

[image: image1]
Social origin and the intention to enrol in higher education: personality traits as a mechanism of reproduction or mobility?









 


	
	
ORIGINAL RESEARCH
published: 22 August 2025
doi: 10.3389/fsoc.2025.1652429








[image: image2]

Social origin and the intention to enrol in higher education: personality traits as a mechanism of reproduction or mobility?

David Nika*, Michael Grüttner and Sandra Buchholz


German Centre for Higher Education Research and Science Studies, Hannover, Germany

Edited by
 Naoki Sudo, Hitotsubashi University, Japan

Reviewed by
 Masayuki Kanai, Senshu University, Japan
 Sho Fujihara, The University of Tokyo, Japan

*Correspondence
 David Nika, nika@dzhw.eu 

Received 23 June 2025
Accepted 29 July 2025
Published 22 August 2025

Citation
 Nika D, Grüttner M and Buchholz S (2025) Social origin and the intention to enrol in higher education: personality traits as a mechanism of reproduction or mobility? Front. Sociol. 10:1652429. doi: 10.3389/fsoc.2025.1652429
 

A vast amount of research has shown that social inequality in educational attainment is a persistent phenomenon. Sociological research explains unequal educational decisions via primary and secondary effects of social origin, respectively unequal school performance and patterns of educational decision-making. So far, educational sociology has largely ignored the role of personality traits for educational decision-making. Therefore, we extend the sociological perspective on primary and secondary effects of social origin to include personality traits as non-cognitive resources. Three plausible mechanisms could be at work: (1) For students from low social origins, favourable personality traits could compensate for the lack of other important resources and be more important for their study intention (resource substitution). (2) Although students from low social origins benefit most from personal traits, they lack precisely these personal resources (structural amplification). (3) Students from high social origins have more favourable personality traits and can also profit more from them (resource multiplication). Using data from the DZHW Panel Study of School Leavers with a Higher Education Entrance Qualification, we estimate a structural equation model (SEM) to examine the direct, indirect, and total effects of personality traits on the intention to enrol in higher education. Results are twofold: First, personality traits are significant determinants of primary and secondary effects of social origin. Second and most importantly, openness proves to be a key resource: while students from less advantaged social origin generally display lower levels of openness, this group benefits most from this trait in forming their intention to pursue higher education—a pattern consistent with structural amplification. These results highlight the dual role of personality traits in both enabling individual upward mobility and contributing to the persistence of social inequality. The study underscores the importance of considering non-cognitive resources in explanations of educational inequality and points to potential interventions aimed at fostering openness.
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1 Introduction

Social inequality in educational attainment is a persistent phenomenon in modern societies (Boliver, 2011; Breen et al., 2009; Shavit and Blossfeld, 1993), which also hold true for children’s chances to participate in higher education in Germany (Thompson, 2009, 2017). Although Germany has experienced a substantial increase in university enrolment rates since the start of the new millennium, with nearly half of young adults now entering higher education, the effects of social origin at the transition to higher education has barely changed (Quast et al., 2023; Schindler and Lörz, 2012).

There is a longstanding tradition in sociological research to explain social origin effects in education as a result of both, differences in children’s educational performance and individuals’ educational decisions (Boudon, 1974; Breen and Goldthorpe, 1997). The central argument is that children from advantaged backgrounds profit from more supportive learning environments due to their parents’ higher cultural and socioeconomic resources (Becker, 2019), which in turn leads to better school performance (so-called primary effect of social origin). However, even when children perform equally well at school, their social origin has been found to make a difference. This has been labelled the secondary effect of social origin, arising from social disparities in educational decision-making. Those from lower social background perceive higher costs, lower returns and lower probabilities of success of investing in education, compared to those from more privileged backgrounds (Becker, 2022). For the transition to higher education, it has been shown that it is in particular disparities in educational decision-making explaining inequalities in college enrolment (Quast et al., 2023).

Related disciplines of educational economics and psychology have already argued for the importance of personality traits for socially unequal educational trajectories (Coenen et al., 2021; Cunha and Heckman, 2007, 2008; Heckman and Mosso, 2014) and have shown remarkable effects on educational performance (Edwards et al., 2022). However, sociological research has barely provided any explanations as to which personality traits might help children from disadvantaged backgrounds overcome barriers to university enrolment and decide for higher education. This is remarkable, for with habitus (Bourdieu, 1984, 1986), the sociological tradition provides a concept that can serve as an argument for thinking social structure and personality together (Kaiser and Diewald, 2014b; Schmitz and Barth, 2018). Although the concept of habitus is central for Bourdieu’s sociological theory and sociological research has already established meaningful relations between primary and secondary effects and other concepts of Bourdieu, such as cultural capital (Nash, 2003; Stocké, 2013; Van De Werfhorst and Hofstede, 2007), links to the concept of personality have hardly been established (Schmitz and Barth, 2018). For educational performance (primary effect of social origin), there are some studies that use the habitus concept to argue for the importance of personality traits (Kaiser and Diewald, 2014a; Kaiser and Schneickert, 2016), but corresponding investigations for educational decision-making (secondary effect of social origin) are still pending. Studies on late educational transitions, which are more strongly influenced by the personal decisions of young adults than by the decisions of parents and teachers, seem particularly suitable for this purpose. Therefore, our empirical study aims to gain a deeper understanding of the role of personality traits in explaining social inequalities in university enrolment.

We aim to connect personality traits to the approach of primary and secondary effects of social origin using the example of socially unequal transitions from German high schools into higher education. We investigate the research question of how personality traits impact the intention to enrol in higher education. Thereby, we seek to avoid a deficit perspective on students from less advantaged social origins and to investigate potential resources that may facilitate “success against the odds” (Solga et al., 2013). Therefore, we rely on a resource perspective (Ross and Mirowsky, 2011; Stienstra et al., 2021) and include personality traits as personal resources that students build on when investing in educational achievement and decision-making. According to Ross and Mirowsky (2011), three considerations are of central importance: the resource substitution hypothesis would suggest that students from less advantaged social origins could compensate for social disadvantages through favourable endowment with personality traits. Moreover, personality traits may play a greater role in the educational attainment of socially disadvantaged student groups than of those groups with more advantageous backgrounds. In contrast, resource multiplication would mean that students from more advantaged social origins would profit more from their personality traits than those from less advantageous social origins. With regard to structural amplification, students from less advantageous social origins would have lower levels of endowment with favourable personality traits, in combination with stronger effects of personality on educational decisions. On this basis, we ask to what extent personality traits are related to social inequality in higher education enrolment in Germany. Depending on whether the former hypothesis or one of the latter two is valid, personality traits serve as a mechanism of reproduction or mobility.

Therefore, we model primary and secondary effects of social origin and investigate the direct, indirect, and total effects of personality traits on the intention to enrol in higher education after obtaining a HEEQ. We use data from the DZHW 2018 panel study of school leavers 6 months before and 6 months after high school graduation (Woisch et al., 2019). We employ structural equation modelling to analyse theoretically meaningful paths between personality traits (McCrae and Costa, 1996), educational achievement, educational choice variables, and the intention to enrol in higher education.



2 Literature and theory


2.1 The role of primary and secondary effects of social origin in education

Sociology has a long tradition of studying inequalities in education, and it is well documented that social origin effects have largely persisted in modern societies despite the enormous educational expansion of the past century (e.g., Becker, 2009; Jackson, 2013; Maaz, 2006; Müller and Pollak, 2004; Schindler and Lörz, 2012; Schindler and Reimer, 2010; Watermann et al., 2014). Children’s educational opportunities are still closely linked to their family of origin.

Probably the most frequently applied and prominent theoretical model builds on the pioneering work of Boudon (1974) who introduced the differentiation between primary and secondary effects of social origin. His central argument is that social origin impacts children’s educational opportunities and attainment via two different “channels”. First, social origin matters in education, because the family of origin has a direct effect on the child’s development of abilities and academic performance, for example by providing very different learning environments (so-called primary effect of social origin). Secondly, even when children’s abilities and academic performance are the same, social origin still makes a difference because it shapes individuals’ educational decision-making (so-called secondary effect of social origin). These differences in educational decisions – irrespective of children’s academic performance and abilities – are explained by the fact that the costs, returns and probabilities of success of educational options are perceived quite differently by different groups of social origin (Breen and Goldthorpe, 1997; Erikson and Jonsson, 1996; Esser, 1999).

There is sound empirical evidence that the model of primary and secondary effects is a powerful tool for explaining how educational inequality is transferred from parents to children (Becker, 2009; Jackson, 2013; Maaz, 2006; Müller and Pollak, 2004; Schindler and Lörz, 2012; Schindler and Reimer, 2010; Watermann et al., 2014). It has been shown, for a wide range of transition points in individual educational careers across a wide variety of countries, that driving factors for the intergenerational reproduction of inequality in education include not only origin-related disparities in children’s academic performance but also origin-specific differences in educational decision-making (Lörz, 2008; Schindler and Lörz, 2012; Schindler and Reimer, 2010; Watermann et al., 2014). Despite this evidence, we should, as Jackson (2013, p. 19) has argued, “certainly acknowledge that primary and secondary effects have complex causes.” In a recently published decomposition analysis, for example, Quast et al. (2023) have shown that origin-related disparities in the transition to higher education in Germany could be fully explained if models consider children’s school grades, perceived costs, returns and probabilities of success of higher education enrolment as well as parents’ and friends’ educational preferences. Quast and colleagues thereby combined the classical Boudon model with the Wisconsin model (Sewell et al., 1969; Zimmermann, 2019). The decomposition analysis additionally shows that although the primary effect of social origin is significant, it appears to play only a minor role in explaining inequalities in the transition to higher education. “Only” 20 per cent of the differences in college enrolment could be traced back to differences in children’s school grades. Aspects of the secondary effect – that is the perceived costs, perceived probability of success and returns of higher education, and the motive of intergenerational status maintenance – played a far greater role in explaining origin-related disparities in higher education enrolment after leaving school. In the decomposition analysis, these factors were able to explain more than 60 per cent of the effect of social origin. If we seek to better understand social inequalities in the transition that follows high school, it is therefore worth focusing on the secondary effect. Instead of combining different sociological models to investigate the “complex causes” (Jackson, 2013), as Zimmermann (2019) does, we focus on additional variables that are rarely considered in sociology of education so far, namely personality traits.



2.2 But what about individual personality traits?

While sociological research has put much emphasis on the role of (cognitive) abilities and what “rationalises” individuals’ educational decision-making, other disciplines, in particular microeconomics and psychology, have highlighted the importance of individuals’ non-cognitive resources (Cunha et al., 2006, 2010; Cunha and Heckman, 2008; Thiel and Thomsen, 2013) such as personality traits. One of the most established concepts of measuring personality traits as patterns of behavioural dispositions is the Big Five personality traits (McCrae and Costa, 1996, 1999), which can be differentiated as follows: individual (1) openness to experience, (2) conscientiousness, (3) extraversion, (4) agreeableness as well as (5) emotional stability. Openness covers aspects of personality such as willingness or appreciation of fantasies, new ideas and feelings, while conscientiousness covers aspects such as competence, orderliness, sense of duty or self-discipline. Aspects like sociability, drive, and enthusiasm are covered by extraversion. Agreeableness covers characteristics like modesty, cooperativeness, and altruism, while emotional stability covers aspects like lower levels anxiousness, insecurity, or irritability. While educational economics and psychology have already shown the strong influence of personality traits on educational performance (Edwards et al., 2022; Komarraju et al., 2009) we know little about the extent to which personality traits contribute to socially differentiated educational decisions via determinants of the secondary effect.

While the traits of conscientiousness, openness and emotional stability are usually positively associated with individuals’ educational attainment and outcomes (Berkes and Peter, 2019; Fuertes et al., 2020; Kajonius and Carlander, 2017; Komarraju et al., 2009; Palczyńska and Świst, 2018; Peter and Storck, 2015; Polemis, 2021; Rammstedt et al., 2017; Staff et al., 2017), results for extraversion and agreeableness are rather mixed. While some studies have shown no effects on the intention to study in higher education or on overall educational attainment (Berkes and Peter, 2019; Peter and Storck, 2015), others have shown positive effects on these outcomes (Fuertes et al., 2020; Kajonius and Carlander, 2017; Komarraju et al., 2009; Polemis, 2021) and yet others have shown negative effects of these traits (Palczyńska and Świst, 2018; Rammstedt et al., 2017).

Though there is clear evidence that individuals’ personality traits matter in education, sociological research has largely neglected their potential role in the intergenerational reproduction of inequality in education. This is striking, as there is sociological literature that shows class-specific values and child-rearing practises (Kohn, 1963; Kohn and Schooler, 1969; Lareau, 2002; Weininger and Lareau, 2009) that could instil psychological and behavioural patterns that are relevant to educational and economic attainment (Conger et al., 2021; Shanahan et al., 2014). Moreover, with the sociological concept of habitus Bourdieu (1984, 1995) has offered a bridge between social structure and individual patterns of behaviour. Bourdieu described a person’s habitus as a generative structure of patterns of perception, thought and action. He assumes that these habitual patterns are essentially shaped by the family of origin and the social class milieu and play a primary role for educational and social reproduction. As Schmitz and colleagues argue, both the concept of personality and habitus refer to a particular set of dispositions related to perception, reasoning and behaviour (Schmitz and Barth, 2018; Schmitz and Bayer, 2017). Schmitz and Barth (2018) rightly point out that Bourdieu never developed his own concept of personality traits in the sense of the Big Five, but nevertheless speaks of a more pronounced trait of openness in higher social classes and certain aspects of agreeableness and conscientiousness in lower social classes (Bourdieu, 1984). Although the psychological evidence on differences in personality traits depending on social origin is not uniform, numerous studies support observations comparable to Bourdieu’s (Ayoub et al., 2018; Conger et al., 2021; Flensborg-Madsen and Mortensen, 2014; Furnham and Cheng, 2014; Jonassaint et al., 2011; Kaiser, 2017; Kaiser and Diewald, 2014a,b; Sutin et al., 2017). According to this evidence, children from higher social origins tend to have more favourable endowments of openness, conscientiousness and emotional stability. For conscientiousness Conger et al. (2021) could observe transmissions across three generations. Kaiser and colleagues (Kaiser, 2017; Kaiser and Diewald, 2014b; Kaiser and Schneickert, 2016) showed how openness and certain favourable aspects of conscientiousness partly mediate the effects of social origin on school grades. This is not surprising since empirical findings demonstrate that individuals’ personality traits affect their academic performance. Literature reported strong positive effects of conscientiousness, moderate effects of emotional stability and openness for the average grades in school and higher education, while almost no effects for agreeableness and extraversion (Andersen et al., 2020; Bergold and Steinmayr, 2018; Brandt et al., 2020; Corazzini et al., 2021; Edwards et al., 2022; Kappe and Van Der Flier, 2012; Komarraju et al., 2009; Komarraju et al., 2011; Lechner et al., 2017; Libbrecht et al., 2014; Noftle and Robins, 2007; Poropat, 2009; Spengler et al., 2016; Trapmann et al., 2007). Moreover, personality might not only be relevant for academic performance but also for educational decision making. To date, however, this question has hardly been investigated. Our literature review revealed only two studies that analyse the relationship between personality traits and variables that measure mechanisms of the secondary effect of social origin. Coenen et al. (2021) found a significant effect of personality on the expectations of educational success, and Ham et al. (2009) were able to show relationships between personality and desired occupations. This means that sociology has yet to systematically analyse the role of personality traits in the secondary effect of social origin for educational decisions.

Although individuals’ personality traits might be relevant mediators of social origin effects and important background factors for their academic performance and educational decision-making, they might be of even greater importance for groups with less advantaged social origins in order for them to enter education against the odds. We are thus adopting a similar perspective to that already applied by the second generation of Bourdieuian cultural capital research around Di Maggio and colleagues (Davies and Rizk, 2018). But with Mirowsky and Ross (2003) and Ross and Mirowsky (2011), we can identify three potential scenarios. First, with the resource substitution hypothesis (Mirowsky and Ross, 2003; Ross and Mirowsky, 2011) we can argue that personality traits could be potential resources that individuals can use to overcome social disadvantages during educational transitions. According to the resource substitution hypothesis, some resources can become more relevant for individuals if they lack certain other important resources. As we argued, based on the literature, individuals from socially disadvantaged backgrounds do have lesser cultural and economic resources which lead to a lower probability of their enrolling in higher education. Therefore, favourable endowments of certain personality traits could become more relevant for this group, meaning that these traits could have stronger positive effects on study intention- and decisions than for those with socially more advantaged backgrounds. Peter and Storck (2015) show some evidence for that assumption, but without relating their analysis to mechanisms of secondary effects of social origin. However, second, as the research has shown, individuals from socially disadvantaged groups tend to have a less favourable endowment of these personality traits. So, even if the effects of these traits are stronger for this group, they might benefit less often from it (structural amplification, Ross and Mirowsky, 2011). According to Ross and Mirowsky “structural amplification is a special case of resource substitution occurring when social conditions decrease the likelihood of attaining personal resources that otherwise would moderate the conditions undesirable consequences” (Ross and Mirowsky, 2011, p. 592). Results for this could be shown for emotional stability (Shanahan et al., 2014). Further, a third scenario is also possible, and can be described as resource multiplication (Ross and Mirowsky, 2011) or the Matthew effect (Merton, 1968). This means that individuals from socially advantaged origins could benefit even more from favourable endowments of certain personality traits, increasing the probability of enrolling in higher education even more in comparison to those from less socially advantaged groups. Again with reference to Bourdieu (1986) and Davies and Rizk (2018), the question is to what extent personality traits such as openness to experience serve as a mechanism of reproduction or mobility.

As we have highlighted in section 2.1 sociological research is able to explain most of the effects of social origin in higher education enrolment. However, not much emphasis has yet been placed on finding out how some children from less advantaged social origins are still able to enter university against the odds (Solga et al., 2013). Therefore, our research question is: how are children from less advantaged social origins able to overcome social inequalities in education? As we pointed out in this chapter, personality traits could be amongst the resources that help those individuals overcome inequalities. Therefore, to address our overall research question, we are looking to answer two corresponding questions: (1) Are performance, expected costs, returns and expectations of attending university influenced by personality traits? (2) Are personality traits more important for the study intention of students from less advantaged social origins than for those from more advantaged social origins (resource substitution)?




3 Data and methods


3.1 Data and dependent variable

We are using data from the DZHW 2018 Panel Study of School Leavers to perform our analyses. The sample for this data consists of German high school students who received their higher education entrance qualification (“Abitur”) in the school year 2017/2018. Data were collected via a disproportionate, random cluster sample. Currently, data are available for two waves of the survey and were collected about 6 months before and 6 months after graduation from high school. The surveys include questions on a variety of themes, such as attitudes, personality traits, social background, as well as educational and career decisions and intentions.

The dependent variable is the graduates’ intention to enrol in a higher education institution (study intention), which was measured in the first wave of the survey. Due to data availability, we are not using the actual study decision, because it was measured only 6 months after graduation. In this short period, many students in Germany do not finally decide in favour or against enrolling in higher education (Authoring Group Educational Reporting, 2020). Further, research shows a tight correlation between intention to enrol and actually enrolling in higher education (Quast et al., 2014). Therefore, it is reasonable to use the graduates’ intention as the dependent variable. This dichotomous variable is differentiated between 0 “no study intention” and 1 “study intention.” In our sample, 21.96% of the respondents report no study intention, while 78.04% report intending to enrol in higher education.1

Germany has a highly stratified educational system and different potential pathways towards or away from higher education (Allmendinger, 1989), and therefore differences in educational decisions. Thus, in this paper we are focusing only on “traditional” high school graduates. Therefore, we are excluding cases, which received their higher education entrance qualification in types of schools other than general high schools (“allgemeinbildende Schule”). Hence, respondents who did vocational training before or during high school, are also excluded. Further, we exclude cases with missing values on the variables included in our analyses. Thus, we have an analytic sample of 5,877 high school graduates.



3.2 Independent and control variables

The international socio-economic index of occupational status (ISEI-08) of each parent of the respondents is used as a measurement for the social origin of the high school graduates (Ganzeboom et al., 1992; Ganzeboom, 2010). This classification orders the occupations into a social hierarchy to specify to what extent it is possible to convert education into income with different professions. The scores ranges from 11.01 (farming for own consumption) up to 88.97 (judge). For the analysis we are comparing the ISEI-scores of each parent and using the higher score (HISEI) for our analyses. Afterwards the HISEI is categorised into three groups: low (25% or lower), middle (up to 75%) and high SES (higher than 75%), whereas a low SES indicates a disadvantaged social background.

The “Big Five” personality traits (McCrae and Costa, 1996, 1999) are used to analyse the effects of personality traits of the high school graduates on their study intention. Five dimensions are covered by the Big Five, including openness, conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness and emotional stability, which were measured with a inventory of 15 items (Schupp and Gerlitz, 2008) in the 2018 Panel Study of School Leavers. Each of the personality traits contain factor values, with a mean of 0 and a standard deviation of 1.

Primary effects are operationalised through the average grade in school 6 months prior to graduation (“Abiturnote”).2 We are inverting the values so that a higher value equals a better grade and vice versa. We use a series of different measures to operationalise the secondary effect of social origin. The expectation of success is measuring the respondents’ evaluation of whether they can successfully graduate from a higher education institution. Further, we measure the expected costs of studying with two variables. First, we operationalise the monetary costs of studying, containing aspects of the role of costs for the study intention, how difficult it would be for the respondents and their families to bear different costs during studying, as well as opportunity costs in terms of income loss through enrolling in higher education (α = 0.66). Second, we measure the social costs via the meaning of living near one’s hometown, and on whether parents, relatives, or friends are living near the place of study and whether these aspects are of importance for the choice of place of study (α = 0.80).

Further, we operationalise the expected benefits3 of studying through different variables: We measure different outlooks for the respondents according to whether they pursue higher education or vocational training after graduating from high school. These outlooks are: achieving a well-paying job, achieving a prestigious job, achieving an interesting job, and not becoming unemployed. Positive values indicate that the respondents perceive these outcomes as more achievable through higher education, while negative values indicate that these outcomes are more achievable via vocational training.

As control variables, we consider gender (male vs. female) and migration background (no vs. yes) in our analyses, as these variables have effects on the intention towards and decision regarding higher education (Kristen et al., 2008; Lörz et al., 2011; Mentges, 2019). All continuous variables are z-standardised and therefore have a mean of 0 and a standard deviation of 1.4



3.3 Analytic methods and strategy

Since we are assuming direct effects of the personality traits on study intention, as well as mediation through different intervening variables, so-called indirect effects (Hayes, 2009), we estimate a structural equation model (SEM) to test our assumptions. Contrary to the conventional use of logistic regressions to measure educational decisions, we can use SEM to measure the direct, indirect, and total effects of personality traits of the graduates’ study intention all at once (Hayes, 2009). In addition, we can measure covariances between certain variables (e.g., between cost or return variables). Further, SEM allows us to examine how well our model fits the observed data. Thus, this method allows us to explore the complex relationship between our variables. Since we are interested in group differences of the effect of personality on study intention, we estimate group models for the low, middle and high SES groups. With this we can explore whether certain social groups benefit more from the effect of personality traits than others.

Since we have a dichotomous outcome variable, we use a robust weighted least-squares estimator (WLSMV), since it is not dependent on the normality assumption (Kline, 2011). To perform our analyses, we use the statistical software R (R Core Team, 2022). The Package “lavaan” (Rossel, 2012) allows us to perform SEM in a similar manner as specialised software, such as Mplus. Results are reported as standardised coefficients.

Figure 1 visualises the assumed effects, based on the literature reviewed in this study so far. We expect that the social origin has direct effects on the study intention, as well as mediated effects through academic performance and the variables that measure the educational decision making (secondary effects). Further, we expect the different personality traits have direct effects on the study intention as well as indirect effects, which are mediated via the variables that measure the primary and secondary effects of social origin. Additionally, we consider covariance (1) between the different personality traits, and (2) between the variables that measure the primary and secondary effects of social origin. The control variables (not shown in Figure 1) are considered to have direct effects on the study intention as well as indirect effects mediated through the different personality traits and the average grade.5 As noted in Figure 1, our model has a good fit (Kline, 2011; Shi and Maydeu-Olivares, 2020; West et al., 2012; Ximénez et al., 2022).

[image: Flowchart showing the relationships between factors affecting study intention. Social origin influences academic performance and personality traits. Personality traits and educational choice both affect study intention. Academic performance directly impacts study intention. Direct effects are shown in black, indirect effects in green. A note includes Chi-squared equals three hundred ninety-eight point forty-one, degrees of freedom equals eighty, CFI equals zero point ninety-five, RMSEA equals zero point zero five, and SRMR equals zero point zero one.]

FIGURE 1
 Stylised illustration of path model for SEM. See Supplementary Figure A1 for an illustration of all specified paths, covariances and constraints of the estimated model.


After the SEM we test for moderation. Therefore, we employ logistic regressions and include interaction terms between the different personality traits and the social origin of the respondents. This allows us to examine, whether group differences of the effects of personality traits on the study intention differ significantly between the three groups. We report average marginal effects as well as predictive margins (Mood, 2010), which allows to interpret percent point differences between the groups as well as changes of the predictive probabilities of the study intention. To adjust for the disproportionality of the sample as well as for the clustering, we use design weights in all our estimations.

We present our results in line with our research questions. In a first step, we observe the bivariate relationship between social background and the independent variables. This is especially important for the interpretation of the effects of personality traits as elaborated in the theory section. Second, we report results of the SEM and test, whether the different personality traits have an effect on the variables which measure the primary and secondary effects of social origin and whether there are group differences. In the third step, we analyse potential differences in the direct, indirect and total effects of personality traits on the study intention. Last, we test for moderation between personality traits and social origin on the study intention.




4 Results


4.1 Do academic performance and perceptions of success, costs and benefits differ by personality traits?

In a first step, we need to observe the bivariate relationship between SES and our independent variables. As elaborated before, this is important for the theoretical interpretation of the effects of personality traits on the study intention. Figure 2 reports the relationship between SES and the independent variables based on bivariate linear regressions of SES on the different variables. For the personality traits, we observe no significant differences between the low SES group and the other two groups for conscientiousness, extraversion and agreeableness. For openness and emotional stability, we observe slightly higher levels for the middle and high SES groups with a difference of 0.08 and 0.15 standard deviations (SD) for openness and 0.08 and 0.14 SD for emotional stability. Considering the variables that measure the primary and secondary effects of social origin, the group differences are in line with the empirical research and our theory. Individuals with a middle and high SES background have higher grades and a higher expectation of success, their expected costs of studying are lower, and their expected benefits are, in general, higher than for individuals from low SES families.

[image: Relationship between SES and Independent Variables” shows the effects of SES on of various factors like openness, conscientiousness, and extraversion, indicated by triangles. Key values include monetary costs (-0.69) for high SES and well-paid jobs (0.54) for high SES. Horizontal axis ranges from -0.8 to 0.8.]

FIGURE 2
 Bivariate relationship between SES and independent variables. Results of bivariate linear regressions. Differences in standard deviations. Reference = low SES. 95% confidence intervals. Weighted results, author’s own calculations.


In the second step, we test with our SEM whether the personality traits have effects on the variables that measure primary and secondary effects of social origin and whether there are differences between the different social groups (Figure 3). For openness, we observe several significant effects. First, openness has a positive effect on the expectation of success and there are no significant differences by social background (ß = 0.10 for low and middle SES, ß = 0.08 for high SES). Further higher levels of openness seem to increase the perceived monetary costs of studying. However, the effect is only significant for the middle SES group (ß = 0.08). All groups seem to benefit from openness in terms of their perceived social costs, as they are lower with higher openness (ß = −0.06 for low SES; ß = −0.09 for middle and high SES). Further, openness has a positive effect on the expectation of getting a prestigious job through higher education for the middle SES group (ß = 0.04) and negative effects for all groups for the expectation of not becoming unemployed. Interestingly, individuals from low SES families seem to benefit the most from openness for the expectation of getting an interesting job through higher education (ß = 0.15). This effect differs significantly from the high SES group.

[image: Five horizontal bar charts show the influence of socioeconomic status (SES) on personality traits: Openness, Conscientiousness, Extraversion, Agreeableness, and Emotional Stability. Each chart compares low, middle, and high SES across factors like grades, job prospects, and costs. Bars extend on a scale from negative to positive values, indicating varying degrees of impact. Differences are marked for each SES group, providing insight into how each trait correlates with socioeconomic factors.]

FIGURE 3
 Effects of personality traits on independent variables. Results of SEM. 95% confidence intervals. Author’s own calculations.


As expected from the literature, we observed positive effects from conscientiousness for all groups on the average grades and the expectation of success. For the average grade, the middle (ß = 0.36) and high (ß = 0.37) group benefit slightly more than individuals with a low SES background (ß = 0.30), while there are almost no differences for the expectations of success (ß ranging between 0.21 and 0.25). Further, we observe lower expected monetary costs for the low (ß = −0.05) and high (ß = −0.08) group and higher expected social costs for the low (ß = 0.08) and middle (ß = 0.06) group. Conscientiousness has a positive effect on the expectation of getting a well-payed job for all groups while the perception of getting a prestigious job only significantly differs for the middle (ß = 0.07) and high (ß = 0.10) SES groups. The same accounts for the expectation of not becoming unemployed after higher education. As for openness, we observe significant differences between the low and high SES group for the expectation of getting an interesting job. While there is a negative effect of conscientiousness for the low SES group (ß = −0.05), it is positive for the high SES group (ß = 0.10).

For extraversion, we also observe positive effects of higher levels for the average grade for all groups, however smaller than for conscientiousness. Further, extraversion has a positive effect for the low (ß = 0.12) and middle (ß = 0.06) group on the expectation of success. Interestingly, higher levels of extraversion significantly lower the expected monetary costs of studying for the low SES group (ß = −0.08). Other than that, extraversion has no significant effects on the perceptions of social costs and expected benefits of studying.

Different from the three reported personality traits, higher levels of agreeableness are negatively related with the average grades and the expectation of success for all groups. This accounts especially for the middle (ß = −0.09) and high SES (ß = −0.16) group for the average grade and for expectation of success of the high SES group (ß = −0.06). Apart from that, agreeableness increases the perceived social costs of studying for the low (ß = 0.08) and middle (ß = 0.10) group. Additionally, higher levels of agreeableness are similarly negatively associated with the expected benefits of studying in all three groups.

Lastly for emotional stability, we observe that the high SES group seems to benefit significantly more from higher levels for their average grade (ß = 0.14). Further, emotional stability has a positive effect on the expectation of success for all groups, while the effect is larger for the high SES group (ß = 0.28) than for the other groups (ß = 0.23). Higher levels of emotional stability lower both, the expected monetary and social costs of studying, for all groups. Again, the effects are larger for the high SES group (ß = −0.24 for monetary costs, ß = −0.16 for social costs). Observing the expected benefits from studying, individuals from a high SES background benefit slightly more from higher emotional stability for the expectation of getting a well-payed job (ß = 0.07) than the other groups and significantly more for the perception of not becoming unemployed (ß = 0.07) than the low SES group (ß = −0.05).



4.2 Are personality traits more important for children from less advantaged social origin for their study intention?

In the previous section we could observe that personality traits have significant effects on individuals’ academic performance, as well as their perceptions of success, costs and benefits of entering higher education. Aside from that, we could also observe group differences in the effect of the different traits. This leads to assume, that we can observe different indirect effects of personality traits on the study intention, which are mediated by the variables that measure the primary and secondary effects of social origin. This, in turn, leads to the assumption that there are differences in the total effects of the traits on the study intention for each group.

To test this assumption, Table 1 reveals the total, direct and indirect effects of each personality trait on the study intention of our SEM.6 The rows for “percentage of total effects mediated by indirect effects” serve as an indicator of the share of indirect effects on the total effects for each personality trait. Overall, we observe that individuals from a low SES background seem to benefit the most from higher levels of openness for their study intention (ß = 0.13), with a slightly weaker effect for middle SES (ß = 0.07) and no effect for the high SES group. The results indicate for the low SES group, that more than half of this total effect is mediated by indirect effects, with the indirect effects of the expectations of success and summarised indirect effects of expected benefits holding the largest share. The share of the expected benefits might largely be explained by the indirect effect of the perception of an interesting job (Supplementary Table T3). The reason for this might be the relatively large positive effect of openness on the expectation of an interesting job for the low SES group (Figure 3).


TABLE 1 Total, direct and indirect effects of personality traits on study intention.


	
	Low SES
	Middle SES
	High SES

 

 	Openness


 	Total effect 	0.13*** 	0.07* 	0.00


 	Direct effect 	0.06+ 	0.02 	−0.04


 	Indirect effects 	 	 	


 	Average grade 	0.01 	0.01 	0.01


 	Expectation of success 	0.04*** 	0.03*** 	0.03**


 	Expected costs 	0.01 	0.01 	0.01


 	Expected benefits 	0.02* 	0.01 	−0.01


 	Percentage of total effects mediated by indirect effects


 	Average grade 	7.69% 	14.29% 	NA


 	Expectation of success 	30.77% 	42.86% 	NA


 	Expected costs 	7.69% 	14.29% 	NA


 	Expected benefits 	15.38% 	14.29% 	NA


 	Conscientiousness


 	Total effect 	0.10** 	0.13*** 	0.19***


 	Direct effect 	−0.07+ 	−0.06* 	−0.08+


 	Indirect effect


 	Average grade 	0.09*** 	0.11*** 	0.12***


 	Expectation of success 	0.08*** 	0.07*** 	0.08***


 	Expected costs 	−0.01+ 	0.01+ 	0.00


 	Expected benefits 	0.01 	0.02*** 	0.06***


 	Percentage of total effects mediated by indirect effects


 	Average grade 	90.00% 	84.61% 	63.16%


 	Expectation of success 	80.00% 	53.85% 	42.11%


 	Expected costs 	−10.00% 	7.69% 	0.00%


 	Expected benefits 	10.00% 	15.38% 	31.58%


 	Extraversion


 	Total effect 	0.06 	0.03 	0.04


 	Direct effect 	−0.02 	−0.02 	0.00


 	Indirect effect


 	Average grade 	0.03** 	0.01* 	0.02+


 	Expectation of success 	0.04*** 	0.02*** 	0.01


 	Expected costs 	0.00 	0.00 	0.00


 	Expected benefits 	0.00 	0.01 	0.00


 	Percentage of total effects mediated by indirect effects


 	Average grade 	50.00% 	33.33% 	50.00%


 	Expectation of success 	66.67% 	66.67% 	25.00%


 	Expected costs 	0.00% 	0.00% 	0.00%


 	Expected benefits 	0.00% 	33.33% 	0.00%


 	Agreeableness


 	Total effect 	−0.14*** 	−0.08** 	−0.16***


 	Direct effect 	−0.09** 	−0.01 	−0.05


 	Indirect effect


 	Average grade 	−0.01+ 	−0.03*** 	−0.05***


 	Expectation of success 	−0.01 	−0.01 	−0.02*


 	Expected costs 	−0.01+ 	−0.01*** 	−0.00


 	Expected benefits 	−0.02* 	−0.02** 	−0.04***


 	Percentage of total effects mediated by indirect effects


 	Average grade 	7.14% 	37.50% 	31.25%


 	Expectation of success 	7.14% 	12.50% 	12.50%


 	Expected costs 	7.14% 	12.50% 	0.00%


 	Expected benefits 	14.29% 	25.00% 	25.00%


 	Emotional stability


 	Total effect 	0.05 	0.02 	0.04


 	Direct effect 	−0.04 	−0.08** 	−0.15**


 	Indirect effect


 	Average grade 	0.01 	0.01 	0.05***


 	Expectation of success 	0.08*** 	0.07*** 	0.09***


 	Expected costs 	0.02* 	0.02*** 	0.02


 	Expected benefits 	−0.01 	0.00 	0.02+


 	Percentage of total effects mediated by indirect effects


 	Average grade 	20.00% 	50.00% 	125.00%


 	Expectation of success 	160.00% 	350.00% 	225.00%


 	Expected costs 	40.00% 	100.00% 	50.00%


 	Expected benefits 	−20.00% 	0.00% 	50.00%


 	N 	1,468 	2,997 	1,412





DZHW Panel Study of School Leavers 2018, author’s own calculations from SEM. Effects for expected costs and benefits are summarised (see Supplementary Tables T2–T5). + p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001. Controlled for gender and migration background.
 

For conscientiousness, the group of individuals with a high SES background seems to benefit the most from higher levels of this trait (ß = 0.19) for their study intention, compared to the groups from low (ß = 0.10) and middle SES (ß = 0.13). We can observe for all three groups, that the share of the indirect effects on the total effects exceeds that of the direct effect of conscientiousness. The comparatively large indirect effects can mostly be explained by the indirect effects of the average grade and the expectation of success, which can be explained by the positive effects of conscientiousness on these variables for all groups (Figure 3).

Higher levels of agreeableness have negative total effects on the study intention for all three groups. Individuals from high SES backgrounds have the largest negative total effect (ß = −0.16), followed by the groups of low (ß = −0.14) and middle SES (ß = −0.08). For the high SES group, this effect is mainly driven by the negative indirect effects of the average grade (ß = −0.05) and expected benefits (ß = −0.04). The negative effects of the expected benefits are mainly driven by the indirect effects of getting a well-payed job and an interesting job (Supplementary Table T4). However, the total effect for the low SES group is mainly driven by the negative direct effect (ß = −0.09), while the lower negative total effect for the middle SES group, can mainly be explained due to the low direct effect (ß = −0.01).

Considering extraversion, positive albeit not significant, total effects can be observed for all three groups. Although there are slight positive indirect effects of the average grade and expectation of success, almost no direct effects can be observed for any of the group, which explains the absence of significant total effects. Lastly, no significant total effect on the study intention can be observed for emotional stability. Although we can observe positive indirect effects for all groups, which are driven by positive indirect effects of the expected success and expected costs, the total effects are reduced by the negative direct effects of emotional stability in all groups.

The SEM revealed differences in the total effects of personality traits on the study intention between the different groups. We found the most pronounced differences in the total effects of openness and conscientiousness. To test whether these differences are significant, we employ a logistic regression model to test for moderation (see Supplementary Table T6). With this method, we can additionally control for interaction terms between social origin and each personality trait. The results reveal only one significant interaction. It shows that the effect of openness is about 4 % points stronger for individuals with a low SES background than for individuals from high SES families. To better understand the differences of the effect of openness, Figure 4 illustrates the predictive margins of the study intention for different levels of openness for each group. We can see the strongest positive effect for individuals with a low SES background and a negative effect for individuals from high SES families. While individuals from low SES families with a relatively low openness have a predicted probability of having a study intention of about 66.5%, it increases up to about 80.5% with a relatively high openness. This means that higher levels of openness can increase the probability of having a study intention up to 14 percent points for children from low SES families.

[image: Line graph titled "Interaction between SES and Openness" shows the probability of study intention versus openness for three social economic statuses: low (blue), middle (red), and high (green). The low SES line starts at 0.7 probability and rises slightly. The middle SES line remains mainly horizontal around 0.8. The high SES line starts high and declines as openness increases. Error bars are present for all data points.]

FIGURE 4
 Probability of study intention (predictive margins) for the interaction between SES and openness. Results from logistic regression (see Supplementary Table T6). 95% confidence intervals. Weighted results, author’s own calculations.





5 Discussion

This research aimed to explore how high school graduates from less advantaged social origins can overcome social inequalities in higher education enrolment. The reason for investigating is that sociological research to date has mainly focused on a deficit perspective, asking why there are social inequalities at the transition into higher education. However, how some high school graduates with less advantaged social origins are still able to transition into higher education against the odds is an underrepresented topic in research. Derived from a resource perspective we complement the sociological perspective by including the Big Five personality traits as resources that individuals can rely on for their educational decision-making. According to resource theories we expected three different mechanisms: resource substitution, structural amplification, and resource multiplication or Matthew effect. Using representative German data from the DZHW 2018 Panel Study of School Leavers, we used structural equation modelling (SEM) to model the effects of personality traits on variables associated to the primary and secondary effects of social origin as well as direct, indirect and total effects of personality traits on the intention to enrol into higher education. While the influence of personality on school performance (primary effect) is well examined in educational economics and psychology (Vedel, 2014), the influence on educational decision-making (secondary effects) is not. This is where our article aimed to add value.

First, the results have shown that personality traits have significant effects on the academic performance as well as the perceived costs, benefits and the expected success in higher education. However, how these indicators are affected, differs largely for the different traits. Second, the total effects of personality traits on the study intention reveal that different mechanisms are involved. The most pronounced effects could be found for openness. The moderation analysis revealed that individuals from low origin families benefit significantly more from higher levels of openness for their study intention than individuals from a high social origin. These results are in line with past research (Peter and Storck, 2015; Shanahan et al., 2014). The mediation analysis has shown that this can partly be explained by larger indirect effects via expected success and benefits. For the expected benefits, the expectation of getting an interesting job with a higher education degree seems to be particularly important for low origin graduates, as openness shows a significantly larger effect for this group. Despite individuals from a social disadvantaged background benefitting more from higher openness, the bivariate analysis revealed that this group has lower levels of openness in general, compared to the groups of more advantaged backgrounds. According to the theoretical assumptions, the positive effect of openness can be described as resource substitution but ends up as a mechanism of structural amplification (Ross and Mirowsky, 2011). Therefore, openness can serve as a mechanism of mobility for some individuals from lower social origins but in sum functions as a mechanism of the reproduction of social stratification. This means that, although individuals with a disadvantaged background can benefit more from higher levels of openness, they can make lest often used of it, due to having lower endowments of this resource in general. For conscientiousness, the results of the total effects revealed that individuals from higher social strata might benefit more from this resource. According to the Matthew effect (Merton, 1968) conscientiousness might help this groups to benefit even more for entering higher education, since they have already more from the other important resources (for example better academic performance). However, moderation analysis revealed that this differences of the effect of conscientiousness on the study intention are not statistically significant. For agreeableness, the results revealed similar negative effects on the study intention for all groups, while no relevant total effects of extraversion and emotional stability could be found.

Based on these results, we argue that children with less advantaged social origins can overcome social inequalities in higher education enrolment due to becoming more open. However, since they are on average less open, the question remains as to whether this personality trait could be strengthened, to improve the chances for this group of enrolling in higher education. There is some evidence pointing to the variability of these personality traits and giving hints for potential interventions (Stieger et al., 2020; Zimmermann and Neyer, 2013). Overall, our results show the importance of taking non-cognitive resources like personality traits into account when researching social inequalities in educational decision-making.

Despite these substantial results, our research also has some limitations. First, all our variables were measured at the same time. This makes it difficult to speak of causal relationships between the variables. Second, due to data availability, for this research we focused on the effects on the intention to enrol in higher education. Although there is a high correlation between the intention and the actual transition into higher education in Germany, results of the effects of personality might still differ. This limitation can be solved when more waves of the survey become available so that the effect on the actual transition into higher education can be measured. Further, we used the International Socioeconomic Index of Occupation (ISEI) as the measurement for the social origin of high school graduates, which was measured in the second wave of the survey. The data of this wave was collected about 6 months after the first wave when the study intention was measured. Thus, uncertainty remains as to how far the results are affected due to panel mortality.

To address these limitations, further research might use panel data over a longer timeframe to identify the causal effects of personality on the actual transition into higher education for high school graduates with different social origins. Further, this data would need to measure personality before the respective variables associated to primary and secondary effects of social origin. This would allow for a causal analysis of personality traits on these variables. Last, the analysis of the effect of personality for different groups of social origin on different outcomes, such as the subject of study or the study’s success, might also be interesting starting points for further research.
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Footnotes

1   The share of respondents with a study intention closely aligns with official statistics of actual higher education enrolments for this cohort (Authoring Group Educational Reporting, 2024, Tab. F2-3web).

2   In Germany, the Abitur is the qualification awarded upon completion of upper secondary education and serves as the main requirement for university entrance. Students receive a final grade that reflects the weighted average of all subject grades over the last 2 years of schooling. This final grade is highly relevant for higher education access, as many university programmes in Germany have restricted admissions (Numerus clausus). In our study, we used self-reported average school grades collected 6 months prior to graduation. Respondents were asked to report their current grade point average at the time of the survey, which coincided with the measurement of their intention to study. This approach ensures that the academic performance indicator is temporally aligned with the decision-making process and captures the level of achievement that typically determines eligibility for university admission.

3   Our selection of indicators is based on the study by Quast et al. (2023), who demonstrate that all four components significantly influence the decision to enter higher education. Importantly, their decomposition analyses show that social differences exist for all four of these indicators.

4   See Supplementary Table T1 for an overview of all variables.

5   We are aware that our model suggests causal assumptions, which cannot be tested with our data. For this, longitudinal data over a long timeframe would be needed. However, as already elaborated in this paper, it is based on strong theoretical assumptions and empirical evidence and should therefore deliver a good insight into the complex relationship between the model variables.

6   For illustration purposes, the effects of the variables for expected costs and benefits are summarised. For a presentation of the detailed effects, see Supplementary Tables T3–T5.


References
	 Allmendinger,J. (1989). Educational systems and labor market outcomes. Eur. Sociol. Rev. 5, 231–250. doi: 10.1093/oxfordjournals.esr.a036524
	 Andersen,S. C., Gensowski,M., Ludeke,S. G., and John,O. P. (2020). A stable relationship between personality and academic performance from childhood through adolescence. An original study and replication in hundred-thousand-person samples. J. Pers. 88, 925–939. doi: 10.1111/jopy.12538
	 Authoring Group Educational Reporting. (2020). Bildung in Deutschland 2020: Ein indikatorenstützter Bericht mit einer analyse zu Bildung in einer digitalisierten welt [education in Germany 2020: an indicator-based report with an analysis of education in a digitalized world.]. Wbv. Available online at: https://doi.org/10.3278/6001820fw.
	 Authoring Group Educational Reporting. (2024). Bildung in deutschland 2024: ein indikatorengestützter bericht mit einer analyse zu beruflicher bildung. Wbv Publikation. doi: 10.3278/6001820iw
	 Ayoub,M., Gosling,S. D., Potter,J., Shanahan,M., and Roberts,B. W. (2018). The relations between parental socioeconomic status, personality, and life outcomes. Soc. Psychol. Personal. Sci. 9, 338–352. doi: 10.1177/1948550617707018
	 Becker,R. (2009). Wie können “bildungsferne” Gruppen für ein Hochschulstudium gewonnen werden?: Eine empirische simulation mit Implikationen für die Steuerung des Bildungswesens. [how can “educationally disadvantaged” groups be encouraged to pursue higher education?: an empirical simulation with implications for the management of the education system] KZfSS. Kölner Zeitschrift für Soziologie und Sozialpsychologie 61, 563–593. doi: 10.1007/s11577-009-0081-6
	 Becker,B. (2019). Early educational inequality: growing up in different learning environments. In R. Becker (Hrsg.), Research handbook on the sociology of education. Edward Elgar Publishing. Available online at: https://doi.org/10.4337/9781788110426.00023.
	 Becker,R. (2022). “Explaining educational differentials” revisited: an evaluation of rigorous theoretical foundations and empirical findings. In K. Gërxhani, N. GraafDe, and W. Raub (Hrsg.), Handbook of sociological science (S. 356–371). Edward Elgar Publishing. Available online at: https://doi.org/10.4337/9781789909432.00029.
	 Bergold,S., and Steinmayr,R. (2018). Personality and intelligence interact in the prediction of academic achievement. J. Intelligence 6:27. doi: 10.3390/jintelligence6020027
	 Berkes,J., and Peter,F. H. (2019). Wahl des Studienfachs hängt Auch mit Persönlichkeitseigenschaften zusammen. [the choice of field of study is also related to personality traits]. DIW Wochenbericht. Available online at: https://doi.org/10.18723/DIW_WB:2019-39-1.
	 Boliver,V. (2011). Expansion, differentiation, and the persistence of social class inequalities in British higher education. High. Educ. 61, 229–242. doi: 10.1007/s10734-010-9374-y
	 Boudon,R. (1974). Education, opportunity, and social inequality. Changing prospects in Western society. New York: John Wiley & Sons.
	 Bourdieu,P. (1984). Distinction: a social critique of the judgement of taste (11. print). Cambridge, MA: Harvard Univ. Press.
	 Bourdieu,P. (1986). “The forms of capital” in Handbook of theory and research for the sociology of education. ed. J. G. Richardson. 1. publ ed (New York, London: Greenwood Press).
	 Bourdieu,P. (1995). “Structures, habitus, practices” in Rethinking the subject: an anthology of contemporary European social thought. ed. J. D. Faubion (New York: Routledge/Taylor and Francis Group).
	 Brandt,N. D., Lechner,C. M., Tetzner,J., and Rammstedt,B. (2020). Personality, cognitive ability, and academic performance: differential associations across school subjects and school tracks. J. Pers. 88, 249–265. doi: 10.1111/jopy.12482
	 Breen,R., and Goldthorpe,J. H. (1997). Explaining educational differentials: towards a formal rational action theory. Ration. Soc. 9, 275–305. doi: 10.1177/104346397009003002
	 Breen,R., Luijkx,R., Müller,W., and Pollak,R. (2009). Nonpersistent inequality in educational attainment: evidence from eight European countries. Am. J. Sociol. 114, 1475–1521. doi: 10.1086/595951
	 Coenen,J., Borghans,L., and Diris,R. (2021). Personality traits, preferences and educational choices: a focus on STEM. J. Econ. Psychol. 84:102361. doi: 10.1016/j.joep.2021.102361
	 Conger,R. D., Martin,M. J., and Masarik,A. S. (2021). Dynamic associations among socioeconomic status (SES), parenting investments, and conscientiousness across time and generations. Dev. Psychol. 57, 147–163. doi: 10.1037/dev0000463
	 Corazzini,L., D’Arrigo,S., Millemaci,E., and Navarra,P. (2021). The influence of personality traits on university performance: Evidence from Italian freshmen students. PLOS ONE, 16:e0258586. doi: 10.1371/journal.pone.0258586
	 Cunha,F., and Heckman,J. (2007). The Technology of Skill Formation. Am. Econ. Rev. 97, 31–47. doi: 10.1257/aer.97.2.31
	 Cunha,F., and Heckman,J. J. (2008). Formulating, identifying and estimating the Technology of Cognitive and Noncognitive Skill Formation. J. Hum. Resour. 43, 738–782. doi: 10.3368/jhr.43.4.738
	 Cunha,F., Heckman,J. J., Lochner,L., and Masterov,D. V. (2006). Chapter 12 interpreting the evidence on life cycle skill formation. In Handbook of the economics of education (Bd. 1, S. 697–812). Elsevier. Available online at: https://doi.org/10.1016/S1574-0692(06)01012-9.
	 Cunha,F., Heckmann,J. J., and Schennach,S. M. (2010). Estimating the Technology of Cognitive and Noncognitive Skill Formation. Econometrica 78, 883–931. doi: 10.3982/ECTA6551
	 Davies,S., and Rizk,J. (2018). The three generations of cultural capital research: a narrative review. Rev. Educ. Res. 88, 331–365. doi: 10.3102/0034654317748423
	 Edwards,R., Gibson,R., Harmon,C., and Schurer,S. (2022). First-in-their-family students at university: can non-cognitive skills compensate for social origin? Econ. Educ. Rev. 91:102318. doi: 10.1016/j.econedurev.2022.102318
	 Erikson,R., and Jonsson,J. (eds). (1996). “Explaining class inequality in education: the swedish test case” in Can education be equalized? (Boulder, Co: Westview), 1–63.
	 Esser,H. (1999). Situationslogik und Handeln. [Situational logic and action]. Frankfurt: Campus.
	 Flensborg-Madsen,T., and Mortensen,E. L. (2014). Infant SES as a predictor of personality—is the association mediated by intelligence? PLoS One 9:e103846. doi: 10.1371/journal.pone.0103846
	 Fuertes,A. M. d. C., Blanco Fernández,J., García Mata,M. d. l. Á., Rebaque Gómez,A., and Pascual,R. G. (2020). Relationship between personality and academic motivation in education degrees students. Educ. Sci. 10:327. doi: 10.3390/educsci10110327
	 Furnham,A., and Cheng,H. (2014). The social influences on trait conscientiousness: findings from a nationally representative sample. Personal. Individ. Differ. 69, 92–97. doi: 10.1016/j.paid.2014.05.017
	 Ganzeboom,H. (2010). A new international socio economic index (ISEI) of occupational status for the international standard classification of occupation 2008 (ISCO 08) constructed with data from the ISSP 2002–2007. Annual Conference of the International Social Survey Programme, Lissabon, Portugal. Available online at: https://www.researchgate.net/publication/242660186_A_new_International_Socio-Economic_Index_ISEI_of_occupational_status_for_the_International_Standard_Classification_of_Occupation_2008_ISCO-08_constructed_with_data_from_the_ISSP_2002-2007.
	 Ganzeboom,H. B. G., De Graaf,P. M., and Treiman,D. J. (1992). A standard international socio-economic index of occupational status. Soc. Sci. Res. 21, 1–56. doi: 10.1016/0049-089X(92)90017-B
	 Ham,R., Junankar,P. N. (Raja), and Wells,R. (2009). Occupational choice: personality matters. IZA discussion papers. 4105. doi: 10.2139/ssrn.1391757
	 Hayes,A. F. (2009). Beyond baron and Kenny: statistical mediation analysis in the new millennium. Commun. Monogr. 76, 408–420. doi: 10.1080/03637750903310360
	 Heckman,J. J., and Mosso,S. (2014). The economics of human development and social mobility. Annu. Rev. Econ. 6, 689–733. doi: 10.1146/annurev-economics-080213-040753
	 Jackson,M. (2013). Determined to succeed?: Performance versus choice in educational attainment. Stanford: Stanford University Press.
	 Jonassaint,C. R., Siegler,I. C., Barefoot,J. C., Edwards,C. L., and Williams,R. B. (2011). Low life course socioeconomic status (SES) is associated with negative NEO PI-R personality patterns. Int. J. Behav. Med. 18, 13–21. doi: 10.1007/s12529-009-9069-x
	 Kaiser,T. (2017). Socioeconomic status, parenting and conscientiousness: the unequal development of children’s focus. J. Fam. Stud. 23, 62–85. doi: 10.1080/13229400.2016.1152195
	 Kaiser,T., and Diewald,M. (2014a). Ordentliche Arbeiterkinder, konzentrierte Mittelschichtkinder?: Die ungleiche Entwicklung von Gewissenhaftigkeit im frühen Kindesalter. [Well-behaved working-class children, focused middle-class children?: The unequal development of conscientiousness in early childhood.] KZfSS. Kölner Zeitschrift für Soziologie und Sozialpsychologie 66, 243–265. doi: 10.1007/s11577-014-0251-z
	 Kaiser,T., and Diewald,M. (2014b). Social origin, conscientiousness, and school grades: does early socialization of the characteristics orderliness and focus contribute to the reproduction of social inequality? Res. Soc. Stratif. Mobil. 38, 93–105. doi: 10.1016/j.rssm.2014.07.001
	 Kaiser,T., and Schneickert,C. (2016). Cultural participation, personality and educational inequalities. Sociol. Res. Online 21, 41–56. doi: 10.5153/sro.4063
	 Kajonius,P., and Carlander,A. (2017). Who gets ahead in life? Personality traits and childhood background in economic success. J. Econ. Psychol. 59, 165–170. doi: 10.1016/j.joep.2017.03.004
	 Kappe,R., and Van Der Flier,H. (2012). Predicting academic success in higher education: What’s more important than being smart? Eur. J. Psychol. Educ. 27, 605–619. doi: 10.1007/s10212-011-0099-9
	 Kline,R. B. (2011). Principles and practice of structural equation modeling (3rd ed). New York: Guilford Press.
	 Kohn,M. L. (1963). Social class and parent-child relationships: an interpretation. Am. J. Sociol. 68, 471–480. doi: 10.1086/223403
	 Kohn,M. L., and Schooler,C. (1969). Class, occupation, and orientation. Am. Sociol. Rev. 34, 659–678. doi: 10.2307/2092303 
	 Komarraju,M., Karau,S. J., and Schmeck,R. R. (2009). Role of the big five personality traits in predicting college students’ academic motivation and achievement. Learn. Individ. Differ. 19, 47–52. doi: 10.1016/j.lindif.2008.07.001
	 Komarraju,M., Karau,S., Schmeck,R., and Avdic,A. (2011). The big five personality traits, learning styles, and academic achievement. Pers. Individ. Dif. 51, 472–477. doi: 10.1016/j.paid.2011.04.019
	 Kristen,C., Reimer,D., and Kogan,I. (2008). Higher education entry of Turkish immigrant youth in Germany. Int. J. Comp. Sociol. 49, 127–151. doi: 10.1177/0020715208088909
	 Lareau,A. (2002). Invisible inequality: social class and childrearing in black families and white families. Am. Sociol. Rev. 67, 747–776. doi: 10.1177/000312240206700507
	 Lechner,C., Danner,D., and Rammstedt,B. (2017). How is personality related to intelligence and achievement? A replication and extension of Borghans et al. and Salkever. Personal. Individ. Differ. 111, 86–91. doi: 10.1016/j.paid.2017.01.040
	 Libbrecht,N., Lievens,F., Carette,B., and Côté,S. (2014). Emotional intelligence predicts success in medical school. Emotion. 14, 64–73. doi: 10.1037/a0034392
	 Lörz,M. (2008). Räumliche Mobilität beim Übergang ins studium und im Studienverlauf: her-kunftsspezifische Unterschiede in der Wahl und Nachhaltigkeit des Studienortes. [spatial mobility during the transition to university and during the course of study: differences in the choice and sustainability of study location based on origin.]. Zeitschrift für Bildung und Erziehung 61, 413–436. doi: 10.7788/bue.2008.61.4.413
	 Lörz,M., Schindler,S., and Walter,J. G. (2011). Gender inequalities in higher education: extent, development and mechanisms of gender differences in enrolment and field of study choice. Ir. Educ. Stud. 30, 179–198. doi: 10.1080/03323315.2011.569139
	 Maaz,K. (2006). Soziale Herkunft und Hochschulzugang: Effekte institutioneller Öffnung im Bildungssystem. [social background and access to higher education: effects of institutional openness in the education system.] (1. Aufl). Wiesbaden: VS, Verl. Für Sozialwissenschaften.
	 McCrae,R., and Costa,P. J. (1996). “Toward a new generation of personality theories: theoretical contexts for the five-factor model” in The five factor model of personality: theoretical perspectives. ed. J. Wiggins, (New York: Guilford Press) 51–87.
	 McCrae,R., and Costa,P. J. (1999). “A five-factor theory of personality” in Handbook of personality: theory and research. ed. O. John, (New York: Guilford) 139–153.
	 Mentges,H. (2019). Studium oder Berufsausbildung? Migrationsspezifische Bildungsentscheidungen von Studienberechtigten. Eine kritische Replikation und Erweiterung der Studie von Kristen et al. (2008). [university or vocational training? Migration-specific educational decisions made by those eligible for university admission. A critical replication and extension of the study by Kristen et al. (2008).]. Soziale Welt 70, 403–434. doi: 10.5771/0038-6073-2019-4-403
	 Merton,R. K. (1968). The Matthew Effect in Science: The reward and communication systems of science are considered. Science. 159, 56–63. doi: 10.1126/science.159.3810.56
	 Mirowsky,J., and Ross,C. E. (2003). Education, social status, and health. New York: Aldine de Gruyter.
	 Mood,C. (2010). Logistic regression: why we cannot do what we think we can do, and what we can do about it. Eur. Sociol. Rev. 26, 67–82. doi: 10.1093/esr/jcp006
	 Müller,W., and Pollak,R. (2004). “Weshalb gibt es so wenige Arbeiterkinder in Deutschlands Universitäten? [why are there so few working-class children at German universities?]” in Bildung als Privileg? Erklärungen und Befunde zu den Ursachen von Bildungsungleichheit. eds. R. Becker and W. Lauterbach (Wiesbaden: Springer), 311–352.
	 Nash,R. (2003). Inequality/difference in education: is a real explanation of primary and secondary effects possible? Br. J. Sociol. 54, 433–451. doi: 10.1111/j.1468-4446.2003.00433.x
	 Noftle,E. E., and Robins,R. W. (2007). Personality predictors of academic outcomes: Big five correlates of GPA and SAT scores. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 93, 116–130. doi: 10.1037/0022-3514.93.1.116
	 Palczyńska,M., and Świst,K. (2018). Personality, cognitive skills and life outcomes: evidence from the polish follow-up study to PIAAC. Large Scale Assess. Educ. 6:2. doi: 10.1186/s40536-018-0056-z
	 Peter,V. F., and Storck,J. (2015). Persönlichkeitseigenschaften beeinflussen die Studienabsicht von Jugendlichen. [Personality traits influence young people's intentions to study]. No. 82(1/2) ; DIW Wochenbericht, S. 3–10). Available online at: http://hdl.handle.net/10419/106493.
	 Polemis,M. (2021). Personality traits as an engine of knowledge: A quantile regression analysis. J. Econ. Stud. 48, 497–515. doi: 10.1108/JES-02-2020-0081
	 Poropat,A. E. (2009). A meta-analysis of the five-factor model of personality and academic performance. Psychol. Bull. 135, 322–338. doi: 10.1037/a0014996
	 Quast,H., Mentges,H., and Buchholz,S. (2023). Atypische Bildungsverläufe: Warum studieren Studienberechtigte aus weniger privilegierten Familien immer noch seltener? [atypical educational trajectories: why do students from less privileged families still study less frequently?]. In: J. Ordemann, F. Peter, and S. Buchholz (Hrsg.), Vielfalt von hochschulischen Bildungsverläufen (S. 79–106). Springer Fachmedien Wiesbaden. Available online at: https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-39657-2_4.
	 Quast,H., Scheller,P., and Lörz,M. (2014). Bildungsentscheidungen im nachschulischen Verlauf: Dritte Befragung der Studienberechtigten 2008 viereinhalb Jahre nach Schulabschluss. [educational decisions after leaving school: third survey of students eligible for higher education in 2008, four and a half years after leaving school.] (forum Hochschule 9/2014) : DZHW.
	 R Core Team. (2022). R: A language and environment for statistical computing. R Foundation for Statistical Computing. Available online at: https://www.R-project.org/.
	 Rammstedt,B., Danner,D., and Lechner,C. (2017). Personality, competencies, and life outcomes: results from the German PIAAC longitudinal study. Large Scale Assess. Educ. 5:2. doi: 10.1186/s40536-017-0035-9
	 Ross,C. E., and Mirowsky,J. (2011). The interaction of personal and parental education on health. Soc. Sci. Med. 72, 591–599. doi: 10.1016/j.socscimed.2010.11.028
	 Rossel,Y. (2012). Lavaan: an R package for structural equation modeling. J. Stat. Softw. 48, 1–36. doi: 10.18637/jss.v048.i02
	 Schindler,S., and Lörz,M. (2012). Mechanisms of social inequality development: primary and secondary effects in the transition to tertiary education between 1976 and 2005. Eur. Sociol. Rev. 28, 647–660. doi: 10.1093/esr/jcr032
	 Schindler,S., and Reimer,D. (2010). Primäre und sekundäre Effekte der sozialen Herkunft beim Übergang in die Hochschulbildung. [primary and secondary effects of social background on the transition to higher education.] KZfSS. Kölner Zeitschrift für Soziologie und Sozialpsychologie 62, 623–653. doi: 10.1007/s11577-010-0119-9
	 Schmitz,A., and Barth,A. (2018). Subtle paths of intergenerational reproduction. Sociol. Int. 56, 25–48. doi: 10.3790/sint.56.1.25
	 Schmitz,A., and Bayer,M. (2017). Strukturale Psychologie. Zum Verhältnis von Sozialraum, habitus und Persönlichkeit. [structural psychology. On the relationship between social space, habitus, and personality.]. Berl. J. Soziol. 27, 455–483. doi: 10.1007/s11609-018-0364-8
	 Schupp,J., and Gerlitz,J.-Y. (2008). Big five inventory-SOEP (BFI-S). Available online at: https://doi.org/10.6102/zis54.
	 Sewell,W. H., Haller,A. O., and Portes,A. (1969). The educational and early occupational attainment process. Am. Sociol. Rev. 34:82. doi: 10.2307/2092789
	 Shanahan,M. J., Bauldry,S., Roberts,B. W., Macmillan,R., and Russo,R. (2014). Personality and the reproduction of social class. Soc. Forces 93, 209–240. doi: 10.1093/sf/sou050
	 Shavit,Y., and Blossfeld,H.-P. (1993). Persistent inequality. Changing educational attainment in thirteen countries. Boulder, Co: Westview Press.
	 Shi,D., and Maydeu-Olivares,A. (2020). The effect of estimation methods on sem fit indices. Educ. Psychol. Meas. 80, 421–445. doi: 10.1177/0013164419885164
	 Solga,H., Brzinsky-Fay,C., Graf,L., Gresch,C., and Protsch,P. (2013). Vergleiche innerhalb von Gruppen und institutionelle Gelingensbedingungen. Vielversprechende Perspektiven von Ungleichheitsforschung. [Comparisons within groups and institutional conditions for success. Promising perspectives from inequality research]. WZB Discussion Paper SP I 2013–501.
	 Spengler,M., Brunner,M., Martin,R., and Lüdtke,O. (2016). The role of personality in predicting (change in) students’ academic success across four years of secondary school. Eur. J. Psychol. Assess. 32, 95–103. doi: 10.1027/1015-5759/a000330
	 Staff,R. T., Hogan,M. J., and Whalley,L. J. (2017). Childhood intelligence and personality traits neuroticism and openness contributes to social mobility: A study in the Aberdeen 1936 Birth Cohort. Pers. Individ. Dif. 114, 206–212. doi: 10.1016/j.paid.2017.02.068
	 Stieger,M., Wepfer,S., Rüegger,D., Kowatsch,T., Roberts,B. W., and Allemand,M. (2020). Becoming more conscientious or more open to experience? Effects of a two–week smartphone–based intervention for personality change. Eur. J. Personal. 34, 345–366. doi: 10.1002/per.2267
	 Stienstra,K., Maas,I., Knigge,A., and Schulz,W. (2021). Resource compensation or multiplication? The interplay between cognitive ability and social origin in explaining educational attainment. Eur. Sociol. Rev. 37, 186–200. doi: 10.1093/esr/jcaa054
	 Stocké,V. (2013). Bildungsaspirationen, soziale Netzwerke und Rationalität. [educational aspirations, social networks, and rationality]. In: R. Becker and A. Schulze (Hrsg.), Bildungskontexte (S. 269–298). Springer Fachmedien Wiesbaden. Available online at: https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-39657-2_4.
	 Sutin,A. R., Luchetti,M., Stephan,Y., Robins,R. W., and Terracciano,A. (2017). Parental educational attainment and adult offspring personality: an intergenerational life span approach to the origin of adult personality traits. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 113, 144–166. doi: 10.1037/pspp0000137
	 Thiel,H., and Thomsen,S. L. (2013). Noncognitive skills in economics: models, measurement, and empirical evidence. Res. Econ. 67, 189–214. doi: 10.1016/j.rie.2013.03.002
	 Thompson,R. (2009). Social class and participation in further education: evidence from the youth cohort study of England and Wales. Br. J. Sociol. Educ. 30, 29–42. doi: 10.1080/01425690802514318
	 Thompson,R. (2017). “Explaining inequality? Rational action theories of educational decision making” in Access to higher education: Theoretical perspectives and contemporary challenges. eds. A. Mountford-Zimdars and N. Harrison (New York: Routledge), 81–98.
	 Trapmann,S., Hell,B., Hirn,J.-O. W., and Schuler,H. (2007). Meta-analysis of the relationship between the big five and academic success at university. Zeitschrift Für Psychologie / J. Psychol. 215, 132–151. doi: 10.1027/0044-3409.215.2.132
	 Van De Werfhorst,H. G., and Hofstede,S. (2007). Cultural capital or relative risk aversion? Two mechanisms for educational inequality compared. Br. J. Sociol. 58, 391–415. doi: 10.1111/j.1468-4446.2007.00157.x
	 Vedel,A. (2014). The big five and tertiary academic performance: a systematic review and meta-analysis. Personal. Individ. Differ. 71, 66–76. doi: 10.1016/j.paid.2014.07.011
	 Watermann,R., Daniel,A., and Maaz,K. (2014). Primäre und sekundäre Disparitäten des Hochschulzugangs: Erklärungsmodelle, Datengrundlagen und Entwicklungen. [primary and secondary disparities in access to higher education: explanatory models, data bases, and developments.]. Z. Erzieh. 17, 233–261. doi: 10.1007/s11618-013-0470-5
	 Weininger,E. B., and Lareau,A. (2009). Paradoxical pathways: an ethnographic extension of Kohn’s findings on class and childrearing. J. Marriage Fam. 71, 680–695. doi: 10.1111/j.1741-3737.2009.00626.x
	 West,S., Taylor,A., and Wu,W. (2012). Model fit and model selection in structural equation modeling. In R. Hoyle (Hrsg.), Handbook of structural equation modeling (Bd. 1, S. 209–231). Guilford Press.
	 Woisch,A., Mentges,H., and Schoger,L. (2019). Bildungsintentionen und Informationsverhalten von Studienberechtigten des Abschlussjahrgangs 2018. (DZHW Brief 5|2019). Hannover: DZHW. doi: 10.34878/2019.05.dzhw_brief
	 Ximénez,C., Maydeu-Olivares,A., Shi,D., and Revuelta,J. (2022). Assessing cutoff values of SEM fit indices: advantages of the unbiased SRMR index and its cutoff criterion based on communality. Struct. Equ. Model.: A Multidisciplinary Journal, 29, 368–380. doi: 10.1080/10705511.2021.1992596
	 Zimmermann,T. (2019). Social influence or rational choice? Two models and their contribution to explaining class differentials in student educational aspirations. Eur. Sociol. Rev. 36:jcz054. doi: 10.1093/esr/jcz054
	 Zimmermann,J., and Neyer,F. J. (2013). Do we become a different person when hitting the road? Personality development of sojourners. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 105, 515–530. doi: 10.1037/a0033019


Copyright
 © 2025 Nika, Grüttner and Buchholz. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The use, distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the original author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are credited and that the original publication in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice. No use, distribution or reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these terms.

OPS/images/fsoc-10-1652429-g003.jpg
vt s

Openness

e -

Conscientiousness.

“lowSES + maseSES « nonsEs

Agreeableness.
——
.
e
o =
Socsl conts- 0.
_got— 2O
P =
i 3
%
oy
e =

“lowSES + mateSES « ngnsEs

Emotional stability
—ste






OPS/images/fsoc-10-1652429-g004.jpg
Probability of study intention

Interaction between SES and Openness

25 1.5 -5 5 15
Openness

—e— low
—e— middle
—— high





OPS/xhtml/Nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Social origin and the intention to enrol in higher education: personality traits as a mechanism of reproduction or mobility?



		1 Introduction



		2 Literature and theory



		2.1 The role of primary and secondary effects of social origin in education



		2.2 But what about individual personality traits?









		3 Data and methods



		3.1 Data and dependent variable



		3.2 Independent and control variables



		3.3 Analytic methods and strategy









		4 Results



		4.1 Do academic performance and perceptions of success, costs and benefits differ by personality traits?



		4.2 Are personality traits more important for children from less advantaged social origin for their study intention?









		5 Discussion



		Data availability statement



		Ethics statement



		Author contributions



		Funding



		Conflict of interest



		Generative AI statement



		Publisher’s note



		Supplementary material



		Footnotes



		References



















OPS/images/fsoc-10-1652429-g001.jpg
Academic performance

Social origin

Study
intention
Personality traits

Educational choice
——— Directeffects

> Indirect effects






OPS/images/fsoc-10-1652429-g002.jpg
Openness
Conscientiousness,
Extraversion
Agreeabieness
Emotional stabilty
Average grade, inv.
Expectation of success
Monetary costs,
Social costs
Welk-payed job
Prestigous jobs
Interesting job

Not becoming unemployed

Relationship between SES and independent variables

008

—20,
ale,
o

o
—Ja201,

-03
069
014
022 009
019

605
T T T T T T
-6 -2 0 :2 4 B 8

A Middle SES A High SES





OPS/images/cover.jpg
' frontiers | Frontiers in Sociology

Social origin and the intention to
enrol in higher education:
personality traits as a mechanism
of reproduction or mobility?












OPS/images/crossmark.jpg
©

2

i

|






OPS/images/logo.jpg
, frontiers Frontiers in Sociology






