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ABSTRACT

This article focuses on the school-to-work trajectories of early school leavers in Sweden. I use 
sequence analysis of population-level registry data covering the first 10 years after compulsory 
school for 6404 early school leavers to identify four clusters of school-to-work trajectories: an ex-
clusion trajectory characterized by not being in employment, education, or training; an education 
trajectory characterized by second-chance education and an increasing share of tertiary educa-
tion; a precarity trajectory; and a career trajectory. Having an immigrant background or being a 
woman was associated with a lower likelihood of being in the career trajectory than having a 
non-immigrant background or being a man. Differences in the likelihood of being in the education 
trajectory between persons with immigrant and non-immigrant background could however be fully 
explained by parents’ education, if education level was measured relative to their country of origin. 
This highlights the importance of pre-migration factors for post-migration outcomes.
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Introduction

Over the last quarter century, the important transitional stage between education and 
work has changed. From being a relatively compressed and uniform period, it has 
extended in time and become increasingly de-standardized (Brzinsky-Fay & Solga 

2016). A key feature of the extended transitional phase is the increasing enrolment in 
further education. However, far from everyone follows this path (Côté 2014). Instead, 
a large proportion of young people leave school without a diploma from secondary 
education. In Sweden, 30% of the 1995 birth cohort had not attained a diploma from 
upper secondary education within five years of finishing compulsory school (Statistics 
Sweden 2017b). 

Young adults who do not attain a diploma from upper secondary education within 
five years of finishing compulsory education are often referred to as early school leavers 
(Cederberg & Hartsmar 2013; Skolinspektionen 2014; Behtoui et al. 2018), even though 
the term is debated (Vogt et al. 2020). Early school leavers tend to come from poor fami-
lies, have parents with low education, belong to disadvantaged minority groups (such 
as the Roma people), have migrant backgrounds, or have learning difficulties such as 
dyslexia, autism, or ADHD (Elffers 2012; Cederberg & Hartsmar 2013). 

1  You can find this text and its DOI at https://tidsskrift.dk/njwls/index.
2  Corresponding author: olav.nygard@liu.se.
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Because of the importance of education for labor-market outcomes, early school 
leavers often struggle in the labor market. The factors associated with early school leav-
ing are often also associated with disadvantages in the labor market, presenting a further 
obstacle to school-to-work transitions (Van Praag & Clycq 2019). 

Still, many early school leavers find ways to succeed (Schoon & Duckworth 2010). 
Often, second-chance education plays an important role. Once outside the standard 
education system, many early school leavers in Sweden enter the adult education system 
(Bäckman et al. 2011). The school-to-work trajectories of early school leavers conse-
quently lead both in and out of education. Despite this, previous research has mainly 
focused on the factors leading students to leave school early, leaving the transitions that 
follow understudied (Van Praag & Clycq 2019).

In this article, I use data on Swedish early school leavers from the 1984 and 1985 
birth cohorts to address this research gap. The aim is to explore the school-to-work tra-
jectories of early school leavers, and how migration background, family resources, and 
gender relate to them. Specifically, I answer two questions:

(1) Based on variations in education and earnings, what types of school-to-work trajec-
tories exist for Swedish early school leavers? 

(2) To what extent is migration background, family resources, and gender associated 
with different school-to-work trajectory among Swedish early school leavers?

Early School Leaving in Sweden

The Swedish education system is comprehensive. For the birth cohorts under study com-
pulsory education (Grundskola) spanned grades 1–9, preceded by non-compulsory but 
widely attended pre-school. 

Upper secondary education is not compulsory. Still, it is a minimum requirement 
for most jobs (Lundahl & Olofsson 2014). Grades permitting, almost all young people 
therefore continue to upper secondary education immediately after completing compul-
sory education (Statistics Sweden 2017b). Barring a few tracks for highly specialized 
occupations, students in upper secondary education enter one of several national pro-
grams. The national programs are formally separated into vocational and academic pro-
grams, but the separation is less strict than in many countries. During the period under 
study, students who passed enough courses in upper secondary education – including in 
some central subjects like Swedish and Mathematics – were consequently able to apply 
to higher education, irrespective of their track. 

However, about 12% of young people lack the qualifications needed to transi-
tion from compulsory education into a national program at upper secondary educa-
tion (Skolinspektionen 2014). These young people are instead referred to preparatory 
 programs – called individual or introductory programs – or to compensatory adult edu-
cation, depending on their age. 

The window for entering a national program in upper secondary closes in the spring 
term of the year a person turns 20. This sets a hard limit to the time available for young 
people to complete their upper secondary education. Still, about 75% of young people 
in introductory programs and 15% of young people in national programs do not attain 
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an upper secondary diploma within five years of completing compulsory education 
(Skolverket 2013). Following earlier Swedish research (Cederberg & Hartsmar 2013; 
Behtoui et al. 2018), I define this group as early school leavers.

To meet the requirements of the labor market or to gain qualifications for higher 
education, many early school leavers enter second-chance education (Lundahl et al. 
2017). In international comparison Sweden provides extensive options for second-
chance education, primarily through municipal adult education (Komvux) or folk high 
schools (Folkhögskola). But despite the size and importance of second-chance education 
in Sweden, it is not always included in official statistics (Bäckman et al. 2011). This cre-
ates a knowledge gap about early school leavers, and especially how they navigate the 
transition into the labor market. 

Young People with an Immigrant Background

Almost a quarter of Swedes under 18 years of age have an immigrant background, 
meaning that both their parents were born outside of Sweden (Statistics Sweden 2017a). 
‘Immigrant background’ is consequently a large and heterogeneous category. In 2000 
and 2001, the most common countries of origin were Finland, the Former Yugoslavia, 
Iraq, and Iran. 

Swedish integration policy ranks high in international comparisons (Huddleston 
et al. 2015). Still, many immigrants struggle to enter the labor market, and children 
of immigrants are more likely to grow up in poverty (Gustafsson & Österberg 2018). 
Immigrants also tend to have lower levels of education compared to non-immigrants, 
and their children often face further disadvantages in Swedish schools (Brandén et al. 
2018; Gustafsson & Österberg 2018; Behtoui et al. 2019). Consequently, young people 
with an immigrant background are over-represented among early school leavers (Elffers 
2012; Cederberg & Hartsmar 2013). Young people with an immigrant background also 
struggle more with entering the labor market than young people with a non-immigrant 
background, meaning that disadvantages in childhood and education often become 
more pronounced in the transition from school to work (Brandén et al. 2016).

Theory

While young people with an immigrant background are overrepresented among early 
school leavers, immigrant parents are often well-educated relative to their countries 
of origin and value education highly (Ichou 2014). This translates into high expecta-
tions among parents, and high aspirations among their children. Young people with an 
immigrant background are also sometimes supported by a more resource-rich contact 
network than their families’ current class position would suggest (for overview, see 
Nygård & Behtoui 2020). They therefore tend to exhibit high levels of educational 
and career aspirations, even when studying in disadvantaged schools (Nygård 2017; 
Feliciano & Lanuza 2018). Such aspirations and support can in turn be a power-
ful resource in the school-to-work transitions of early school leavers, leading to bet-
ter outcomes in both education and the labor market (Schoon & Duckworth 2010; 
 Holtmann et al. 2017). 
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At the same time, young people with an immigrant background are often at a dis-
advantage in the labor market. As Granovetter showed, people find jobs not just by 
searching, but also by being directed towards them by others, or by having jobs tai-
lored to them by previously known employers (Granovetter 1995, p. 146). This how-
ever depends on having powerful contacts in the local labor market, which immigrant 
families often lack. 

Segregation and discrimination also often work to the disadvantage of young peo-
ple with an immigrant background, in both education and the labor market (Zschirnt &  
Ruedin 2016). The risk of discrimination is related to the possibility of ‘passing’ as 
Swedish (i.e., appearing to be Swedish although from an immigrant background), which 
in turn relates to factors such as socioeconomic status, skin tone, name, and country 
of origin (Gullestad 2002; Arai & Thoursie 2009). Research has consequently found a 
consistent pattern whereby Northern Europeans are less often perceived as ‘immigrants’ 
than other Europeans, while people from the Middle East and Africa are more often 
seen as ‘immigrants’ (see Myrberg 2010 for an overview). Early school leavers from the 
Middle East and Africa can consequently be expected to be particularly disadvantaged 
in the labor market. 

Swedish second-chance education does not charge tuition fees and is facilitated 
through grants and loans. Still, many early school leavers rely on their families for eco-
nomic and other forms of support (Lundahl et al. 2017). In addition, better access to 
family resources is generally associated with more beneficial outcomes in both education 
and the labor market. Parents’ class positions, education levels, and social networks con-
sequently influence their offspring’s transitions after compulsory education (Dorsett & 
Lucchino 2014; Schoon & Lyons-Amos 2016; Lindblad & Lundahl 2020). In addition, 
the types of resources available also influence the type of trajectory a person follows 
(Strømme 2020). Well-educated parents provide resources that are conducive to more 
education-oriented trajectories, whereas high-income parents provide information, help, 
and connections that increase the likelihood of work-oriented trajectories. 

Finally, the educational underachievement of boys is well documented across the 
industrialized countries (Buchmann et al. 2008). One important factor is differences in 
gender roles and peer norms, in which masculinity is often constructed as opposed to 
studiousness (Phoenix 2004). Boys are therefore more likely than girls to study voca-
tional programs in upper secondary education, and to leave school early. This pattern 
is especially pronounced among persons with working-class background (Legewie & 
DiPrete 2012). That said, the gender norms around education might make it harder for 
female early school leavers to find work – especially because jobs that do not require 
an upper secondary diploma are typically male-dominated (Albæk et al. 2015; Achatz 
et al. 2020). Because of this, I expect male early school leavers to more often be in work-
oriented trajectories than female early school leavers.

Previous research

Lundahl et al. (2017) describe three basic transition patterns for early school leavers in 
Sweden: (1) into work, (2) into further education, and (3) into alternating short spells of 
work, participation in training or other youth schemes, and unemployment. However, a 
key problem for these young adults was that their transitions were often indistinct and 
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offered few choices. Entering the labor market was often slow and difficult, and transi-
tions and other important events – such as moving – were seldom self-initiated (Lundahl 
et al. 2017; Lindblad & Lundahl 2020). Consequently, while school-to-work transitions 
have a predictable set of outcomes, for early school leavers they are often extended and 
lack the clear-cut separation between education, work, and other activities that a timely 
completion allows.

In a recent study, Lorentzen et al. (2018) used sequence analysis to distinguish 
between five types of school-to-work trajectories for Swedish young people: short, 
medium, and long education into work; a turbulent trajectory; and finally an exclusion 
trajectory. The turbulent trajectory was characterized by frequent shifts between educa-
tion, unstable workforce affiliation, and being not in employment, education, or training 
(NEET). The exclusion trajectory was dominated by extended periods of NEET status, 
commonly following a short initial period of education. Comparing young people with 
and without an immigrant background, the former were found to have a higher risk of 
being in the exclusion trajectory. 

Previous studies on early school leavers or young people with low educational 
quali fications also report similar patterns. Young people with an immigrant background 
and those with well-educated parents tend to be in more education-oriented trajectories 
as opposed to more work-oriented trajectories (Dorsett & Lucchino 2014; Achatz et al. 
2020). Parents’ labor-market attachment, on the other hand, is generally not found to 
be a major influence. One possible explanation for this is that parents’ labor-market 
attachment is a decisive factor for whether young people become early school leav-
ers in the first place, since studies looking at the full student population have found 
parents’ occupation to be a major predictor of school-to-work trajectories (Schoon & 
 Lyons-Amos 2016). 

A recurring theme in previous studies is also the gendered nature of school- to-work 
trajectories and transitions. Women are generally found to be over-represented in nega-
tive school-to-work trajectories and under-represented in more career-oriented trajecto-
ries (Dorsett & Lucchino 2014; Achatz et al. 2020; Vogt et al. 2020). These gender differ-
ences in labor-market entry after early school leaving led Struffolino and Borgna (2020) 
to conclude that, despite the great concerns expressed over low-achieving boys in the 
public debate, girls who leave school early are the ones who are really left behind. Such 
gendered patterns are also found in Sweden. Swedish boys are more likely than girls to 
leave school early and less likely to complete upper secondary education through second-
chance education (Albæk et al. 2015). However, women with low educational qualifica-
tions are more likely than men to be unemployed (Statistics Sweden 2018, 2017b). 

Data

I used Swedish population-level registry data on persons from two birth cohorts: 1984 
and 1985. The cohorts were chosen on data availability, and to allow for a period with-
out major policy reforms affecting upper secondary education. I selected all the individ-
uals in these cohorts who finished compulsory education during the year they turned 16 
(2000 and 2001, respectively), and did not complete upper secondary education within 
five additional years. To avoid conflating working or living in another country with 
inactivity, I excluded all cases who had no registered address in Sweden.
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To reflect the varying degrees ‘passing’ as Swedish, I constructed seven categories 
based on parents’ region of birth: Sweden, North-West, Central and Eastern Europe, 
Latin America, Middle East and North Africa (MENA), Rest of Asia, and sub-Saharan 
Africa1. Cases with parents from different regions were omitted. All observations with 
two foreign-born parents, together with a random 5% sample of the observations with 
two Sweden-born parents were included. After listwise deletion, this gave a balanced 
panel of 6404 individuals through 10 years for the sequence analysis (see Table 1). 
Sample weights were used to account for the sampling procedure. Except for in the 
descriptive table, estimates, frequencies, and percentages are therefore given for the full 
cohort population of early school leavers residing in Sweden and with parents born in 
the same country. 

Classification of activities

For each person in this sample, I used the recorded activity for the first ten years after 
compulsory school to create individual sequences of events, such as moving from educa-
tion to unemployment and back to education. 

Activities were classified primarily in relation to education, and secondarily in rela-
tion to work. I coded every person enrolled in education at any point during a year as 
studying, distinguishing between the types of education. Individuals not studying were 
instead coded based on their income. Throughout the procedure, I followed the classi-
fications used in the report series Establishment on the Labor Market (see, e.g., Univer-
sitetskanslersämbetet 2015; Högskoleverket 2003). This classification was chosen partly 
for comparability with official reports, but also because it uses a threshold for labor-
market attachment that follows Swedish wage trends more closely than the SELMA 
model of labor-market attachment used in other studies (Kindlund & Biterman 2002; 
Lorentzen et al. 2018). Wage trends are important when tracking income over several 
years, as failure to do so might otherwise produce the illusion of careers. That said, the 
threshold for labor-market attachment in both classifications is set very low, correspond-
ing to the earnings from the lowest-paying Swedish jobs (Kindlund & Biterman 2002). 
As an alternative, I also fitted models using an earnings threshold corresponding to 80% 
of the median income. The different classifications naturally resulted in differently sized 
clusters. Still, both the cluster typology and regression results were largely similar (com-
pare table A1 in Appendix). Because of this, I will only discuss the main classification.

Concretely, anyone registered as being in education in a given year was coded as 
being in youth education (including upper secondary education), in second-chance edu-
cation (including municipal adult education, folk high schools, and preparatory pro-
grams at universities), in tertiary education, or in other education (including vocational 
post-secondary education, and anyone who was not listed as being in education but had 
income from student loans, grants, or allowances). Academic and vocational programs 
provide different sets of skills and contacts that might result in different school-to-work 
trajectories for early school leavers (Vogt et al. 2020). However, to limit complexity I did 
not distinguish between different programs or fields of study.

Among non-students, those with income from work were coded as established or 
not established based on whether their earnings were above a threshold or not, set at 
155,300 SEK for 2002 (about €16,300, or approximately 67% of the median earnings) 
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and increasing by approximately 3% annually to account for the general wage increase. 
Missing values for 2010 and 2012 were imputed linearly from neighboring years. This 
gave categories – not established and established – and a final NEET category for those 
who were not registered in education and had neither earnings nor study-related income. 
The latter category consequently includes people who have other forms of income, for 
example from welfare benefits relating to disability, sickness, or unemployment.

Family resources

To account for family resources, I included variables for parents’ income and education 
at T = 0 using averages across parents (Thaning & Hällsten 2020). Parents’ class position 
was proxied through parents’ income, calculated as the average of the parents’ work-
related income – including transfers and benefits. Parents’ educational merits were in 
turn measured through parents’ years of schooling, coded as the years normally needed 
to complete their respective highest education level and averaged across parents – from 
no education (0), short compulsory (5), long compulsory (9), short secondary (11), long 
secondary (12), short tertiary (15), and long tertiary (17) education. 

The uneven expansion of education makes cross-country comparisons of educational 
merits problematic. I therefore also calculated measures of each parents’ education rank 
in relation to their country of origin. Studies have shown that this measure provides a 
contextualized indicator of status, and is a better predictor of academic outcomes relating 
to aspirations and educational decisions (Engzell 2019). To account for this, I calculated 
indicators of education rank as the percentage of the population in the same gender/age 
bracket in the country of origin with a lower level of education, plus half of the proportion 
with a similar level of education (Ichou 2014). Reference data was taken from the most 
recent version of the Barro-Lee data set (Barro and Lee 2013) and the reference year was 
set to 2000. This resulted in a continuous measure, ranging from just over 0 to just under 
100, which can be understood as the percentile rank of the parents’ education. For seden-
tary families in the same generation, the correlation between years of schooling and educa-
tion rank is almost perfect. Because of this, the measures are only used in separate models.

Other variables

As discussed above, women in contemporary Sweden are generally more academically 
oriented than men. Both program choices at upper secondary level and the rates of early 
school leaving consequently differ by gender. School-to-work transitions among early 
school leavers, on the other hand, are typically swifter for men than for women (Albæk 
et al. 2015; Struffolino & Borgna 2020). Gender is consequently an important factor in 
the trajectories of early school leavers. Because of this, I included a variable for gender. 

Labor-market participation is higher among early school leavers with qualifications 
for upper secondary education than among those without (Statistics Sweden 2018). To 
control for previous educational attainment, I used grades from the final year of com-
pulsory school as a percentage of the maximum possible grades. I also included control 
variables for birth year, to account for cohort-specific factors. Finally, to illustrate the 
labor-market outcomes of the various trajectories, I used earnings at age 26 (T = 10). 
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Method

The analysis was performed in two steps. In the first step, I used sequence analysis to 
assess similarities and dissimilarities among the transitions and states. Sequence analysis 
provides a way of studying individual events and transitions in the context of the events 
and transitions that surround them through time. The specific sequences under study in 
turn point towards the person’s trajectory over their life course, consisting of the inter-
play between the structured pathways through institutions and the social trajectories of 
individuals (Elder 1994; Brzinsky-Fay 2007). 

I calculated a dissimilarity matrix for each person’s sequence of events using SQ.ado 
(Kohler et al. 2006). Calculating differences involves a choice between the ordering and 
the timing of events. Using high substitution costs means giving priority to the order of 
events, whereas high indel costs instead gives priority to timing (Lesnard 2010). Follow-
ing previous research (Lorentzen et al. 2018), I see order as more critical than timing in 
the transition from school to work. Transition periods might be extended or contracted 
in time, but there are strong normative expectations that each type of event should be 
followed by certain other events – for example that unemployment should be followed 
by employment, and not vice versa. Because of this, I used substitution costs that were 
double the indel costs, meaning that the calculation of dissimilarities is effectively based 
on the longest common subsequences (Lesnard 2010). 

The resulting dissimilarity matrix was subsequently used to group the individual 
transitions into clusters containing young adults with similar sequences, using Ward’s 
linkage. While there is no objectively ‘true’ number of clusters (Aisenbrey & Fasang 
2010), I settled on a four-cluster solution supported by the highest average silhouette 
width (Rousseeuw 1987). Due to the small number of clusters, each cluster contain sub-
stantial heterogeneity. Still, because of the high substitution costs used when assessing 
dissimilarity, all clusters share substrings of states and events. Cluster membership can 
consequently be understood as an indicator of a certain type of transition pattern, or 
trajectory. 

In the second step, I used multinomial logit regressions to estimate the predictors of 
being in each trajectory, using cluster membership as the dependent variable. To account 
for school segregation, which might affect opportunities through systematic differences 
in friendship formations, teaching quality, local labor markets, etc., robust standard 
errors were calculated and clustered by compulsory school. All models also included 
sampling weights to correct for the sampling procedure. 

Immigrant background, class and gender often intersect in non-additive ways 
(McCall 2005). For example, research has found that discrimination patterns in the 
labor market are different for men than for women (Arai et al. 2016). I tested for this 
through interaction models, but found no substantial interaction effects. I therefore 
excluded interaction terms from the final models.

Results

Descriptive statistics are presented in Table 1. The table shows that the average early 
school leaver had grades from compulsory education that were lower than 50%. Given 
the disproportionate weighting of a pass grade in the Swedish grading system, a grade 
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below 50% means that one or more subjects had not been passed. As discussed above, 
this limits the choices available after compulsory school, highlighting that early school 
leaving is often just one moment in a longer series of events.

Table 1 Descriptive statistics for Swedish early school leavers by parents’ region of birth

Sweden North-
West

Central/
East 

Europe

Latin 
America

MENA Rest 
of 

Asia

Sub-
Saharan 
Africa

Grades, percent 46.86 43.40 42.83 41.95 41.81 41.20 43.43

(20.33) (21.71) (22.31) (20.32) (23.66) (21.65) (21.84)

Parents’ income, 100,000 SEK 1.871 1.337 0.965 1.251 0.597 0.702 0.814

(1.105) (1.028) (1.089) (0.846) (0.797) (0.696) (0.808)

Parents’ years of schooling 11.75 10.17 10.48 10.93 10.12 8.571 10.30

(2.243) (2.612) (2.915) (2.436) (3.343) (2.808) (2.859)

Parents’ education rank 38.89 34.86 38.25 53.18 66.98 51.97 84.43

(23.99) (21.97) (26.26) (20.74) (20.59) (24.37) (12.19)

Women 41.3% 42.8% 42.2% 45.7% 40.0% 41.1% 41.2%

Observations 1403 970 1223 442 1419 721 226

Percentage shares or means with standard deviation in parentheses. N = 6404.

Previous studies have found that the overrepresentation of young people with an immi-
grant background among early school leavers can largely be attributed to socio- economic 
factors (Elffers 2012). This explanation is also suggested by the substantial difference 
in parents’ income between early school leavers depending on their parents’ region of 
birth. Parents born in Sweden had more than double the average work-related income 
than parents from Rest of Asia or sub-Saharan Africa, and three times higher than par-
ents from MENA countries (see also Gustafsson & Österberg 2018).  Swedish early 
school leavers thus come from homes with vastly different levels of income, depending 
on where their parents were born. 

Furthermore, the table shows that the average early school leavers had parents with 
less than 12 years of schooling, signifying incomplete merits from upper secondary edu-
cation. Education was especially short among parents born in Rest of Asia, with an aver-
age of less than nine years of education. However, a problem with these measures is that 
educational systems differ between countries, and that educational merits are not always 
fully recognized. What is recognized as a ‘long’ education under one system might conse-
quently be considered ‘short’ under another (Feliciano & Lanuza 2017). If education is 
instead considered relative to the country of origin, a different pattern emerges. Parents 
of early school leavers born in Sweden, the North-West, or Central/Eastern Europe had 
an average education rank substantially below 50. This means that these parents were 
considerably lower educated than the average in their respective country of birth. Par-
ents of early school leavers from the Middle East, North Africa or sub-Saharan Africa, 
on the other hand, were well-educated relative to their respective countries of birth 
(see also Engzell 2019). Even if their educational merits were limited in the Swedish 
context, they might consequently still benefit from other assets, such as expectations, 
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dispositions, and embodied cultural capital (Bourdieu 1986) that are helpful for their 
children. Parents’ education rank for early school leavers in the Latin America and Rest 
of Asia categories were, in turn, similar and close to the median, despite the substantial 
difference in years of education between these two categories. 

School-to-work trajectories of early school leavers

Despite having left upper secondary school, many of the early school leavers under study 
were still in education. This highlights that for the vast majority of people, early school 
leaving is a passing event, rather than an end state (Van Caudenberg et al. 2017). Still, 
a key characteristic of school-to-work transitions is the degree of linearity, or the cor-
respondence between the actual and the normatively expected order of events (Brzinsky-
Fay & Solga 2016). To take this into account, I performed a sequence analysis to assess 
similarities and dissimilarities in the order of events. The resultant sequences were then 
clustered into four school-to-work trajectories, presented in Figure 1.

In the first cluster, NEET was the dominating status in all years after leaving school. 
As discussed above, this group includes both unemployed and people who are prevented 
from working by poor health or disabilities. Due to the high prevalence of NEET status 

Figure 1 Sequence percentage plots for the four principal clusters of school-to-work trajectories 
found among Swedish early school leavers born in 1984 and 1985. 

Cumulative percentage of individuals in each state (y-axis) and years after compulsory school (x-axis). Weighted 
percentage share of early school leavers in each cluster in parentheses after cluster name.
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in this cluster I call it the exclusion trajectory, even if the reasons for exclusions vary. This 
trajectory represented a sizeable proportion of young people but was the least  common.

The second cluster was characterized by a large percentage of second-chance and 
other education. In addition, the cluster also contained a sizable and growing share of 
people in tertiary education. Because of this, I refer to this cluster as the education trajec-
tory. The education cluster was the second smallest, but still accounted for about a fifth 
of the early school leavers in the birth cohorts. 

The third cluster accounted for more than a third of the early school leavers in the 
two cohorts. Young adults in this cluster entered the labor market quickly, but largely 
failed to become established throughout the period under study. Instead, most had per-
sistently low earnings, indicating part-time employment, spells of unemployment, or 
both. Therefore, this cluster can be described as a precarity trajectory.

The fourth and largest cluster, finally, was the most work oriented. Young adults 
in this group rose quickly from not established to established after leaving school. The 
modal person in this cluster was established within four years of leaving youth educa-
tion, meaning that their speed of establishment is comparable to young people complet-
ing upper secondary education. In light of this, I call this cluster the career trajectory. 
Somewhat surprisingly, this trajectory was most common, and accounted for about 40% 
of the early school leavers. That said, it should be noted that the size of this cluster is 
highly dependent on the earnings threshold used to indicate being established. Setting a 
higher threshold naturally shifts the balance between the precarity and career trajecto-
ries (compare figure A1 in Appendix). Still, it is clear that a large share early school leav-
ers find ways to become established in the labor market at a similar pace to non-leavers.

The school-to-work trajectories are summarized in Table 2. To place these trajecto-
ries in perspective, the median and mean earnings at age 26 for each trajectory can be 
compared to those of young adults in the birth cohorts who completed upper second-
ary education. As seen in the table, the median earnings among non-leavers in the birth 
cohorts was 206,000 SEK. This is more than 50,000 SEK below the median earnings 
in the career trajectory, meaning that many early school leavers were doing well in the 
labor market, at least in the short-to-medium term.

Table 2 Summary of the four clusters of school-to-work trajectories and non-leavers for comparison 

Trajectory Characteristics Median (mean) 
earnings age 26

Exclusion
6.5%

Persistently high degree of NEET status after leaving youth education. 0 SEK
(20,000 SEK)

Education
19.2%

Education-oriented. Second-chance education combined with other 
forms of non-tertiary education and training, followed by tertiary 
education. Gradually increasing levels of labor-market attachment. 

56,000 SEK
(104,000 SEK)

Precarity
33.8%

Work-oriented. Some second-chance education or training. Persis-
tently low degree of attachment to the labor market.

70,000 SEK
(93,000 SEK)

Career
40.5%

Work-oriented. Little second-chance education or training. Initially Steadily 
increasing attachment to the labor market after leaving youth education. 

262,000 SEK
(244,000 SEK)

Non-leavers (comparison) 206,000 SEK
(193,000 SEK)

Percentage share weighted for sampling procedure. Median (mean) annual earnings at age 26 (T = 10).
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Predictors of school-to-work trajectories

For all early school leavers in the birth cohorts under study, more than 40% were in the 
career trajectory, while approximately 19% were in the education trajectory. However, 
as discussed above, there are reasons to expect that there are systematic differences in 
which school-to-work trajectory early school leavers follow, depending on their migra-
tion background, family resources, and gender. To study this, I fitted multinomial logistic 
regressions to estimate the predictors of each school-to-work trajectory. The results are 
presented in Table 3.

The results show that early school leavers with foreign-born parents had an equal 
or higher probability of being in the education trajectory than early school leavers with 
parents born in Sweden. Early school leavers with parents born in sub-Saharan Africa or 
MENA were especially likely to be in this trajectory. 

Table 3 Predictors of school-to-work trajectory for young adults who left school without  completing 
upper secondary education 

Exclusion Education Precarity Career

Parents’ region of birth (ref: Sweden)

North-West 0.02 –0.01 0.05 –0.06*

(0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)

Central/East Europe 0.01 0.05*** 0.01 –0.07***

(0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)

Latin America –0.00 0.08*** 0.12*** –0.19***

(0.01) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02)

MENA 0.01 0.16*** 0.03 –0.20***

(0.01) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02)

Rest of Asia –0.02* 0.11*** 0.08* –0.17***

(0.01) (0.03) (0.03) (0.02)

Sub-Saharan Africa 0.06* 0.24*** –0.02 –0.28***

(0.02) (0.05) (0.04) (0.03)

Parents’ income, 100k SEK –0.01* 0.01 –0.01 0.02

(0.01) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02)

 Parents’ years of schooling –0.00 0.03*** –0.00 –0.02***

(0.00) (0.00) (0.01) (0.01)

Woman 0.02* 0.08*** 0.18*** –0.28***

(0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)

Observations 6404 6404 6404 6404

Average marginal effects from weighted multinomial logistic regression. Models control for grades from compulsory 
school and birth year. Robust standard errors, clustered by schools. N = 6404. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.
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The opposite was true for the career trajectory. Having foreign-born parents was 
associated with a lower probability of being in the career trajectory than having parents 
born in Sweden. The largest negative association was found for sub-Saharan Africa, 
followed by MENA, Latin America and Rest of Asia. These findings consequently 
closely mirror the discrimination patterns reported in previous research (Myrberg 2010; 
Ahmadi et al. 2016).

Having foreign-born parents from Latin America or Rest of Asia was associated 
with a higher likelihood with being in the precarity trajectory compared to having par-
ents born in Sweden, whereas having parents from sub-Saharan Africa was associated 
with a higher likelihood of being in the exclusion trajectory. Early school leavers with 
foreign-born parents from Rest of Asia was instead somewhat less likely to be in the 
exclusion trajectory than early school leavers with parents born in Sweden. 

Parents’ income was negatively associated with being in the exclusion trajectory, but 
otherwise not significantly associated with any trajectory. Having parents who were well 
established in the labor market thus seems to primarily be a protective factor, preventing 
from NEET status. Parents’ years of schooling, on the other hand, was positively associ-
ated with the education trajectory, but negatively associated with the career trajectory. 
This suggests that access to different types of parental resources facilitate different types 
of trajectories in school-to-work transitions.

Gender, finally, was a strong predictor of school-to-work trajectory. The probability 
of being in the precarity, education, and exclusion trajectories were higher for women 
than for men, while the probability of being in the career trajectory was substantially 
lower. In fact, gender was the most important predictor of being or not being in the 
career trajectory, but also the most important predictor of being or not being in the pre-
carity trajectory. This is in line with results from other countries, reporting that female 
early school leavers struggle more than male early school leavers in the labor market 
(Dorsett & Lucchino 2014; Achatz et al. 2020; Struffolino & Borgna 2020). 

Parents’ education rank and school-to-work trajectories

Previous research has found that years of schooling can be a misleading indicator of 
parents’ education, especially when comparing between countries. I therefore refitted 
the same multinomial logistic model while replacing parents’ years of schooling with 
parents’ education rank. Overall, using education rank instead of years of schooling 
resulted in similar estimates. The major exception was in the estimates for parents’ 
region of birth, highlighted in Figure 2.

Using education rank, instead of years of schooling, explained all the variation 
between early school leavers with parents born in different regions in the education 
trajectory. Meanwhile, it did not substantially alter the associations between par-
ents’ region of origin and any of the other trajectories. This indicates that education 
rank is a better predictor than years of education for early school leavers propen-
sity of returning to education, highlighting the connection between pre-migration 
factors and post-migration educational outcomes (Nygård 2021). However, it also 
highlights how these factors do not translate into similar advantages in the labor 
market.
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Concluding Discussion

In this article, I have addressed a gap in previous research by studying the school-to-work 
trajectories of Swedish early school leavers from the 1984 and 1985 birth cohorts, fol-
lowing their activities for 10 years after compulsory education. Using sequence analysis, 
I distinguished four principal school-to-work trajectories: (1) exclusion, (2) education, 
(3) precarity, and (4) career. In sharp contrast to what the public discourse suggests, a 
majority of the early school leavers were in trajectories leading to work, education, or 
both. This highlights that early school leaving is not an end state, but rather a passing 
event in a longer trajectory that often includes a return to education (Van Caudenberg 
et al. 2017). This makes terms such as ‘dropouts’ or ‘early school leavers’ potentially 
misleading, highlighting that many early leavers might be better understood as ‘late fin-
ishers’ (Vogt et al. 2020).

Still, many early school leavers were in the precarity trajectory, characterized by a 
persistently low degree of labor-market attachment. This could reflect structural factors, 
such as informalization of the labor market and increasing levels of precariousness in 
general, and for immigrant families in particular (Likic-Brboric et al. 2013). 

Young people with an immigrant background are often found to exhibit high levels 
of educational aspiration (Engzell 2019). On the other hand, they are more likely to 

Average marginal effects from weighted multinomial logistic models, using either years of schooling or education 
rank as measures of parents’ education level. 95% confidence intervals.

Figure 2 Associations between trajectory and parents’ region of birth. 
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face discrimination (Zschirnt & Ruedin 2016) and lack established contacts in the local 
labor market that can help with finding a job (Behtoui 2008; Jonsson & Rudolphi 2011; 
Zschirnt & Ruedin 2016; Roth 2018). For these reasons, I expected early school leavers 
with an immigrant background to be over-represented in education-oriented trajecto-
ries, but early school leavers with non-immigrant background to have stronger labor-
market attachment.

The results were in line with these predictions. Having foreign-born parents from 
sub-Saharan Africa, MENA, Latin America, Rest of Asia, or Central and Eastern Europe 
was associated with a higher likelihood of being in the education trajectories, compared 
to having parents born in Sweden. On the other hand, having foreign-born parents 
was associated with a lower likelihood of being in the career trajectory compared to 
having parents born in Sweden. Early school leavers with foreign-born parents from 
sub-Saharan Africa was especially unlikely to be in the career trajectory, followed by 
early school leavers with foreign-born parents from MENA, Latin America, and Rest 
of Asia. This repeats the patterns of bias against immigrant groups reported in previous 
research (Myrberg 2010; Ahmadi et al. 2016), further suggesting that discrimination is 
a factor. Still, a limitation of the present study is that early school leavers with parents 
from different regions were excluded. More research is therefore needed to understand 
the transitions of this growing category of young people, that may be differently affected 
by discrimination.

Having parents with a higher income was associated with a lower risk of being in 
the exclusion trajectory. Having parents with higher levels of education was instead 
associated with a higher likelihood of being in the education trajectory, but a lower 
chance of being in the career trajectory. The relationships between parental resources 
and the trajectories could thus be understood as reflecting micro-class reproduction 
(Jonsson et al. 2009), whereby younger generations tend to reproduce the specific 
composition of cultural and economic capital of older generations. Importantly, par-
ents’ education rank – indicating their pre-migration status – could fully account for 
the increased likelihood of being in the education trajectory for early school leavers 
with an immigrant background. Parents’ education therefore seems to be a resource 
for early school leavers’ school-to-work trajectories, primarily through expectations 
and attitudes towards education, owing to (past) status positions and embodied cul-
tural capital. 

Finally, there were also substantial differences between young men and young 
women, with the career trajectory being predominantly both non-migrant and male. 
Early school leavers consequently face vastly different prospects in the labor market 
depending on their backgrounds, parental resources, and gender. For young men with a 
non-immigrant background, leaving education early can be a path to rapid labor-market 
establishment, and a good income.

Considering the heterogeneity within the school-to-work trajectories, future 
research should focus on both the idiosyncrasies of each type of trajectory and the vari-
ation within them. Long-term research is also needed to follow up what happens to 
school leavers after another 10 years, by which time factors such as family formation 
and lifetime income can be more clearly estimated. The limitation to two birth years 
also makes it impossible to study time trends in this article. Another avenue for further 
research is therefore to make comparisons over time, or to employ designs better suited 
to studying the role of institutional factors in shaping trajectories.
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Note

1  The immigrant background categories were based on registry data identifying 73 different 
countries or country groups, and were defined as follows:

North-West: Australia and Oceania, Austria, Belgium, Canada, Denmark, Finland, France, 
Germany, Greece, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Japan, Luxemburg, Netherlands,  Norway, Portugal, 
Spain, Switzerland, UK and USA. Central and Eastern Europe: Bosnia-Herzegovina, Bulgaria, 
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Russia and Former Soviet Union, Slovakia, Slovenia, Yugoslavia, and Other Europe. Latin 
America: Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, the Caribbean, Central America, Chile, Colombia, Mex-
ico, Peru, Other South America. MENA: Algeria, Egypt, Iran, Iraq, Lebanon, Morocco, Syria, 
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China, India, Pakistan, Phillipines, South Korea, Sri Lanka, Thailand, Vietnam, and Other Asia. 
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Appendix

Figure A1 Sequence percentage plots for the four principal clusters of school-to-work trajectories 
found among Swedish early school leavers born in 1984 and 1985, using alternative threshold for being 
established in the labor market (80% of median earnings).

Cumulative percentage of individuals in each state (y-axis) and years after compulsory school (x-axis). Weighted percent-
age share of early school leavers in each cluster in parentheses after cluster name.
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Table A1 Predictors of school-to-work trajectory for Swedish young adults who left school without 
completing upper secondary education, using alternative threshold for being established in the labor 
market (80% of median earnings)

Exclusion Education Precarity Career

Parents’ region of birth (ref: Sweden)

North-West 0.01 0.04 0.02 –0.07**

(0.01) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02)

Central/East Europe 0.01 0.08** –0.03 –0.06*

(0.01) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02)

Latin America –0.01 0.14*** 0.02 –0.15***

(0.01) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02)

MENA –0.00 0.21*** –0.07* –0.14***

(0.01) (0.03) (0.03) (0.02)

Rest of Asia –0.01 0.09** 0.04 –0.11***

(0.01) (0.03) (0.03) (0.02)

Sub–Saharan Africa 0.04* 0.31*** –0.11*** –0.24***

(0.02) (0.03) (0.03) (0.02)

Parents’ income, 100k SEK –0.00 –0.01 –0.01 0.02

(0.00) (0.01) (0.02) (0.01)

Parents’ years of schooling –0.00 0.03*** –0.01* –0.01*

(0.00) (0.00) (0.01) (0.01)

Woman 0.01* 0.10*** 0.19*** –0.31***

(0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)

Observations 6404 6404 6404 6404

Average marginal effects from weighted multinomial logistic regression. Models control for grades from compulsory 
school and birth year. Robust standard errors, clustered by schools. N = 6404. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.


