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Young people from immigrant backgrounds 
were particularly affected by the 2008 crisis. 
However, they do not constitute a homo-

geneous group and the success of their educa-
tion-to-work transition varies considerably 
depending on their ethnic origins. A number of 
studies (cf. Further Reading) have shown that 
young people from North African origin experi-
ence greater difficulties in finding jobs than their 
counterparts of French origins.  This is explained 
to a large extent by their lower levels of educa-
tional qualification, combined with their modest 
socio-economic backgrounds and the residential 
and educational segregation they experience. 
Nevertheless, these difficulties remain even with 
comparable levels of education and other char-
acteristics. Thus this disadvantage in accessing 
employment is attributed to discrimination in 
recruitment.

On the other hand, the quality of the jobs they 
hold has been less widely researched in France. 
Some research has been done on their wage, 
which is one of the dimensions of job quality. 
However, European studies have demonstrated 
the value of approaching the question from a 
multidimensional point of view. Using data from 
the Génération 2004 survey, which followed the 
young people over a period of seven years after 
they left initial education (cf. box, page 4), it is 
possible to measure job quality, both objectively 
– through job characteristics – and subjectively, 
through measures of job satisfaction and percep-

tions of discrimination. In order to obtain an over-
all picture of these characteristics, a typology of 
job quality was developed. The objective was to 
disentangle the effects of ethnic origins from the 
other factors at work (level of education, so-
cio-demographic characteristics, etc.). The young 
people were divided up by geographical origin, 
with only the two largest groups in terms of sam-
ple size being retained, namely descendants of 
immigrants from Southern Europe and those 
from North Africa. They were then compared with 
young people of French origin. 

The results show that, once in employment, 
young people from North African immigrant 
backgrounds tend to be working in jobs of lower 
quality than those held by their counterparts of 
French origin. This disadvantage persists after sev-
en years in the labour market, with a statistically 
significant effect attributable to ethnic origins. As 
with access to employment, young people from 
Southern European immigrant backgrounds do 
not suffer from the same disadvantage.

The school-to-work transition for 
second generations 

Young people of North African origin have lower 
average levels of initial education. A greater share 
of them leave the education system without any 
qualifications compared with their counterparts 
of French extraction or from Southern •••
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European immigrant backgrounds. However, 
these inequalities in levels of educational qualifi -
cations are explained largely by their socio-eco-
nomic origins and spatial segregation: 40% of 
young of North African origin are the children of 
working-class parents compared with 12% of 
those of French origins and 23% live in so-called 
‘sensitive urban areas’ on leaving education com-
pared with 4% of young people of French origins. 
The failure to access of the desired o educational 
tracks  that is a common experience for young 
people from North African origin, particularly boys, 
also leads to educational failure. These young peo-
ple are particularly underrepresented on appren-
ticeship-based programmes, in contrast to young 
people from Southern European backgrounds. 
These unfavourable initial characteristics adverse-
ly aff ect their access to employment. 

On average, young people of North African origin 
are unemployed for almost 27 months during the 
fi rst seven years of their working lives, compared 
with less than 11 months for those of French origin 
(cf. Figure 1). Furthermore, they go through more 
spells of employment (and unemployment), which 
is an indication of their unstable employment tra-
jectories. Young people from Southern European 
backgrounds have better trajectories in the early 
stages of their working lives, with more months 
spent in employment. 

Similarly, signifi cant diff erences depending on eth-
nic background can be observed in the time taken 
to fi nd the fi rst job. Young people of North African 
origin have to wait more than 11 months on aver-
age before obtaining their fi rst job lasting at least 
six months, compared with seven months for 
those of French origin and six months for those 
from Southern European backgrounds. The diff er-
ences increase further when it comes to access to 
a permanent job. Young descendants of North 

African immigrants have to wait 24 months on av-
erage, compared with 15 months for their coun-
terparts of French origin and 14 months for those 
from Southern European backgrounds (cf. Figure 
3). These inequalities are explained mainly by dif-
ferences in initial education, social origin and spa-
tial segregation. Nevertheless, these factors do not 
fully explain these diff erences in access to employ-
ment, and even more so to permanent employ-
ment, which confirms the existence of 
discrimination in recruitment against this popula-
tion.

Lower-quality jobs for young people 
from North African origin 

The disparities in access to employment can also 
be observed in the job characteristics (cf. Table 1). 
Three years into their working lives, young people 
of North African origin are employed in more 
precarious jobs than their counterparts of French 
origin. In particular, they are overrepresented in 
temporary agency work and underrepresented 
among state employees, who enjoy job security in 
France. The continuing dominance of competitive 
examinations as the main recruitment mechanism 
for these secure jobs in the fonction publique 
makes it impossible to eliminate all the obstacles 
to their recruitment. The majority of young people 
of Southern European origin are in permanent 
positions, but very few of them obtain jobs in the 
fonction publique. Regardless of origin, the 
children of immigrants are more likely to be 
employed in part-time jobs, although many would 
like to work longer hours. 

As far as wage is concerned, young people of 
North African backgrounds are paid less than 
those of French origin, with greater diff erences at 
either end of the wage scales. Thus 32% of the 
former population are paid less per month than 
the national minimum wage, which is linked to the 
considerable share of part-time employment in 
that group, while only 15% are paid above the 
median wage (compared with 23% for young 
people of French origin). These young people are 
less well qualified and are also less likely to be 
promoted or to be given pay rises by their 
employers after recruitment. However, studies 
show that there is no wage gap between 
employees with comparable characteristics. 

The employment conditions of young people of 
North African origins do improve with time spent 
in the labour market, even though they remain less 
favourable than those of other young people. 
While the share of temporary agency work, which 
was very high in 2007 (10%), had fallen signifi cantly 
by 2011 (to 4%), a consequence mainly of the 
decline in such work following the crisis, 18% of 
them were still on temporary contracts. When it 
comes to the share of permanent jobs, there was 
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Figure 1 • The employment trajectories of labour market 
entrants from the 2004 cohort by ethnic origin

 (averages over the first seven years of the working life)

Source: Céreq, Génération 2004 survey, 2011 wave.
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a diff erence of more than 10 percentage points 
between young people from North African 
backgrounds and those of French origin. It is true 
that they are more likely to be employed on 
subsidised contracts than other young people, 
which can be explained by the age limit for 
eligibility for these subsidised jobs.

Typology of employment conditions

In order to analyse their employment conditions 
from a multidimensional perspective, a typology 
was constructed on the basis of the preceding 
characteristics (cf. box p. 4). Four categories of jobs 
of diff erent quality were identifi ed.

Category 1 comprises ‘good quality’ jobs, most of 
them permanent, full-time ones characterised by 
higher pay and more opportunities for pay increas-
es and promotion. Category 2, the largest, com-
prises jobs of ‘average quality’, most of them 
permanent ones or full-time jobs in the fonction 
publique, but with lower pay and fewer opportu-
nities for promotion. Category 3 comprises the 
‘precarious’ jobs that are typically held by people 
in the early stages of their working lives; they are 
more likely to be temporary (fi xed-term contracts, 

temporary agency work, subsidised jobs), full-time 
and offering monthly pay close to the national 
minimum wage but without pay increases or pro-
motion opportunities. This category will tend to 
decline in size the longer workers remain in the 
labour market. Category 4, fi nally, is characterised 
by under-employment and comprises poorly paid 
part-time jobs, many of them held by people who 
have unvoluntary part-time work. 

Young people of North African origin are overrep-
resented in jobs of lower quality (categories 3 and 
4), while those from Southern European back-
grounds are more likely to be employed in ‘average 
quality’ jobs (category 2). Nevertheless, like the 
children of North African immigrants, they account 
for a higher share of the ‘under-employed’ (catego-
ry 4 jobs) than their counterparts of French origin. 

This lower job quality is also refl ected in rates of job 
satisfaction. Thus 65% of young people of North 
African heritage felt fulfi lled in their jobs in 2007, 
compared with 80% of those of French origin and 
82% of those from Southern European back-
grounds. They felt they had been relegated to a 
lower status and 10% more of them were seeking 
alternative employment. Consequently, they were 
more dissatisfied than young people of 

Table 1 • Characteristics and perceptions of jobs held in 2007 and 2011 by origin (%)

  

Source: Céreq, Génération 2004 survey, 2011 wave. Field: young people in employment.
*Part-time employment is regarded as involuntary when part-timers declare they would like to work full-time. 
**No data on feelings of discrimination on recruitment were gathered in 2011 and, conversely, no data on feelings of discrimination at work were gathered in 2007.

Objective characteristics 

France North Africa Southern Europe

2007 2011 2007 2011 2007 2011

Nature of employment 
contract

Temporary contracts (seasonal, stand-ins, etc.) 3 2 3 2 1 1
Subsidised jobs 7 1 8 3 9 1
Temporary agency work 4 3 10 4 2 2
Fixed-term contract 19 10 23 18 15 5
Open-ended (permanent) contract 58 71 52 67 67 83
Government service (fonction publique) 10 13 4 6 5 8

Pay scale
Less than monthly national minimum wage 23 8 32 14 21 5
Between the national minimum wage and the median wage 54 58 53 59 64 55
Higher than median wage (> 1668 euros) 23 34 16 27 15 31

Pay increase No pay increase since recruitment 40 41 47 53 28 33
Promotion No promotion since recruitment 85 80 88 88 79 69

Part-time work
Involuntary part-time job* 10 8 14 14 14 13
Voluntary part-time job 5 3 6 4 6 2
Full-time 85 88 81 82 80 85

Typology of employment 
conditions

Category 1 good quality 14 18 10 12 15 21
Category 2 average quality 40 39 34 33 41 35
Category 3 precarious 32 31 37 38 23 36
Category 4 under-employment 15 12 19 18 20 15

Perceptions of job
Fulfi lment Fulfi lling themselves at work 80 86 65 79 82 84

Wish to remain in this job 
Yes, for a long time 33 29 22 28 41 37
Yes, for the time being 44 57 45 55 50 50

Job search Not looking for another job 78 84 69 81 84 85

Overeducation
Feeling of being overeducated (skills) 31 26 37 33 29 29
Feeling of being been overeducated (pay) 31 27 39 30 33 33

Feeling of 
discrimination**

On recruitment 12 37,5 13
At work 3 9 3
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French origin and the children of 
Southern European immigrants, even though 
the share of them expressing dissatisfaction falls 
over time. This dissatisfaction at work is directly 
linked to their employment conditions, as well 
as to the feeling that they have been relegated 
to a lower status and suff ered discrimination at 
work. It remains to be seen whether the lower 
quality of the jobs typically held by young peo-
ple of North African origin is directly linked to 
their individual characteristics, their socio-occu-
pational position or to job segmentation, which 
would lead them to be overrepresented in sec-
tors characterised by unfavourable employ-
ment conditions.

A ‘North African’ penalty after seven 
years in the labour market 

The results of statistical models (cf. methodolo-
gy box) show that, three years into their work-
ing lives, the fact that young people of North 
African origins are typically employed in lower 
quality jobs is explained to a large extent by 
their lower educational level and their disadvan-
taged social origins. In other words, they tend 
to be employed in jobs of a quality similar to 
those held by young people of French and 
Southern European origins with the same so-
cio-demographic characteristics and levels of 
education.

However, after seven years in the labour market, 
these same models reveal the existence of an ‘ 
ethnic penaltyt’ that is becoming statistically 
signifi cant. Young people of North African ori-

gins are at greater risk of being employed in a 
low quality job (precarious job or underemploy-
ment) even with comparable levels of educa-
tion and social origins. Their level of education 
and socio-demographic characteristics are not 
suffi  cient to explain the totality of their disad-
vantage and other factors come into play. In 
particular, mobility within the labour market is 
less likely to work to their advantage and, in a 
segmented labour market, they tend to be con-
centrated in low-skill jobs. Having entered em-
ployment later, they were immediately faced 
with the eff ects of the crisis. This penalty may 
also be explained by discrimination at work, 
which 9% of them experienced in 2009.

Thus the disadvantage linked to being of North 
African origin, which is particularly strong in 
access to employment and is further intensi-
fied by discrimination in recruitment, also 
makes itself felt, albeit to a lesser degree, in the 
quality of the jobs held. This ‘double ethnic 
penalty’ is due mainly to the difficulties en-
countered upstream, to recurrent periods of 
unemployment and to discrimination. 
Nevertheless, the economic crisis has further 
intensifi ed the disadvantage suff ered by young 
people of North African heritage and confi ned 
them to segments of the labour market char-
acterised by precarious employment. These 
results demonstrate the need for comprehen-
sive public policies, particularly in the areas of 
education, the fi ght against spatial segregation 
and support for those entering the labour mar-
ket. Finally, measures to combat discriminatory 
practices in both the public and private sectors 
could be expanded.
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Methodology and defi nitions
The analysis is based on the 2007 and 2011 waves of the Génération 2004 survey. The fi eld is all young people born in France who left 
initial education in 2004. The investigation of job quality takes into account only those young people in employment on each date (9,482 
observations in 2007 and 9,839 in 2011).
Defi ning origins: The analysis focuses on the second generation defi ned as such if they are born in France and have two  immigrant parents 
i.e. foreigh-born parents born abroad. For reasons of sample size, the analysis focuses on young people born in France to parents from North 
Africa (Morocco, Algeria and Tunisia) and Southern Europe (mostly of Portuguese origin). The reference group consists of young people of 
French origins, i.e. with parents who are French by birth and were born in France. French people born abroad are excluded from the sample.
Job quality: This notion has been deployed mainly in European comparative studies, particularly by the major international institutions (ILO, 
European Commission, etc.). The defi nition varies depending on the dimensions considered. The indicators used here are based on the 
principal dimensions used in the international literature, including working conditions, pay, working time and work-life balance.
The typology was constructed on the basis of a multiple correspondence analysis (MCA) and an ascending hierarchical classifi cation (HAC) of 
employment conditions (nature of employment contract, wage scale and wage increases, promotion, working time and share of underemployment).
Statistical models are used to estimate the probability of being in a particular job category and to measure what is attributable to origin effects 
and to the other factors at work. For the complete models, see Brinbaum and Issehnane (2015).


