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Introduction

• Higher education is seen as a means of promoting equality and social justice. 

• But: Transition to university is also seen as an important stage in the development of 
social inequalities (Bachsleitner et al., 2020; OECD, 2023)

• The higher the level of parental education, the higher the likelihood of pursuing 
higher education (Bachsleitner et al., 2020; Blossfeld et al., 2019; Neugebauer et al., 2013; Unger et al., 2020)

• Challenging for people from non-academic backgrounds (first-generation students)

• The COVID-19 pandemic has further intensified the challenges faced by first-
generation students. (e.g. Aucejo et al., 2020; Black et al., 2020; Koopmann et al., 2023; Raposa et al., 2024)

• Negative impact on academic performance

• Increased isolation and mental health problems

• Increased intention to leave higher education

• Delays in graduation 

→ Research focused on students’ lives, but not on the access to higher education



Research focus & data

How has the enrolment of first-generation-students changed during the COVID-19 
pandemic in Austria? 

Longitudinal register data from Statistics Austria‘s UHSTAT1
(special analysis available in aggregated form)

= Population data: no sampling & selection bias
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(Possible) reasons for the overall COVID-19 peak:
The Austrian (higher) education sector

• In March 2020: higher education institutions closed, no face-to-face teaching

• Remote learning main education mode until winter term 2021/22 
→ challenging for many programmes

• Matura (A-levels) took place later than usual & in different mode in 2020

• Changes in admission procedures of Austrian universities (Haag et al. 2020):

• Often postponed to mid-August/early September

• Enhanced hygiene precautions

• Changing examination modalities (online/essays/reduction of questions)

• Changes in process (online/extended deadlines/refund)

• Cancellation of exams

• Uncertainty about stays abroad

• Changing educational priorities



(Possible) reasons for the overall COVID-19 peak:
The Austrian labour market

• Severe recession due to reliance on tourism and closure of non-essential businesses

• Highest decline in employment for about 70 years

• People were asked to work from home

• Young people particularly affected by unemployment

• Less affected: people with tertiary education

• Typical student jobs abolished during lockdowns

• Short-time work programme established: decreased chances for young professionals 
to be hired

• Limited job opportunities during the pandemic (Eichmann & Nowak 2022)



But why might first-generation students whose parents 
do not have a secondary school degree stay away?

• Socioeconomic barriers

• Financial insecurities

• Lack of financial support

• Other priorities and urgencies during the pandemic

• Less academic capital and support

• Less access to information

• Less value placed on education

• Mental barriers: Less confidence and more anxiety

→ Further research is needed to explain the reasons



Conclusion

• Peak in the number of new students in Austria in the first year of the COVID-19 
pandemic

• The higher the parents' education, the greater the increase

• But: First-generation-students are not a homogeneous group of students

➢Their different backgrounds must be taken into account in higher education policy and 
the support services offered



Thank you for your attention!

nora.haag@ihs.ac.at

sylvia.mandl@ihs.ac.at
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