market participation.

Active transmission of cultural capital by siblings

Having successfully negotiated the educational system and gained access to
the labour market, some of our participants’ older siblings had accumulated
cultural capital that could be transferred within the family. Siblings provided

homework assistance as well as support and recommendations related to



labour-market participation, from filling out CVs to giving advice on how to
behave during an interview. When parents fell short in terms of giving tangible
forms of support, siblings played a role in filling the void and became an
important source of cultural capital. This was exemplified by a 32-year-old male

teacher [IP5] and a 25-year-old male economist [IP20]:

IP5: My sister helped me with my homework whenever | needed help . . .
When | went to my first job interview . . . my brother told me how to behave,
like, ‘Look the recruiter in the eye, give a firm handshake, try to answer the
questions honestly’.

IP20: It was more or less my sister who helped me make the right

choice. . . . | don’t think they [the parents] understood. Should | choose

social science? Should | choose tech? They don’t know the difference . . .

I knew my sister wanted what's best for me, and she had the knowledge,

so she was the one | turned to.
In an interview with the 25-year-old compliance specialist [IP7] mentioned in the
previous section, it appeared that his parents set high standards in regard to
educational attainments but could not help him meet those standards. His older
siblings, on the other hand, had qualifications, skills and both formal and
informal knowledge in relation to school and the labour market, which they

transmitted to the younger brother:

IP7: My brothers helped me. When | was four years old, for example, they
taught me the multiplication table, so when | started school, the teachers

considered me a genius. ... They helped me [after graduation], even
though they didn't know as much about the labour market as Swedish
parents.

The quotation above illustrates how active transmission of cultural capital by
siblings could be converted into educational performance as well as
occupational attainments, thereby enabling further accumulation of cultural
capital by these descendants of Middle Eastern immigrants. Similar findings
have been presented by Crul, Holdaway, De Valk, Fuentes & Zaal (2013), who
showed that older siblings in immigrant families often provide advice as well as
emotional and practical support to their younger siblings in their educational
careers. Here, we show that such support may help descendants of Middle
Eastern immigrants to form occupational aspirations and to realize those

aspirations.

Influences of collectivist values in the ethnic community

In the earlier sections of this article, we described perceptions of high parental

expectations among our participants and a sense of obligation to fulfil those



expectations. This can be better understood in relation to participants’
descriptions of collectivist values in their families and their ethnic communities.
In this section, we highlight ways of producing cultural capital in relation to these
collectivist values. A symbolic value was placed on educational and
occupational attainments in the ethnic communities of the participants and their
parents; people who managed to ‘make something of themselves’ were
respected and highly valued. Against this background, the participants
described their parents’ expectations as, on the one hand, based on hopes of a
better future for their children but, on the other, representing a desire to obtain
social status among ethnic-group peers. Participants’ descriptions of their
occupational aspirations were infused by a desire to make their families proud
and obtain social status. One 35-year-old woman [IP12], who had just been
promoted to manager at a wood-processing company, illustrated how such

collectivistic values could intensify the desire to ascend on the labour market:

IP12: You want your family to be proud of you, to acknowledge that you've

done something of value. . . . My husband, my parents, my relatives, my

family . . . | think it makes them respect you somehow. Some of it might

be a cultural thing. ... In my family, they’'ve always considered me a

person worth listening to. People come to me and ask for my opinion on

different things. This is very important to me.
The quotation above suggests that accumulation of cultural capital, in the form
of educational credentials and access to valued labour-market positions, can
organize relations of power in the family and among relatives because others
consider the participant to be a person ‘worth listening to’. These findings
suggest that it is possible to accumulate cultural capital through extra efforts
that are inspired by intergenerational values placed on education and
occupational attainment and by a quest for increased individual agency.
Obtaining a job that the community considered ‘good’ increased the status of
parents as well as children, as illustrated by a 25-year-old woman [IP4] working

in social services:

IP4: It sounds good to say to friends, ‘My daughter works in social
services’. It was considered a high-status thing to work at an administrative
authority. They felt like, ‘We’ve succeeded because our daughter got a
degree and a good job’. So, it’s a status thing.
The occupational aspirations of the participants were influenced by an
interdependence with family members and other members of their ethnic
community. This was exemplified by a 26-year-old man [IP13] who described
why it was so important to his parents that he went to university and by a 32-

year-old man [IP5] who, after years of struggling in school and having casual



jobs, eventually got a teaching degree and perceived a shift in how family
members and members of his ethnic community treated him after he became a

teacher:

IP13: | think a lot of this [getting a degree] is because, in our ethnic
community, they like to brag about their children. And if you have
something to be proud of, you can absolutely brag about it.

IP5: My mum, she liked to tell her friends about me . . . our culture is a lot

about living as a community . . . with neighbours, relatives, and soon . ..

and they talk about what their sons do. Before, she never talked about

what | do, but now it’s like, XX does this’. Relatives phoned me up and

said they were proud . . . such things encouraged me . . . and still, when |

meet people in the street, they greet me by saying ‘Hello, ustad’, which

means ‘teacher’ in Arabic. They say that as a way of showing respect in

the home country . . . you don’t address teachers by name; you call them

‘teacher’.
Portes and Zhou (1993) discuss possibilities of social mobility among
descendants of immigrants with respect to parents’ expectations and to ethnic
communities. They argue that, in light of their subjection to discrimination and
unequal access to resources in host societies, immigrants’ children may have a
better chance of educational and occupational attainments by remaining
integrated within ethnic communities with achievement orientations and high
levels of group solidarity. The results presented here are in line with these
arguments and suggest that the collectivist values of the family and ethnic
community may contribute to an accumulation of cultural capital among
descendants of Middle Eastern immigrants. As indicated by our 25-year-old
compliance specialist [IP7], however, such orientations can also have a

negative impact:

IP7: | chose to become a lawyer, and that was only considered ‘okay’ . . .

it wasn’t ‘wow’ to them. . . . My brother was a lawyer, so they already had
a lawyer. They wanted me to be a doctor; they talked about that all the
time.

While our findings support the argument presented by Portes and Zhou (1993),
they also demonstrate that a strong orientation towards achievement may lead
to feelings of inadequacy among descendants of immigrants. Findings
presented by Bankston and Zhou (2002) illustrate a similar pattern, with children
of Asian immigrants showing high levels of school performance but low levels
of self-esteem. Thus, although an interdependence between family members
and a high level of ethnic solidarity may increase descendants’ chances of
achieving occupational attainments, this needs to be considered in relation to

aspects of personal wellbeing.



Conclusion

In this study, we examined family influences on the occupational aspirations of
descendants of Middle Eastern immigrants in Sweden who have managed to
enter the labour market. Our results indicate that intergenerational transmission
of cultural capital in the family positively influences the occupational aspirations
of descendants of Middle Eastern immigrants and that perceptions of parents’
migration biographies are important in acquiring cultural capital. We discovered
that an embodied form of cultural capital was deployed in the transmission
process in terms of thoughts, behaviours and actions related to parents’
educational and occupational backgrounds prior to migration. These embodied
forms of cultural capital contributed to the accumulation of institutionalized and
objectified forms of cultural capital among descendants of Middle Eastern
immigrants in the form of credentials from the educational system and the labour
market and objects that verify those credentials. Active transmission of cultural
capital, in terms of sharing knowledge, attitudes and practices, occurred mainly
between siblings, who filled the void when parents lacked the ability to provide

substantial support.

Parents’ pivotal role in shaping and supporting the participants’ occupational
aspirations was manifested through the participants’ perceptions of their
parents’ migration biographies. Our empirical results suggest that the
accumulation of cultural capital among descendants of Middle Eastern
immigrants occurs mainly in relation to three aspects of the parents’ migration
biographies. First, there is the parents’ ability to transform an embodied form of
cultural capital, acquired in the home country, into an institutionalized form in
the host country. This allowed the participants to see possibilities and motivated
them to put in extra effort, believing that if their parents could ‘make it’ with fewer
resources than themselves, so could they, despite facing structural obstacles
on the labour market. Thus, parents’ migration biographies may become a
source of resilience for descendants of Middle Eastern immigrants when they

face negative treatment and discrimination on the labour market.

Second, our empirical results demonstrate a desire to ‘make up’ for parents’
lack of opportunities in the host country and to compensate by obtaining
prestigious positions. Obtaining these positions also strengthened participants’
positions of power in the family, which further contributed to their occupational
aspirations. Here, the accumulation of cultural capital was induced by a strong
drive and ambition. The intergenerational values placed on educational and

occupational attainment as a result of the migration process have been



discussed by other scholars in relation to the so-called ‘immigrant bargain’ (cf.
Crul, Schneider, Keskiner, & Lelie, 2017; Louie, 2004; 2012). The concept of
the immigrant bargain describes immigrant parents’ expectations of the host

country in relation to their children’s occupational attainments.

Third, and related to the former two aspects, we found that parents’ migration
biographies were infused with collectivist values that propelled parents’
engagement and support as well as their desire to obtain social status through

the participants’ accumulation of cultural capital.

Some of our findings also indicate negative family influences. Parents’ high
expectations and a sense of obligation to the family may lead to feelings of
distress for the descendants of Middle Eastern immigrants, especially when
those expectations are not in line with the descendants’ own desires and
interests and when they are hindered by many structural obstacles to labour-
market attainment. An inconsistency between parents’ high expectations and
descendants’ possibilities of meeting those expectations may be due to
immigrant parents’ optimism regarding their children’s opportunities in the host
country (cf. Kao & Tienda, 1995). The details and implications of an
inconsistency between immigrant parents’ expectations of their children and

their children’s personal levels of wellbeing remain to be investigated.

While certain features in the transmission of cultural capital among our
participants may also apply to descendants of the native born, we have
demonstrated some aspects that distinguish descendants of Middle Eastern
immigrants. The distinction here is not in the accumulation of cultural capital as
such, but in why and how cultural capital is accumulated — that is, the
mechanisms of accumulation. The motivation provided by the participants’
perceptions of their parents’ migration biographies and of collectivist values in
the family helps explain how our participants, despite facing ethnic penalties on
the labour market, had high occupational aspirations and managed to acquire

cultural capital.

These aspects also expand our understanding of how cultural capital may be
acquired regardless of a socioeconomically disadvantaged background. In
studies researching the transmission of cultural capital within the family, the
accumulation of cultural capital has generally been linked to parents’
socioeconomic status (cf. Bodovski, Jeon, & Byun, 2017; Redford, Johnson, &
Honnold, 2009). Our results concur with those of other studies that demonstrate

that many descendants of immigrants exceed the socioeconomic status of their



parents (Crul et al., 2017; Konyali, 2017; Luthra & Soehl, 2015; Luthra &
Waldinger, 2013; OECD, 2016; Rezai, 2017). We suggest that the breaking of
the ‘reproduction cycle’, i.e. of reproducing parents’ socioeconomic status, is
bound up with perceptions of parents’ inclusion or exclusion in the host country,
with active transmission of cultural capital in the family and with a collectivist
value system. While some of our participants grew up in socioeconomically
disadvantaged families and faced many obstacles in education and on the
labour market, their parents’ migrant trajectories implied expectations of social
mobility. These expectations were shaped by collectivist values in the families
and ethnic communities of the participants, implying that children’s occupational
attainments were a source of pride for the entire family. Such collectivist values
propelled the transmission and accumulation of cultural capital between
parents, siblings and the participants. As argued in the introduction to this
article, collectivist family values may not be as explicit in native Swedish
families, which are shaped more by individualistic value systems. Thus, we
argue that, while the acquirement of cultural capital may follow the same
procedures, the mechanisms that propel transmission and accumulation of

cultural capital may differ in native-born and immigrant families.

In light of our results, we would like to see a sharper focus on the
intergenerational aspect of immigrants’ integration into the Nordic countries,
especially considering scholars’ discussions of how welfare-state arrangements
influence labour-market participation by immigrants and their descendants
(Bean et al., 2012; Crul & Mollenkopf, 2012; Schréder, 2010). The possibility of
converting migration biographies into a positive drive may be greatly affected
by institutional arrangements of the welfare state. Some scholars have argued
that ‘generous’ welfare-state contexts, such as in Sweden, create disincentives
for immigrants to participate on the labour market, as they become dependent
on welfare benefits (see, e.g., Koopmans, 2010). In contrast to such arguments,
we have demonstrated a strong drive and ambition to achieve labour-market
participation among the descendants of Middle Eastern immigrants in this study,
projected to them via their parents. Our participants did not feel obliged to find
work at the earliest opportunity, regardless of their parents’ socioeconomic
situations, but were encouraged to achieve their occupational aspirations. In an
environment that protects the family from poverty, immigrants’ descendants
may prioritize the accumulation of cultural capital rather than simply finding a
job at any cost. The implications of the welfare-state context on immigrant
parents’ approach to their children’s labour-market participation has, however,

not been the focus of this study and remains to be investigated. In order to



investigate this further, future studies need to include interviews with
immigrants’ descendants who are excluded from the labour market. This may
provide richer and more nuanced insights into how occupational aspirations
may be linked to intergenerational aspects and the characteristics of diverse

welfare-state contexts.
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