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Differing patterns of employment for university students: the role of family background, 

educational choices and access to benefits 

 

Abstract 

Student employment is on the increase in many European countries. It takes many forms, from full-time 

employment to various types of flexible work, which involves short-term, non-standard and informal work. 

Despite its relevance and complexity, the connection between higher education and concurrent employment 

has been only partially explored in scholarly debate. This paper investigates the differing patterns of 

employment for university students, focusing on the role played by parental background, educational 

choices (i.e., field of study and residential status) and access to benefits. The analyses apply to the Italian 

higher education system and are based on data collected through a survey carried out among students 

enrolled at the University of Bologna, which has a highly developed student grant system and a large 

number of away from home students. Using multinomial logistic regression, the paper shows that students 

native of Bologna from lower socio-economic backgrounds and enrolled in the humanities and social 

sciences are more likely than their peers to be in employment. The findings on Right to Study are hence 

particularly important from a policy perspective, as they highlight the different roles that scholarships and 

tuition fee waivers play in employment choices whilst at university. 

Keywords: Student Employment, Higher Education, Inequality, Field of Study, Financial Aid, Right to 

Study. 

 

  



Differing patterns of employment for university students: the role of family background, 

educational choices and access to benefits 

 

Introduction 

Though still lower than in the United States, where scholars have reported growing student employment 

since the early 1960s (Stern & Nakata 1991), earning while learning is becoming increasingly common in 

many European countries (Antonucci 2018; Masevičiūtė et al. 2018; Lessky & Unger 2022). According to 

a Eurostudent survey, 60% of students work during term time and only 18% are in employment during the 

holidays (Hauschildt et al. 2021). 

While research has mostly focused on the impact of work on academic achievement, for which no clear nor 

linear pattern has been identified (Hunt et al. 2004; Passaretta & Triventi 2015), this paper investigates the 

role played by family background, educational choices and access to benefits in influencing employment 

status and the type of work done, in terms of commitment and flexibility. Student workers are often involved 

in semi-formal work experiences, mirroring the broader dynamics of the informal economy (Bousquet 

2008). 

While we cannot ignore the role played by individual agency (Baum 2010), the most cited reason for 

students resorting to work is financial. In many countries, the increasing cost of higher education and weak 

financial support systems make an income stream necessary in covering educational and living expenses, 

especially for students from families on low-incomes and/or lacking an academic background (i.e., first-in-

family students). Hence, we first analyze the extent of the relationship between socio-cultural background 

and student employment status whilst studying and the form of that work. Though the propensity for 

structured work, regulated by a full-time or part-time contract, is particularly prevalent among students 

from disadvantaged backgrounds, temporary or unstructured jobs that are easier to manage during term 

time are preferred in general, though they do not provide significant income (MacDonald and Giazitzoglu 

2019; Gregory 2022). 

The link between family background and employment status whilst studying is investigated through 

educational choices, with particular emphasis on the field of study and residential status.  

For the field of study, Lucas and Byrne (2017) stress the importance of investigating the qualitative 

dimension of educational attainment, namely the program of study pursued. For undergraduates, the subject 

of this paper, the number of years in education (the quantitative dimension) plays a smaller role than the 

"type" of field in which the student is enrolled. The field of study can affect the likelihood of being 

employed and the form of work carried out to the extent that it permits such activity alongside study or, 

conversely, engages the student in activities (such as laboratories, internships) required for the attainment 

of the degree, in which case the time and flexibility to devote to employment is limited (Vickers et al. 

2003).  

As for student residential status, it is well understood in education research that previous high school 

performance is a major predictor of university success, and working class students with good grades may 

decide to attend the university closest to home to avoid the costs of living away (Bozick 2007), but they 

may also decide to move for a more valued degree program, especially if they get a scholarship. 

Hence, we investigate whether benefits, such as scholarships and tuition reduction schemes, play a role in 

limiting the labor market involvement of students from disadvantaged backgrounds, especially as some 

Right to Study benefits are linked to performance and can be lost. Income-related financial benefits ought 



to make attending university easier and help students complete their education (Deming & Dynarski 2010; 

Goldrick-Rab 2016); however, if the benefits are insufficient and there is a lack of financial help from the 

family, a regular paid job may be the only way to cover study costs. A regular job carries problems with it: 

access to benefits often involves fiscal checks on family income and having a regular job could lead to the 

income threshold being exceeded. Occasional jobs on the other hand, particularly if they are unregulated, 

are less likely to impact on benefits (Summer et al. 2023). The type of benefit thus influences the type of 

work possible. 

The Italian higher education system is characterized by the lowest percentage of university graduates in the 

European Union. This is due to both low enrollment and high dropout rates. In addition, the availability of 

public scholarships is very limited compared to neighboring countries, yet the percentage of students in 

full- or part-time employment is still comparatively low (Eurostudent 2021). Therefore, a better 

understanding of how employment status interacts with family background, educational choices and access 

to benefits is important in the design of more effective measures to increase graduation rates.  

The data used here was collected from students enrolled at the University of Bologna (in the north-east of 

Italy). Within the Italian higher education system, the University of Bologna is a special case: more than 

half the students enrolled are non-local, which permits us to investigate how moving away from home 

affects employment status; it also has a more developed student benefit system than in the rest of the 

country, allowing us to investigate its effects on patterns of student employment.  

The relevant research literature is presented below: the focus is on the relations between higher education 

and concurrent employment, the factors underlying the choice of employment whilst at university, and the 

role educational choices and access to benefits play in employment status. Following a more detailed 

description of the Italian higher education system and the University of Bologna, the data, variables and 

methods are then presented, followed by the empirical findings and conclusion. 

 

Research Literature 

Despite its relevance, the connection between higher education and concurrent employment – in a context 

characterized by the increasingly heterogeneous nature of the youth labor market – is an aspect that has 

been only partially explored within the scholarly debate. In place of full-time employment, young people 

are being confronted with different forms of flexible employment, more and more engaged with the short-

term, non-standard work of the “gig economy”. As Canny (2002) pointed out, changes in the nature of work 

mean that younger workers are increasingly faced with zero-hour contracts, low-wage jobs, and "flexible" 

employment. These changes in the labor market have taken place alongside changes in the university 

experience, in which the requirement for students to cover the cost of their education, compounded by rising 

living and housing expenses, is now the norm. The growth in the demand for flexible labor has benefited 

full-time students, who since the 1990s have increasingly combined study and employment. The possibility 

of flexible and “on-demand” work that fits in with study schedules is invaluable, as students take on jobs 

considered temporary and "not a real job" that can be abandoned once study is completed (Gregory 2022). 

Working while studying can therefore take on a variety of forms beyond the more investigated distinction 

between off-campus and on-campus work experiences (Forsyth & Cowap 2017; Woods & Frogge 2017). 

For example, full-time and full-life workers who go to university (the ideal case of worker/student), 

regardless of the consistency of the choice of course with their work experience. Alternatively, university 

students may enter the labor market in work areas consistent with their field of study, leveraging the skills 

they have acquired while studying, with positive effect on their future careers (Franzen and Hecken, 2002). 

In contrast, there are also students who take on work, regardless of its consistency with their field of study, 



to help meet the expense of university or to have something to spend on their own interests while the family 

funds their studies. These jobs are characterized by being less structured than full- or part-time jobs because 

the requirement is at certain times of the year or week, and are therefore more compatible with study and 

attendance in class. 

Given the evidence that working while studying has a negative impact on university performance, 

prolonging the time to degree and increasing the likelihood that students will not graduate (Callender 2008; 

Moulin et al. 2013; Triventi 2014), it is important to explore the reasons for combining work and study and 

relate them to the different profiles of students in employment.  

Some scholars assert that the reasons for working while studying are only partly related to economic need 

and the role of individual agency is central (Baum 2010; Pym & Kapp 2013). Working during education is 

not only a way to achieve independence from family, but also a means to gain useful experience and skills: 

with which to obtain a more suitable job after graduation and reduce the risk of unemployment (Irwin et al. 

2019; Hauschildt et al. 2021). In many cases, recourse to work is above all linked to other objectives 

(Eurostudent 2021): an additional source of financing to cover tuition fees; the aspiration to increase 

individual autonomy through more disposable income, and thereby reduce dependence on the family; or to 

enrich, through work experience, the wealth of skills acquired through academic training. 

For a large part of the literature, however, the economic aspect plays the more significant role (Goldrick-

Rab et al. 2009; Perna 2010). The decision to work while studying is primarily a necessity in order to earn 

money to pay for basic needs and college costs. Financial considerations play a key-role in the decisions 

student make about work, in particular for those from low-income families (Broton et al. 2016; Goldrick-

Rab 2016). Financial constraints are a key barrier to the success of university education paths: students 

have to cope with educational expenses (books, university fees, etc.) in addition to their basic living 

expenses (rent, transportation, utilities, food etc.). There are also added indirect costs resulting from a lack 

of full participation in the labor market. However, if we use the lens of rational choice (Goldthorpe 1996) 

to explain educational success, work during study can be enriched with additional meaning: while the 

relatively high level of investment a college education represents for a working-class family could result in 

a substantial return on the initial investment (i.e., a good job and a good salary), working while studying 

can also limit the risk of such an investment (Tavares & Cardoso 2013). Though scholars have shown that 

student employment mainly involves students from disadvantaged social classes, research insights are not 

so clear on the relationship between social origin and the likelihood of working while at university, as the 

type of work is rarely distinguished, especially when only occasional work is discussed (Hunt et al. 2004). 

Recently, Hauschildt et al. (2021) have pointed out that continuous full-time or part-time jobs outweigh 

temporary jobs among students from lower class families, while temporary jobs are widespread in all social 

groups. This leads to the first research question: 

R.Q. 1: How does socio-cultural background1 impact both the probability of working while studying at 

university and the nature of the work performed (full/part-time or occasional)?  

Scholars have shown that the likelihood of working during university is influenced not only by a student's 

family background, but also by their educational choices. We explore this further by focusing on two 

specific dimensions: field of study and residential status. These variables are strongly related to the 

educational investment made by students and their families. The educational path - in terms of success 

 
1 We use parental education as a proxy for socio-cultural background because we do not have information 

in our data to measure social class. In this way, parental education takes into account both the economic 

and cultural resources of the family. 



probabilities, study costs, and educational returns - is one of the factors that Breen and Goldthorpe (1997) 

consider fundamental in arriving at an instrumentally rational decision and impacts the possibility of 

carrying out concurrent work activity. Residential status is inevitably linked to family background and 

working while studying gives students greater freedom of residential choice (Bozick 2007).  

From the perspective of social stratification, given the same family social background, we can ask how do 

the education pathways chosen by university students impact their likelihood to work and the type of work 

they undertake. While we recall Mare's work (1980) on the effect of parental characteristics on educational 

transitions, it is important to consider the qualitative dimension of the university pathway, or the horizontal 

orientation of educational attainment, i.e., the course of study in which a student is enrolled (Lucas and 

Byrne 2017). Beyond the significant stratification seen within academic institutions, with disciplines 

varying with respect to power, prestige and economic payoffs, we stress here the significant variation in the 

proportion of students who work while studying according to the field of study (Vickers et al. 2003; 

Almalaurea 2021). Though the type and grade of high school diploma can guide a student towards a certain 

field of study, the demands of the course in terms of the hours of study and extra-class activities (i.e., 

internships and laboratories) can lead to a lower likelihood of it being combined with concurrent 

employment. 

University students vary not only in their backgrounds and educational choices, but also in their residential 

status. The decision to study away from home can be related to several factors: from the desire to pursue a 

specific academic path to the desire to achieve independence (Garza & Fullerton 2018), though this may 

not be fully achieved economically. The most significant economic strain for away from home students is 

the cost of accommodation, especially in those cities characterized by significant rental demand and a lack 

of affordable student housing. It could be assumed that the higher this cost the more likely away from home 

students from disadvantaged backgrounds would be to work. However, scholars point out that students 

from the most disadvantaged social classes are more likely to opt for a degree program close to home, 

especially where the supply of student halls is poor (Triventi & Trivellato 2008). In the United States, 

Bozick (2007) claims that students from low-income families are more likely to live at home during their 

first years of college, as well as to work during their studies, as a strategy to contain college costs. Callender 

(2008) also finds that students living with their parents are more likely to work than those living 

independently; Hunt et al. (2004) show that students living with their parents are much more likely to be 

engaged in term-time work than those living away from home.  

Beyond aspects related to the educational choices of students, which at least partially investigate their 

agency, we control for the role that certain individual (such as age) or program (bachelor or master) 

characteristics play in influencing the likelihood of being in employment: older students - closer to the 

category of nontraditional students (Ogren 2003) - are more likely to combine work and study (Hauschildt 

et al. 2021).  

To explore these dynamics, our second research question is: 

R.Q. 2: Is the propensity to work the same for the entire student population, or does it vary according to 

educational choices and educational paths? 

Lobel (1991) points out that students working for economic reasons may be more likely to change their 

work behaviors due to a grant increase. A widespread hypothesis is that grants help students cover college 

costs so that they do not have to work as much to meet their needs (Richburg-Hayes et al. 2015). Though 

the issue of the effects of public transfers to students, whether related to the criterion of financial need or 

merit, is part of the broad debate around the principle of equal access to education and its implications for 

stratification and social mobility (Leslie & Brinkman 1988; Shavit et al. 2007; Agasisti & Murtinu 2016; 



Herbaut & Geven 2020), research in this area is limited and mainly focused on the U.S. However, some 

empirical studies have shown that receiving a scholarship induces students to modify their work behavior, 

decreasing either its likelihood or the number of hours worked: this is especially the case for those students 

who come from the most disadvantaged classes (Broton et al. 2016). 

The fundamental aim of financial benefits in the form of grants or scholarships, which vary across countries 

depending on legislation and the qualifying characteristics of the student (including income, merit, and 

status), is to encourage young people from the most disadvantaged classes to move on into higher education. 

While the effectiveness of these measures is confirmed by Eurostudent surveys (Hauschildt et al. 2021), it 

is important to investigate whether the presence of employment precludes access to benefits, especially if 

the benefits are income related. It is also worth noting that working while studying can increase the risk of 

losing a benefit dependent on performance when the job activity has a detrimental impact on academic 

achievement. At the same time, distinguishing occasional and less structured jobs from full/part-time jobs 

may enable us to observe the possible persistence of the former as forms of income support, even when 

students receive a benefit. In addition, the effect of benefits on student work patterns has not been studied 

on the basis of the nature of the benefit itself, whether aimed at providing income to students (grant) or 

limiting their education-related expenses (tuition waiver).  

Financial aid refers to a multiplicity of measures, with possible differential effects on the work-study 

relationship. If we accept that the social background of a student and their educational choices affect their 

propensity to work, we could ask do these Right to Study measures limit the need (or act on the willingness) 

of the student to work in support of their education. Deepening the understanding of the relationship 

between study, work and benefits is therefore necessary in order to understand how to ensure the right to 

study within higher education. This leads to the third research question:  

R.Q. 3: What is the role played by the Right to Study (in terms of a grant or tuition waiver) on the propensity 

of students to work?  

This issue is highly relevant as it invokes an equity dimension: if students from less advantaged socio-

economic backgrounds are more likely to work to finance their studies and this work is likely to negatively 

affect academic progression, being associated with a longer time to graduate and higher probability of 

dropout before graduation, then these patterns may reproduce social inequality (Triventi 2014).  

 

The Italian higher education system and the University of Bologna 

In 2018, only 38% of the population aged 20-24 was enrolled in education in Italy (OECD 2021): a lower 

percentage than that for OECD countries (41%). Moreover, while almost half of the EU member states have 

already met the 2030 EU-level target of 45% of the population aged 25-34 having completed tertiary 

education, Italy ranks second to last with 28% of graduates: far below the European average (Eurostat 

2022). Despite these unflattering numbers, Italy is characterized by a considerable degree of student 

freedom of choice at the time of enrolment into university: they can choose any university course regardless 

of previous academic record or relative performance. These opportunities however clash with an 

underdeveloped public support system for university students who have difficulty coping with the high 

costs of accessing and attending courses (OECD 2021). 

An obvious strategy students can adopt to cope with poor benefits is to work while studying.  Italian data 

show significantly lower levels than European ones, with a percentage of student workers during term time 

of just 24.2% (compared to a European average of 60.0%, Hauschildt et al. 2021). However, according to 



the latest available data referring to graduates, the percentage of students with work experience during their 

studies is much more significant (65.2%, AlmaLaurea 2021). In Italy, as well as in other countries, 

employment tends to decrease as the level of parental education increases: while work during studies is not 

necessarily related to economic motivation, a higher percentage of student workers (32%) is found among 

students with parents having no higher than a lower school diploma compared with 23% for those with 

higher qualified parents. Moreover, among students from lower educated families, part- and full-time jobs 

(17.2% and 14.3% of the total, respectively) are more prevalent than temporary jobs, which prevail instead 

among children of parents with college degrees (11.8% compared to 11.2% in continuous full-time or part-

time jobs) (Eurostudent 2021).  

The data used here comes from the Alma Mater Studiorum – University of Bologna (UniBO), the second 

largest Italian university, which had 85,000 students enrolled in the 2020/21 academic year. UniBO is 

particularly interesting in that half the student body come from outside the Emilia-Romagna region where 

its campuses are located.  

A further interesting aspect of the University lies in the various benefits provided for enrolled students by 

the Emilia-Romagna Region, which acts through the Agenzia Regionale per il Diritto allo Studio (Regional 

Agency for the Right to Study, ER.GO.), and the University itself. The regional government is responsible 

for providing scholarships2 that: are conditional on specific economic requirements (for first-year students) 

and merit (for those enrolled in subsequent years); take into account the economic condition of the parental 

household and residential status of the student (home town, away from home or commuter); provide meal 

vouchers; and provide access to housing (student residences). According to the latest data, ER.GO. provided 

14,404 scholarships to students in the 2020/21 academic year.  

Exemption from student contributions is the principle benefit offered by the University: the student 

contribution system provides for personalized fees calculated according to the ISEE (Equivalent Economic 

Situation Indicator) and are linked to certain merit criteria. The University has established a "no tax area" 

up to 23,000 euros of ISEE. Above this threshold, a progressive system of partial exemptions covers middle-

income earners also. About half the student body (43,108) received fee waivers for the 2020/21 academic 

year: among these, 22,192 received full waivers and of these 14,404 received scholarships (University of 

Bologna 2021). 

 

Data, Variables and Methods 

The analyses presented in this paper are based on data collected through the HousINgBO survey conducted 

through the administration of an online questionnaire to a sample of students enrolled at the University of 

Bologna, and which led to the collection, between the months of May and June 2021, of 9,337 

questionnaires. The questionnaire was sent to the whole student population by e-mail and was followed up 

by a reminder. Though the resulting sample is not based on a probabilistic procedure, it fairly reflects the 

main characteristics of the student population enrolled at the University (the only exception being an over 

representation of females, see Table A1 in the Appendix). 

With respect to other surveys on Italian students attending university (e.g., the ISTAT surveys on high 

school leavers and on university graduates) HousINgBO had the advantage of collecting, in a very detailed 

way, information on the social background of students, their school careers, working activities and financial 

 
2 We use the terms scholarship and grant as synonymous. 



aid, that are all crucial to our research questions. Although the following analyses focus on a specific case 

study, thus not permitting a full generalization of the results, the dataset nevertheless permits the 

measurement of phenomena and dimensions that would otherwise be overlooked. 

Of specific interest is the working activity coded as a categorical variable: i) full-time or part-time job ii) 

occasional job; iii) no job. We opt to jointly consider full-time and part-time jobs because their workload 

and organization can make attendance at lectures difficult. In contrast, occasional jobs are usually done 

during the weekend or in the evening, avoiding any overlap with university activities. In the Italian 

university we have broadly speaking three types of students – non-working students, low-intensity workers, 

and high-intensity workers (Triventi 2014) – and the categorization of working activity in the questionnaire 

is coherent with this. We chose to exclude from our analytical sample students over 30 since our aim is to 

focus on young people; not on adults enrolled at the university to obtain a tertiary degree to enhance their 

career prospects. 

The main independent variables (see the next section for the descriptive statistics) are: parental education 

as a proxy for socio-cultural background; the student’s residential status (away from home and home town); 

the field of study (humanities, social sciences, health & STEM); and access to financial aid. Access to 

financial aid is measured through two variables: a dummy variable of value 1 if students have a scholarship 

and a full tuition waiver3 and 0 otherwise; and a variable that records tuition waiver status. The latter is 

coded into three categories: 1) scholarship with full tuition waiver; 2) partial or complete tuition waiver; 3) 

no tuition waiver. To facilitate the readability of the results, we call the first variable “Scholarship” and the 

second “Financial Aid”. The rationale for this distinction is to enable a deeper look at the condition of those 

students who have access only to the tuition waiver – though they benefit from reduced direct costs 

connected to their higher education it is not immediately clear whether this reduction is sufficient enough 

to enable full participation in university life.  

Socio-cultural background is measured using parental education, coded following the dominance4 criterion 

(Erikson 1984) into three categories: i) compulsory education; ii) upper secondary qualification; iii) tertiary 

degree. Several empirical studies have shown that the most important predictor of university access is 

parental educational attainment: having at least one parent with a bachelor's degree significantly increases 

the likelihood of having higher educational aspirations and hence university enrollment (Andres et al. 1999; 

Lehmann 2009). Although it would be interesting to analyze the role played by parental social class to 

assess the potential different effects of economic and cultural resources, we cannot consider parental social 

class as one of the main explanatory variables in our analysis since the information about parental 

occupations are collected in a way that does not permit the construction of a detailed class scheme. 

Moreover, excluding social class from our analysis means that parental education will jointly cover the 

cultural and economic resources available to students, and this is sufficient for our purposes (Jaeger 2007; 

Bukodi & Goldthorpe 2013).  

The empirical strategy is organized as follows. Since our outcome is a three-category variable, we rely on 

a multinomial logistic regression adopting a four-model specification. The first model (Model 1) contains 

parental education and a set of socio-demographic characteristics: gender; age; and geographical area of 

residence. The second model (Model 2) includes high school track (academic, technical, vocational); the 

length of degree program (long 4 or 5-year program, 3-year bachelor, 2-year master); field of study 

(humanities, social sciences, health & STEM); the year of enrolment on the course (on time versus outside 

 
3 In Italy, as briefly mentioned before, those receiving a scholarship are also entitled to a full tuition waiver. 
4 According to the dominance criterion, parental education is determined by the higher educational degree 

of the two parents. 



prescribed time); and the condition of the student’s residential status (home town versus away from home). 

The third model (Model 3) adds the Scholarship variable and Model 4 the Financial Aid variable instead of 

Scholarship.  

Model 1 is used to answer the first research question (i.e., the role of parental education), while Model 2 

answers the second research question (i.e., the role of field of study and student’s residential status). Models 

3 and 4 answer the third research question (i.e., the role of grant and financial aid). Since the outcome is a 

discrete categorical variable, in the fully specified model, we modeled the odds, say 𝜂𝑖𝑗, that student i falls 

in the working activity j as opposed to the baseline working activity (𝑗 = 𝐽 , i.e., not working): 

𝜂𝑖𝑗 = ⁡ ln (
𝜋𝑖𝑗

𝜋𝑖𝐽
) = 𝛼𝑗 + 𝛽𝑗𝑃𝑒𝑑𝑢𝑐 + 𝛾𝑗𝐹𝑖𝑒𝑙𝑑 + 𝛿𝑗𝐶𝑜𝑛𝑑 + 𝜙𝑗𝐴𝑖𝑑 + 𝜗𝑗𝑋 

where Peduc represents a set of dummy variables for parental education; Field and Cond are each a set of 

dummy variables for the field of study and the residential status of the student; Aid represents the set of 

dummy variables for Scholarship (Model 3) and for Financial Aid (Model 4); while X is a vector for the 

other variables listed above.  

The purpose of presenting nested models is to calculate the mediating effect of field of study and residential 

status. In other words, we aim to decompose the total effect of parental education into a direct and an 

indirect effect that pass through four possible mediators: field of study, residential status and the two 

variables linked to the Right to Study (Scholarship and Financial Aid). Since it is well known that comparing 

the coefficients of a multinomial logistic regression across nested models isn’t possible (Allison 1999; 

Mood 2010), we rely on the KHB-method to decompose the total effect of parental education (Karlson et 

al. 2012). 

 

Empirical Findings  

Here are the main results that emerged from our analyses. The descriptive statistics of the variables used in 

the models are reported in the Appendix (Tables A2 and A3). Table 1 reports the estimates from the four 

multinomial logistic regressions described above. The estimates for the categories “Full-time and part-time 

jobs” and “Occasional jobs” are shown, while the “No job” serves as a reference category. 

From the first model it can be seen that parental education plays a relevant role in shaping the working 

decisions of students enrolled at the University of Bologna. Those with highly educated parents (i.e., tertiary 

degree) are less likely to resort to any type of working activity with respect to low educated parents (i.e., 

compulsory). To better understand the magnitude of these parameters we can move from log-odds to 

relative risk5 to find that a student with tertiary educated parents is 1.6 times less likely to have a full-time 

or part-time job and 1.3 time less likely to be employed in an occasional job than a student with low educated 

parents. The situation for those with parents with an upper secondary qualification is somewhat different 

since they tend to do fewer occasional jobs but not fewer full-time or part-time jobs. As noted in the previous 

section, in a multinomial logistic regression we cannot compare the magnitude of the estimates across 

nested models, but what we can say is that the sign of the influence does not change (that an increase in 

parental education corresponds to a decline in the likelihood of being in work) and it is statistically 

 
5 The relative risk can be calculated as the exponential of the estimates presented in Table 1 (𝑒𝛽). In our 

case the relative risk for the students with tertiary educated parents in Model 1 is 𝑒−0.477 = 0.621 The 

reciprocal is then taken to obtain 1.611. 



significant in all the models. These results provide a clear answer to the first research question: parental 

education exerts a relevant impact on the probability of working while studying at the University of Bologna 

and on the nature of the work performed. 

Model 2 is intended to investigate the role played by field of study and student’s residential status. Starting 

our examination with the field of study, we can see that the likelihood of being in work for STEM and 

health students is lower than for humanities and social sciences students. This means that the more technical 

fields are less compatible with full-time or part-time jobs. This could be because STEM and health are very 

demanding fields characterized by lab activities that require regular attendance. Model 2 also assists with 

the role played by the student’s residential status. It clearly emerges that home town students are more 

likely to work than students away from home (-2.4 times). We are aware there is a self-selection in the 

choice of being a student away from home and from our data we know that those who decide to move to 

attend university have the cultural and economic resources to support this choice6, and we suppose that they 

may be more motivated and with greater abilities. Moreover, students away from home are probably less 

inclined to work, in order to be more focused on academic activities, than home town students, because 

they made a greater investment (i.e., the costs of living away from home) and, at the same time, once eligible 

for the Right to Study, they are awarded a more substantial benefit. On the other hand, home town students 

may also have more job opportunities due to either their own or their parents’ connections. These findings 

help answer the second research question: the propensity to be in work is not the same for the entire student 

population, it varies according to field of study and student condition. 

At the same time, we can see that older students (24-30 years old) tend to work more than their younger 

colleagues in all the specifications and for both full-time and occasional jobs, although the parameters are 

always larger for full-time jobs. These results are in line with our expectations, as non-traditional students 

are more likely to work during their studies. Older students may have enrolled at university a few years 

after leaving upper secondary school, or they may have enrolled out of time. In the first case, they may be 

employed and decide to enroll at university to acquire more skills, while in the second case, recourse to 

work may help them complete their studies (parents may be less supportive in helping with expenses).  

The results for the type of degree show that students in a master’s degree are likely to work less in a full-

time than those enrolled in a bachelor’s degree, while no significant differences emerge for the occasional 

jobs. The results do not contradict what we found for age (master’s degree students are by definition older 

than bachelor students). Indeed, not all the students decide to pursue their studies at the master’s degree 

level and it is reasonable to suppose that these students are the most motivated and gifted and that they 

prefer to focus on finishing their studies. 

In Models 3 and 4 we also consider the role played by the Right to Study program to answer the third 

research question. In Model 3 we use a classical operationalization of Right to Study, which is simply 

receiving or not receiving a grant, while in Model 4 a more detailed version is used. From Model 3 it is 

seen that receiving a grant has an impact on labor market participation. More precisely, those with the grant 

have a lower likelihood of being involved in full-time or part-time jobs (-2.4 times), while no effect is found 

for occasional jobs. Model 4 provides an opportunity to look deeper: it is seen that having both a grant and 

a tuition waiver drastically reduces the likelihood of working in a full-time or part-time job, while the 

likelihood of a student with only the tuition waiver being in an occasional job is higher - higher even than 

 
6 More precisely, off-site students are more likely to come from families with tertiary educated parents and 

are also more likely to have attended an academic track in high school. 



for those without any benefit. This means that the tuition waiver does not protect a student from the need 

to work and the real difference is made by the scholarship.  

[TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE] 

The third research question also looks at the potential mediating effect 7  of field of study, student’s 

residential status and the Right to Study. As we cannot compare parameters across nested models with the 

multinomial logistic regression, we cannot simply look at the changes in the parameters linked to parental 

education to infer possible mediating effects. The KHB-method supplies a framework to compute the direct 

and indirect effects of parental education. Table 2 reports the results without the variable related to the Right 

to Study (i.e., Scholarship and Financial Aid), as these variables act as a suppressor in our mediation model.8 

Table 2 starts with three coefficients that summarize the total and direct effects, but here it is a measure of 

the indirect effect. In addition, the percentage of the total effect that is due to the mediators and the 

contributions of each of them are shown. The coefficients for the various effects must be interpreted in 

terms of log-odds ratios and it is stressed that the mediators considered in our model can explain the 23.5% 

and the 28.8% of the total effect of parental education for full-time or part-time job and occasional job. In 

general, the mediating role is quite limited, and the main predictor of work activity remains parental 

education. In looking at the contribution to the indirect effect of the two mediators, it is seen that student 

residential status (i.e., being a student away from home) is the most relevant mediator with a slight decrease 

passing from full-time or part-time job to occasional work. 

[TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE] 

 

 

Conclusions 

This paper offers several hypotheses for student employment patterns with a focus on social inequalities 

and the roles played by family background, educational choices and access to benefits; some of which have 

been covered in the literature and others little explored. While these are not the only possible explanatory 

variables for student choices (think of the role of cultural aspects and the different, highly contextualized 

meanings that holding a job while studying can have for young adults and their families), we focused mainly 

on structural constraints, to which scholars have assigned a key role in interpreting these dynamics (Perna 

2010). 

We began by looking at the impact of parental education on the probability of working while studying at 

university and, as several studies have shown (Goldrick-Rab et al. 2009; Broton et al. 2016), students from 

lower socio-economic backgrounds tend to work more than their peers from wealthier families: this pattern 

is seen for full- and part-time jobs and occasional jobs, although with different magnitudes (a differential 

that is still poorly investigated).  

Then we saw that students enrolled in the more demanding fields of study (such as STEM and health) tend 

to work less than their peers enrolled in the humanities or social sciences (Vickers et al. 2003). The degree 

program requirements in terms of attendance, class hours, study and extra-class activities (i.e., internships 

and laboratories) thus seem to matter. The residential status of the student, as highlighted by Hunt et al. 

(2004), also plays a role: being a home town (including commuter) student goes together with a higher 

 
7 The aim of the mediation analysis is to better explain the relationship between work activity and parental 

education looking at the intervening influence of field of study and students’ residential status.  
8 The results with these variables are reported and explained in the Appendix (Table A4). 



probability of being in work. It should be stressed that these two variables are not fully able to mediate the 

influence of parental education that tends to be persistent and relevant for university students. The results 

concerning the Right to Study show that the provision of a grant reduces the labor market participation of 

students as expected (Lobel 1991; Harris & Trostel 2009; Richburg-Hayes et al. 2015), but only for full-

time and part-time jobs, with no impact on occasional jobs. The latter may not necessarily provide income 

exceeding the threshold for accessing the scholarship but could be detrimental to the renewal of the 

scholarship if the time allocated to work activity negatively impacts academic performance. Investigating 

the Right to Study measures further, we see that students with only a (partial or complete) tuition waiver 

tend to be employed more in occasional jobs with respect to both students with the scholarship and those 

with no benefit: while the latter may not have access to any benefits for economic reasons, it is of great 

interest to point out the different effects the two benefits have on the likelihood of students being in work. 

Our results show how socio-cultural background is still relevant in affecting university life. This outcome 

does not mean that student pathways are necessarily predetermined: their lives are both “constrained” and 

“agentic” (Thomson 2009). If we consider agency as the ability of individuals to make purposeful choices 

about their lives and to act consistently on those choices (Pym & Kapp 2013), then the decisions that shape 

university pathways - including whether or not to work - are indeed influenced by “opportunity structures”, 

but also by meta-level considerations (Luckett and Luckett 2009). 

The results shown could be policy relevant since there is evidence that working while studying has 

detrimental effects on university performance (Triventi 2014) and the possible positive effects on labor 

market participation appear when the work experience is consistent with the field of study (Passaretta and 

Triventi 2015). What policymakers could do is foster (paid) internships with the private and public sectors 

so that should students who are in need of work, to deal with the costs of studying, may at least see long 

term benefits from it. Another possible course of action is to fund more scholarships instead of the tuition 

waiver to ensure that low-income students have enough time to focus on their studies; though more research 

is needed to better understand the relationship between work experience and future employment, and how 

academic performance mediates this relationship. 
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TABLES 

Table 1. Multinomial logistic regression on work activity. Selected variables. 

 Full-time and part-time jobs  Occasional jobs 

  Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4  Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Parental education                   

Compulsory Ref. Ref. Ref. Ref.   Ref. Ref. Ref. Ref. 

Upper secondary -0.150 -0.121 -0.148 -0.144   -0.183** -0.175* -0.182** -0.175* 

  (0.110) (0.112) (0.113) (0.113)   (0.090) (0.091) (0.091) (0.091) 

Tertiary -0.477*** -0.293** -0.341*** -0.329***   -0.264*** -0.172* -0.186** -0.166* 

  (0.117) (0.121) (0.122) (0.123)   (0.092) (0.094) (0.095) (0.096) 

                    

Field of study                   

Humanities   Ref. Ref. Ref.     Ref. Ref. Ref. 

Social Sciences   -0.150 -0.150 -0.149     -0.231*** -0.231*** -0.230*** 

    (0.109) (0.109) (0.109)     (0.086) (0.086) (0.086) 

Stem   -0.432*** -0.443*** -0.443***     -0.291*** -0.295*** -0.295*** 

    (0.108) (0.108) (0.108)     (0.083) (0.083) (0.083) 

Health   -0.977*** -0.990*** -0.993***     -0.710*** -0.714*** -0.718*** 

    (0.207) (0.207) (0.207)     (0.150) (0.150) (0.150) 

                    

Student’s residential 

status 

                  

Home town   Ref. Ref. Ref.     Ref. Ref. Ref. 

Away from home   -0.891*** -0.863*** -0.864***     -0.536*** -0.529*** -0.531*** 

    (0.097) (0.097) (0.097)     (0.072) (0.073) (0.073) 

                    

Scholarship                   

No     Ref.         Ref.   

Yes     -0.445***         -0.104   

      (0.124)         (0.086)   

                    

Financial aid                   

No benefit       Ref.         Ref. 

Only tuition waiver       0.079         0.131* 

        (0.097)         (0.076) 

Grant and waiver       -0.415***         -0.055 

        (0.129)         (0.091) 

          

Age          

Less than 21 Ref. Ref. Ref. Ref.  Ref. Ref. Ref. Ref. 

22-24 0.559*** 0.640*** 0.642*** 0.643***  0.190*** 0.182** 0.183** 0.184** 

 (0.105) (0.112) (0.112) (0.112)  (0.073) (0.082) (0.082) (0.082) 

25-30 1.443*** 1.581*** 1.570*** 1.574***  0.429*** 0.395*** 0.393*** 0.400*** 

 (0.110) (0.138) (0.138) (0.139)  (0.088) (0.114) (0.114) (0.114) 

          

Type of degree          

Bachelor’s  Ref. Ref. Ref.  Ref. Ref. Ref. Ref. 

Master’s  -0.268** -0.250** -0.249**  0.008 0.011 0.012 0.008 

  (0.111) (0.112) (0.112)  (0.091) (0.091) (0.091) (0.091) 

Single cycle  -0.026 -0.036 -0.035  -0.037 -0.041 -0.041 -0.037 

  (0.134) (0.134) (0.134)  (0.107) (0.107) (0.107) (0.107) 

Observations 6628 6628 6628 6628           

Pseudo R2 0.042 0.063 0.064 0.064           

Note: Standard errors in parentheses. * p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01. The models control also for gender, geographical area of 

birth, high school track, and the course year of enrolment. 



Table 2. KHB decomposition: the mediating role of student’s residential status and field of study. 

 Full-time or part-time job Occasional job 

 Coeff. S.E. Coeff. S.E. 

Total effect -0.189*** 0.059 -0.099** 0.046 

Direct effect -0.145** 0.059 -0.071 0.046 

Difference -0.045*** 0.010 -0.029*** 0.006 

     

Percent explained by the mediators 23.5  28.8  

     

Component of difference     

Student’s residential status 62.3  58.4  

Field 37.7  41.6  

Note: * p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01. The estimates are adjusted for socio-demographic characteristics, high school track, the 

length of degree program, and the course year of enrolment. 

 

 

 

  



Appendix 

In the Appendix we report a set of additional analysis. Table A1 shows a comparison between the 

characteristics of HousINgBO sample members and those enrolled at the University of Bologna, while 

Tables A2 and A3 reports a set of descriptive statistics regarding the outcome and the independent variables 

considered in the analysis. The results for the KHB model with grant and financial aid variables are shown 

in Table A4. 

Table A1. Comparison between HousINgBO sample (N=6,628) and Alma Mater Studiorum – University 

of Bologna enrolees, A.Y. 2020/21 (N=83,647). 

Main independent variables HousINgBO sample  
Alma Mater Studiorum – 

University of Bologna 

Sex   

Male 33.8 44.1 

Female 66.2 55.9 

Type of degree   

Bachelor’s 55.0 55.9 

Master’s 30.6 27.4 

Unique cycle 14.4 16.7 

Field of study   

Humanities 32.1 33.8 

Social Sciences 26.5 26.3 

STEM 33.7 32.0 

Health 7.7 7.9 

Course location (Campus)   

Bologna 77.5 76.4 

Cesena 5.3 5.6 

Forlì 8.3 7.8 

Ravenna 4.6 4.3 

Rimini 4.3 5.9 

Residential status9   

Away from home 50.5 47.9 

Home town (and commuter) 49.5 52.1 

 

  

 
9  Data on residence status are collected slightly differently between the HousINgBO sample and the 

administrative data. The HousINgBO sample is based on a student declaration, while the administrative 

data identify away from home students on the basis of the time taken to reach the place of study. 



Table A2. Descriptive statistics for the Outcome and the main independent variables (N= 6,628). 

Outcome   

Work activity % 

Full-time and part-time jobs 11.2 

Occasional jobs 19.7 

No job 69.1 

Main independent variables   

Parental education % 

Tertiary degree 38.8 

Upper secondary qualification 42.7 

Compulsory education 16.6 

Qualification earned abroad 1.9 

Field of study   

Humanities 32.1 

Social Sciences 26.5 

STEM 33.7 

Health 7.7 

Students’ condition % 

Off-site 50.5 

Resident and commuter 49.5 

Financial aid % 

Grant and tuition waiver 20.0 

Only tuition waiver (partial or complete) 27.0 

No benefit 53.0 

 

  



Table A3. Descriptive statistics for the other control variables (N= 6,628). 

Other control variables  

Geographical area of birth % 

North 58.6 

Centre 13.9 

South and Islands 19.9 

Abroad 7.6 

Age % 

Less than 21 35.9 

From 22 to 24 51.6 

More than 24 22.5 

Sex % 

Male 33.8 

Female 66.2 

Upper secondary school track % 

Vocational 2.4 

Technical 18.5 

Academic 75.1 

Qualification earned abroad 4.0 

Type of degree % 

Bachelor’s 55.0 

Master’s 30.6 

Unique cycle 14.4 

Year of enrolment on the course % 

On time 92.1 

Outside prescribed time 7.9 

  



Table A4. KHB decomposition: the mediating role of student’s residential statis, field of study and Right 

to Study. 

 Full-time or part-time job Occasional job 

 Coeff. S.E. Coeff. S.E. 

Total effect -0.183*** 0.059 -0.100** 0.046 

Direct effect -0.168*** 0.060 -0.077* 0.047 

Difference -0.016 0.013 -0.022** 0.009 

     

Percent explained by the mediators 8.6  22.3  

     

Component of difference     

Student’s residential status 170.2  74.4  

Field of study 108.3  54.2  

Scholarship -178.5  -28.6  

     

Total effect -0.184*** 0.059 -0.100** 0.046 

Direct effect -0.161*** 0.060 -0.066 0.047 

Difference -0.023 0.015 -0.034*** 0.011 

     

% Confounding 12.5  33.8  

     

Component of difference     

Student’s residential status 117.3  49.0  

Field of study 74.6  35.6  

Only tuition waiver 21.5  23.6  

Scholarship and waiver -113.4  -8.2  

Note: * p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01. The estimates are adjusted for socio-demographic characteristics; high school track; the 

length of degree programme and the course year of enrolment. 


