
Working Paper no.: 2015/01 

Damned if you do, damned if you don’t: The challenges of including and 
comparing the children of immigrants in European survey data 

Laurence Lessard-Phillips, Silvia 
Galandini, Helga de Valk and Rosita 
Fibbi 



Damned if you do, damned if you don’t: The 
challenges of including and comparing the children of 
immigrants in European survey data 

 
Laurence Lessard-Phillips, Silvia Galandini, Helga de 
Valk and Rosita Fibbi 
Working Paper no.: 2015/01 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Laurence Lessard-Phillips, Cathie Marsh Institute for Social Research and Sociology, 
University of Manchester, Manchester (UK), laurence.lessard-phillips@manchester.ac.uk 
 
Silvia Galandini, Cathie Marsh Institute for Social Research, University of Manchester, 
Manchester (UK), silvia.galandini@manchester.ac.uk 
 
Helga de Valk, Netherlands Interdisciplinary Demographic Institute/KNAW/University of 
Groningen and Vrije Universiteit Brussel, valk@nidi.nl 
 
Rosita Fibbi, Swiss Forum for Migration and Population Studies, University of Neuchâtel, 
rosita.fibbi@unine.ch 
 
 
The authors are solely responsible for the content of the Working Paper. 
 
 
March 2015 



1 
 

Abstract Children of immigrants are becoming an important share in Europe’s population. Although 
most of them have not experienced immigration themselves, as many of them were born in the 
European country where they reside, their families have.  This specific position might have an impact 
on how they fare across their life in the country they live in. In recent years, children of immigrants 
have become an increasingly important topic of study in Europe and the focus of many survey data 
collection projects. One of the main underlying goals of these endeavours has been to study the life 
outcomes (such as education, health, and employment) and understand the mechanisms behind the 
potential differences in these outcomes between children of immigrants and a predetermined 
‘comparison group’. Main issues that arise from such comparative projects are (1) the definition of the 
population under study; (2) the levels at which those comparisons are made (e.g. local, provincial, 
national, cross-national, etc.); (3) the ‘benchmark’ (for integration) or whom to compare the children 
of immigrants to; and (4) the various biases arising from this research. These issues have theoretical 
implications and important consequences on the types of analyses that can be performed as well as the 
conclusions that we can draw from those comparisons. 

By reviewing major studies including children of immigrants in Europe, we provide a comprehensive 
overview of the types, levels and benchmarks for comparison possible; their availability in current 
European data; and the advantages and disadvantages tied to using these. We also focus on the impact 
that selectivity (including age and cohort bias) can have on the data that we produce and analyse and 
offer potential methodological tools to try to analyse such data in a useful manner. We argue that 
meaningful research on children of immigrants needs to steer away from comparisons toward 
including deeper understanding of the processes at play for various groups (either via more refined or 
varied methodological tools, as shown in this volume) in order to bring the field forward.  

 

The comparative project as well as the level of analysis chosen thus to a great extent 
structure the conclusions. There no right or wrong way to construct a comparison, but it is 
necessary to be aware of the ways in which certain choices at the inception reflect options 
concerning the similarities or singularities of the immigrant experience. 

Green (1994: 14) 

1. Introduction 

Since the 1970s, there has been an overall increase in cross-national studies in Europe, covering 
different domains of life. The overarching idea behind this trend is that such studies would allow 
comparisons across countries and would lead to a better understanding of the importance of the 
national context in explaining cross-national differences (Breen and Jonsson 2005; Heath and Cheung 
2007). In addition, it has been suggested that this would also be a good point of reference for policy-
makers to learn about the effectiveness of various policy measures (Thomson and Crul 2007; 
Dronkers and De Heus 2013). International organisations such as the OECD or the ILO have been 
supporting this cross-national research methodology and the EU has fostered this further in their 
research programmes in the past decade.  

The fields of migration and ethnic studies have been no strangers to this trend, with national 
borders of studies being increasingly crossed (Bovenkerk et al. 1991) and migration no longer being 
perceived as a simple national integration issue but as a more global issue, linked, for example, to the 
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development and maintenance of diasporas or attempts to coordinate migration and integration across 
the EU (Guiraudon 2003; Collett 2013). Migration, which is in itself nothing new in Europe but has 
changed with regard to the origins of migrants (Lucassen and Lucassen 2013), is one of the key 
drivers in population change in almost all European societies. The proportion of children of 
immigrants either born in European societies or migrating at a young age is of growing importance for 
populations, societies, and economies across Europe. It is therefore getting more relevant, and easier, 
to have a better understanding of the lives of these ‘new’, diverse members of society from a 
sociological perspective to understand the opportunities and barriers they face.  

As noted above, this quest for more knowledge on diverse populations has heralded the need 
for more comparative studies with a focus on the children of immigrants in Europe. This has been 
done either by focussing data collection efforts exclusively on the children of immigrants1 or 
including variables in more general surveys permitting to identify various immigrant generations,23 
allowing for quantitative analyses of their life outcomes, be them linked to health, education, or 
employment outcomes, to only name a few. One of the main underlying aims of such research, which 
is gaining in importance and is the recipient of sustained academic and policy interest, is to examine 
the outcomes of the children of immigrants usually using a given benchmark for comparison, and 
understand the source of the potential differences in outcomes using available data.  

Undertaking such comparative research is not, however, without its problems. There are 
important issues that arise from comparatively studying the children of immigrants, some of which 
echo those recently raised by Bloemraad (2013) in the broader field of migration research. Among the 
main issues that arise from such comparative endeavours are the level at which we make those 
comparisons (e.g., local, provincial, national, cross-national, etc.); who we are comparing the children 
of immigrants to (i.e. the ‘benchmark’ for measuring integration outcomes); and what kind of 
selectivity/selection bias and generalisation issues arise from analysing data on the children of 
immigrants. In our opinion, these issues, which are rooted in both theoretical and practical 
considerations, have important consequences on the types of analyses that can be performed as well as 

                                                            
1 The surveys that we outline in this paper are recent surveys dealing directly with the children of immigrants. 
These include the following: Children of Immigrants Longitudinal Survey in Four European Countries 
(CILS4EU); Ethnic Differences in Education and Diverging Prospects for Urban Youth in an Enlarged Europe 
(EDUMIGROM); Effectiveness of National Integration Strategies forwards Second Generation Migrant Youth 
in Comparative European Perspective (EFFNATIS); Generating Interethnic Tolerance and Neighbourhood 
Integration in European Urban Spaces (GEITONIES); Multicultural Democracy and Immigrants Social Capital 
in Europe: Participation, Organisational Networks, and Public Policies at the Local Level (LOCAL 
MULTIDEM); Six Country Immigrant Integration Comparative Survey (SCIICS); and The Integration of the 
European Second Generation (TIES). A more detailed overview of the available data can be found in the 
appendix. 
2 The non-specific surveys that we have identified as potentially relevant for the study of children of immigrants 
are the EU Labour Force Survey – EU-LFS, particularly the 2008 and 2014 ad-hoc modules on the labour 
market situation of migrants and their immediate descendants (European Commission 2011; EUROSTAT 
website); the European Union Statistics on Income and Living Conditions - EU-SILC (Kampakoglou et al. 
2012; EUROSTAT 2013); European Value Study (EVS website); European Social Survey (ESS website); 
Generations and Gender Programme (GGP website); Programme for International Student Assessment - PISA 
(Adams and Wu 2002; OECD 2005; 2006; 2009; 2012a; Schleicher 2006); Progress in International Reading 
Literacy Study - PIRLS (PIRLS website); and Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study - TIMSS 
(Foy et al. 2011). Given that the target population is not children of immigrants per se, these surveys will not be 
examined in this paper. 
3 We are aware that there are national datasets that offer opportunities to study the children of immigrants in a 
comparative perspective, but these sources are not the focus of our paper. See the forthcoming book by Heath 
and colleagues (Heath and Brinbaum 2014) for an example on how such data can be used in a comparative 
manner. 



3 
 

the conclusions that can be drawn from those comparisons. In this paper we will examine and discuss 
these issues drawing from examples of available European data.  

 This paper starts by giving an account of the ways in which the children of immigrants have 
been identified in current sociological survey data. Following that we discuss the levels of analysis 
used in the existing data, and then the different types of comparisons available to researchers. We 
finish by a discussion of the various biases involved in analysing the children of immigrants using 
quantitative data, from selectivity issues to cohort and age effects. 

2. Defining the children of immigrants in survey data: Who are we talking about? 

Children of immigrants can be immigrant themselves (having migrated with their parents before 
becoming adults) or have parents who migrated before they were born. Existing literature on the 
children of immigrants has tended to differentiate the different ‘types’ of individuals with immigrant 
parentage using an ‘immigrant generations’ typology, where later generations imply more distance 
with immigrant parentage. In this typology there is an underlying assumption that varying types of 
immigrant parentage might imply varying impact of such parentage (Heath et al. 2008; Alba and 
Holdaway 2013). The typical classifications that are of interest to us and the data sources examined 
are the following (see McAndrew and Voas (2014); Parameshwaran (2014); Rumbaut (2002; 2004) 
and Rumbaut et al (2006); and Waters (2014) for more details): 

 First generation: individuals who migrated4 to the host country as adults (18+); 

 1.25 generation: individuals who migrated to the host country as teenagers (13-17); 

 1.5 generation: individuals who migrated to the host country as older children (6-12); 

 1.75 generation: individuals who migrated as young children (0-5); 

 Second generation: individuals who were born in the host country but have two migrant 
parents; 

 2.5 generation: individuals who were born in the host country but have one migrant parents;  

 Third generation: individuals born in the host country of host-country born parents, with one 
or more immigrant grandparents; and 

 Fourth generation: individuals with parents and grandparents born in the host country. 

These are the types of individuals that can potentially be identified in data allowing the study of 
children of immigrants, based on the assumption that immigrant parentage plays a long-lasting role in 
the integration process. The typology above presents quite a broad and granular classification of 
individuals with an immigrant parentage, which is not often used in quantitative research, often due to 
lack of large sample size and information allowing the identification of such respondents.  

If we turn to official figures reporting the size of the first and second generation in Europe as 
published by Eurostat in left pane of Table 1, we can see that individuals with a migrant background 
are a non-negligible share of the population in most of these countries. Prognoses made by Eurostat 

                                                            
4 Note that we focus on individuals who had migrated to the host/survey country at the time of the survey; this 
might include individuals with different migration trajectories, for examples children of immigrants who have 
migrated themselves, who would be from the second generation in one country but from the first generation in 
another. Whilst we accept that this might be the case for some individuals from the first generation, we do not 
focus on such individuals, as they are not assumed to form a great proportion of the target populations included 
in this paper. Many surveys, including those examined in this paper, include questions on multiple migration 
histories or mobility so grasp such histories. 
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also show that in the EU-27 the share of the population with an immigrant origin will increase in all 
age groups in the decades to come (Lanzieri 2011). This applies in particular to the young. Again this 
is also clear from the second pane of Table 1 where the share of first and second generation 15-year 
olds are provided as published based on the PISA data by OECD. Whereas the shares of those of 
immigrant origin in the total population is sometimes still limited, the importance for those in school 
age is clearly higher already now. The surveys that we are examining in this paper deal with this 
important, and growing, proportion of the population with an immigration background. 

Table 1 Individuals of migrant origins in Europe by age group and current country of residence  

 Proportion of adult population (%) 
(25-54 - 2008) 

 Proportion of student population 
(%) 

(15 year olds - 2009) 
 First  

generation 
Second 

generation 
2.5  

generation 
 First 

generation 
Second 

generation 
Belgium 14.7 4.0 4.1  6.9 7.8 

Czech Republic 3.0 0.9 3.3  0.8 1.4 

Denmark 8.6 na na  2.8 5.9 

Germany  81.4 2.9 1.4  5.9 11.7 

Greece na Na Na  6.1 2.9 

Spain 75.8 0.2 0.9  8.4 1.1 

France 5.8 1.0 7.7  3.2 10 

Italy 10.6 0.1 0.9  4.2 1.3 

Hungary 2.2 0.3 0.6  1.2 0.9 

The Netherlands 35.6 2.7 5.8  3.2 8.9 

Austria 18.4 1.9 5.0  4.8 10.5 

Poland 0.3 0.8 2.1  na na 

Portugal 10.5 0.4 0.8  2.8 2.7 
Romania 0.2 na na  0.2 0.1 

Slovakia 0.9 0.4 1.6  0.3 0.3 

Sweden 16.2 2.9 6.7  3.7 8.0 

UK 15.6 3.8 5.0  4.8 5.8 

Switzerland 31.1 5.7 9.6  8.4 15.1 

Source: European Commission (2011); OECD (OECD 2012b). 

 

With regard to the national origins of these groups, official figures do not provide detailed 
comparative information by country of origin. At the same time both stock and flow statistics on 
migrant populations indicate that a substantial share of the total migration population has a European 
(EU27) origin (see. E.g. de Valk, Van der Erf and Koelet (forthcoming); Lanzieri (2011)). This is also 
clear from Table 2, based on OECD data showing  the main regional origins of adult of migrant origin 
in which the majority come from Europe (but not necessarily from OECD nations), Asia (including 
Turkey), and Africa (including Morocco).  

The 2009 report from the UNICEF Innocenti centre in which the position of children of 
immigrants in eight affluent countries was compared using official statistics, showed that main origins 
of children with a migrant origin differ across European countries. In most of the studied countries the 
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second generation clearly outnumbered the first generation among children (below 18 years of age; 
see e.g. de Valk (2010)). At the same the origins of the children in migrant families clearly reflected 
the migration histories of each of these countries (including e.g. colonial and labour migration in the 
past century as well as European mobility) (Hernandez et al. 2009). A recent exploration of the 
origins of children of immigrants (second generation) in 10 Western countries, Lessard-Phillips et al. 
(2014)  showed a similar pattern. The main origins of the second generation in Belgium are Turkey, 
Morocco, and Italy; India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh in England and Wales; Dom/Tom and French 
born abroad, Maghreb, and Portugal in France; Turkey, Former Soviet Union and Former Yugoslavia 
in Germany; Surinam/Antilles, Morocco, and Turkey in the Netherlands; Finland, Turkey and Iran in 
Sweden; and Italy, Former Yugoslavia, and Spain/Portugal in Switzerland.  

 
Table 2 Main region of origin (and proportion) of foreign-born individuals aged 15 and over by 
country of current residence (2000) 

 
First region (%) Second region (%) 

Proportion 
 from OECD 

(%) 
Belgium Europe (67.7) Africa (22.8) 66.1 

Czech Republic Europe (92.9) Asia (4.7) 77.3 

Denmark Europe (55.7) Asia (30.2) 50.1 

Germany  Europe (68.6) Unspecified (15.7) 41.8 

Greece Europe (80.8) Asia (8.4) 28.2 

Spain South/Central America/the Caribbean (37.9) Europe (37.3) 32.2 

France Africa (49) Europe (40.8) 39.7 

Italy Europe (55.4) Africa (20.2) 39.1 

Hungary Europe (94.3) North America (0.9) 23.6 

The Netherlands Europe (37.3) Asia (22.8) 28.9 

Austria Europe (89.1) Africa (2.4) 50.0 

Poland Europe (95.3) Unspecified (2.1) 20.1 

Portugal Africa (56.7) Europe (27.3) 25.8 

Romania Europe (80.6) Asia (11.3) 15.8 

Slovakia Europe (97.5) Asia (1.3) 85.0 

Sweden Europe (62.1) Asia (6.0) 47.8 

UK Europe (34.5) Asia (32.8) 38.6 

Switzerland Europe (77.8) Asia (6.4) 62.6 

Source: OECD (2012b). 

 

2.1 Children of immigrants in survey data 
As mentioned in the introduction, quite a few recent European surveys either focus on children of 
immigrants or allow categorising these individuals by more coherently including relevant information 
allowing such identification. The former allow for directly surveying target populations of interest, 
include a wealth of information specific to the populations under study but do not offer great 
flexibility with allowing users of the data to define their own target population. The latter, on the 
other hand, can be quite flexible for researchers, as the availability of country of birth information at 
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the individual/parental/grandparental level, citizenship,5 or ethnicity information allows creating 
target populations according to their own (theoretical) criteria. At the same time analyses based on 
such data, especially over time, are hampered by the fact that different data collection waves include 
different kinds of information, making the consistent identification of immigrants and their 
descendants difficult. In this paper, we focus on the surveys having children of immigrants as their 
main group of interest and how they define their populations of interest. These surveys can offer 
researchers more comparable wealth of targeted information about the important aspects of the lives 
of the children of immigrants, which are not necessarily available in non-specific surveys. Whilst a 
challenging endeavour, designing such surveys is important for gathering specific information on 
populations of interest and can provide evidence for theory building. The surveys under consideration 
in this paper, as well as the broad aspects that we are discussing, can be found in Table 3. 

The choice of which individuals to include has an important impact on the data collection; the 
type of questions that can be answered; refinement of the analyses that we can conduct; and the types 
of conclusions we can draw about these groups.  The definition of the target populations varies widely 
across the surveys under study. Moreover, many of these surveys focus on the early stage of life, such 
as childhood or young adulthood. This is primarily because the children of immigrants are still 
relatively young (European Commission 2011) since migration to Europe has been relatively recent 
(Lucassen and Lucassen 2013). Before going into detail about the potential impact of these choices, 
we will discuss them in some detail to clarify the issue.  

The criteria for inclusion that we find in the European data range from being inclusive (i.e. 
including individuals with any immigrant background, including those born abroad) to exclusive (i.e. 
only including individuals born in the survey country with parents born abroad). The CILS4EU data6, 
which samples school pupils, is a prime example of the inclusive approach, as individuals either born 
abroad or with at least one immigrant parent were included in the target group (Dollmann et al. 2014). 
It could also be argued that their criteria for inclusion is slightly more specific, as it includes the 1.5 
generation, as well as the second and potentially the third, which are individuals born abroad but who 
migrated as children and/or young adults and therefore conducted some, if not all, their schooling 
career in a given host country.7 On the one hand this study steers away from exclusively focussing on 
the children of immigrants per se, but allows for a broader inclusion of typically excluded groups, 
which can be used for a more refined level of comparison (see below). The EDUMIGROM project, is 
also an example of a more inclusive survey, as it selected young people of various ethnic origins, the 
majority of whom were born in the survey country (Szalai et al. 2010). The LOCALMULTIDEM 
project also was rather inclusive in its selection criteria, allowing respondents to be of the first, 
second, or even third generation (Morales and Giugni 2011). The GEITONIES project also included 
individuals with at least one parent born abroad in their target group without specifying any other 

                                                            
5 One major challenge to surveying the children of immigrants in general survey data comes from using 
‘country of birth’ as a selection criterion, as such information is not always readily available in different national 
contexts. In Switzerland, for example, nationality has been the only selection criterion for many years; it has 
only recently been possible to identify children of immigrants according to country of birth (Fibbi et al. 2005). 
In France, on the other hand, issues of identification via ethnic or national origin are still very much problematic 
(Simon 2003). These selection criteria have important effects on selection, which will be discuss below. 
Moreover, given the complexity of migration histories, information about country of birth and citizenship may 
not be enough. Information about the type of migration and naturalisation (including the date) might be 
important to further understand the position that children of immigrants hold in the receiving societies.  
6 We would like to acknowledge the Children of Migrants Longitudinal Survey (CILS) that was also conducted 
in Spain (Madrid and Barcelona) in 2010 (Portes et al. 2010). 
7 Definitions of the 1.5 generation vary widely in the literature and do not always follow the categorisation 
outlined earlier in the paper. 
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criteria for inclusion (Fonseca et al. 2013). At the other end of the range we have more exclusive the 
TIES survey target group consists of young adults of Turkish, Moroccan and ex-Yugoslav origin born 
in the survey countries, who have at least one foreign-born parent. Analysis of these data looking into 
the mixed immigrant parentage of the TIES respondents show that most of the second-generation 
respondents had 2 parents born abroad (Lessard-Phillips and Ross 2012).  

In between the data using the exclusive and inclusive criteria for inclusion are the other 
surveys, whose criteria for inclusion are a mixture of the two. The EFFNATIS project furthermore 
covered individuals who migrated to the survey country before age 6 as a target group, which is 
approximately the start of compulsory schooling, but also included individuals who migrated later 
(EFFNATIS 2001). The SCIICS data included in its target group individuals of Turkish and 
Moroccan descent who either migrated as children (<18) before 1975 or born in the survey country 
with parents and/or grandparent who migrated before 1975 (Ersanilli and Koopmans 2013). In 
principle this survey also includes the third generation into their target samples, even if the size of this 
group is still quite small in most European countries. 

In some cases, the ethnic/national origin of the children of immigrants was part of the 
definition of the target population. This is the case for all surveys covered in this paper aside from 
CILS4EU, EDUMIGROM, and GEITONIES. In terms of the national origins of the survey 
respondents (or their parents), we see a wide yet consistent coverage of the main immigrant groups 
mainly following the most prominent national origins found in official national data outlined earlier in 
the paper.  



8 
 

Table 3 Main characteristics of surveys 

Survey Year Definition of  
target population 

Groups, sample size 
and sampling 

strategies 

Level/Place of 
sampling 

Benchmark for 
comparison 

References describing the 
survey design 

CILS4EU 2009-2013 Young people aged 14 in 
2010 with and without an 
immigrant background. 
 
Children with an immigrant 
background are  those who 
were born abroad or who 
have at least one parent or 
two grandparents who were 
born abroad 

Not specified. 
 
Sample size:  
Wave 1: 480 
schools/18,716 students 
Wave 2 and 3 no data 
available yet  

 
Sampling: Three-stage 
(schools, classes, 
students) 
disproportional 
stratified sampling 
design. 
 
Longitudinal design 

Schools in Germany, 
the Netherlands, 
Sweden, United 
Kingdom (England) 
–information on 
where the schools 
are located (cities) 
not available  

Majority peers,  
immigrant generations 
(peers and parents  in 
Wave 1 only) 

Jacob and Kalter (2013); 
Dollmann et al. (2014); 
Parameshwaran (2014); 
and CILS4EU website. 
 

EDUMIGROM 2008-2009 Visible and non-visible 
minority and ethnic majority 
students in the final year of 
compulsory education (aged 
14-17).  
 
 

Not specified. 
 
Sample size: 5,086 
students 
 
Sampling: Three-stage 
sampling (ethnically 
diverse urban 
communities, schools, 
grades and classes). 
 
Cross-sectional design 

Schools in 
Czech Republic, 
Denmark, France, 
Germany, Hungary, 
Romania, Slovakia, 
Sweden, United 
Kingdom – one to 
three urban sites 
where ethnic 
minorities represent 
a relevant proportion 
of the local 
population were 
selected in each 
country. 

Majority,  
immigrant generations 
(peers) 

Messing (2011);  
Szalai (2011a; 2011b); and 
EDUMIGROM website. 
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Survey Year Definition of  
target population 

Groups, sample size 
and sampling 

strategies 

Level/Place of 
sampling 

Benchmark for 
comparison 

References describing the 
survey design 

EFFNATIS 1998-2000 Children of Migrants: 
individuals aged between 16 
and 25 who were born in the 
host country or migrated 
before the age of 6. 
 
 
Autochthonous: individuals 
aged 16 to 25 who were born 
in the host country and 
whose parents were born in 
host country) 
 
Other reference group: 
individuals aged between 16 
and 25 who were born 
abroad and migrated after 
the age 7. 
 

Maghrebian and 
Portuguese in France; 
Turkish and Yugoslav in 
Germany; 
Pakistani (Punjabi) and 
Indian 
(Gujarati/Muslim) in 
Great Britain 
 
Total sample size: 
2,227. 
 
Sampling:  
Great Britain: random 
sample (drawn from 
electoral roll) 
France: Snowball 
sample (through 
schools, associations, 
cafes, youth centres, 
firms – no information 
on ethnic/national 
origins) 
Germany: stratified 
sample (based on 
population register 
containing information 
about national origins) 
 
Cross-sectional design 

Local areas with 
high concentration 
of children of 
international 
migrants (CIMs) 
[Vitry (metropolitan 
area of Paris) and 
Tours in France, 
Nürnberg in 
Germany and 
Blackburn and 
Rochdale in Great 
Britain]  

Majority,  
Immigrant generations 
(peers) 

EFFNATIS (2001);  
Crul and Vermeulen 
(2003); and Penn (2006) 

GEITONIES 2009-2010 Immigrant background: 
individuals aged 25 or older, 
with at least one parent born 
abroad who resided in the 
specific neighbourhood for 
at least 1 year

Not specified. 
 
Sample size: 3,668. 
 
Sampling: Selected 
neighbourhood with 

 Neighbourhoods in 
Bilbao (Spain), 
Lisbon (Portugal), 
Thessalonica 
(Greece), Rotterdam 
(the Netherlands), 

Majority,  
Immigrant generations 

Labrianidis et al. (2010); 
Setien et al. (2010); 
Fonseca et al. (2013); 
Górny and Toruńczyk-
Ruiz (2013); and 
GEITONIES website.
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Survey Year Definition of  
target population 

Groups, sample size 
and sampling 

strategies 

Level/Place of 
sampling 

Benchmark for 
comparison 

References describing the 
survey design 

Native background: 
individuals aged 25 or older, 
with both parents born in the 
country of residence and 
who resided in the specific 
neighbourhood for at least 1 
year 

high concentration of 
third-country nationals. 
Random sample of 
addresses selected for 
each neighbourhood. 
 
Cross-sectional design 

Vienna (Austria), 
Warsaw (Poland)  

 

LOCALMULTIDEM 2004-2008 o Barcelona, Budapest, 
Madrid, Lyon, Milan, 
Oslo, Stockholm: country 
of birth - respondents who 
were either born abroad  
or at least one parent was 
born abroad  

o Geneva, Zurich: 
nationality - nationality at 
time of sampling, natives 
who were either born 
abroad or at least one 
parent was born abroad 

o London: ethnic group 

Lyon: Tunisian, 
Algerian, Moroccan 

Budapest: Chinese, 
ethnic Hungarian, 
Arab/Turkish mixed 
group 

Milan: Ecuadorian, 
Filipino, Egyptian 

Madrid, Barcelona: 
Ecuadorian, 
Moroccan, other 
Andean 

Zurich: Kosovar, Italian, 
Turkish 

Geneva: Kosovar, 
Italian 

London: Bangladeshi, 
Caribbean, Indian 

Oslo: Ex-Yugoslavia, 
Turkish 

Stockholm: Chilean, 
Turkish 

 
Net sample size: 10,808 
(for all cities, excluding 
Oslo). 
 
Sampling:  
Barcelona, Budapest, 

Cities: London 
(UK), Lyon 
(France), Oslo 
(Norway), 
Stockholm 
(Sweden), Zurich 
and Geneva 
(Switzerland), 
Barcelona and 
Madrid (Spain) 
Budapest (Hungary), 
Milan (Italy) 

Majority, 
Immigrant generations 

Morales and Giugni 
(2011); 
LOCALMULTIDEM 
(2009); and 
LOCALMULTIDEM 
website. 
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Survey Year Definition of  
target population 

Groups, sample size 
and sampling 

strategies 

Level/Place of 
sampling 

Benchmark for 
comparison 

References describing the 
survey design 

Geneva, Madrid, Oslo, 
Stockholm: nominal 
individual samples 
randomly drawn from 
local population 
registers 

London: enumeration 
within postal districts 

Milan: random selection 
within centres of 
aggregations 
(migrants), telephone 
registers (natives) 

Lyon: randomly 
generating telephone 
numbers and screening 
through list of 
questions (country of 
birth, ancestry) 

 
Cross-sectional design 

SCIICS 2008 Individuals who were born 
in Turkey/Morocco and 
migrated before 1975; 
 
Individuals whose 
parents/grandparents were 
from Turkey/Morocco and 
migrated before 1975 – those 
individuals were either born 
in the host country or 
migrated before age 18.  

Turkish and Moroccan 
 
Sample size: 8,921 
(3,373 natives, 3,344 
Turkish, 2,204 
Moroccan). 
 
Sampling: Name-based 
sampling from digital 
telephone directories 
(including mobile phone 
numbers) and snowball 
sampling. 
 
Cross-sectional design

Nation-wide sample 
in Austria, Belgium, 
France, Germany, 
the Netherlands, and 
Sweden 

Majority,  
Immigrant generations 

Ersanilli and Koopmans 
2013; and 
Carol et al. (2014). 
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Survey Year Definition of  
target population 

Groups, sample size 
and sampling 

strategies 

Level/Place of 
sampling 

Benchmark for 
comparison 

References describing the 
survey design 

TIES 2006-2008 Those aged between 18 and 
35 who were born in the 
survey country and at least 
one parent was born abroad; 
Individuals who themselves 
and both parents were born 
in the survey country (i.e. 
comparison group) 

i. Turkish and 
Moroccan: 
Amsterdam, 
Rotterdam, Brussels, 
Anwterp. 

ii. Turkish and Former 
Yugoslav: Vienna, 
Linz, Frankfurt, 
Berlin, Basel, Zurich. 

ii. Turkish: Stockholm, 
Paris, Strasbourg. 

v. Moroccan: Barcelona, 
Madrid. 

 
Sample size (incl. 
comparison): 9,771. 
 
Sampling: Groups were 
sampled within 
neighbourhoods in 
cities. Fixed numbers of 
respondents were 
identified within 
sampled 
neighbourhoods.  
 
Sampling frame:  

v. Population register 
with information on 
birthplace, parents’ 
birthplace in Belgium, 
Germany, Sweden. 

vi. Municipal registers 
with onomastic 
method (screening of 
names through 

Cities: Paris and 
Strasburg (France), 
Berlin and Frankfurt 
(Germany), Madrid 
and Barcelona 
(Spain), Vienna and 
Linz (Austria), 
Amsterdam and 
Rotterdam (the 
Netherlands), 
Brussels and 
Antwerp (Belgium), 
Zurich and Basel 
(Switzerland) and 
Stockholm (Sweden) 

Majority,  
Immigrant generations 

Groenewold and Lessard-
Phillips (2012); and 
TIES website. 
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Survey Year Definition of  
target population 

Groups, sample size 
and sampling 

strategies 

Level/Place of 
sampling 

Benchmark for 
comparison 

References describing the 
survey design 

computer software) in 
Austria, Germany, 
Switzerland. 

ii. Telephone directories 
in France. 

ii. Sample provided by 
the Spanish National 
Statistical Institute, 
sample of respondent 
identified in high-
concentration districts 
in Madrid and 
Barcelona, Moroccan 
organisations.  

 
Cross-sectional design 
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3. Levels of analysis 

Another important component of comparative research on the children of immigrants concerns the 
geographical levels (local, national, etc.) at which comparisons are made and the types of groups that 
are used in such comparisons. Choosing the level of analysis has major conceptual implications and 
suits different research questions. This is an issue that has been ever present in recent migration 
research. In 1991, Bovenkerk et al. concluded that defining the correct level of comparison in 
European migration research is difficult, as research at the time either ‘mirrored’ European findings to 
that in one particular country or lacked a meaningful comparison point at all and took a too general 
approach. Given the short supply of general theories that can be or are applied, Bovenkerk and 
colleagues argued that comparisons in this sense run the risk in being solely descriptive and not really 
add to the explanation of phenomena. They concluded that the choice between generalisation and 
specificity requires different levels of abstraction (Bovenkerk et al. 1991). 

With an outlook toward more general migration research, Green (1994) outlined three 
different models of comparison that are often used when thinking about the choice between level and 
groups: the linear model, the convergent model, and the divergent model. Given that the linear model, 
which focuses on following immigrants from origin to destination, does not necessarily relate to the 
experiences of the children of immigrants, it will not be explored in this section.8 Convergent models 
of comparison tend to study various immigrant groups in the same place, either an immigration 
country or a city.9 These models, which stress the specificities of each groups included in the 
comparison, are most often found in national research. Whilst allowing an in-depth focus at the group 
level in a specific place, convergent models tend to wipe off the changing historical conditions of 
social and economic participation for each group in the host countries. Divergent models, on the other 
hand, study one immigrant group in various destination places, allowing for a focus on contextual 
factors shaping the opportunities and barriers for integration. In her methodological essay Green 
explained that “divergent studies [, which are rare,] locate the explanation of difference at the point of 
arrival and not at the point of departure” (1994: 15). 

The examples cited in this paper suggest that European data contains a mixture of convergent 
and divergent models. For the data comparing similar groups across places (such as SCIICS and 
TIES), the comparative strategy seems to be that of an extensive divergent model of comparison, 
moving beyond the observation on one specific group across countries and extending it to a certain 
number of specific groups. For the data comparing different groups across different places (such as 
CILS4EU and EFFNATIS), we can also talk about an extension of convergent models.  

The trend towards divergent models of comparison appears to have become more common in 
European research in the last decade (Ersanilli and Koopmans 2009; Huschek et al. 2010; 
Fleischmann and Phalet 2012). Two different sets of factors may account for this trend: a theoretical 
set and a political one. On the one hand, the change toward divergent research designs was triggered 
by the sharp critique of methodological nationalism, “the assumption that the nation/state/society is 
the natural social and political form of the modern world” (Wimmer and Glick Schiller 2002). 
Whereas the nation-state is an important actor in setting out rules and regulations with regard to the 

                                                            
8 It can nonetheless be the case that following the parents and their migration motives and patterns is important 
for understanding the outcomes of their children.  
9 It is important to note here that in her article, Green discusses convergent models with regard to the city as the 
chosen place, which aligns quite well with Glick-Schiller and Cagar’s (2009) argument that the city should be 
the main focal point for studies of integration. 
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entry and settlement of migrants and should not be ignored when studying migrants and their 
descendants (Guiraudon and Lahav 2000; Teitelbaum 2001), critiques of this viewpoint questioned 
the “naturalisation” of the geo-political frame of nation-states as encompassing societal phenomena in 
general. In the specific case of the study of migration, it was argued that the focus on nation-states 
might be counterproductive for understanding migration and integration experiences (Vertovec and 
Cohen 1999; Bommes 2005). Focus on migration research at the national level also entailed a critique 
of an undue levelling out of differences within the ‘immigration society’ by its focus on national-level 
outcomes rather than more refined, and complex, outcomes at a more local level. Moreover, the 
development of the segmented assimilation theory of Portes and Zhou (1993), which focussed on the 
importance of contexts of reception in shaping integration outcomes among the second generation, 
and the rise in popularity of transnationalism approaches (Levitt and Schiller 2004; Levitt and 
Jaworsky 2007), which emphasise the trans-border feature of migration for migrants and their 
children, also stimulated such a shift. The approaches’ focus contributed to raise contextual features at 
the local and national levels to powerful explanans in the analysis of integration trajectories (OECD 
2006; Crul et al. 2012; Crul and Mollenkopf 2012).  

On the other hand, an array of various “political” factors also account for the prominence of 
divergent study designs. Firstly, the post-colonial era and the relative ‘liberalisation’ of migration has 
prompted the development of new, more dispersed migration patterns beyond that of binding a 
specific origin country to a specific immigration one (Simon 2008) thus allowing for the study of 
groups with similar migration backgrounds in multiple locales. Moreover, an effort in trying to 
harmonise or compare migration policies at the European level using tools such as MIPEX, 
(Huddleston et al. 2011) has allowed a certain degree of analytical oversight over the effectiveness of 
policies and the main contextual drivers of differences in integration outcomes (OECD 2010). Last, 
but not least, the increase in large-scale, harmonised cross-national studies such as the Programme for 
International Student Assessment (PISA) studies and the accompanying pressures of comparing the 
effectiveness of various national institutions, such as school systems, has also facilitated divergent 
models of comparison (OECD 2006). These are just a few of the factors that promoted a conceptual 
shift away from migration and integration as a pure national issue toward a systematic analysis of 
contextual features influencing the integration process of children of immigrants. This, to a certain 
extent, can also be witnessed in the surveys examined in this paper. 

3.1 A question of place 
Above and beyond issues related to the trade-offs between convergent and divergent models 

is the issue of identifying the place where the comparisons occur.10 In the non-specific surveys and in 
some specific surveys (such as SCIICS), the country is used as the geographical level of analysis and 
the sampling is performed in a way to provide representative samples of the national populations (as 
much as possible). As useful as these surveys might be with drawing a ‘national-level’ picture of the 
outcomes of the children of immigrants and allowing for comparisons between countries, they are also 
falling into the trap of methodological nationalism, as explained above. In order to avoid such a trap, 
it is argued that analyses of migrants’ outcomes are more suited to a lower geographical level (i.e. 
cities) as much movement and settlement happens at that level. This helps a more complete 

                                                            
10 Another element that is of relevance here is the issue of place with regard to the sending country and see 
whether the locality of origin (whether rural or urban) of the immigrant parents (or immigrant children) is an 
important driving factor influencing integration outcomes. Whilst we do not focus on this aspect in this section, 
we highlight its importance and the fact that some of the surveys, such as TIES, include elements about the 
parents’ place of origin in their questionnaires, which can remediate to this issue. 
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understanding of migrants’ and their descendants’ trajectories especially when taking a comparative 
perspective (Snyder 2001; Cross and Moore 2002; Glick Schiller and Çağlar 2009).  

This importance of cities in shaping everyday lives of their residents has been picked up by 
many recent European studies that have shifted the unit of analysis from the nation-state to the city 
Examples of such studies include Bolzman et al.’s study of children of Italian and Spanish immigrants 
in Geneva and Basel (2003); Fibbi et al.’s analysis of discrimination against the children of 
immigrants in the Zurich and Geneva areas (2003), Aybek’s analysis of vocational training for 
children of immigrants in Münich and Frankfurt (2010), Schnell et al.’s study of neighbourhood 
integration in six European cities (2012) and the importance of language in integration of ethnic 
minorities in Brussels (Veny and Jacobs 2014). A good proportion of the data surveyed in this paper 
also uses the city, and more specifically its neighbourhoods and schools, as the main geographical 
level of analysis. This allows researchers to examine processes and outcomes for the children of 
immigrants and to grasp and understand these complex dynamics at a very small scale. 

Yet how far one needs or wants to disaggregate in order to capture complexity and nuance in 
survey data is problematic and contingent on many issues, such as representativeness; desire for 
detail; ease of access; and generalizability. This focus on cities has indeed contributed to deconstruct 
the notion of ’the destination country’ beyond the national frame, situating the experiences of the 
children of immigrants within the local context in which they conduct their everyday lives. It is, 
however, the case that these cities are still embedded within countries and specific national-level 
policies for immigration and integration cannot be totally ignored. This reality, and the way in which 
the local and institutional or national dimensions interact and can help understand integration 
outcomes, is something that Crul and Schneider (2010) explore in their comparative integration 
context theory.  

It remains the case that, when using city-based data, most of the conclusions can rarely go 
beyond the city level and be generalizable to the national level, an issue that we will discuss in the last 
section of this paper. Whilst city-focussed surveys allow to explore the dynamics of integration for a 
large proportion of the children of immigrants as a whole, given the general urban nature of migratory 
flows (Simon 2008), they do ignore the experiences of individuals and their parents who have settled 
in non-, or less, urban areas. This is where surveys conducted at the national level allow researchers to 
explore the long-term experiences of the groups with non-typical migratory patterns, if such 
individuals are present in large enough numbers.  

4. Benchmarking the comparisons 

One of the intrinsic purposes of research on the children of immigrants is comparison and one might 
argue that, on the whole, every research endeavour in migration research is, at its core, comparative, 
(Green 1994; Bloemraad 2013). Comparisons indeed allow researchers to assess the children of 
immigrants’ positioning and level of integration in their parents’ host society, even if not always 
explicitly state. Yet, in contrast with what Bloemraad (2013: 41) argues, the comparative benchmark 
is not always the non-immigrant population. In fact, we can think of many groups to which 
researchers can compare the children of immigrants with that steers away from the usual 
majority/minority comparison dichotomy. In this section we will highlight possible comparisons, 
including the one mentioned above, in the European data, as well as the implications that such 
comparisons might have. All these types of comparisons, which can lead to different conclusions, are 
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not necessarily mutually exclusive; they can be combined as well. They are, however, driven by the 
researchers’ theoretical framework and limited by the type of data used for analyses. 

4.1 The majority/minority dichotomy 
It is the case that many of the surveys that we have highlighted in this paper allow for comparing the 
children of immigrants with the non-immigrant population. Analytically speaking, using the 
majority/minority dichotomy can be useful. It allows for researchers to measure the ‘distance’ in 
outcomes between the groups. This is often understood as being a good proxy for measuring the level 
of integration of the children of immigrants, by examining whether the differentials with the ‘native’ 
population are positive, negative, or even do exist. Whether this is an accurate measure of the level of 
integration is something that has been debated in academic circles (Alba and Holdaway 2013). 

 How this non-immigrant population is defined is in itself problematic. In most research 
using such a benchmark, the term ‘native’ is used. Such established denomination derives from 
countries following the jus-soli principle, where place of birth grants citizenship rights. It can been 
argued that using such terminology fosters a language of exclusion, given the fact that the second (and 
even later) generation can also be considered native given the locality of their birth. In some 
instances, however, it accurately portrays a situation where even children born in the receiving 
countries do not hold similar rights as their peers born of non-immigrant parents, such as citizenship, 
which can have an important impact on their integration outcomes (e.g. Switzerland, see Fibbi and 
Wanner (2004). Furthermore, some could argue that such a simple dichotomy ignores the important 
heterogeneity within the ‘native’ group with regard to social and/or ethnic background, making this 
group a very unspecific benchmark for comparison. The alternative majority/minority dichotomy is 
not yet well established in sociological research, but is occurring more frequently in cross-cultural 
psychology research. 

 In the data surveyed for this paper, all included a potential comparison with the ‘native’ 
population. For instance, in the CILS4EU data ‘natives’ are defined as respondents who were born in 
the survey country and whose parents and grandparents were also born in the survey country 
(Dollmann et al. 2014: 13). The EFFNATIS study limits the selection criterion for natives to 
respondents’ and parents’ country of birth (EFFNATIS 2001: 40). Yet, just as the choice of which 
target group to portray poses problems, so does the selection of the ‘native’ comparison group. 
Questions arise as to which ‘native’ individuals are appropriate, be it with regard to their age, socio-
economic status, or geographical location. The TIES data, for example, selected ‘native’ peers from 
the same neighbourhoods from which they sampled the children of immigrants (Groenewold and 
Lessard-Phillips 2012), allowing for a comparison group with similar age ranges and socio-economic 
circumstances (if not background). The CILS4EU data also sampled native peers within the schools 
(CILS4EU website 2012), which effectively allows for similar comparisons in outcomes.  

4.2 Intergenerational comparisons 
Another way in which one can compare the children of immigrants is via intergenerational 
comparisons. Given the various meanings of ‘generation’ in sociological research, this implies that the 
children of immigrants can be compared in different intergenerational ways. First of all, the children 
of immigrants can be compared across immigrant generations, usually with the first generation, 
sometimes with ‘higher up’ generations, if such exist or are identifiable in the data. This allows 
researchers to measure levels of integration with less or more established groups that have some 
migration history in common. In such instances, however, issues of measurement, cohort, and context 
require special attention. Secondly, the children of immigrants can be compared inter-generationally 
in a more demographic sense of the term, in that the outcomes of the children of immigrants can be 
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compared to that of their parents (above and beyond using parental characteristics as controls in a 
regression model). This allows assessing the extent to which the children of immigrants fare in the 
parents’ host countries and are able to reproduce or avoid the (dis)advantages experienced by their 
parents. In this case, special attention to the variations in context and cohorts, as well as similar trends 
for individuals without an immigrant parentage ought to be taken into account when trying to assess 
integration outcomes in this manner. 

 Quite a few of the surveys we have highlighted in Table 3 allow for both types of 
comparisons. Immigrant intergenerational comparisons are possible in the surveys that have a more 
inclusive target group, in that it is possible to separate the second from other generations. SCIICS, for 
example, enables comparisons with more established groups in the host societies. As interesting as 
these comparisons are, the fact that some of the groups’ numbers are small or that not a significant 
proportion of individuals exist of the ‘appropriate’ generation restricts researchers in performing 
meaningful analyses or comparing across national or ethnic groups.  

 In order to compare the children of immigrants with their parents, information about parental 
characteristics is necessary. One important barrier to conducting such intergenerational comparisons 
comes from the matter of accurate measurement of parental socio-economic status and more 
specifically of the pre-migration status and the possible downward mobility in post-migration 
occupations. This measurement issues make it difficult to truthfully compare outcomes between 
children and parents. Moreover, there is a heightened risk to practice some undue socio-centric 
nominalism that takes the educational and occupational hierarchy of the country of residence as the 
benchmark for the evaluation of the parents’ human, social, and cultural capital in the country of 
origin. One possible consequence is a flattening of the relative importance of parental influence in 
such matters.  

In the surveys examined, only the CILS4EU and TIES data include information about parents 
that can realistically allow for this type of intergenerational comparison.11 Given the young age of the 
CILS4EU respondents, where information was collected directly from the parents (in wave 1 only), 
direct intergenerational comparison of outcomes are difficult, if not impossible. In the TIES data, on 
the other hand, the (young) adult respondents were asked to provide parental information themselves, 
hence allowing for intergenerational comparisons that are marred by issues of misreporting, as is often 
the case when respondents are asked to provide information about their parents (Lessard-Phillips and 
Ross 2012). Hence, lack of accurate and timely information and issues of measurement make it quite 
difficult to analyse the outcomes of both immigrants and their children simultaneously. A partial 
solution to this issue might be to follow that of Rothon et al. (2009) and others and use the non-
specific surveys to create synthetic parental cohorts in previous survey years as a benchmark for 
comparison.  

4.3 Comparisons between and within groups 
Comparisons involving different groups of children of immigrants are another way in which to 
compare outcomes, if only to identify possible distinctive patterns of community ‘success’ and the 
types of factors that might help explain the variation in outcomes between and within ethnic or 
national groups. This can be done either by comparing similar origin groups in different cohorts, at a 
similar point in time or at different points in time, or by comparing within cohorts, with an emphasis 
on the comparison between groups of different ethnic or national origins. The latter type of 

                                                            
11 In the non-specific surveys, some parental information is available (such as in PISA), but these also encounter 
similar issues as those mentioned above. 
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comparisons can be done directly, by not using the ‘native’ group as a comparison, either for 
theoretical reasons or because of data constraints. It can also be done indirectly, by making the 
minority/majority comparison but only focussing on the difference in coefficients with the reference 
category, in this case the ‘native’ group, but not between the children of immigrants groups, 
comparatively examining the relative distances between the majority and the minority groups (see, for 
example, Lessard-Phillips et al. (2012), Huschek et al. (2011) or Baysu and de Valk (2012)). The 
former type of comparison involves the operationalization of specific cohorts of children of 
immigrants (either with regard to age or periods, for example) and the comparisons of outcomes 
across those cohorts. Ideally within group comparisons allow to measure the level of progress certain 
ethnic or national groups have made with regard to integration against the benchmark of another 
group’s performance, however defined, keeping the comparisons between immigrant generations. 
Within-group comparisons within a specific cohort allow for an examination of the way in which 
different ethnic or national groups negotiate in similar societal structures and institutional constraints 
that might not be relevant for the non-immigrant populations.  

In the data that we surveyed, within-group comparisons of the latter type are possible. The 
TIES survey, for example, allows comparing the outcomes of second-generation individuals from 
specific origins within the selected cities (and, to some extent, between). This has been done in a 
comparative, as well as a national, manner (see Crul and Heering (2008), Crul et al. (2012), Fibbi et 
al. (2014) and Groenewold and de Valk (2013)). By including more than one national or ethnic group 
as their target groups, all the surveys outlined in the appendix have the potential for within group 
comparisons. The design of second-generation specific surveys, however, do not allow for 
comparison across cohorts, as the focus on the target group and the limited age ranges do not permit 
such comparisons. This is where the non-specific surveys allow, sample size permitting, an 
examination of various groups in different age cohorts, to account for contextual and institutional 
variations that might have affected their life outcomes, on top of other factors.  

 This section showed that it is possible to think beyond the majority/minority dichotomy when 
comparing the children of immigrants against a benchmark to assess their level of integration. 
Evidently this implies that the types of conclusions that we can reach are dependent on the 
comparisons drawn. On the one hand, comparison with the ‘non-immigrant mainstream’ allows for 
examining the distance between the majority and minority groups in terms of specific outcomes. On 
the other hand, more nuanced comparisons involving inter-and intra-generational patterns allow to see 
integration processes in a different light, potentially testing group differences among ethnic and 
national groups in similar contexts and allowing to investigate the differentiated impact that various 
individual, family, and community factors as well as institutional and structural barriers might have. 
Most of these comparative choices are, of course, theoretically grounded, but we have also shown that 
data constraints limit the types of comparisons on offer for quantitative researchers (notwithstanding 
more technical issues, which we are not discussing here). In our opinion, the outcomes under study 
(whether or not they are directly related to integration issues) are multifaceted, in a very broad 
understanding of the term; in order to better understand the position of the children of immigrants in 
the European countries they grow up in, a flexible and multifaceted approach to analysing and 
comparing their outcomes is warranted.  
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5. Choices and their implications for research 

The choices that are being made with regard to the definition of the target group, the geographical 
level of comparison, and the benchmark against which to compare the outcomes of the children of 
immigrants inevitably lead to bias that can taint our overarching conclusions. Such biases are often 
mentioned in research, mostly in passing, but they and the impact that they might have on analyses, 
are not necessarily always explored in great depth. We attempt to explore some of these in this 
section. 

When defining the children of immigrants as an object of enquiry via survey tools, important 
theoretical, institutional, and technical (and even dogmatic) considerations come into play. These 
relate to the way in which the children of immigrants ought to be defined, either as part of a specific 
theoretical approach or given institutional constraints on the definition and identification of the 
children of immigrants, and whether appropriate sample sizes are possible to conduct appropriate 
analyses using that particular definition. Theoretical frames are important, if most important, in 
driving the analytical choices researchers make, but can be hampered by other types of barriers. As 
previously mentioned, national constraints with regard to the identification of the children of 
immigrants (especially those based on citizenship as means of identification, such as in Switzerland, 
or only using ethnic origin as a differentiating factor) does not allow the accurate identification of 
individuals of migrant origins. In fact, such identification strategy lumps together the children of 
immigrants with individuals with little or no immigrant parentage, lending intergenerational 
comparisons near to impossible. Whilst imaginative and promising tools and methods are being used 
to circumvent such constraints (such as onomastic sampling, which allows researchers to sample 
individuals according to the probable national origin of their surnames (Humpert and Schneiderheinze 
2000; Schnell et al. 2013)12, or iterative snowball sampling, where an initial random sample of 
individuals is selected and snowball samples derived from this initial sample (see Laganà et al. 
(2013), Illenberger and Flötteröd (2012). Kowald et al 2008.)), it is the case that such barriers exist 
and that researchers might be unable to study such populations. Some might argue, however, that 
these barriers represent a more inclusive approach to studying individuals with a shared national 
origin and that emphasising differences based on parentage leads to more division than unity. 

As we have discussed, the choice of the level of comparison can also lead to bias, especially if 
the conclusions reached are done at the “wrong” level of analysis. A focus at the country level is 
guilty of methodological nationalism, whilst it gives great insights into the general situation and 
potential influence of national contexts, it ignores important nuances in outcomes and processes that 
ought to be happening at the sub-national level. On the other hand, sub-national levels of analysis, 
which offer a more realistic and nuanced picture of the situation that fits more sensibly to the 
immigrant experience, either ignore the greater institutional context in which they are based or over-
generalise the power of the national context based on analyses at the sub-national level. In both 
instances researchers risk encountering some type of ecological (in the former case) and exception (in 
the latter case) fallacy issues. Given that the choice of level is one that is intrinsic to surveys of the 
children of immigrants, such biases are inevitable and influence research questions and conclusions. 
They are important to acknowledge and should not be ignored, or at least warrant a degree of caution 
in formulating conclusions. 

                                                            
12 As Groenewold and Lessard-Phillips (2012) have highlighted, using onomastic samples to identify the second 
generation is not without its share of issues. 
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There are also numerous possible biases arising from the type of benchmark used in the 
comparison, which have important consequences for the types of conclusions one might draw about 
the level of progress, or ‘success’, of the children of immigrants.13 For example, whereas comparing 
the children of immigrants to the ‘native’ population might lead researchers to conclude that the level 
of progress is not ‘on par’, a more intergenerational approach that focuses on a comparison with the 
immigrant parents or first-generation peers might provide a different, if not opposite, picture of the 
situation. This is heavily dependent on how one defines, perceives, and measures integration, both 
theoretically and methodologically.  

Bias, however, is not solely restricted to these choices; it also arises via the sampling of the 
population of interest and its levels of selectivity. With regard to the immigrant population, selectivity 
can take two forms. On the one hand, it might be the case that immigrants are (self-) selected from the 
higher or lower end of the skills distribution (such as education) and thus exhibit socio-economic 
characteristics that might heavily influence their and their children’s outcomes. On the other hand, it 
might also be the case that the sampled individuals in a given survey are not representative of the 
population they have been sampled to represent (at any level) and tend to be biased toward the higher 
end of the socio-economic spectrum. This holds for both migrant and non-migrant respondents but is 
especially problematic for individuals with immigrant parentage, who are considered hard-to-reach 
populations (Atkinson and Flint 2001; Teitler et al. 2003). 

Another important source of bias is time, more specifically related to the issues of age, period, 
duration, and cohort effects. As we have seen in the previous section, comparative benchmarks 
sometimes involve individuals from different ages, cohorts, and generations. These individuals might 
have had different experiences with regard to their migration histories (especially if they are migrants 
themselves) and the contexts in which they have evolved that are difficult to reconcile in regression 
analysis by simply controlling for age. One solution for such issue is to control for both age and 
period, which allows dealing with such biases, if the data at hand allows for such comparisons 
(Huschek et al. 2011). Moreover, an important factor such as time since migration, quite important to 
understand migrant outcomes, become obsolete (or difficult to disentangle) when analysing the 
outcomes of the children of immigrants alongside that of first-generation immigrants, as children born 
in the receiving country are not directly prone to such influence. Solutions to these temporal biases 
have been put forward in the immigration literature, with more recent efforts borrowing analytical 
tools from fertility research to measure first-generation immigrant advancement (Pitkin and Myers 
2011) but with little to no applicability to the children of immigrants, according to the authors. Trying 
to find an analytically workable solution is still being debated. 

6. Conclusions 

Our aim in this paper was to highlight the potential challenges that arise when assessing the life 
outcomes of the children of immigrants (and beyond) using surveys. These are not only theoretical but 
also methodological in nature and include issues of definition, choice of level of analysis, types of 
comparisons, and the various biases that arise from these and other sources. These challenges, which 
are nearly inevitable and ought to be taken seriously, as they have important ramifications for the 
analyses and conclusions one might reach, were exemplified by a review of the recent existing 
European surveys with children of immigrants as their target populations. Each and every one of these 

                                                            
13 The types of indicators of ‘success’ (e.g. educational, occupational, financial) are also a potential source of 
bias. 
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surveys allow us to better understand the life chances of immigrant generations but in a slightly 
different manner, as their design encompass different choices made with regard to the challenges 
above. 

As much as these endeavours have a positive effect on our understanding of long-term 
immigrant integration patterns and processes in Europe, it still remains the case that more survey 
efforts are needed in order to lend more complexity and nuance to this picture. One type of 
comparison that ought to be mentioned but has not been considered in this paper is that of comparing 
the outcomes of the children of immigrants with cohorts in the origin countries. This allows seeing 
whether the outcomes of the children of immigrants can be related in part to their immigration 
background or simply follows the trends of individuals in their cohorts in their parents’ countries of 
origin. This type of comparison is possible with other available data, either on their own or used in 
conjunction with existing surveys, such as the Migration between African and Europe (MAFE) study 
(Beauchemin and Gonzalez-Ferrer 2010) or the Push and Pull Factors in International Migration 
project (Schoorl et al. 2000), which allow for origin and destination comparisons of individual 
outcomes (but with the main focus being on the first generation). New initiatives to also develop 
comparisons with second generation young adults in Europe with young adults in different countries 
of origin are developed for example in the FaMiLife (Families of migrant origin: A life course 
perspective project, see the FaMiLife website). 

We also believe, much in line with transnational approaches, that a renewed focus on the 
family and social networks is warranted and should be adequately measured in survey data. Given the 
financial and methodological difficulties in collecting and analysing such data, researchers might need 
to resort to more traditional yet refined survey tools to include such important actors. The future of 
survey research on the children of immigrants, in our view, rests on the maintenance and development 
of retrospective and longitudinal research. This aspect is present to a certain extent in the CILS4EU 
data and partially captured in the TIES data in which friendship networks at different moments in 
youth are questioned. However, further and more detailed data collection is needed on this point for a 
more long-term overview of the integration process. It also rests on the development of existing and 
new methodologies allowing for more detailed analyses of existing data, or at least the focus on 
analytical tools going beyond regression analysis, such as matching techniques, structural equation 
modelling, the use of simulation, and a foray into mixed methods.  

Yet, short of using very complex methods of analysis, it might also be the case that the 
limitations of quantitative methodologies do allow to only partially grasp such complexity and 
nuance. In addition to using more advanced analytical tools and improve data collection and their use, 
another way forward is to focus more on the processes rather than the outcomes, in order to tackle and 
understand the mechanisms at play in the lives of children of immigrants across Europe. 
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Children of immigrants are becoming an important share in Europe’s population. Although most of 
them have not experienced immigration themselves, as many of them were born in the European 
country where they reside, their families have.  This specific position might have an impact on how they 
fare across their life in the country they live in. In recent years, children of immigrants have become an 
increasingly important topic of study in Europe and the focus of many survey data collection projects. 
One of the main underlying goals of these endeavours has been to study the life outcomes (such as 
education, health, and employment) and understand the mechanisms behind the potential differences in 
these outcomes between children of immigrants and a predetermined ‘comparison group’. Main issues 
that arise from such comparative projects are (1) the definition of the population under study; (2) the 
levels at which those comparisons are made (e.g. local, provincial, national, cross-national, etc.); (3) the 
‘benchmark’ (for integration) or whom to compare the children of immigrants to; and (4) the various 
biases arising from this research. These issues have theoretical implications and important consequences 
on the types of analyses that can be performed as well as the conclusions that we can draw from those 
comparisons. 


