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Introduction
In Italy, an individual’s outcome in the labour market reflects sharp regional socioec-
onomic differences (Dotti et  al., 2013; Panichella, 2013). These differences have been 
accentuated in the aftermath of the Second World War (De Rita, 2002) and they are so 
substantial that some scholars have referred to the existence of “three Italies”: North, 
Center, and South (Bagnasco, 1997). In search for opportunities, individuals from the 
less-developed South have migrated to the wealthier North and Center.1 As a result, 
internal migration has increased individuals’ chances in the labour market (Fields, 1976; 
Smith et al., 2015; White, 2016), yet, in contrast to the inter-regional migrants from the 
1950s, the current Italian migrants are highly educated (Ciriaci, 2005). This aspect has 
attracted the attention of sociologists and policymakers as it could lead to brain drain, 
which refers to the migration of highly educated individuals from poorer to richer 
regions in terms of educational and employment opportunities (Attanasio & Enea, 2019; 
Ciriaci, 2014; Mocetti & Porello, 2010; Piras, 2005; Ruiu et al., 2019).
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In the context of expansion and differentiation of higher education (Lucas, 2001), 
young individuals mainly consider two migration strategies: when enrolling at a non-
local university to pursue higher education or for work (after completing their studies 
at a local university). In the case of Italy, internal migration from the South to the North 
has been motivated by the quality and prestige of universities (Ciriaci, 2014; Impiccia-
tore & Tosi, 2019; Impicciatore & Tuorto, 2011) and also the dynamic labour market 
(Brunello & Cappellari, 2008). In addition, the migration of young and highly educated 
individuals might also be incentivized by the fact that migration in the early stages of 
a professional career is associated with financial and social capital accumulation. This 
is the case of Italy and other European countries for both international (Assirelli et al., 
2018; Kahanec & Fabo, 2013) and internal migration (Capuano, 2012; Dotti et al., 2013).

However, it is likely that individuals’ decision to migrate does not only reflect a per-
sonal preference but is also influenced by their family background (Stark & Bloom, 
1985). More specifically, the family background might play a role both in individuals’ 
decision to migrate in the first place and in their labour market outcomes after migra-
tion. From this perspective, migration could be considered a strategy that involves not 
only the migrants but also their families. Yet, the role of family background in the migra-
tion process has been understudied, even though it is likely that social origin is a rel-
evant predictor of the decision to migrate and of subsequent outcomes (Impicciatore & 
Tosi, 2019; Panichella, 2013).

To address this lacuna, this paper makes two key contributions. First, it studies the 
effect of social origins, measured by parental education, on the probability of migrat-
ing for study and work to the North and Center of Italy for graduates originating in 
the South. Parental education is of particular importance in the migration process as 
individuals with highly educated parents might not only be more likely to graduate 
from university but also to be better informed about the different degree choices. The 
literature yields two countervailing hypotheses in this regard. On the one hand, indi-
viduals from a privileged background2 possess social, economic, and cultural resources 
(Bourdieu, 1984; Erikson & Jonsson, 1998) that are useful in the migration process. 
Thus, a privileged background is likely to increase the probability of migration (Ballarino 
& Panichella, 2021; Impicciatore & Tosi, 2019; Panichella, 2013). However, on the other 
hand, a privileged background might provide less incentive for individuals to migrate 
as their parental resources could be even more useful in the place of origin (Capuano, 
2012). Hence, individuals from a less privileged social background may be more likely to 
migrate than individuals from a privileged background as they lack these resources and, 
therefore, have higher incentives to migrate to improve their social standing.

Second, this paper investigates whether internal migration mediates the relation-
ship between social origins and individuals’ labour market outcomes. In other words, 
whether the long and extended reach of social origins continue to persist even when 
graduates leave their geographical region. As the labour market outcomes of highly 
educated individuals is still stratified by social origins (Bernardi & Ballarino, 2016; Wit-
teveen & Attewell, 2020), the question is whether internal migration might be a channel 

2  Throughout the paper, the terms “privileged background” and “socioeconomically advantageous background” are used 
interchangeably.
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of the intergenerational reproduction of inequality on the labour market. As this paper 
focuses on income and access to professional and managerial occupations (EGP I–II), it 
complements the previous research that studies employment stability (Panichella, 2013) 
and access to upper class, avoidance of working-class and agricultural occupations (Bal-
larino & Panichella, 2021) as measures for occupational attainment in the migration 
process.

Moreover, compared to other studies that focused on graduates as an overall cat-
egory (Impicciatore & Tosi, 2019), this paper considers an under-studied category of 
migrants, namely, advanced degree holders, individuals who graduated from Master’s or 
long Bachelor’s degrees.3 Compared to Bachelor’s degree holders, the individuals with 
Master’s and long Bachelor’s degrees differ in motivation, ambition, and skills acquired. 
Therefore, considering both groups in one homogeneous category would produce biased 
conclusions (Torche, 2011). It is relevant to focus on this category of individuals as, 
besides doctorate students, they are the most educated individuals in society. Therefore, 
scrutinizing the effect of social origins on their opportunity to migrate and their employ-
ment outcomes after migration is crucial in revealing how social background and geo-
graphical inequalities pertain to highly educated individuals. It is possible to focus on 
this understudied category using a rich data set (AlamaLaurea) that combines adminis-
trative and survey data of  Italian graduates, 5 years after graduation.

Social origins and internal migration

One of the main drivers of internal migration is individuals’ access to better employ-
ment opportunities than in their place of origin while being aware of the costs and ben-
efits associated with their migration decision (Arango, 2000). Yet, not everyone has the 
same opportunities for migrating. Even though individuals might have similar reasons 
to migrate for study or work, social origins could play a central role in their actual pro-
pensity to migrate. This might be the case as different social backgrounds are associated 
with various resources available in the migration process but also perceived benefits of 
migration.

Regarding the availability of resources, individuals from socioeconomically advan-
taged backgrounds possess more financial, cultural and social capital compared to 
individuals from socioeconomically disadvantaged backgrounds (Bourdieu, 1984; Erik-
son & Jonsson, 1998). As these resources are useful in the migration process (Carling, 
2002), a privileged social background might stimulate internal migration for study and 
work. First, the financial capital of privileged families might influence individuals’ pro-
pensity to migrate for study and work. Yet, financial capital might weigh differently for 
various migratory strategies. Financial capital is relevant, especially concerning migra-
tion for study as it entails both university fees and living costs (Faini et al., 1997; Pani-
chella, 2013). This might be particularly relevant in the case of Italy. In contrast with 
the migrants from the 1950s who migrated from the South to the North of Italy  and 
sent money back home (remittances), the family background is likely to play a more 
pronounced role in the case of the recent migrants who migrate for study (Ambrosini, 

3  The term “graduates” is used to refer to this category.
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2005). In the case of migration for work, financial capital is likely to be less relevant as 
graduates might already have a job offer at the moment of migration. Thus, the risk and 
the cost of migration for work is reduced and family background might be less pertinent 
as in the case of migration for study.

Second, the social capital might also be useful in the internal migration process as 
individuals from privileged backgrounds can rely on the social networks of their fami-
lies. A privileged family background might provide access to “instrumental networks” 
(Barbieri, 2003) that are particularly helpful in navigating the educational and career 
options available both inside and outside of ones’ region. As social networks can be used 
as an informal way of recruitment, especially for highly educated individuals (Di Stasio 
& Gërxhani, 2015), it is likely that graduates from privileged backgrounds might benefit 
from their parents’ connections even outside their geographical regions. These networks 
might be useful when graduates migrate to new regions as the unfamiliarity with the 
educational system and the local labour market pose challenges.

Third, graduates from privileged backgrounds might also take advantage of their 
parental education—i.e., cultural capital—in the migration process. Compared to lower 
educated parents, highly educated parents have a better knowledge of the higher educa-
tion system as they have navigated it themselves (Bukodi & Goldthorpe, 2013; Gambetta, 
1987). Therefore, as highly educated parents are aware of the qualitative differences 
within tertiary education that are associated with favourable labour market outcomes 
(Lucas, 2001), they might encourage their children to study outside of their region to 
access prestigious universities or fields of study on high demand in the labour market.

In short,  financial, social, and cultural resources associated with a privileged back-
ground might be translated into a source of advantage in individuals’ propensity to 
migrate. Migration is an investment that presents potential benefits and risks as not all 
migration spells have favourable labour market returns. Individuals from a privileged 
background might not only use their resources to pursue their migration strategies but 
also have a “safety net” on which to fall back if migration does not bring the desired 
outcomes. Considering the resources that individuals from a privileged background pos-
sess, we can hypothesize that individuals from a privileged background are more likely 
to migrate for study and work than individuals from a less privileged background (H1).

However, regarding the perceived benefits related to migration, individuals from a 
less privileged background might also have aspiration to migrate to regions with a more 
vibrant labour market. Aspiration to migrate (the belief that migration is preferable 
compared to non-migration) emerges within a socioeconomic environment (Carling & 
Schewel, 2018). Following a cost–benefits analysis (Arango, 2000), individuals from a 
less privileged background are likely to migrate if the perceived benefits are believed to 
be greater than migration costs. For example, as migration for study is related to good 
quality universities and increased employment opportunities (Ciriaci, 2005; Wilson, 
1985),4 even if individuals from less privileged background possess limited resources, 
they might perceive migration as a strategy for improving their social standing (Blau & 

4  This finding is confirmed both in countries that have a stratified education system such as the United States (Black & 
Smith, 2004) and the United Kingdom (Chevalier & Conlon, 2003) but also in countries with a less differentiated higher 
education system such as Italy (Brunello & Cappellari, 2008).
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Duncan, 1967; DaVanzo, 1981). Hence, they might use internal migration as a strategy 
to compensate for their already existing penalty on the labour market associated with 
their lower socioeconomic standing.  Considering the perceived benefits of migration, 
we can hypothesize that individuals from a less privileged background are more likely to 
migrate for study and work compared to individuals from a privileged background (H2).

Internal migration as status maintenance?

Individuals from privileged backgrounds might migrate as a strategy of status maintenance 
to preserve their social standing in the labour market. According to the relative risk aver-
sion theory, parents from different socioeconomic backgrounds have the same underlying 
aspirations for their children: to acquire a class position at least as advantageous as their 
own (Boudon, 1974; Breen & Goldthorpe, 1997). Yet, to avoid downward mobility, indi-
viduals from privileged backgrounds have the pressure to achieve a higher social position 
compared to their peers from less privileged backgrounds. Thus, as individuals take deci-
sions in terms of gains, losses and neutral outcomes (Kahneman & Tversky, 1984), migra-
tion decisions might have different weight for individuals from various social origins.

In a region with limited employment opportunities, it is more difficult for individu-
als from privileged backgrounds to preserve  their social standing in terms of occupa-
tion and income. Hence, internal migration might be used as a strategy to guarantee the 
maintenance of advantaged positions in the labour market of graduates from privileged 
backgrounds. As a socioeconomically advantaged background is associated with finan-
cial, social and cultural resources, these can be used not only to facilitate the migration 
process but also to enhance the employment outcomes related with graduates’ migra-
tion. Thus, we can hypothesize that the effect of social origins on income and occupa-
tions is mediated by migration for study (H3.1) and migration for work (H3.2).

Figure 1 illustrates the two models of analysis that are considered in this paper. Model 
A  displays  the  so-called origin-education-destination “triangle” (OED)  that repre-
sents the underlying processes behind the intergenerational reproduction of inequality 
(Blau & Duncan, 1967).

On the left-hand side, it is the social origins that is measured by parental education and 
on the right-hand side, it is the social destination that is measured by two labour mar-
ket outcomes (access to professional and managerial occupations and income, respec-
tively). Both social origins and destination are measured 5 years after graduation. As the 
OED triangle illustrates, the intergenerational reproduction of inequality occurs through 
the indirect and direct effect of social origins. The indirect effect of social origins on 
destination emerges through education as individuals from privileged backgrounds are 
more likely to attend higher education compared to those from a less privileged back-
ground. Consequently, the former is more likely to have better labour market outcomes 
than the latter. All individuals in this analysis are graduates and education is measured 
considering a detailed measure of education. The direct effect of social origins on des-
tination refers to all the intergenerational reproduction mechanisms (excluding educa-
tion), such as cognitive skills, non-cognitive skills, ambition, compensatory advantage, 
favouritism, employers’ discrimination, and inheritance. This paper argues that Model A 
is incomplete, especially when educational and employment opportunities are unequally 
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distributed across different geographical regions. Building on the first model, Model B 
introduces migration for study (left side) and migration for work (right side) as possible 
mediators between social origins and destination.

Data, variables and methods
Data

This paper uses cross-sectional data from the Italian inter-university consortium AlmaLau-
rea5 that provides representative administrative and survey data of Italian graduates (laurea 
magistrale and laurea magistrale a ciclo unico). A strength of the administrative data lies in 
the fact that it includes information on demographics and graduates’ educational trajecto-
ries for approximately 80 percent of Italian graduates. At the same time, Condizione Occu-
pazionale dei Laureati survey captures graduates’ labour market outcomes 5  years after 
graduation. This paper focuses on the 2010 cohort (n = 61,975) that includes students who 
graduated after the Bologna reform that reshaped the Italian educational system.

The sample is restricted based on geographical residence, age, migration background 
and field of study. As the focus of this paper is on graduates’ strategies of internal migra-
tion from the South to the North of Italy, the sample is restricted to graduates who have 
their residence in the South of Italy during high school (n = 21,249). Moreover, the sam-
ple considers only respondents younger than 35 years at the time of graduation, because 
the focus of this paper is young entrants into the labour market.6 Graduates who are 
not native-born Italians are excluded from the sample as  their social mobility is likely 
to be  influenced by immigration processes, which are outside the scope of this paper. 

5  AlmaLaurea is an inter-university consortium of Italian universities and it has two main  aims among other,  to assess 
graduates’ satisfaction regarding their studies and  to follow-up graduates   concerning their labour market outcomes.
6  This is considered the appropriate age ceiling in the analysis as graduates tend to stay longer in the Italian higher edu-
cational system (Aina & Pastore, 2012).

Fig. 1  The origin–education–destination model and its relationship with migration for study and migration 
for work
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Graduates from the  field of defence and security are excluded from the analysis  as 
they usually have different career trajectories from the general population of graduates 
(AlmaLaurea, 2014). As this paper considers labour market outcomes in terms of (i) 
occupational attainment and (ii) income, only the employed graduates are included in 
the analysis. After these  restrictions, the sample consists of  11,192 individuals. Figure 6 
in the Appendix provides details on sample restriction.

Variables

The first part of the analysis has one dependent variable that represents graduates’ 
migration behaviour and it has three categories: (1) migration for study (2) migration for 
work (3) stayers (not migrating). Migration for study and migration for work are mutu-
ally exclusive categories that measure whether individuals migrated for study (returned 
or not) or for work (after studying at a local university). Stayers represents the category 
of individuals who never migrated (either for study or work)—in other words, individu-
als who remained in the South of Italy. Figure 2 provides a visual display of the gradu-
ates’ migration behaviour from the South to the North (and Center) of Italy in the case 
of migration for study and migration for work.

The second part of the analysis has two dependent variables (1) access to professional 
and managerial occupation and (2) income. Occupations are measured using the EGP 
class schema which determines the class position in terms of employment relations 
(Erikson & Goldthorpe, 1992). The analysis focuses on the professional and manage-
rial occupations (EGP I–II) as these are occupations with the highest socioeconomic 
rewards on the labour market that would be targeted by the individuals after graduation. 
Income is measured using the natural logarithm of the monthly net labour income of the 
graduates. The income was classified into 13 categories and the width of each interval  is 
250 euros. As usual, we considered the mid-point value of each class.

The main independent variable is social origins that is measured by parental educa-
tion: (1) both with a higher education degree, (2) one with a higher education degree 
(3), one with a high school degree (4) both with less than a high school degree. Without 
other measures of social origins, such as parental class or status, the analysis is likely 
to overestimate the effect of parental education but also to underestimate the overall 
effect of social origins (Bukodi & Goldthorpe, 2013). Yet, in the case of predicting inter-
nal migration among graduates, parental education seems to be of particular importance 
compared to the other proxies of social origin (Impicciatore & Tosi, 2019).

The first part of the analysis controls for a range of potentially confounding fac-
tors related to the propensity to migrate, including educational trajectory (second-
ary school, grades secondary school, types of degree, fields of study) and demographic 

Fig. 2  Migration behaviour of Southern Italian graduates
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characteristics (gender, age, geographic regions). Secondary school is classified in five 
categories: classical “liceo”, scientific “liceo”, other “liceo”, technical, vocational, other and 
foreign “liceo”. The final grade in secondary school is a continuous variable that repre-
sents the students’ performance at the end of their secondary school. The analysis also 
distinguished between two types of tertiary degrees in terms of length: Master’s degree 
(2 years) and longer Bachelor’s degrees (5 or 6 years).7 We took into account the covar-
iate “field of study”, as a potential confounder of the migratory strategy. We used the 
classification used by AlmaLaurea.8 Last but not least, the analysis also controls for the 
different geographical regions from the South of Italy. The second part of the analysis 
controls for the same variables as in the first part of the analysis (excluding geographical 
regions)9 but also accounting for grades in university. Final grades upon graduation are 
classified into three categories from lowest to highest marks: 66–100, 101–110, and 110 
cum laude.

Descriptive statistics

Table  1 shows the descriptive statistics of the sample of Bachelor and Master gradu-
ates originating from the South of Italy according to their migration behaviour (stayers, 
migration for study, migration for work). From the sample of Southern Italian gradu-
ates, 50 percent of graduates remain in the South of Italy while 32 percent migrate for 
study10 and 18 percent migrate for work in the North/Center of Italy. Moreover, among 
women, 52 percent remain in the South of Italy, while 31 percent migrate for study and 
17 percent migrate for work. Considering the gender differences, a larger share of men, 
compared to women, migrate for both study and work in the North (and Center) of 
Italy.11 We can also observe that graduates who have both parents with higher educa-
tion are more inclined to migrate for study, compared to the graduates who have less 
educated parents. Regarding fields of study, Agriculture, Architecture, Law and Medi-
cine12 are fields of study which have large proportions of stayers and Political Science/
Social Science and Psychology are fields of study which have large proportions of mov-
ers for study.

Models

To address the first question, multinomial logistic models are used to estimate the prob-
ability, conditional on a set of individuals characteristics, to be in one of the categories: 
(1) migration for study (2) migration for work (3) stayers (not migrating). Therefore, a 

10  A large proportion of graduates who migrate for study remain in the North of Italy after graduation.
11  Women outnumber men in higher education in Italy (Cammelli & Gasperoni, 2015) and the descriptive statistics of 
the sample show that women are overrepresented in Psychology and Political Science/Social Science while underrepre-
sented in Engineering and Natural Science/Mathematics/Physics.
12  The geographical mobility of medical graduates is constrained by the admission system and their placement on the 
labour market.

7  Master’s degrees include fields of study such as: Biology/Geography, Natural Science/Mathematics/Physics, Sports Sci-
ence and Physical Education, Political Science/Social Science and longer Bachelor’s degrees study such as: Architecture, 
Chemistry/Pharmacy, Law, Medicine.
8  Fields of study are recorded in the AlmaLaurea dataset following a reduced version of the MIUR classification: Agri-
culture, Architecture, Chemistry/Pharmacy, Economics/Statistics, Sports Science and Physical Education, Biology/
Geography, Law, Engineering, Education, Literature, Linguistics, Medicine, Political Science/Social Science, Psychology 
and Natural Science/Mathematics/Physics.
9  Geographical regions are excluded as they are collinear with the independent variable (North/South migration).
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Table 1  Descriptive statistics of Southern Italian graduates by migration behaviour (N = 11,192)

Source: AlamaLaurea data set, 2010 graduate cohort

Covariate Row percentages of total sample

Stayers Migration study Migration work No %

Gender

 Women 52.1 30.9 17.0 6835 61.0

 Men 47.0 33.9 19.1 4357 38.9

Parental education

 Both with higher education 41.8 40.8 17.4 1305 11.7

 At least one with higher education 48.1 35.6 16.1 2064 18.4

 At least one with high school 49.2 32.0 18.8 4998 44.7

 Both with less than high school 57.1 25.3 17.6 2825 25.2

Field of study

 Agriculture 59.4 24.7 15.9 227 2.0

 Architecture 62.0 26.3 11.7 769 7.0

 Chemistry/ pharmacy 56.0 25.2 18.8 693 6.2

 Economics/statistics 52.5 31.0 16.5 1413 12.6

 Sports science/ physical education 50.8 41.5 7.7 130 1.2

 Biology/geography 54.2 29.4 16.4 513 4.6

 Law 59.3 28.9 11.8 1195 10.7

 Engineering 37.1 34.5 28.4 1616 14.4

 Education 56.0 12.6 31.4 751 6.7

 Literature 45.6 37.6 16.8 636 5.6

 Linguistics 44.3 35.7 20.0 512 4.5

 Medicine 59.7 28.6 11.7 419 3.7

 Political science/ social science 40.8 47.4 11.8 1242 11.1

 Psychology 49.2 42.0 8.8 780 6.9

 Natural science/mathematics/physics 48.0 17.6 34.4 296 2.8

Degree type

 5 and 6 years 59.9 26.1 14.0 2687 24.2

 3 + 2 years 47.6 35.0 17.4 8505 75.8

Grades university

 [66.100] 46.7 39.2 14.0 1566 14.0

 [101.110] 49.3 34.6 16.0 5037 45.0

 [110 cum laude] 52.1 26.1 21.8 4589 41.0

High school

 Classical “Liceo” 47.4 38.4 14.2 2238 20.0

 Scientific “Liceo” 47.5 34.5 18.0 4813 42.6

 Other “Liceo” 54.7 24.9 20.3 895 8.0

 Technical 57.0 23.7 19.3 2686 24.3

 Vocational, other and foreign 43.7 37.1 19.2 560 5.1

Mean high school grades (Std. Dev.) 84.5 (15.4) 86.6 (13.4) 87.2 (14.6)

Occupation

 Professional and managerial 49.6 31.0 19.4 7051 62.7

 Others 51.0 33.8 15.2 4141 37.3

Mean income (Std. Dev.) 1112.9 (581.0) 1327.6 (575.4) 1431.0 (421.7)

Total 50.1 32.0 17.9 11,192
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variable Yij was constructed that has 1,2,…, J outcomes and takes the value 1 when indi-
vidual i’s responses is in one of the j categories and 0 otherwise. The model is estimated 
in J—1 equations:

where Xi is a vector of independent variables (parental education, field of study, degree 
type, secondary school, grades secondary school, age, gender, regions from South of 
Italy) and βj is a vector of regression coefficients for the J outcomes.

To answer the second question, the effect of parental education on income mediated 
by migration for study, linear probability models are estimated. The use of a linear prob-
ability model is justified by logging the income variable, to obtain an approximately sym-
metrical (normal) distribution. Moreover, the models provide robust standard errors to 
account for heteroscedasticity (Angrist & Pischke, 2009). The baseline model (Model 1) 
studies the association between logged income ( Yi ) and parental education, controlling 
for covariates:

Based on Eq.  2, the next model also accounts for migration for study (Model 2) as 
it allows to analyse whether migration for study mediates (part of ) the effect of social 
origins on income. To estimate access to professional and managerial occupations, the 
analysis relies on a logistic regression model with control variables (Model 1) and a sub-
sequent model accounting also for migration for study (Model 2). To consider individu-
als’ selection into migration, in predicting income and occupations, the analysis accounts 
for migrants’ demographics and educational trajectory (variables included in Eq. 1).

Analysis and results
Social origins and migration behaviour

Two sets of results are presented. First, this paper examines the effect of social origins on 
the graduates’ migration behaviour. Second,  it scrutinizes whether migration for study 
mediates the effect of social origins on income and occupations. Therefore, it assesses 
whether internal migration could be considered a strategy of status maintenance for 
individuals from privileged backgrounds.

The results reported in Table 2 (in the Appendix) show that social origins, measured 
by parental education, is a relevant predictor in the graduates’ migration for study. More 
precisely, graduates from a privileged background are more likely to migrate for study 
than graduates from a less privileged background. Figure 3 plots the marginal changes in 
predicted probabilities based on the results from Table 2.

As shown in Fig. 3, parental education is thus a “push” factor on graduates’ probability 
to migrate for study. Compared to graduates who have both parents with a higher edu-
cation degree, graduates who have both parents with less than high school degree or at 

(1)log

(

Pr{Yij=j|Xi

Pr{Yij=1|Xi

)

= Xiβj

(2)

log(Y
i
) =β0 + β1parental educationi+β2field of studyi

+ β3degree typei + β4grades universityi
+ β5secondaryschooliβ6gradessecondaryschooli
+ β7agei + β8genderi + εi
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least one parent with a high school degree are, about 12 percentage-points, and respec-
tively, 9 percentage-points less likely to migrate for study. Moreover, graduates who have 
just one parent with a higher education degree, compared to two highly educated par-
ents, are still about 5 percentage-points less likely to migrate for study. This finding is in 
line with hypothesis H1 considering migration for study as individuals from a privileged 
background are more likely to migrate, compared to the individuals from a less privi-
leged background.

Figure 3 also shows no statistically significant difference in the probability to migrate 
for work by parental background. Hence, hypothesis H1 in the case of migration for 
work must be rejected. Moreover, graduates who have less educated parents, compared 
to the graduates with more educated parents, are more likely to remain in the region of 
origin (i.e., the mirror image of effects of migration for study).

Besides the effect of social origins, the field of study is another major factor that is 
associated with individuals’ migration decisions (Table  2 in the Appendix). There are 
substantive differences in migration for study between graduates across fields of study. 
Graduates from Engineering, Literature, Linguistics, Political Science/Social Science, 
and, Psychology have the highest propensity to migrate for study compared to law grad-
uates. When it comes to migration for work, graduates from almost all fields of study 
have a have a higher probability of migrating than law graduates. Graduates from tech-
nical fields of study (Engineering, Economics/Statistics, Chemistry/Pharmacy, Biology/
Geography and Natural Science/Mathematics/Physics) and humanities (Literature, 

Fig. 3  Marginal changes in predicted migration behaviour as a function of parental education. Bars denote 
95% confidence intervals; both HE = both parents with a higher education degree (reference); one HE = one 
parent with a higher education degree; one HS = one parent with a high school degree; < HS = both parents 
with less than a high school degree. Controls included in the models
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Linguistics) have the highest propensity to migrate for work, compared to the law gradu-
ates.13 Moreover, compared to men, women are less likely to migrate both for study and 
for work and this seems to reinforce the idea that also in the case of graduates, migration 
is a gendered phenomenon.

Internal migration and occupational trajectories

Income

The first part of the analysis showed that individuals’ propensity of migration for study is 
stratified by social origins. Building on this finding, the next analysis scrutinises to what 
extent migration for study mediates the effect of social origins on graduates’ income 
(Table  3 in the Appendix). Figure  4 displays graduates’ income (log transformed) as a 
function of parental education 5 years after graduation.

The baseline model shows a significant association between parental education and 
graduates’ income even when controls are included in the analysis. More precisely, 
compared to graduates whose parents both have a higher education degree, graduates 
whose parents both have less than a high school degree have a penalty of around 8 
percent in income. This means that a graduate with two highly educated parents earns 
on average 116 euros per month or 1392 EUR per year more than a graduate whose 
parents both have less than a high school degree. Moreover, compared to graduates 
whose parents both have a higher education degree, graduates who have one par-
ent with a high school degree have around 4 percent income penalty. Furthermore, 

Fig. 4  Marginal change in predicted income as a function of parental education. Bars denote 95% 
confidence intervals; both HE = both parents with a higher education degree (reference); one HE = one 
parent with a higher education degree; one HS = one parent with a high school degree; < HS = both parents 
with less than a high school degree

13  Law graduates have the lowest probability of migration and one potential explanation is that lawyers is one of the 
occupational categories with the highest intergenerational transmission of inequality at least in Italy (Raitano & Vona, 
2021). Therefore, considering the importance of family background not only for admission to the university but also later 
on the labour market, law graduates might perceive migration as a less attractive option, compared to graduates from 
other fields of study.
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also graduates who have just one parent with a higher education degree, still face an 
income penalty of about 3 percent, compared to graduates whose parents both have a 
higher education degree.

When migration for study is considered (Model 2), the association between paren-
tal education and income is reduced by around 2 percent. Compared to the gradu-
ates who have both parents with a higher education degree, graduates who have both 
parents with less than a high school degree have now an income penalty of around 6 
percent. Moreover, in the case of graduates who have at least one parent with a high 
school degree, the income penalty decreases with one percent from the previous 
model. Furthermore, in the case of the graduates who have just one highly educated 
parent, the income penalty is no longer significant. Therefore, this indicates that 
migration for study mediates a part of the effect of social background on income 
(i.e., hypothesis H3.1. is confirmed in the case of income).

Access to professional and managerial occupations

Besides income as a measure of occupational success, access to professional and 
managerial positions (EGP I–II) is considered. Figure  5 displays graduates’ access 
to professional and managerial occupations 5 years after graduation as a function of 
parental education (probabilities based on Table 4 in the Appendix).

Fig. 5  Marginal change in predicted access to professional and managerial occupations as a function of 
parental education (ref. both HE). Bars denote 95% confidence intervals; both HE = both parents with a 
higher education degree (reference); one HE = one parent with a higher education degree; one HS = one 
parent with a high school degree; < HS = both parents with less than a high school degree
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The baseline model shows an overall association between social origins and gradu-
ates’ access to professional and managerial occupations. For example, compared to 
graduates who have both parents with a higher education degree, graduates whose 
both parents have less than a high school degree have a penalty of around 7 per-
centage-points in accessing EGP I–II. This disadvantage is reduced to 6 percent-
age-points in the case that one parent has a high school degree. Figure 5 also shows 
that the disadvantage is no longer significant in the case of graduates who have one 
parent with higher education.Accounting for migration to study hardly changes the 
strength of the association between parental education and access to professional 
and managerial occupations (Model 2). Hence, this leads to the rejection of hypoth-
esis H3.1. (in the case of occupation) as migration for study does not mediate the 
association between social origins and occupations.

Discussion
This paper contributes to the literature on social stratification by analysing the role of 
internal migration as a possible channel of the intergenerational reproduction of inequal-
ity on graduates’ occupational outcomes. While the first part of the paper has assessed 
whether social origins predict the probability of migration for study and work, the sec-
ond part has scrutinized if internal migration mediates the relationship between social 
origins and graduates’ income and access to professional and managerial occupations.

The findings show that there is a substantial association between graduates’ social 
origins and their propensity to migrate for study. These results suggest that gradu-
ates’ decision to migrate cannot be perceived solely as an independent choice as it is 
also influenced by family background (Impicciatore & Tosi, 2019; Panichella, 2013). 
Yet, different resources facilitate particular types of migration. Interestingly, findings 
show that parental education is associated with migration for study but not migra-
tion for work. While speculative, this might reflect that parental resources might be 
required more in the case of migration for study than migration for work. As indi-
viduals’ educational choices are stratified by social origins, a privileged background 
ostensibly stimulates graduates’ migration for study. Moreover, besides the different 
educational choices, the financial costs might deter individuals from a less privileged 
background to migrate for study. In contrast, when it comes to migration for work, 
these financial costs are reduced and graduates might no longer be as dependent on 
their family as in the case of migration for study.

Furthermore, the empirical evidence illustrates that migration for study mediates 
(a part of ) the association between social origins and income. Therefore, as individu-
als from a privileged background have the pressure to achieve a social status at least as 
high as their parents (Boudon, 1974; Breen & Goldthorpe, 1997), they might use migra-
tion for study as a channel of status maintenance. As a large part of the graduates who 
migrate for study remain after graduation to work in the North of Italy, migration for 
study might be a way for facilitating status maintenance in terms of income. Migration 
for study explains part of the association between social origin and income, but not 
access to professional and managerial occupations. Therefore, even when individuals 
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from a less privileged background “made it” (migrate for study)—considering the chal-
lenges related with it—this is not sufficient to compensate for their family background 
on occupations. Focusing on graduates, this study complements the recent evidence by 
Ballarino and Panichella (2021) that highlighted that geographical mobility is not suffi-
cient to overcome the obstacles encountered by individuals from a less privileged back-
ground in changing the social hierarchy.

A limitation of this paper is that it does not fully address graduates’ self-selection into 
migration. Migration is a choice and migrants are not randomly distributed in the popula-
tion (Lee, 1966). On average, individuals who migrate are different from individuals who do 
not migrate on both observable and unobservable characteristics (Ichou, 2014; Impicciatore 
& Tosi, 2019; Jaeger et al., 2010). At the same time, this paper uses a rich set of observable 
controls that accounts for detailed educational trajectory, family background and demo-
graphics. Yet, a limitation of the observational cross-sectional data is that it does not permit 
to consider the effect of unobserved characteristics on the migration decision, such as non-
cognitive skills, motivation or drive.

Moreover, future research building on these findings can advance our understanding 
of internal migration as a channel of the intergenerational reproduction of inequality 
in at least two ways. First, as this paper conceptualized social origins as parental educa-
tion, further research might focus on parental occupations or social status to capture the 
complexity of social origin (Bukodi & Goldthorpe, 2013) in the migration process. Sec-
ond, employing a longitudinal perspective could serve to measure the returns of migra-
tion across different social background groups in the later stage of the graduates’ careers. 
While focusing on graduates at the early stage is relevant as the first years represent the 
stepping stone in their career, the returns to migration might materialize more strongly 
later.

Migration for study represents an opportunity for social mobility, yet, this opportunity is 
substantially stratified by social origins. Individuals from a privileged background are more 
likely to migrate for study, therefore, to enhance either their educational or labour market 
opportunities. Thus, migration for study might be a channel of status maintenance for indi-
viduals from a privileged background, contributing to the intergenerational income persis-
tence on the labour market. Individuals from less privileged backgrounds are confined both 
by the poor regional socioeconomic development of the South of Italy and by their social 
background in improving their life chances in terms of education or work opportunities. 
Therefore, they might escape geography, but the intergenerational reproduction mecha-
nisms persist.

Appendix
See Tables 2, 3, 4 and Fig. 6.
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Table 2  Probabilities of migrating to study and work related to stayers

Multinomial logistic regression; odds ratio; All models control also for: age, degree type, secondary school, grades secondary 
school, geographical regions

Migration for study vs. stayers Migration for work vs. stayers

Estimate S.E p value Estimate S.E p value

Parental education

 Both with higher education (ref )

 At least one with higher education 0.758 0.061 0.001 0.823 0.086 0.062

 One with high school 0.677 0.050 0.000 0.912 0.085 0.329

 Both less than high school 0.546 0.045 0.000 0.764 0.079 0.010

Field of study

 Law (ref )

 Agriculture 0.867 0.156 0.429 1.585 0.340 0.032

 Architecture 1.068 0.119 0.554 1.111 0.167 0.484

 Chemistry/pharmacy 1.117 0.133 0.354 1.881 0.270 0.000

 Economics/statistics 1.186 0.132 0.124 1.632 0.240 0.001

 Sports science and physical education 1.751 0.369 0.008 0.863 0.315 0.688

 Biology/ geography 1.007 0.139 0.955 1.608 0.286 0.008

 Engineering 1.462 0.165 0.001 3.733 0.540 0.000

 Education 0.755 0.139 0.128 1.021 0.237 0.928

 Literature 1.577 0.201 0.000 2.051 0.348 0.000

 Linguistics 1.422 0.199 0.012 2.112 0.376 0.000

 Medicine 1.102 0.147 0.464 1.122 0.206 0.531

 Political science/social science 2.262 0.249 0.000 1.491 0.233 0.011

 Psychology 1.698 0.206 0.000 0.947 0.173 0.767

 Natural science/mathematics/physics 0.705 0.133 0.066 3.727 0.684 0.000

Gender

 Men (ref )

 Women 0.76 0.401 0.003 0.878 0.057 0.046

Constant 5.715 3.122 0.001 5.749 0.057 0.005

R-Squared 0.072

N 11,192
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Table 3  Predicting graduates’ income 5 years after graduation

Linear probability models with robust standard error; All models control also for: age, degree type, secondary school, grades 
secondary school,grades university

Model 1 baseline Model 2 + migration for study

Estimate S.E p value Estimate S.E p value

Parental education

 Both with higher education (ref )

 At least one with higher educated − 0.040 0.018 0.036 − 0.032 0.018 0.080

 At least one with high school − 0.050 0.016 0.006 − 0.035 0.016 0.029

 Both with less than high school − 0.081 0.018 0.000 − 0.065 0.017 0.000

Migration study 0.154 0.010 0.000

Field of study

 Law (ref )

 Agriculture 0.137 0.040 0.001 0.133 0.040 0.001

 Architecture 0.075 0.029 0.010 0.062 0.029 0.032

 Chemistry and pharmacy 0.399 0.024 0.000 0.401 0.024 0.000

 Economics/statistics 0.304 0.027 0.000 0.299 0.027 0.000

 Sports science and physical education − 0.179 0.053 0.001 − 0.204 0.053 0.000

 Biology and geography 0.161 0.034 0.000 0.155 0.034 0.000

 Engineering 0.486 0.026 0.000 0.479 0.026 0.000

 Education − 0.038 0.041 0.362 − 0.038 0.041 0.354

 Literature 0.026 0.032 0.414 − 0.007 0.032 0.829

 Linguistics 0.119 0.034 0.001 0.109 0.034 0.002

 Medicine 0.455 0.034 0.000 0.443 0.034 0.000

 Political science/social science 0.180 0.028 0.000 0.150 0.028 0.000

 Psychology − 0.148 0.032 0.000 − 0.168 0.032 0.000

 Natural science/mathematics/physics 0.358 0.036 0.000 0.371 0.036 0.000

Gender

 Men (ref )

 Women − 0.195 0.011 0.000 − 0.190 0.011 0.000

Constant 7.800 0.112 0.000 7.668 0.112 0.000

R-Squared 0.195 0.210

N 11,192 11,192
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Table 4  Predicting graduates’ access to professional and managerial occupations 5  years after 
graduation

Logistic regression models; All models control also for: age, degree type, secondary school, grades secondary school, grades 
university

Model 1 baseline Model 2 + migration study

Estimate S.E p value Estimate S.E p value

Parental education

 Both with higher education (ref )

 At least one with education − 0.160 0.085 0.060 − 0.157 0.085 0.066

 At least one with high school − 0.287 0.077 0.000 − 0.282 0.077 0.000

 Both with less than high school − 0.327 0.084 0.000 − 0.319 0.084 0.000

Migration study 0.086 0.048 0.072

Field of Study

 Law (ref )

 Agriculture − 0.268 0.168 0.111 − 0.276 0.168 0.102

 Architecture 0.229 0.124 0.065 0.218 0.124 0.080

 Chemistry and pharmacy 0.416 0.151 0.006 0.414 0.151 0.006

 Economics/statistics − 0.897 0.104 0.000 − 0.904 0.105 0.000

 Sports science and physical education − 1.293 0.214 0.000 1.311 0.214 0.000

 Biology and Geography 0.244 0.131 0.062 0.236 0.131 0.071

 Engineering 0.570 0.109 0.000 0.563 0.109 0.000

 Education − 1.336 0.166 0.000 − 1.341 0.166 0.000

 Literature − 0.366 0.120 0.002 − 0.381 0.121 0.002

 Linguistics − 0.555 0.129 0.000 − 0.566 0.129 0.000

 Medicine − 0.555 0.136 0.000 − 0.567 0.136 0.000

 Political science/social science − 1.150 0.107 0.000 − 1.171 0.107 0.000

 Psychology − 0.042 0.116 0.717 − 0.058 0.116 0.618

 Natural science/mathematics/physics 0.444 0.158 0.005 0.448 0.158 0.005

Gender

 Men (ref )

 Women − 0.205 0.051 0.000 − 0.202 0.051 0.000

Constant 5.802 0.676 0.000 5.711 0.678 0.000

R-Squared 0.163 0.164

N 11,192 11,192
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