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Students’ Cultural and Economic Family Background and 
Duration of University Studies in Finland

Hannu Lehtia� and Heikki Kinnarib�

aFaculty of Social Sciences, Invest Flagship Center, University of Turku; bFaculty of Education, Department of 
Education, University of Turku 

ABSTRACT 
Applying a Bourdieusian perspective, we investigate whether families’ insti
tutionalized cultural capital (parental education) and economic capital 
(family income) are associated with the duration of university studies in 
Finland. We use register data comprising 10,516 students enrolled in uni
versities between 1999 and 2002 and Tobit modeling. The results do not 
entirely support our hypothesis Institutionalized cultural capital is not asso
ciated with students’ duration of university studies. However, having higher 
economic capital decreases the duration of university studies.

Introduction

The aging population and low fertility in Europe have made up the main argument in education 
policies for speeding up the duration of studies, especially for university students. Faster gradu
ation from universities and earlier labor market entry are considered effective for improving the 
skewed dependency ratio and reducing the financial burden on the educational system (OECD, 
2020). From an individual’s point of view, prolonged studies in universities may increase risks for 
unemployment, as faster graduation may be a signal for employers of an individual’s productivity 
(Br€uckner & Mayer, 2005; Jacob & Weiss, 2010; Merenluoto & Lindberg, 2012).

However, it is unclear whether students’ family resources, namely, cultural capital (parental 
education) and economic capital (family income), are associated with the duration of university- 
level studies. For example, it can be assumed that students who have relatively low family resour
ces may study longer compared to students with affluent families. Students with low family 
resources may not be able to acquire the cultural and financial support from their parents they 
need during their studies at a university (Klausen, 2016). In this study, we were interested in the 
duration of university studies based on the family characteristics of institutionalized cultural and 
economic capital.

Commonly, research on the intergenerational transmission of higher education has focused on 
how cultural and economic capital influence the access to or completion of higher education 
(Jæger, 2011; Jæger & Holm, 2007; Jæger & Møllegaard, 2017). Less focus has been given to how 
students’ family backgrounds influence the duration of university studies. Although some studies 
have examined graduation age (Klausen, 2016), no recent studies have examined whether the 
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duration of university studies is associated with the cultural and economic capital of the family, 
although the research topic is important for policymakers (for an exception see Merenluoto, 
2009). University students’ level of acquired cultural or economic capital from their parents may 
be a determining factor of the duration of studies. For example, academic fields with different 
conventions might be familiar to students with academically educated parents. A low level of dif
ferent social resources, for example, cultural or economic capital, might cause prolonged studies 
and even lead to dropout.

Our research questions were as follows: (1) To what extent is the duration of studies in 
Finnish universities associated with the institutionalized cultural and economic capital of students’ 
families? (2) Does the association between cultural or economic capital and duration of studies 
differ by field of study? The theoretical background for analysis relied on Pierre Bourdieu’s con
cepts of cultural and economic capital, education as a field, social reproduction, and symbolic vio
lence (Bourdieu, 1984, 1986; Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). For Bourdieu, cultural capital takes 
three forms: embodied, objectified, and institutionalized. In this study, we focused on institutional
ized cultural capital, which signifies parental educational attainment and thus knowledge about 
education systems. Our empirical data consisted of reliable Finnish registers, which include 
10,516 cases. We used Tobit regression models as the main method for studying the duration of 
studies at Finnish universities.

Forms of Capital and Duration of Studies

We use Bourdieu’s cultural and economic capital as a theoretical framework for explaining the 
duration of studies in Finnish universities. Typically, the concept of cultural capital explains the 
higher success rates of children with educated parents. Children from higher cultural capital fami
lies succeed better in school, not only because of the support they receive from their parents but 
also due to familiarity with “high culture” that education institutions reproduce. The three forms 
of cultural capital—embodied, objectified, and institutionalized cultural capital—are addressed in 
the following (Bourdieu, 1984, 1986; Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992).

Embodied cultural capital signifies the ability to appreciate and understand cultural goods 
(Bourdieu, 1986, p. 243). This process of gathering embodied capital (culture and cultivation) is a 
long-lasting process that requires personal investment and symbolizes external wealth. It is an 
integral part of the habitus and cannot be transmitted or traded. Embodied capital is also known 
as symbolic capital, legitimate competence, and distinction. Embodied capital is connected to 
social reproduction, because for Bourdieu, the most powerful principle of the symbolic value of 
cultural capital is the transmission from parents to the offspring—“the arrow effect.” Embodied 
capital is connected to objectified capital. Objectified capital refers, for instance, to cultural 
objects such as paintings, writings, and instruments that require certain skills and knowledge to 
be appreciated and are transmissible in their materiality. Objectified capital requires embodied 
capital for perfect functioning. Thus, objectified capital is connected to symbolic violence and 
social reproduction. In other words, specific objectified capital is more valuable, and the value is 
determined among the classes with the most embodied capital at a particular time.

Our focus in this study relies on institutionalized capital, which refers to educational creden
tials provided by educational institutions, which are the credentials that signal attainment in the 
dominant culture. The institutional recognition of cultural capital makes it possible to compare 
academic qualifications and even exchange them with economic capital, guaranteeing the monet
ary value of a given academic capital. These qualifications of monetary value can be exchanged in 
the labor market, which is governed by changes in the structure of profit potential offered by the 
different types of capital (Bourdieu, 1986).

Bourdieu views education as a field—in other words, a game—with precise rules where indi
viduals compete in the context of their habitus. In the field, individuals use their capital to attain 
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better positions (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). Bourdieu (1986) argued that educational institu
tions such as universities may have high levels of cultural capital among students, but the institu
tions themselves do not usually provide this form of capital. Typically, cultural capital is 
transmitted through students’ families, and this mainly linguistic and cultural competence can 
almost only be produced by family upbringing (Bourdieu, 1973, p. 58). The education system is 
an apparatus of institutions and practices, which legitimize and reproduce cultural significance. 
Institutions reproduce inequality across generations by valuing the preferences, behaviors, and 
attitudes of individuals who have high cultural capital over those of others (Bourdieu & Passeron, 
1977).

Relatedly, the theory of social reproduction argues that high cultural capital is transmitted and 
rewarded by the educational system. However, the acquisition of cultural capital and consequent 
access to academic rewards depend on the family’s cultural capital, which is dependent on social 
class (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977; Dumais, 2002). For Bourdieu, the educational system reprodu
ces the structure of the distribution of cultural capital among classes (and sections of a class). 
The social classes or sections of a class that have high cultural capital are overrepresented in uni
versities because the educational norms embedded in the evaluation of education are most favor
able to products of higher families who have high cultural capital. These norms include behaviors 
such as language, elegance, and naturalness, and they belong only to those who have been culti
vated in cultural activities through family upbringing (Berisha et al., 1973, 2017; Bourdieu & 
Passeron, 1977; Dumais, 2002; Hampden-Thompson et al., 2008).

In this study, we are interested in whether individuals from higher cultural capital families 
(higher parental education) “play the game of studying” more rapidly than those from lower cul
tural capital families (lower parental education). Students with low levels of cultural capital (i.e., 
low parental education) are faced with symbolic violence from those with higher levels of cultural 
capital. Education, especially university education, forms a field and can be an unfamiliar envir
onment for those with a low level of cultural capital. For Bourdieu, communication and know
ledge (so-called symbolic systems) are instruments of domination, legitimizing the domination of 
one class over another (i.e., symbolic violence) (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992).

According to Bourdieu (1986), different forms of capital can be derived from economic capital, 
through transformation, to produce the type of power that is effective in certain fields. Economic 
capital provides immediate access to some benefits and services, but others can be gained only 
through the social capital of relationships (or social obligations). Economic capital is the root of 
all other types of capital, as well as of their effects. Therefore, in this study, we focus on the insti
tutionalized cultural and economic capital of parents.

Students with higher economic capital might have received private tutoring, preparatory 
courses, and a larger variety of cultural goods and activities than those with lower economic cap
ital (e.g. Bathmaker et al., 2013; Kosunen et al., 2021). In addition, students with higher economic 
capital may receive financial support from their families during their studies, alleviating the need 
to work during their studies or incur student loans (Gunnes et al., 2013).

Previous Studies

Although the reproduction of education (how parental education is associated with children’s 
education) has been studied extensively, few studies have investigated how parental background is 
associated with the duration of university studies. Previous studies on social reproduction have 
shown a positive connection between embodied and institutionalized cultural capital and educa
tional attainment (Jæger, 2011; Jæger & Holm, 2007; Jæger & Møllegaard, 2017; Kallunki & 
Purhonen, 2017), but the effect of economic capital is small or nonexistent, at least in Nordic 
countries (Elstad & Bakken, 2015; Lehti et al., 2019). However, how students’ cultural and eco
nomic background is connected to the duration of studies in higher education is not known.
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One example of evidence on the influence of family background on graduation age is a study 
by Klausen (2016), who examined how parental resources measured by parental education (cul
tural capital) and income (economic capital) are associated with graduation age by using reliable 
Danish total population register data. The study showed that the effect of cultural capital (meas
ured by parental education) was small and evident only in one of the four birth cohorts included. 
The effect of economic capital was stronger than that of cultural capital on graduation age. 
Students whose parents were in the lowest decile of income distribution graduated at 0.7 to 
0.9 years older than students whose parents were in the highest decile.

In Finland, Merenluoto (2009) found that higher institutionalized cultural capital measured by 
parental education decreased graduation age. Merenluoto concluded that students whose parents’ 
institutionalized cultural capital was highest (university education) managed to navigate their way 
through the Finnish education system most quickly. However, Merenluoto’s dataset was small 
and not representative, as she studied only 500 students of one Finnish university.

Zarifa et al. (2018) studied the association of social class background with completing a bache
lor’s degree in four years in the United States. They reported that students whose parents had a 
high school education or lower were, on average, 5 percentage points less likely to complete a 
bachelor’s degree on time compared with students whose parents had a bachelor’s degree or 
higher. Also, students with low parental income (divided into four groups) were 26 percentage 
points less likely to graduate on time compared with students with high parental income. Thus, 
parental income had a much stronger impact on graduation time than parental education. Zafira 
et al. concluded that their results aligned with Bourdieusian understandings of social reproduction 
and parental strategies. Other studies in the United States have shown that the completion of uni
versity studies is associated with parental socioeconomic status, cultural capital, college-related 
parental involvement, and even parents’ college savings (Wilbur & Roscigno, 2016). However, the 
higher education system is more hierarchical in the United States than in Scandinavia and 
includes tuition fees. The result might be different in a Scandinavian welfare state, where higher 
education is free of charge and less hierarchical and selective. For example, Zafira et al. deter
mined that the selectivity of the higher education institutions and fields was associated with stu
dents graduating on time. Students in institutions and fields that were more selective had a 
higher likelihood of graduating on time.

In sum, previous studies on the age of graduation and completing higher education on time 
show that higher cultural capital but particularly economic capital (parental income) is associated 
with lower graduation age and higher likelihood of graduating on time. However, these outcomes 
do not measure precisely the duration of studies in higher education. For example, graduation 
age and timing do not consider that students with a low socioeconomic family background might 
enroll in higher education at an older age than students with an affluent family background.

Higher Education in Finland

The Finnish higher education system is supported by governmental funding and does not require 
tuition fees. Higher education is divided into two parallel sectors: universities, and universities of 
applied sciences. Compared to universities, which offer bachelor’s, master’s, and doctoral degrees, 
universities of applied sciences offer mostly bachelor-level courses that last three to four years. In 
Finland, there are 13 universities and 24 universities of applied sciences (Ministry of Education, 
2021).

Before the Bologna declaration (implemented in 2005 in Finland), students were selected by 
universities to complete master’s degree programs. Master’s studies included 160 credits (consti
tuting 40 hours of work for each credit), and students usually had to complete two minor subjects 
in addition to their main subject (V€alimaa et al., 2007). Before the Bologna process, students had 
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a lifelong right to complete their studies and were welcome to return to their studies if they took 
a break.

In this study, we focus only on universities and exclude the universities of applied sciences. In 
Finland, students have more freedom to decide their courses in universities than in universities of 
applied sciences, which are more school-like institutions (Merenluoto & Lindberg, 2012). Further, 
we focus on student cohorts who entered universities before the Bologna process was imple
mented. Thus, they had a lifelong right to study at the university, meaning that they did not have 
any year limits in which they must complete their studies.

Because the duration time of the studies was not limited to the student cohorts under our 
analyses, it is particularly interesting to observe how parental background is associated with the 
duration of the studies in a free, not regulated, higher education environment. In this kind of 
unregulated free higher education institution, students’ choices may have a stronger influence on 
the duration of the studies than the parental background.

The Finnish average graduation age was in 2000 and remains among the highest compared to 
other Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) countries (OECD, 
2002, 2020). However, in Finland, enrollment age (including adult learners) in tertiary education 
is also rather high (sixth highest among OECD countries) at an average of 23.1 years (OECD, 
2020), which is one of the highest ages among the Nordic countries.

Hypothesis

Based on the already-described theoretical framework and previous studies, we asked whether stu
dents with relatively high cultural and economic capital backgrounds had more resources allowing 
them to complete their studies more quickly than students with lower cultural and economic cap
ital backgrounds. In our hypothesis, we assumed that a higher level of cultural capital would cor
respond with a greater understanding of the “game of studying” within neoliberal virtues. Our 
hypothesis was constructed as follows:

The duration of studies of students from university-educated (more cultural capital) and higher income 
families (more economic capital) is shorter than that of students from non-university-educated (less cultural 
capital) and lower income families (less economic capital).

According to Bourdieu, university disciplines construct a field where students with differing 
amounts of cultural and economic capital compete and internalize normative virtues of society. 
Every discipline has different norms, and, for example, it is evident that humanistic disciplines 
form fields that are dissimilar to medical science. Within the disciplines, certain virtues are more 
recognized than others. It can be assumed that students in generalist fields, such as the social sci
ences and humanities, are allowed to accumulate more various forms of human capital during 
their studies than students in specialist fields such as medical science and economics and law. 
The specialistic fields are structurally different and more “school-like” fields, with more strictly 
given curricula compared to generalist fields. As a result, the duration of studies by family back
ground may be dependent on the field of study.

Data and Methods

Data

We used register-based Finnish growth environment panel data for our analysis. Statistics Finland 
constructed the dataset by obtaining a random sample of 10% of the Finland population in 1980, 
including only those who had resided there for at least one year. The dataset was extended to cover 
all family members, which allowed children and parents to be linked. The dataset relies entirely on 
administrative register data obtained from individual-level records from censuses and 
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administrative registers, such as tax and education registers. The income data for parents were 
derived from the tax registers, which include all the taxable income of individuals. Information on 
education was derived from examination registers and parental education, the register of completed 
education and degrees. The data on demographic factors were derived from censuses. All the varia
bles are linked to children and parents through (pseudo-) personal identification numbers.

The dataset runs from 1980 to 2010, containing information from 1980, 1985, 1987, and 
onward annually. All individuals were followed until 2010, unless they dropped out of the dataset 
earlier due to death or relocation abroad. Unlike survey data, register data do not suffer from 
misreporting, memory errors, or nonresponses. Our analytical sample consists of 10,516 individu
als who enrolled in a master’s program between 1999 and 2002. We excluded adult learners (stu
dents over 24 years old) from the dataset (less than 1%), which allowed us to analyze cohorts 
born between 1976 and 1984 who did not previously complete tertiary education. As stated in the 
description of the Finnish higher education system, individuals in our analytical sample were 
chosen to complete a master’s degree, consisting of 160 credits in total. The sample included stu
dents who were first-time starters in higher education, meaning that they had not completed any 
higher education degree prior to acceptance into the masters’ program.

Variables

Our dependent variable measures time spent in the study program at the university measured by 
months (duration of studies), which was calculated as the number of months from entrance to 
graduation. The dataset includes exact graduation year and month information, but only informa
tion regarding the year of university enrollment is available. However, given that all universities 
in Finland begin the academic year in the same month each year, we were able to compute the 
exact duration of studies in months for each individual. The mean of the dependent variable was 
84.9 months (7.1 years) and the standard deviation was 22.35 months. For students who did not 
graduate before the dataset ended (in 2010), we computed their duration by using the maximum 
duration for each student cohort plus one month. We added one month because students who 
did not graduate studied at least one month longer than the maximum duration. For example, 
the maximum duration for students who enrolled in 1999 was 135 months; thus, those who did 
not graduate before the end of 2010 were deemed to have studied for 136 months. The average 
duration of studies excluding the students who did not graduate before our dataset ended (2010) 
was 78 months (or 6.5 years).

Parental education was used as the key explanatory variable to measure institutionalized cul
tural capital. Because register data did not include information on parent–child interaction and 
behavior, the dataset did not allow us to measure so-called real-life cultural activities, values, or 
habits of families to analyze embodied or objectified cultural capital. Parental education has been 
used in several previous studies to measure institutional cultural capital and children’s educational 
attainment, as well as graduation age (e.g., Kallunki & Purhonen, 2017; Klausen, 2016; 
Kraaykamp & Van Eijck, 2010; Willekens et al., 2014). Indeed, parental education has also been 
shown to correlate strongly with a broad measure of cultural capital (De Graaf et al., 2000). 
Parental education was measured when students were 15 years old and still living with their 
parents. We classified parental education according to three education levels (three dummy 
variables):

1. Vocational or lower.
2. General secondary or lower tertiary.
3. University education.
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Parental educational level was classified according to the dominance principle (i.e., taking 
higher education over the lower one). In the highest category, at least one parent acquired a uni
versity education. We classify parental education into three groups because we want to particu
larly study whether duration to graduation for students who have university educated parent 
differs from the other groups. Students with a university education parental background can most 
likely benefit more from the cultural capital compared to students with nonacademic parental 
background.

Family income was used to measure the economic capital of families. We computed family 
income by adding the father’s and mother’s total taxable income after taxes. Mean income was 
calculated when students were 10–18 years old to minimize variance between individual years. 
We deflated income according to the value of the euro in 2010 and transformed it using the loga
rithm function. To observe nonlinearities in family income, we categorized income into quintiles 
(a dummy for each quintile) for the entire population of the studied birth cohorts. In our univer
sity students sample the mean family income in euros for the first quintile was 23,621, for the 
second quintile 38,799, for the third quintile 49,629, for the fourth quintile 61,269, and for the 
fifth quintile 105,371. The median family income of the sample was 65,099 euros. Table 1 shows 
that in our sample, there is a higher proportion of students from the highest quintile than in the 
general population, as 46 percent of university students belong to the highest quintile.

Parental education and family income were both measured before students were enrolled in 
university during adolescence because the theory of cultural and economic capital contends that 
children are socialized to cultural habits, tastes, and manners within their families. If parental 
education or family income is altered after adolescence, there might not be ample time for social
ization. However, previous studies have shown that parental education and socioeconomic status 
remain rather unchanged over the course of children’s lives in Nordic countries (Erola et al., 

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of variables.

Continues variables Mean SD

Duration of studies (months) 84.9 22.346
Employment months during studies 32.68 23.19
Categorical variables %
Not graduated during follow-up 22
Female 51
Entry age: 18–19 years 59
Entry age: 20–24 years 41
Parent vocational or lower 23
Parent general sec./lower tertiary 27
Parent university 50
Humanities 17
Social science and education 8
Economics and law 15
Natural science 20
Engineering 34
Medical science 3
Agriculture and forestry 2
Family income: 1st quintile 8
Family income: 2nd quintile 11
Family income: 3rd quintile 14
Family income: 4th quintile 21
Family income: 5th quintile 46
Graduated from same field 87
Gap years 17
Entry year: 1999 18
Entry year: 2000 25
Entry year: 2001 27
Entry year: 2002 29
N 10,516
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2016), and children in Nordic countries move away from the parental home rather early and usu
ally prior to enrolling in university (Nikander, 2009).

Several confounding variables were controlled for in regression models, which may influence 
the duration of studies. We controlled for gender (0¼male, 1¼ female), entry age into a master’s 
program (0¼ 18–19 years old, 1¼ 20–24 years old), starting year of the studies (dummy for each 
year), changes in the field of study (0¼ no, 1¼ yes), and gap years during the studies (0¼ no gap 
years, 1¼ 1 or more gap years). Furthermore, the field of study was grouped into seven catego
ries: (1) humanities, including disciplines such as language, history, cultural, and media studies; 
(2) social science and education, including disciplines such as sociology, philosophy, and general 
pedagogy and excluding teacher training; (3) economics and law, which can be viewed as part of 
the social sciences but lead to specific professions; (4) natural sciences, including disciplines such 
as physics, biology, and geography; (5) engineering, including all technical disciplines; (6) medical 
science, including the education of medical doctors and dentists; and (7) agricultural and forestry, 
including disciplines such as forestry, fisheries, and veterinary science. The humanities, social sci
ences, and education fields are considered generalist fields of study because these disciplines are 
not aimed at educating toward any specific profession but rather provide “general knowledge” of 
the field. By contrast, economics and law, engineering, medical sciences, and agriculture and for
estry are classified as fields that educate specialized professions, with higher educational returns 
than generalist fields (Lehti & Karonen, 2020). We excluded the service field from the data due 
to the small number of cases.

In the regression models, we controlled for employment because working during university 
may explain the association between parental economic or cultural capital and study duration. 
We calculated the total number of months employed in the years when students were enrolled in 
a university to measure employment during the studies. For the students who did not graduate 
before the final year of the dataset, we calculated employment months only for the years they 
were enrolled in a university. The variable ranged from 0 to 132 months. Table 1 shows that, on 
average, students worked 32.7 months during their studies before they graduated. All the variables 
that we use in the analyses are described in Table 1.

Methods

We conducted our analyses using Tobit regression models because our dependent variable was 
right-censored in 2010. Our dependent variable was sufficiently normally distributed (see 
Appendix Figure A1) to use the maximum likelihood (ML) method, in which Tobit modeling is 
used for model fitting. In our models, we used robust standard errors and calculated the 95% 
confidence intervals around the estimates. In the dataset, students enrolled in university in differ
ent years, and the censoring point was also different for each starting year. We added one month 
to the maximum value at the point when censoring started at the end of 2010. Tobit models were 
right-censored at different times because our final year in the dataset was 2010 and students who 
enrolled in different years could have different censoring times in months. Students enrolled in 
1999–2001 were censored as follows: 1999¼ 136 months, 2000¼ 123 months, 2001¼ 112 months, 
and 2002¼ 100 months. We controlled for the starting year of the studies in all the models, as 
well as for students’ gender and age when entering university studies (entry age).

In our main Tobit models, we analyzed the association of parental education and duration of 
studies by controlling for the same time gender, entry age, and starting year in Model 1. These 
variables were adjusted because they were potential confounding variables between the association 
of parental education and the duration of studies. In Model 2, we observed the association 
between family income and duration of studies, adding the same basic control. In Model 3, we 
added parental education and income to the same model and controlled for gap years and 
changes in the studies. Thus, we observed that gap years or changes in the field of study mediated 
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the association between parental education or family income and duration of studies. In Model 4, 
we added the field of study to the model, and finally, in Model 5, we added working months dur
ing studies. We also tested whether cultural and economic capital had different influences on the 
interaction between family background and field of study, as shown in Figure 2.

To analyze the robustness of the main results, we also applied linear probability models to the 
binary dependent variable, which accounted for students who were censored from the dataset 
(i.e., those who did not graduate by 2010 when the dataset ended): 0¼ graduated, 1¼ not grad
uated by the year 2010 (see Mood, 2010). In total, 22% of the students did not graduate before 
the final year of the dataset. The results of the robustness analyses (displayed in Appendix 
Table A4) for both parental education and income were consistent with the main analyses.

Results

Students’ Family Background and Field of Study

First, we compare the students’ family backgrounds by field of study. The purpose of this descrip
tive analysis is to observe students’ family background, that is, parental cultural and economic 
capital, by field of study, and to show which fields attract students from the most affluent fami
lies. We found that 50% of students had university-educated parents, and 46% of students were 
from families in the highest income quintile (see Table 1). However, Figure 2 shows that the per
centage of students with a university-educated parent (or highest income quintile) varied by field 
of study, from 44.6% (39.2%) for students studying the natural sciences to 65.3% (56.6%) for stu
dents studying medical science.

Figure 1 shows that the percentage of students with university-educated parents was higher in 
specialized fields than in generalist fields (i.e., humanities, social sciences, and natural sciences), 
where students with parents who have less than a university degree are the majority. The same 
pattern was observed concerning family income. More than 50% of the students studying eco
nomics and law, medical sciences, and agriculture and forestry were from families in the highest 
income quintile. For students studying the humanities, social sciences, education, and natural sci
ences, family income was distributed more evenly.

The descriptive analyses show that social reproduction (of cultural and economic capital) was 
observed in Finnish universities because almost 50% of the students were from families in the 

Figure 1. Share of university students within each field of study, by parental education and family income quintiles.
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highest income quintile. This number shows that there were more than twice as many students 
enrolled in universities from families from the highest income quintile than there are in the 
population. Notably, this number was even more pronounced in affluent fields known to have 
the highest rate of returns in Finland, such as medical science and economics and law (Lehti & 
Karonen, 2020).

Cultural and Economic Capital and Duration of University Studies

Table 2 displays the results of Tobit regression for the duration of university studies measured by 
months. In the first model, when only basic control variables were added, we did not find any 
significant differences in the duration of studies between students with different parental educa
tional backgrounds. Similarly, we observed no significant differences for Model 3, where we 
added the family income, change in field of study, and gap year variables.

In Model 4, where we controlled for the field of study, the difference in the duration of studies 
between students with university-educated and vocational or lower educated parents was signifi
cant but small: 1.8 months. Notably, students with higher parental education spent more time 
studying in universities. In Model 5, where we controlled for employment during university stud
ies, the estimates were the same as in Model 4.

Considering all variables (Model 5), students with the lowest parental education graduated 
1.8 months sooner than students with the highest education. However, this difference was insig
nificant between students with parents with general secondary/lower tertiary education and those 
with parents with university education. Thus, the results show that students with more cultural 
capital seem not to graduate faster than students with less cultural capital.

Compared to parental education, family income had a stronger association with duration of 
studies. Model 2 in Table 2 shows that family income was significantly associated with the dur
ation of studies. Students whose family income ranked in the fifth quintile completed their studies 
3.7 months sooner than students whose family income ranked in the lowest quintile. When we 
controlled for basic variables (Model 3) and field of study (Model 4), the association between 
family income and duration of studies did not change significantly. Further, students’ employ
ment during university studies did not explain these differences, as shown in Model 5. However, 
when we examined how much students from different family backgrounds worked during their 
studies, we surprisingly found that students from the fourth and fifth highest income quintiles 
worked more than students from the lower income quintiles (see Appendix, Table A1).

Table 2, particularly for Model 4, which controls for the field of study, shows that students 
from families in the lowest income quintile had a prolonged duration of studies. The difference 
in duration between the second lowest and lowest quintile was approximately 2.7 months. The 
difference was larger between the lowest and highest quintiles: 3.6 months. In line with previous 
findings (Klausen, 2016), the results indicate that economic capital had a stronger association 
than cultural capital with the duration of studies.

Overall, we did not find support for the hypothesis that the duration of studies in university 
was shorter for those from families with more cultural capital, but we observed that higher paren
tal economic capital decreased the duration of such studies. However, the difference between 
those with high and low economic capital was modest, approximately 4 months.

We also conducted interaction models between gender and parental education, as well as gen
der and family income (see Appendix, Table A3). For both men and women, lower family income 
increased the duration of studies. Parental education was significantly associated only for women, 
showing that women with university-educated parents studied approximately 1.9 months longer 
than women with vocational or lower educated parents.
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Duration of Studies by Field of Study and Parental Background

Figure 2 shows interactions between the fields of study, parental education, and family income. 
The left panel compares the duration of studies between students from vocational or lower edu
cated families and university-educated families. Only barely statistically significant differences 
were observed between students with lower versus higher parental education in the field of nat
ural sciences, where the difference in study duration was 2.8 months (p¼ 0.04) (see Appendix, 
Table A2). Although differences were assumed, the association between parental education and 
duration of studies did not vary by field of study.

The right panel in Figure 2 shows that the association between family income and duration of 
studies varied by field of study. In the fields of humanities, economics and law, and engineering, 

Table 2. Results of Tobit regression analyses for the duration of university studies, in months.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

Parent general sec./lower tertiary (ref. 
Parent vocational or lower)

0.61 1.11 1.34 0.9
0.75 0.72 0.71 0.67

Parent university educated 0.23 1.35 1.77� 1.77�

0.66 0.74 0.73 0.7
Family income 2nd quintile (ref. 1st 
quintile)

−2.77� −2.54� −2.67� −2.81�

1.27 1.18 1.16 1.12
Family income 3rd quintile −2.05 −1.88 −2.25� −2.52�

1.2 1.13 1.1 1.07
Family income 4th quintile −3.83��� −3.77��� −3.73��� −4.37���

1.13 1.08 1.06 1.03
Family income 5th quintile −3.78��� −4.25��� −3.56��� −4.17���

1.05 1.07 1.04 1.02
Female (ref. male) −13.70��� −13.81��� −13.55��� −12.49��� −12.75���

0.53 0.53 0.5 0.55 0.53
Enrollment year 2000 (ref. 1999) −2.49�� −2.47�� −1.29 −1.13 −0.57

0.89 0.89 0.85 0.83 0.79
2001 −6.08��� −6.08��� −3.71��� −3.35��� −2.54���

0.86 0.86 0.81 0.8 0.76
2002 −8.07��� −8.00��� −5.17��� −4.67��� −3.55���

0.84 0.84 0.79 0.77 0.74
Enrollment age (years) 20–24 (ref. 18–19) 0.53 0.53 −0.67 1.07� −0.1

0.56 0.56 0.53 0.54 0.52
Field changed (ref. No) −12.89��� −10.99��� −10.20���

0.74 0.78 0.77
Gap years (ref. No gap years) 24.68��� 24.17��� 24.75���

0.9 0.89 0.88
Social science (ref. Humanities) −9.23��� −9.33���

0.98 0.94
Economics and law −14.80��� −15.05���

0.83 0.8
Natural science −3.59��� −3.62���

0.83 0.81
Engineering −1.82� −3.41���

0.82 0.79
Medical science −13.54��� −13.27���

1 0.99
Agriculture and forestry −8.82��� −9.15���

1.62 1.58
Employment months during studies 0.25���

0.01
Constant 99.30��� 102.73��� 107.78��� 109.01��� 101.03���

0.92 1.22 1.36 1.51 1.5
Pseudo R2 0.01 0.01 0.03 0.03 0.04
N 10,516 10,516 10,516 10,516 10,516

Standard errors in italics in second row.
� p< 0.05, �� p< 0.01, ��� p< 0.001.
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the difference in duration of studies between students from families in the lowest and highest 
quintiles was statistically significant and varied from 3.64 months for engineering students to 
4.61 months for economics and law students (see also Appendix, Table A2 for the detailed 
results). Thus, the interactions between parental background and field of study verified the earlier 
result shown in Table 1 that family income, and not parental education, was associated with the 
duration of university studies.

Engineering, economics, and law are similar disciplines in the sense that students are educated 
for certain professions. By contrast, humanistic disciplines are considered generalist, and the dur
ation of studies was longest for students in those fields. Figure 2 also shows that humanities stu
dents from the lowest family income quintile had the longest duration of studies of all students 
(see also Appendix Table A2). This indicates that particularly in fields that do not lead to certain 
professions (such as in the humanities), students with the lowest family income had the highest 
duration of study time. Thus, the association with economic capital—but not cultural capital— 
was dependent on students’ field of study.

Conclusions

In this study, we analyzed how parental institutionalized cultural and economic capital was asso
ciated with students’ duration of studies in Finnish universities among cohorts who entered uni
versity in 1999–2002. When effectiveness, efficiency, and entrepreneurial behavior are seen as 
virtues in neoliberal understanding of higher education (Laalo et al., 2019; Olssen & Peters, 
2005), it is feasible to assume that neoliberal virtues influence educational norms and the content 
of cultural capital. In this article, we studied whether students with habitus gained from higher 
cultural capital families adopted more obediently  virtue of graduating quickly. We considered 
that university students with higher parental cultural and economic capital value virtues desired 
by labor markets and education policies. We hypothesized that students with more cultural and 

Figure 2. Interaction between parental education and field of study on the duration of the studies (left panel). Interaction 
between family income and field of study on the duration of the studies (right panel). Note. The interaction models control for 
entry age, starting year, field of study, gap year, change in education field, family income, and parental education.
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economic parental capital would complete their university studies more quickly than students 
with less cultural and economic capital.

Our results did not support our hypothesis that higher cultural capital is associated with the 
duration of studies. Instead, we found that students with university-educated parents completed 
their studies more slowly than students with vocational or lower educated parents. Notably, the 
differences between the two student groups were small. We did not observe any statistically sig
nificant difference between students with general secondary/lower tertiary-educated parents and 
university-educated parents. Field of study did not modify the association between study duration 
and parental cultural capital; although we found a statistically significant difference in the field of 
natural sciences, it was small and barely significant, and we found no significant differences for 
any other field.

By contrast, our results show that economic capital was associated with the duration of studies, 
although the association was modest. In particular, students from the lowest family income quin
tile studied longer than those from higher income families. Working while studying did not 
explain these differences. In fact, students from the highest quintiles worked more months during 
their studies than students from the lowest quintile. This may be because affluent parents and 
other relatives have larger networks that support finding a job that corresponds with the area of 
study (Lehti & Erola, 2017). Overall, our results are consistent with those of previous studies 
(Klausen, 2016; Thomsen, 2021; Zarifa et al., 2018).

Further, we found that in humanistic fields, students with the lowest family income studied 
longest. Thus, it can be argued that parental economic capital had the greatest impact in general 
fields of study.

Several reasons may explain why cultural capital was not associated with study duration. From 
a Bourdieusian perspective, one explanation might be that fast graduation was not a virtue among 
students with higher parental cultural capital in the field of higher education. Bourdieu (1986) 
explained that gaining cultural capital needs time and resources. In other words, the more time 
one spends educating oneself learning vast amounts of knowledge, the more cultural capital one 
gains.

Because our study was based on cohorts who had a lifelong right to study at universities 
(before the Bologna process) and the duration of studies was not restricted, an explanation might 
be that university education adhered more to Humboldtian ideas of education as “bildung” 
(V€alimaa et al., 2007). As such, university education might have been valued by students in a 
more holistic manner, as more than just accumulated skills and knowledge for the benefit of the 
labor market. In an environment where the duration and field choices of university studies were 
not restricted (as they currently are after the Bologna process), students may have utilized time to 
gather not only human capital but also other forms of resources such as social and cultural cap
ital: getting excellent grades, studying multidisciplinary subjects, making valuable friends at aca
demic conventions, pursuing an exchange period abroad, and already having a part-time 
occupation related to their education. This might explain why we were unable to detect an effect 
of cultural capital in this study. In the future, it will be important to examine whether restrictions 
implemented via the Bologna process influenced the effects of parental cultural and economic 
capital on the duration of studies. One of the limitations of this study is that we did not know 
the degrees the students graduated with, how many study credits (ECTS) they gained during their 
studies, and how ECTS and degrees varied according to parental cultural and economic capital.

Another reason for the lack of association might be that universities in Finland are highly 
selective; for example, in the cohort born in 1976, only 16.6% enrolled in university education 
before the age of 24 years (Kivinen et al., 2007). Further, a prior study showed that stratified 
selection is already high in general secondary education enrollment (H€ark€onen & Sirni€o, 2020). 
This implies that students selected by universities are highly motivated and qualified, meaning 
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that cultural capital does not influence the duration of university studies. Cultural capital might 
be more influential at lower education levels.

A limitation of this study is that it does not show causal relationships between the studied var
iables, although many confounding variables were controlled in the models. A strength of this 
study is its use of a rich, register-based dataset, which does not include the misreporting, memory 
bias, or nonresponses that are typical in survey data. However, a limitation of using register data 
is that we were able to measure only one form of cultural capital and unable to measure broader 
parental culture capital. Doing so would have been required questionnaires providing detailed 
information on embodied and objectified forms of cultural capital of families (in addition to insti
tutionalized capital). In future studies, it would be ideal to link register data with survey informa
tion to obtain a more detailed picture of cultural capital and the duration of university-level 
studies.
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Table A2. The results for the interactions between field of studies and parental education or family income.

Parental vocational or 
lower educated

Parent university 
educated Difference

Wald test p-value for 
difference

Humanities 92.83��� 94.09��� −1.26 0.3924
[90.55, 95.12] [92.34, 95.83]

Social science and 
education

81.82��� 85.23��� −3.41 0.0945
[78.61, 85.03] [82.85, 87.61]

Economics and law 78.28��� 78.60��� −1.32 0.849
[75.43, 81.13] [76.91, 80.30]

Natural sciences 87.35��� 90.15��� −2.8 0.0404
[85.26, 89.45] [88.53, 91.77]

Engineering 90.37��� 91.64��� −1.27 0.2666
[88.50, 92.24] [90.42, 92.86]

Medical science 75.05��� 81.07��� −6.02 0.1384
[67.71, 82.39] [77.96, 84.18]

Agriculture and 
forestry

82.19��� 84.09��� −1.9 0.6811
[74.27, 90.11] [79.69, 88.49]

Family income  
1st quintile

Family income  
5th quintile Difference

Wald test p-value for  
difference

Humanities 93.38��� 88.93��� 4.45 0.0128
[90.24, 96.51] [87.37, 90.49]

Social science and education 82.52��� 82.44��� 0.08 0.9719
[78.25, 86.79] [80.26, 84.62]

Economics and law 79.58��� 74.97��� 4.61 0.0343
[75.55, 83.60] [73.59, 76.35]

Natural sciences 87.61��� 85.63��� 1.98 0.2284
[84.76, 90.46] [84.17, 87.09]

Engineering 91.25��� 87.61��� 3.64 0.0184
[88.44, 94.06] [86.53, 88.70]

Medical science 76.19��� 78.25��� −2.06 0.6189
[68.54, 83.84] [75.48, 81.02]

Agriculture and forestry 74.52��� 83.04��� −8.52 0.1374
[63.97, 85.06] [79.13, 86.95]

95% confidence intervals in brackets.
�p< 0.05, ��p< 0.01, ���p< 0.001.

Table A1. Means and standard deviations for months employed during the studies.

Family income Mean Std. dev. N

1st quintile 30.30 23.60 860
2nd quintile 31.18 22.70 1139
3rd quintile 31.70 23.03 1515
4th quintile 33.60 23.30 2196
5th quintile 33.35 23.19 4806
Parental education
Vocational or lower 31.42 23.13 2399
General secondary/lower tertiary 33.77 23.58 2853
University 32.67 22.98 5264
Total 32.68 23.19 10,516
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Table A4. Results of linear probability models to show the probability study over 8 years in university studies according to 
parental education and family income.

Model 6a Model 7b Model 8c

Parent general sec./lower tertiary (ref. vocational or lower) 0.023� 0.02 0.021�

0.012 0.01 0.01
Parent university 0.02 0.018 0.018

0.012 0.011 0.011
Family income 2nd quintile (ref. 1st quintile) −0.040� −0.034� −0.034�

0.019 0.017 0.017
Family income 3rd quintile −0.038� −0.033� −0.033�

0.018 0.016 0.016
Family income 4th quintile −0.065��� −0.050�� −0.049��

0.017 0.016 0.016
Family income 5th quintile −0.078��� −0.057��� −0.056���

0.017 0.016 0.016
Constant 0.278��� 0.282��� 0.285���

0.018 0.022 0.022
N 10,516 10,516 10,516

Standard errors in italics in second row, �p< 0.05, ��p< 0.01, ���p< 0.001.
aVariables: enrollment year; enrollment age; gender.
bVariables: Model 1þ field of study and field change; gap years.
cVariables: Model 3: Model 1þModel 2þ employment months during studies.

Table A3. The results for the interaction between students’ gender and parental education or family income.

Parent vocationally or lower educated Parent university educated Difference Wald test p-value for difference

Male 93.44��� 95.08��� −1.64 0.1195
[91.72, 95.17] [93.98, 96.18]

Female 80.96��� 82.86��� −1.9 0.0283
[79.59, 82.33] [81.89, 83.84]

N 10516 10516

Family income 1st quintile Family income 5th quintile Difference Wald test p-value for difference

Male 97.95��� 94.30��� 3.65 0.0254
[94.99, 100.9] [93.15, 95.45]

Female 85.06��� 81.52��� 3.54 0.0049
[82.82, 87.30] [80.52, 82.51]

N 10,516 10,516
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