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Abstract
Many studies have examined the effect of life events, education, and income on well-being.
Conversely, research concerning well-being as a predictor of life course outcomes is sparse.
Diener’s suggestion “to inquire about the effects of well-being on future behavior and suc-
cess” has, with some exceptions, not yet come to fruition. This article contributes to this body
of research. We conceptualize and analyze the interplay between educational achievement,
occupational success, and well-being as a complex process. The relationship between these
domains is examined drawing on a structure-agency framework derived from Bourdieu and
Social Comparison Theory. Social comparison between adolescents and their parents is sug-
gested to be the mechanism explaining the effects of successful and unsuccessful intergenera-
tional transmission of educational achievement and occupational success on well-being. It is
further argued that well-being may serve as an individual resource by fostering educational
and occupational outcomes.

Panel data from the Transition from Education to Employment (TREE) project, a
Swiss PISA 2000 follow-up study, was used. The interplay between well-being and successful
and unsuccessful intergenerational transfer of educational attainment was analyzed in an auto-
regressive cross-lagged mixture model framework. Social comparison was found to be related
to well-being, while well-being proved to significantly increase the probability of successful

intergenerational transfer of educational attainment.
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1 Introduction

Educational and occupational success and well-being may be thought of as forming a recipro-
cal relationship. On the one hand, educational and occupational success of adolescents may
affect their well-being. Successful mastery of a training program or attainment of occupation-
al goals, for example, may affect well-being positively. In this case, evaluations of one’s
achievement may affect well-being. On the other hand, well-being may be conceptualized as a
personal resource itself, affecting educational and occupational success. A positive attitude
toward life, for example, may lead a person to enroll in a demanding training program, and it
may support successful completion. The experience of a successful accomplishment may
then, in turn, increase an adolescent’s positive attitude toward life. This reciprocity is likely to
be affected by social and personal resources. In a number of studies, parents’ status or indi-
vidual educational level were found to affect educational and occupational success (Blau and
Duncan 1967; Bourdieu and Passeron 1970; Erikson and Goldthorpe 1992) and well-being
(Desjardins 2008; Michalos 2008). Furthermore, cognitive skills and gender appear to explain
differences in educational and occupational success and well-being in complex ways (Kroll
2010; Tesch-Romer, Motel-Klingebiel, and Tomasik 2007).

In this paper, we examine this reciprocity over time. First, we analyze how success or
failure affects well-being in the context of transition to adulthood. Second, we outline, how
success or failure are affected by background factors, and how well-being contributes to suc-
cessful educational and occupational outcomes. Third, we explore how the reciprocal relation-
ship between educational and occupational success and well-being itself is affected by factors
such as cultural capital and gender.

We draw on two different approaches to frame the reciprocity: (1) Social Comparison
Theory (Festinger 1954; Gibbons and Buunk 1999) to explain effects of success or failure on
well-being. Within social comparison theory, two competing theoretical approaches are pre-
sented and discussed. (2) Bourdieuian capital theory (Bourdieu 1970, 1979) will provide the
framework to explain success and failure.

Panel data from approximately 6000 young Swiss persons who left compulsory
schooling in 2000 will be used. The proposed reciprocal relationship will then be analyzed

across 6 years in an autoregressive cross-lagged mixture model framework.
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2 Theoretical framework
2.1 Effects of educational achievement and occupational success on well-being

Educational achievement and occupational success are likely to affect adolescents’ well-
being. For example, Samuel et al. (2011) found long-term aggregate effects of successful and
unsuccessful intergenerational transfer of educational attainment on the stability of well-
being. One explanatory mechanism was the inertia of the habitus as conceptualized by Bour-
dieu (1979). This finding provides some empirical evidence for Lipset and Bendix’ (1959:
286) assumption concerning adverse effects of identity inconsistencies caused by educational
and occupational mobility on well-being. In this article, we argue that short-term effects, i.e.
on a yearly basis, of educational and occupational success on well-being are also observable.
We propose social comparison as an explanatory mechanism.

In light of globalization, individualization, and pluralized educational and occupation-
al pathways (Bradley and Nguyen 2004; Buchholz et al. 2009; Crisholm and Hurrelmann
1995) it has become increasingly difficult to determine what adolescent educational and oc-
cupational success is. In this article, we argue that success, as well as well-being (Tatarkie-
wicz 1976), is a relational construct: an individual’s educational or occupational success is
relative to a point of reference or to a system of points of reference. There are at least two
ways to explore this relativity. First, it can be viewed from a perspective of the adolescents’
subjective evaluation of discrepancies, e.g. of what one has and what one wants to have, or
what significant others have, as in Michalos’ Multiple Discrepancies Theory (1985; cf. also
Blore, Stokes, Mellor, Firth, and Cummins 2011) or as discussed in the literature on goal at-
tainment (e.g., Carver and Scheier 1990). Second, it can be regarded from a structural per-
spective, by comparing how adolescents’ educational and occupational success differs from,
e.g. norms and socioeconomic background as discussed in a number of sociological theories
(Blossfeld and Shavit 1993; Bourdieu and Passeron 1970; Erikson and Goldthorpe 1992;
Shavit and Muller 1998). In this paper, we apply the second perspective. Thus, from this point
of view, youths with high levels of personal and social resources, e.g. those who have high
grades and who have wealthy and well-educated parents, may be deemed successful only if
they match or surpass their parents in terms of educational achievement (Bourdieu and Pas-
seron 1996). Only the latter, that is, surpassing one’s parents’ educational achievement, is
considered as a success when accounting for educational expansion (Erikson and Goldthorpe
1992; Shavit and Blossfeld 1993). By contrast, youths with low levels of personal and social

resources, e.g. those who have low grades, no formal certificates, and unskilled parents, may
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be deemed successful if they have acquired a permanent labor contract and have a regular
income.

Conceptually, we propose at least four different points of reference with regard to ed-
ucational and occupational success: (1) norms; these may include the duration of educational
programs and educational pathways (sequences of educational programs) as prescribed by
institutions and policies, but also general norms, such as having obtained at least a certificate
from an upper secondary institution (e.g., vocational education training or academic high
school), (2) peers, in terms of their educational and occupational achievement, (3) family
members (e.g. parents and siblings), and (4) the individual himself/herself, in terms of intra-
individual comparisons with previous episodes of success and failure.

This approach seems attractive as it provides a multidimensional understanding of
success from a social comparison perspective. If this is put to a series of empirical tests, dif-
ferent problems are likely to occur. It would be difficult to resolve how norms are functional
for different individuals. Furthermore, during the transition to adulthood, adolescents’ peers
are likely to be rather homogenous in terms of temporal and hierarchical position within the
respective educational and occupational settings. Certainly, the mechanisms of social compar-
ison are still at play, e.g., with regard to skills, opinions, and abilities (for an overview see
Suls and Wheeler 2000), but will not yield too many differences concerning educational and
occupational positions. Moreover, in particular specific educational norms and extensive data
on peers are rarely contained in standard data sets. In this article, we will thus focus on com-
parisons to family members and the self.

The general tendency to compare oneself to objective or social standards was de-
scribed in Merton and Kitt’s Reference Group Theory (1950) and Festinger’s Social Compari-
son Theory (1954). Psychologically, social comparisons may be driven by needs for self-
evaluation (Festinger 1954), self-enhancement (cf. Wills 1981), or self-improvement (Wilson
and Benner 1971). Most generally, the effects of social comparison on well-being are believed
to be intrinsic to its direction (cf. Boes, Staub, and Winkelmann 2010). That is, upward com-
parison decreases and downward comparison increases well-being. For example, educational-
ly upwardly mobile adolescents might compare their educational position to their low-
educated parents. As noted by Havighurst et al. (1962), upward mobility may then be consid-
ered as a successful achievement and fulfillment of parental aspirations (Bourdieu and Pas-
seron 1996). This leads to well-being and increases the likelihood of successful coping in a
person’s educational and occupational career (Evans 1994; Grob, Little, Wanner, and Wear-

ing 1996). Especially in neo-Social Comparison Theory, it is postulated that downward com-


https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11205-011-9984-5

The Interplay between Educational Achievement, Occupational Success, and Well-Being

parison comprises a coping function: People tend to make downward comparisons to feel bet-
ter (Suls and Wheeler 2000; Wills 1981). However, downward comparison does not have to
be conceived of as a coping strategy (Lazarus and Folkman 1984; Tennen and Affleck 1997).
Another strand of literature proposes that the effects of social comparison on well-being are
not intrinsic to their direction. As Buunk et al. (1990) found, it may be too simplistic to as-
sume that upward comparison leads to negative effects for well-being, whereas downward
comparison boosts well-being levels. For example, upward comparison contains “at least two
pieces of information: (a) that you are not as well off as everyone and (b) that it is possible for
you to be better than you are at present” (Buunk et al. 1990: 1239). Downward comparison
contains analogous information. A variety of factors, e.g. traits and sociodemographic charac-
teristics, seem to moderate these effects, i.e. whether a person compares upward or down-
ward, and how this choice, made consciously or unconsciously, affects well-being (Crocker,
Thompson, McGraw, and Ingerman 1987; Gibbons and Buunk 1999). This literature proposes
social comparison to produce contrastive and assimilative outcomes. That is, “the affective
consequences of a comparison are not intrinsic to its direction” (Buunk et al. 1990: 1239).

In this sense, there is disagreement as to how differences in success affect well-being
via social comparison. One strand of the literature posits contrastive outcomes, i.e. being more
successful than significant others will boost well-being levels while being less successful than
significant others will decrease well-being. Another strand postulates contrastive and assimi-
lative outcomes, i.e. regardless of the direction of comparison, well-being may increase or
decrease. In this paper, we will test whether there is empirical evidence for the former posi-

tion. Accordingly, we hypothesize that:

Hi: Adolescents’ success differentials produce contrastive well-being outcomes over

time.
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2.2 Effects of well-being on educational achievement and occupational success

Many theories attempt to explain why people are more or less likely to be successful in com-
parison to their parents. In some studies, social inheritance of advantages, i.e. intergeneration-
al transfer of, for instance, educational attainment is offered as an explanation. Educational
attainment and occupational status were found to be largely dependent on social background
(Blau and Duncan 1967; Breen 2004; Breen and Goldthorpe 1997), although the exact under-
lying mechanisms of social reproduction remain vague. Bourdieu (1977) argues that most
parents aim to transfer their own socio-economic status to their offspring, and children often
use these aspirations as personal guidelines. In this sense, the focus is on the transfer, accumu-
lation, and conversion of economic, cultural, and social capital in the form of social and per-
sonal resources. However, less is known about the relevance of well-being to life course out-
comes such as educational and occupational success. For example, Bradburn (1969) argued
that well-being may be a general potential to cope with challenging life situations. The ne-
glected state of this perspective in current well-being research is also observed by Diener,
who suggests examining “effects of well-being on future behavior and success” (2009: 268).
In this section of the paper, we will outline how well-being may be conceptualized as an indi-
vidual resource, contributing to educational and occupational outcomes.

Only recently were the predictive qualities of well-being for specific areas of life ex-
amined. In a meta-analysis, Lyubomirsky and colleagues (2005) reviewed studies which im-
plied causal relationships between happiness, i.e. long-term propensity to frequently experi-
ence positive emotions, and successful outcomes. They reported weighted mean effect sizes in
the longitudinal studies ranging from .05 to .29 for different areas such as work, life, and
health (n = 62). In the area of health, for example, Xu (2005) found some evidence that sub-
jective well-being (SWB) has protective effects against different forms of mortality, while
similarly, Diener and Chan (2011) conclude “that the evidence for the influence of SWB on
health and all-cause mortality is clear and compelling” (2011: 32). Studies examining the ef-
fects of well-being on educational and occupational success during adolescence are even rar-
er. Roberts et al. (2003) analyzed the relationship between the personality and work of young
adults from 18 to 26 and found reciprocal relations between these domains. Proctor et al.
(2010) found that life satisfaction was positively associated with educational success and a
series of interpersonal and intrapersonal variables, such as parental relations and self-esteem,
respectively. In the context of adolescence and post-compulsory pathways, Eckersley et al.

found well-being to affect the likelihood of employment and level of remuneration (2006: 24).
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In summary, there is some evidence in the literature that well-being may predict edu-
cational and occupational outcomes in adolescence. Thus, we conceptualize well-being as an
individual resource that has a positive effect on educational and occupational success. To-
gether with social and other personal factors, well-being may contribute to quasi-objective
success in the form of educational and occupational upward mobility. Accordingly, we hy-

pothesize:

H2: Well-being is positively associated with the probability of being successful.

2.3 Effects of social background and personal resources on well-being and educational

achievement and occupational success

In the context of the transition to adulthood, educational and occupational success not only
depends on well-being, but also on other factors such as cognitive skills and social back-
ground. In turn, these factors are also likely to affect well-being. The reciprocal process be-
tween well-being and success is in itself dependent on a group of background factors. Some
of them will be more directly related to well-being, others more to educational success.
Through the proposed reciprocity of the relationship, all factors are related at least indirectly
to well-being or success. In the following section, we outline how some of the most important
social and personal factors contribute to the interplay.

Social background may be theorized to include different forms of capital (Bourdieu
1979). Economic capital is represented by and convertible into money. It allows parents to
pay for tutoring and private schools. Moreover, economic capital allows adolescents to enroll
in lengthy training programs and university as there is no or little need for additional income
(Bourdieu 2001; Bradley and Nguyen 2004). Social and symbolic capital were found to be
positively associated with knowledge about the functioning and structures of the educational
system and finding dual vocational education and training (VET)?! positions (Haeberlin, Im-
dorf, and Kronig 2004). Cultural capital represents non-economic resources that are mostly
influential on educational achievement and are subdivided into three forms: embodied in the
individual in the form of cultural capital that is linked to knowledge and ability (including

investment and commitment to learning, education, and self-improvement); objectified in

! Dual VET refers to the most common form of VET programs in Switzerland, where students spend some days
of the week at a vocational school and some day at a host company.
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cultural goods, such as books, paintings, instruments; and institutionalized through profes-
sional and academic credentials and qualifications. Families with high levels of cultural capi-
tal are likely to provide enriched learning environments for their offspring. There is also evi-
dence that cultural capital affects SWB positively (S. Kim and H. Kim 2008). These different
forms of Bourdieuian capital can be exchanged and converted with each other. Importantly,
high levels of one form of capital do not necessarily imply high levels of other forms of capi-
tal. For example, a family may possess much economic capital but lack cultural capital. Their
offspring may still attend university, but is less likely to excel. This example shows, that the
composition and structure of different forms of capital matters (Krais 1983). Generally, fami-
lies high in capital are likely to have offspring with high educational and professional aspira-
tions and the resources to accommodate the relevant requirements.

Among the strongest individual predictors of educational and occupational success is
embodied cultural capital (Bourdieu and Passeron 1970). This includes different cultural abili-
ties, such as reading literacy. It is considered as the basis for other forms of literacy, e.g., math
and computer literacy. Reading competency was found to include a variety of other skills and
to form positive feedback relations with other cognitive skills (Bast and Reitsma 1998; Sta-
novich 1986). Reading literacy and math literacy are indicative of education levels and are
highly correlated (OECD/PISA 2002). Education level was found to positively affect well-
being in many studies (cf. Desjardins 2008), dependent on the conceptualization of education
and SWB (Michalos 2008).

Males and females significantly differ concerning many of the described processes and
properties. For example, females tend to be better in reading, males tend to excel more in
math. Gender differences were also found in the ways adolescents access social and personal
resources, for example females seem to make better use of objectified cultural capital (Hupka-
Brunner, Samuel, Huber, and Bergman 2011). This may also explain gender differences in
SWB (Kroll 2010; Tesch-Romer et al. 2007).

Educational and occupational success depends on previous attainments and may thus
be conceived of as a cumulative advantage process (cf. DiPrete and Eirich 2006). Educational
and occupational positions at each observed point in time may serve as a potential for further
educational and occupational success. Educational credentials and occupational positions may
be conceived of as a form of institutionalized cultural capital. Especially in educational sys-
tems with strong tracking and highly specialized vocational training, as is the case in Switzer-
land, previously obtained educational credentials are predictive of further steps in the educa-

tional and occupational career. Thus, a certain degree of state dependence (Heckman and Bor-
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jas 1980) is likely to be observed. Similarly, one of the best predictors of well-being is well-
being previously measured.

The extent to which certain achievements are thought of as educational or occupation-
al success depends on the space of available and perceived opportunities. These vary across
national educational systems. Of prime importance is thus their composition. Educational sys-
tems with many selection processes and early tracking seem to reinforce social inequalities as
a result of the cumulative impacts of existing social inequalities (Hillmert 2004). The varying
strength of the impact of social background is often explained by structural characteristics of
the educational system (Breen and Jonsson 2000; Kronig 2007). The structuring of education-
al systems does not only vary across nations. In federal countries, variation is additionally
observable on regional and administrative levels. For Switzerland, especially the French-
speaking and German-speaking regions differ from each other with regard to educational and
occupational mobility. In the former region, there is a tendency to enroll at all costs in aca-
demic high school. Consequences may include having to repeat classes or having to drop out
to a lower educational track (Amos 1994, 1995; OPET 2008). Also, there is evidence that the
French-speaking region of Switzerland exhibits lower levels of well-being than the German-
speaking region (Semmer, Tschan, Elfering, Kalin, and Grebner 2005).

In sum, social background, individual factors, structural processes, and institutional
context contribute in manifold ways to the reciprocal relationship between educational and

occupational success and well-being. We will thus include these elements in our analysis.
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3 Data and methods
3.1 Data

We examine the interplay between educational achievement, occupational success, and well-
being by analyzing panel data from the Transition from Education to Employment Project
(TREE). TREE (2008)2 focuses on the post-compulsory educational and labor market path-
ways of the PISA 2000 cohort in Switzerland. It is based on a sample of 6343 young people
who left compulsory schooling in 2000. Annual panel waves were conducted from 2001
(wave 1) to 2006 (wave 6). At the time of the first interview, the age range of the middle fifty
percent of the youths was between 16.5 and 17.3 years. We used full information maximum
likelihood with a robust (MLR) estimator (Raykov 2005). The data set used for the final mod-
el contained 5327 cases.

3.2 Operational definitions

Social comparison. For each wave, differences between parental institutionalized cultural
capital, operationalized as educational position (ISCED 97), and their offspring’s educational
or occupational position were calculated. The focus on education was chosen as the youths in
the sample are no more than 4 years in the labor force at the end of the observational period
(wave 6). The success differentials calculated may be positive (adolescent’s educational or
occupational position > parental educational position), stable (adolescent’s educational or
occupational position = parental educational position), or negative (adolescent’s educational
or occupational position < parental educational position). These differentials are conceived of
as qualitative differences. For example, parents with compulsory education as highest educa-
tion level (ISCED 97, I) will create the same positive success differential, regardless of
whether their offspring is enrolled in a VET program or university. The averaged proportions
over all waves are 39.1% for positive differentials, 40.4% for stable differentials, and 20.5%

for negative differentials (cf. Appendix 2 for exact proportions over time).

Well-being. Well-being is operationalized as a positive attitude toward life. This aspect of
well-being is affected by processes related to cognition and affect (Grob et al. 1996: 786;

Diener 1984). A positive attitude toward life is improved when aspirations and developmental

2 TREE has been running since 2000 and has been funded by the Swiss National Science Foundation, the Uni-
versity of Basel, the Swiss Federal Office of Statistics, the Federal Office of Professional Education and Tech-
nology, and the cantons of Berne, Geneva, and Ticino.
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tasks are met or exceeded (Evans 1994). It is measured at each wave by a five item construct
developed by Grob et al. (1991). The items are: “My future looks bright”, “I am happy to
live”, “I am happy with the way my life plan unfolds”, “Whatever happens, | can see the posi-
tive side of it”, and “My life seems to be meaningful”. Each item is rated from 1 (totally disa-
gree) to 6 (totally agree). The average alpha coefficient for this scale is .884 (average over all
waves), its Tucker-Lewis Index (Tucker and Lewis 1973) per wave ranges from .879 to .919,

and is .953 for an autoregressive model over 6 waves allowing for autocorrelation.

State and path dependence of educational and occupational success and well-being will be

accounted for by statistical means (cf. section 3.3).

The following variables and scales represent social background, individual factors, and insti-
tutional context (as described in section 2.3). They were all measured in the PISA 2000 sur-
vey and are internationally tested (Adams and Wu 2002). Economic capital, symbolic capital,
cultural capital, and embodied cultural capital were centered at the grand mean.

Economic capital. Economic capital or wealth is a multi-item variable including different as-
pects of familial wealth, such as number of cars, bathrooms, computers, and cell phones and
whether the adolescents have a room of their own (SD = 0.81).

Symbolic capital. Symbolic capital is measured by the International Socioeconomic Index of
Occupational Status, derived from information on the parents’ main job. The highest value of
the parents was chosen (HISEI; SD = 16.28).

Cultural capital. The familial cultural capital is operationalized as objectified cultural capital
as a multi-item composite variable. Information on amount of books, paintings, etc. was com-
bined with more detailed information on the kind of the cultural goods, e.g., whether the

household owns classical literature and books of poems (SD = 6.31).

Embodied cultural capital. Embodied cultural capital was operationalized with a measure of
reading literacy. This measure combines three aspects of reading: “Retrieving, interpreting
and reflecting upon and evaluating information” (Adams and Wu 2002: 200; SD = 89.00).

Gender. As many of the described influential factors are gendered, e.qg., girls do better in read-
ing than boys, we control for gender by including an indicator for being female (54.3%).

11
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Structure of educational and occupational systems. Educational and occupational systems are
likely to differ in many aspects on various levels, down to the community level. We included
a dummy for the French and Italian-speaking regions of Switzerland (i.e., Latin; 53.2%).

12
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3.3 Analysis

An autoregressive cross-lagged mixture model framework is used to test the implied recipro-
cal relationship between educational achievement, occupational success, and well-being.
Thereby we are also able to capture the dynamic of this interplay over time. As previous re-
search shows, episodes of successful and unsuccessful mobility will not be evenly distributed
over the observed period (Mare 1980). Our analytical strategy allows for the expected unequal
distribution of the research variables over time and the multilevel structure of the data.

The model is a combination of Latent Transition Analysis (Humphreys and Janson
2000; Lazarsfeld 1968; Nylund 2007) and Autoregressive Structural Equation Modeling (Bol-
len and Long 1993; Curran and Bollen 2001), conditional on a series of time-invariant control
variables. In the Latent Transition Analysis part of the model, success differentials are meas-
ured as latent classes cn with fixed outcome categories (personal communication with Linda
Muthén 2010; Figure 1).

oooooooo

y, e
I )

Figure 1 Graphical representation of the model for the first three panel waves (black dots refer to class-variant
effects; see Figure 2)

Three latent classes are specified for each wave with the classes being adolescents who are
successful (un1), stable (un2), or unsuccessful (un3) in comparison to their parents. Theses la-
tent classes are specified to correlate over time to reflect state and path dependence, i.e., we
include controls for higher order state dependence (cf. paths connecting ci, c2, and csin Figure

13
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1). In the Autoregressive Structural Equation part of the model, positive attitude toward life
for each wave is specified to correlate over time (cf. paths connecting y1, y2, and yz in Figure
1). For reasons of parsimony and to minimize the computational burden, positive attitude to-
ward life is condensed into factor scores for the final model (such that yn~ N(0,1)). Both parts
of the model are connected with cross-lagged relationships. For example, success differentials
ci1 are specified to impact on positive attitude toward life y2 via the intercept of positive atti-

tude toward life iy2 and the slope of the autoregressive relationship of positive attitude toward

life sy2 (Figure 2).
Si2
Cl > Sy2
1)

Figure 2 Graphical representation of class-variant effects of wave 1 success differentials c1 on wave 2 well-
being y2 via sx2, sy2, and iy2 (see black dots in Figure 1)

Positive attitude toward life y1 is specified to predict the likelihood of membership in one of
the three latent classes in c2 via a logit function (Figure 1). Intercepts and slopes between and
within classes are freely estimated, i.e. intercepts iyn and slopes syn of the autoregressive parts
of the model for a positive attitude toward life are allowed to vary between classes and across
time and reflect the dynamics under Hi (cf. Figure 1). Slopes sx for the time-invariant control
variables x” are allowed to vary between classes and across time (Figure 1 and 2).

This model estimates the effects of success differentials ¢ on well-being, measured as
a positive attitude toward life, yn (H1), controlling for time-invariant variables x” and auto-
regressive relationships. The effects of well-being y on success differentials cn may be esti-
mated controlling for time-invariant variables X" and autoregressive relationships (Hz2). To
compare change over time for successful and unsuccessful adolescents, absolute levels of
well-being and slopes of the independent variables were set equal at wave 1. We employ a
robust maximum likelihood estimator to account for problems of autocorrelation and biased

estimates of standard errors. The estimates are obtained using Montecarlo integration.
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4 Results

Two hypotheses are tested to examine the reciprocal relationship between educational and
occupational success and well-being: First, that adolescents who are successful in comparison
to their parents experience an increase in well-being over time, whereas unsuccessful adoles-
cents’ well-being is negatively affected (i.e., adolescents’ success differentials produce con-
trastive well-being outcomes over time). Second, adolescents’ well-being is positively associ-
ated with the probability of being successful. Both hypotheses are tested within one single
autoregressive cross-lagged mixture model. Absolute fit indices based on chi-square are inad-
equate in the given context (McLachlan and Peel 2000). Instead, log likelihood difference
tests were used without bootstrapping (ibid.) as class membership was fixed (cf. Appendix 1).

Table 1 shows the MLR estimates for predictors of well-being across six waves (t1 to
ts) and three latent classes: adolescents who are successful, stable, or unsuccessful in compari-
son to their parents. The estimates for predictors of well-being were allowed to vary between
classes and across time (except for t1). Well-being, operationalized as positive attitude toward
life, is differently affected over time and across classes. By design, all adolescents initially
exhibit identical estimates for predictors of well-being. Most of the variance in well-being is
accounted for by autoregressive relationships.® They were found to differ moderately across
classes.* According to the hypothesis, successful adolescents, e.g., adolescents who have at-
tained a higher education level than their parents, experience positive effects on their well-
being compared to unsuccessful adolescents, e.g., adolescents who did not achieve the same
education level as their parents. Indeed, the slopes for the autoregressive relationships differ
between successful and unsuccessful adolescents (cf. Well-being_tn as predictor in Table 1).
However, the pattern of difference is not systematic. At t4 and te successful adolescents exhib-
it a steeper slope than unsuccessful adolescents. Being successful allows them to increase
their well-being compared to unsuccessful adolescents. At t2, ts, and ts unsuccessful youths
seem to be more advantaged concerning well-being. However, none of these differences are
significant. In this respect, there is no evidence for contrastive mechanisms of success on
well-being. Nonetheless, other predictors of well-being hint at contrastive mechanisms. For
example, only successful adolescents use their parents’ economic capital (t3 and ts) to increase
their well-being. Female adolescents’ well-being is initially lower compared to males. This

does not change over time for successful and unsuccessful adolescents. As with gender,

3 Higher order autocorrelation was assumed to be constant over classes. Not shown in Table 1. Average autocor-
relation is .13 over all waves.
4 Intercepts of positive attitude toward life differ also across time and classes, but not significantly.
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youths in the Latin region, i.e. in the French and Italian-speaking regions of Switzerland, ap-
pear to be generally worse off in terms of well-being compared to the German-speaking re-
gion. Interestingly this effect seems to continue over time, but to a different degree for suc-
cessful and unsuccessful adolescents. Successful adolescents experience a less negative effect

on their well-being compared to unsuccessful adolescents (ts, ts, ts, and ts).

Table 1 Estimates for predictors of well-being (n = 5,327)

b S.E.(b) b S.E.(b) b S.E.(b)
t;_well-being successful stable unsuccessful
Cultural cap. 0.01 0.00 0.01 0.00 0.01 0.00
Symbolic cap. 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00
Economic cap. 0.05 ** 0.02 0.05 ** 0.02 0.05 ** 0.02
Female —0.26 *** 0.03 —0.26 *** 0.03 —0.26 *** 0.03
Latin —0.33 *** 0.03 —0.33 *** 0.03 —0.33 *** 0.03
Reading lit. 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00
Intercept 0.31 *** 0.02 0.31 *** 0.02 0.31 *** 0.02
t,_well-being successful stable unsuccessful
Cultural cap. 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.01
Symbolic cap. 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00
Economic cap. —-0.01 0.03 0.02 0.02 -0.01 0.03
Female -0.06 0.04 -0.03 0.04 0.01 0.06
Latin —-0.09 * 0.04 —0.12 ** 0.04 -0.11 0.06
Reading lit. 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00
Well-being_t; 0.57 *** 0.03 0.62 *** 0.03 0.60 *** 0.04
Intercept 0.06 0.04 0.06 0.03 0.05 0.05
t;_well-being successful stable unsuccessful
Cultural cap. 0.00 0.00 0.01 0.00 0.00 0.01
Symbolic cap. 0.00 * 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00
Economic cap. 0.06 * 0.03 —-0.02 0.03 0.01 0.04
Female 0.02 0.04 -0.10 * 0.04 0.02 0.07
Latin —0.13 *** 0.04 —0.15 *** 0.04 —0.17 ** 0.07
Reading lit. 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00
Well-being_t, 0.49 *** 0.02 0.52 *** 0.03 0.52 *** 0.04
Intercept 0.04 0.04 0.12 ** 0.04 0.09 0.05
ty,_well-being successful stable unsuccessful
Cultural cap. 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.01
Symbolic cap. 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00
Economic cap. 0.01 0.03 0.05 0.03 —-0.05 0.04
Female —0.04 0.04 0.00 0.04 —0.08 0.06
Latin —0.17 *** 0.04 —0.13 *** 0.04 —0.22 *** 0.06
Reading lit. 0.00 * 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00
Well-being_ts 0.53 *** 0.03 0.56 *** 0.03 0.47 *** 0.04
Intercept 0.12 *** 0.04 0.06 0.04 0.17 *** 0.05
ts_well-being successful stable unsuccessful
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b S.E.(b) b S.E.(b) b S.E.(b)
Cultural cap. -0.01* 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.01
Symbolic cap. 0.00 0.00 —0.01 *** 0.00 0.00 0.00
Economic cap. 0.06 * 0.03 0.01 0.03 —-0.03 0.04
Female 0.05 0.05 0.00 0.04 —-0.06 0.06
Latin —0.08 0.04 —0.08 0.04 —0.26 *** 0.06
Reading lit. 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00
Well-being_t, 0.52 *** 0.03 0.56 *** 0.03 0.54 *** 0.04
Intercept -0.02 0.05 0.04 0.04 0.10 * 0.05
ts_well-being successful stable unsuccessful
Cultural cap. 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.01 0.01
Symbolic cap. 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00
Economic cap. 0.06 0.03 0.02 0.03 0.03 0.04
Female —-0.04 0.04 0.02 0.04 0.01 0.06
Latin —0.13 ** 0.04 —0.17 *** 0.05 —0.18 ** 0.07
Reading lit. 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00
Well-being_ts 0.55 *** 0.03 0.57 *** 0.03 0.54 *** 0.05
Intercept 0.11* 0.04 0.04 0.04 0.09 0.06

*** < 0.001; ** p <0.01; * p <0.05

In sum, there is mixed evidence to support Hi. Social comparison between adolescents and
parents in terms of educational and occupational success affects the adolescents’ well-being
not systematically, when assuming contrastive mechanisms. More precisely, there are only
few short term effects observable. It turns out that autoregressive relationships predict most of
the variance of well-being. Being female or living in the Latin region of Switzerland are ini-
tially associated with decreasing well-being, taking other individual and social factors into
account. Over time, successful youths” well-being appears to be less affected by living in the
Latin region of Switzerland. Also, they seem to make use of their parents’ wealth to increase
their well-being. Generally, the well-being patterns of adolescents who are successful, stable,
or unsuccessful in comparison to their parents differ moderately. We now examine, whether
there are effects in the other direction of the reciprocal relationship between well-being and
educational and occupational success, i.e., whether well-being affects the probability of being
successful.

Table 2 shows the MLR logit estimates for predictors of membership in two latent
classes, adolescents who are successful and stable in comparison to their parents, across six
waves (t1 to ts). Unsuccessful adolescents are specified as reference category.

First, we will highlight some features of the table that are central to the examined reci-
procity: importantly, there is a high degree of first order state dependence over time (Table 2).

In other words, adolescents who are successful in comparison to their parents at one observa-
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tional point are likely to be in the same state at the next observation holding all other predic-
tors constant. For example, adolescents who were successful at t1 exhibit an odds ratio of
3579.58 to be in the same state at t2. Second order state dependence, i.e., the dependence of
the adolescents’ states between tn and tn+2, is almost as strong as first order state dependence,
whereas third and fourth order state dependence do not exhibit a similarly consistent pattern.
However, fifth order state dependence is such that being successful at the first observation (t1)
strongly predicts being successful at the last observation (ts; odds ratio = 4.95). The same pat-
terns of state dependence hold for adolescents who are neither successful nor unsuccessful in
comparison to their parents. Also here, there is significant fifth order state dependence (ts;
odds ratio = 2.59).

Table 2 Estimates for predictors of positive (success) and neutral success (stability) differentials (reference
category: negative success differential; n = 5,327)

b OR S.E. (b) sig. b OR S.E. (b) sig.

t1_success t1_stability

Latin 0.83 2.30 0.08 el 0.50 1.65 0.08 wxx

Female 0.30 1.35 0.08 il 0.12 1.12 0.08

Reading lit. 0.01 1.01 0.00 el 0.00 1.00 0.00 wxx

Economic cap. -0.27 0.76 0.05 el -0.19 0.83 0.05 wxx

Symbolic cap. —-0.03 0.97 0.00 faleied -0.01 1.00 0.00

Cultural cap. -0.02 0.98 0.01 * 0.00 1.00 0.01

Constant 0.00 1.00 0.07 0.46 1.59 0.07 falaled
t2_success t2_stability

Latin -0.03 0.97 0.18 0.59 1.81 0.15 wxx

Female 1.14 311 0.17 falalel 0.69 2.00 0.14 il

Reading lit. 0.00 1.00 0.00 0.00 1.00 0.00 wxx

Economic cap. -0.29 0.75 0.11 i -0.21 0.81 0.09 *

Symbolic cap. -0.05 0.96 0.01 el -0.01 0.99 0.01 *x

Cultural cap. —-0.01 0.99 0.02 0.00 1.00 0.01

Well-being_t; 0.29 1.34 0.10 *x 0.22 1.24 0.08 **

t1_success 8.18  3579.58 0.38 el 2.93 18.67 0.32 el

t1_stability 5.21 183.64 0.27 falakel 4.96 142.45 0.18 FrK

Constant —4.05 0.02 0.23 el -2.03 0.13 0.14 el
t3_success t3_stability

Latin -1.23 0.29 0.26 falele -0.31 0.74 0.21

Female 0.92 251 0.23 falekel 0.44 1.56 0.18 *

Reading lit. 0.00 1.00 0.00 0.00 1.00 0.00

Economic cap. —-0.29 0.75 0.16 —-0.18 0.83 0.13

Symbolic cap. -0.02 0.98 0.01 * -0.01 0.99 0.01

Cultural cap. —-0.01 0.99 0.02 0.00 1.00 0.02

Well-being_t, 0.25 1.28 0.14 0.03 1.03 0.12
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b OR S.E. (b) sig. b OR S.E. (b) sig.
t2_success 7.02 111321 0.42 il 3.25 25.74 0.46 Frk
t2_stability 3.66 38.94 0.41 el 5.44 229.29 0.28 wxx
t1_success 2.99 19.95 0.49 faleie 117 3.23 0.57 *
t1_stability 1.22 3.40 0.31 el 0.91 2.49 0.28 wxx
Constant —4.41 0.01 0.35 il —2.65 0.07 0.17 el

t4_success t4_stability
Latin 131 3.72 0.17 falele 0.70 2.01 0.12 Frk
Female -0.02 0.98 0.15 0.05 1.05 0.11
Reading lit. -0.01 1.00 0.00 el 0.00 1.00 0.00 wxx
Economic cap. —-0.04 0.96 0.10 0.02 1.02 0.08
Symbolic cap. -0.02 0.98 0.01 el -0.01 0.99 0.00 x*
Cultural cap. 0.01 1.01 0.01 0.00 1.00 0.01
Well-being_t; 0.11 111 0.08 0.07 1.07 0.06
t3_success 6.26 520.61 0.71 Fkk 2.50 12.22 0.38 Frk
t3_stability 2.73 15.36 0.70 il 3.77 43.21 0.31 Frk
t2_success 2.62 13.78 0.57 Fkk 1.36 3.88 0.38 Frk
t2_stability 1.10 3.00 0.55 * 151 452 0.32 el
t1_success -0.89 0.41 0.33 *x -0.44 0.64 0.35
t1_stability —-0.30 0.74 0.28 -1.01 0.37 0.27 Frk
Constant -5.68 0.00 0.40 el -2.87 0.06 0.17 wxx
t5_success t5_stability
Latin —0.59 0.55 0.14 falalel —-0.42 0.65 0.11 il
Female 0.18 1.20 0.14 0.09 1.09 0.10
Reading lit. 0.00 1.00 0.00 0.00 1.00 0.00
Economic cap. —-0.07 0.93 0.10 -0.12 0.89 0.07
Symbolic cap. —-0.02 0.98 0.01 falakel 0.00 1.00 0.00
Cultural cap. -0.01 0.99 0.01 0.01 1.01 0.01
Well-being_t, 0.17 1.19 0.07 * 0.07 1.07 0.05
t4_success 2.75 15.60 0.25 Fokk 0.91 2.48 0.21 Fkk
t4_stability 1.09 2.96 0.20 ekl 141 4.09 0.14 il
t3_success 3.25 25.84 0.64 Fokk 0.85 2.33 0.28 *x
t3_stability 2.13 8.42 0.58 falakel 1.84 6.28 0.24 il
t2_success 1.88 6.55 0.51 Fokk 1.49 4.43 0.32 Fkk
t2_stability 0.62 1.86 0.45 0.09 1.10 0.26
t1_success 0.39 1.47 0.34 -0.14 0.87 0.26
t1_stability 0.59 1.80 0.29 * 0.35 1.42 0.20
Constant —-4.99 0.01 0.38 el -1.88 0.15 0.13 wxx
t6_success t6_stability
Latin -0.37 0.69 0.16 * -0.29 0.75 0.12 *
Female -0.31 0.74 0.15 * -0.12 0.89 0.12
Reading lit. 0.00 1.00 0.00 *x 0.00 1.00 0.00
Economic cap. —0.08 0.93 0.10 —-0.01 0.99 0.07
Symbolic cap. -0.01 0.99 0.01 0.01 1.01 0.00 *
Cultural cap. —-0.02 0.98 0.01 0.00 1.00 0.01
Well-being_ts 0.21 1.23 0.08 * 0.10 1.10 0.06
t5_success 3.00 20.03 0.26 ekl 1.24 3.46 0.24 il



https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11205-011-9984-5

The Interplay between Educational Achievement, Occupational Success, and Well-Being

b OR S.E. (b) sig. b OR S.E. (b) sig.
t5_stability 1.10 2.99 0.19 il 2.00 7.42 0.13 Frk
t4_success 0.53 1.70 0.34 -0.01 0.99 0.29
t4_stability 0.51 1.67 0.24 * 0.29 1.34 0.17
t3_success 3.91 49.90 0.75 falakel 0.76 213 0.33 *
t3_stability 2.77 15.94 0.71 il 0.97 2.65 0.26 Frk
t2_success 0.59 1.81 0.56 0.69 2.00 0.37
t2_stability 0.02 1.02 0.52 -0.17 0.85 0.30
t1_success 1.60 4,95 0.45 Fkk 0.24 1.27 0.33
t1_stability 1.27 3.55 0.36 el 0.95 2.59 0.21 el
Constant —5.32 0.00 0.50 falekel -1.46 0.23 0.13 FrK

*** < 0.001; ** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05

Controlling for all other predictors and autoregressive relationships, well-being increases the
probability of being successful at t2, ts, and ts (odds ratios: 1.34, 1.19, and 1.24). That is, alt-
hough powerful predictors are present, well-being contributes to success. For example, at t1
and t4, to live in the French or Italian-speaking region of Switzerland increases the likelihood
of being successful in comparison to one’s parents (odds ratio: 2.30; Table 2). However, at ts,
ts, and ts this becomes a risk factor for success. To be female is predictive of success at t1, tz,
and ts but a risk factor at ts. Also good reading skills appear to foster success at ti, ta, and ts.
Economic capital is detrimental to success at t1 and t2, symbolic capital at t1 to ts, and cultural
capital at t1. These results indicate that well-being is an individual resource among others that
contributes to educational and occupational success. It seems to have effects especially be-
tween the major transitions for the majority of the cohort. These findings support Hz, that
well-being is positively associated with the probability of being successful.

In summary, the selected model proves to fit the data well and indicates a high plausi-
bility of a reciprocal relationship between well-being and educational and occupational suc-
cess. Effects of success and failure on well-being were not systematically contrastive. Well-

being, however, seems to foster educational and occupational success.
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5 Discussion and Conclusion

The aim of this paper was to examine the reciprocal interplay between educational achieve-
ment, occupational success, and well-being over time. Social comparison, as evaluation of
one’s educational and occupational position with regard to a point of reference, was hypothe-
sized to produce contrastive well-being outcomes. In turn, well-being serves as a resource for
successful educational and occupational outcomes.

First, it was tested whether social comparison produces contrastive or contrastive and
assimilative well-being outcomes. To this end, a hypothesis pertaining to the former position
was formulated. Namely, that adolescents who are successful in comparison to their parents
experience an increase in well-being over time, whereas adolescents who are unsuccessful in
comparison to their parents experience a decrease in well-being over time. Educational and
occupational success, operationalized via social comparisons, did not systematically increase
well-being. Conversely, lack of educational and occupational success did not lead to a de-
crease in well-being as hypothesized. The effects of social comparison were thus not consist-
ently contrastive. This finding may thus provide evidence for Buunk et al.’s (1990) position,
that social comparison produces contrastive and assimilative outcomes. This could explain
why in this paper short term effects of social comparison were not found to be substantial,
whereas different types of Bourdieuian capital were significant. For example, successful ado-
lescents seem to be able to make use of parental economic capital to increase their well-being
at some periods in their early career.

In turn, it was hypothesized that well-being is positively associated with the probabil-
ity of being successful. Well-being was argued to be an individual resource with regard to
successful educational and occupational outcomes. Well-being was found to increase the
probability of being successful in comparison to one’s parents at three observation points con-
trolling for a series of types of Bourdieuian capital, gender, and the respective constitution of
the educational system. This is in line with some of the literature which conceives of cogni-
tive aspects of well-being as a personal resource in that it allows mastery of challenging situa-
tions in educational and occupational contexts (cf. Bandura 1989; Salmela-Aro and Tuomi-
nen-Soini 2010). Our findings are especially noteworthy in the presence of sizeable effects for
first order state dependence.

There are limitations to this study. First, our data consists of one school leaver cohort
in Switzerland. Second, unmeasured heterogeneity is one of the most serious problems in em-
pirical research of educational and occupational pathways. For example, individuals’ capacity
and motivation is likely to account for considerable proportions in the variance of educational
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and occupational success (Breen and Jonsson 2000). In our analysis, we considered this prob-
lem and included reading literacy as control. Moreover, a positive attitude toward life may be
considered as a concept related to motivation.

In further analyses, a multidimensional concept of quasi-objective success, as outlined
in this paper, could be employed to account for the problem of reference point selection in
social comparison. Moreover, the empirical results provide the impetus for further research on
gender-specific mechanisms with regard to social comparison and well-being. Our findings
are in line with other research that shows that young women cope less well with adverse ex-
ternal effects, such as educational or occupational failure, and thus report lower well-being
(cf. Salmela-Aro and Tynkkynen 2010). As for males, one could hypothesize that failure in
education and occupation may affect well-being negatively as anticipated roles as male
breadwinner are at risk (cf. operationalization of well-being). It is still not clear how gender
differences in educational success may be explained (Hadjar 2011). Many studies found that
females outperformed males during adolescence and young adulthood, e.g., in terms of grades
and university degrees (Annen et al. 2011). Yet, women fail to transfer their educational
achievement to corresponding occupational positions (Magnusson 2009). One of the explana-
tions offered in the literature has to do with fertility, more precisely with lapsing into tradi-
tional family models once the first child is born (cf. Strub, Hittner, and Guggisberg 2005).
However, these arguments will not explain the inequality observed in earlier pathways, as
teen motherhood is rare in Switzerland.® It would be of great interest to analyze these rela-
tions further. In such a study, self-esteem may explain, whether social comparison generates
assimilative or contrastive outcomes.

Based on the findings of our study, youths in transition to adulthood are likely to expe-
rience failure at some points in their early careers without encountering adverse effects on
their well-being. However, state and path dependence were found to be strong and powerful
cumulative advantage processes are at work. Educational systems with strong tracking, as is
the case in Switzerland, and dual VET programs limit the permeability of educational and
occupational domains. In this context, well-being may be used as an individual resource to

create positive success differentials.

5 In Switzerland, teenage pregnancy rates are comparably low. Births by mothers of 15 to 19 years accounted for
only 1.0 % of all births in Switzerland between 2001 and 2007 (20 to 24 years for 10.3 %; calculations based on
Federal Statistical Office data (2011)).
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Appendix 1 Log Likelihood (LogL), AIC, BIC, and sample size adjusted BIC (BIC adj.) for the different mod-
els. Note that they are not strictly nested due to Full Information Maximum Likelihood estimation. The model

with the lowest LogL was selected.

Covariates LogL

AIC

BIC

BIC adj.

No. of parame-

ters
none —33992.481 68218.962 68977.450 68605.667 4831 117
Cultural cap. —45625.854 91525.709 92437.950 92002.604 5760 137
Cultural cap., symbolic cap. —41900.174 84110.348 85130.477 84637.937 5332 155
Cultural cap., symbolic cap., 41847 435 84040.865 85179.428 84629.690 5331 173
economic cap.
Cultural cap., symbolic cap., 706 764 83795.569 85052.453 84445516 5327 191
economic cap., reading lit.
Cultural cap., symbolic cap.,
economic cap., reading lit., -41619.015 83656.030 85031.364 84367.229 5327 209
female
Cultural cap., symbolic cap.,
economic cap., reading lit., —41365.891 83185.783 84679.566 83958.233 5327 227
female, Latin
All covariates (cf. above), No. of parame-
covariates allowed to vary LogL AIC BIC BIC adj. N . teprs
across classes and time:
Latin —41360.301 83194.602 84754.191 84001.081 5327 237
Latin, female —41355.507 83205.014 84830.408 84045.521 5327 247
Latin, female, reading lit. —41346.309 83206.618 84897.818 84081.155 5327 257
Latin, female, reading lit. ~41343.490 83218.979 84969.404 84124.141 5327 267
economic cap.
Latin, female, reading lit.,
economic cap., symbolic —41335.290 83222.580 85038.810 84161.770 5327 277
cap.
Latin, female, reading lit.,
economic cap., symbolic —41331.274 83234.548 85116.584 84207.768 5327 287

cap., cultural cap.
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Appendix 2 Cross-sectional proportions of success differentials in percent (n = 5,327)

Wave t1 t ts ts ts te

successful 374 42.2 42.1 374 36.3 39.2
stable 41.7 40.3 41.1 39.3 394 40.5
unsuccessful 20.9 17.5 16.8 23.3 24.3 20.3
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