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Abstract 
Vocational education and training play a key role in the Swiss educational system. One of the 
most frequently chosen apprenticeships is Certified Social Care Worker (CSCW). After certi-
fication, these graduates have the option of working in the profession, attending tertiary voca-
tional education, or changing to a profession outside the social sector. Studies on the choice of 
study at upper secondary and university tertiary level point to gender-typical choice behaviour. 
So far, little research has been done on whether and how gender-typical choices are perpetuated 
when entering a profession or attending vocational tertiary education. This study aims to close 
this gap and, using the example of the social sector, examines the role that gender plays in 
career and educational decisions after graduation as CSCW. Since the social sector is consid-
ered a women’s domain but includes various areas of work that are occupied to different degrees 
by women and men, it is of particular interest whether the career and educational decisions of 
former CSCW apprentices are also influenced by the area of work in which they were trained. 
The analyses are based on data from a longitudinal study. The results show a significant influ-
ence of gender and the chosen work area on the CSCWs career and educational pathway. The 
findings are discussed in the context of individual and institutional characteristics in the social 
sector. 
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1 Context 
Vocational training plays a key role in the Swiss educational system. After completing com-
pulsory school, two-thirds of young people choose initial vocational education and training 
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(VET) at the upper secondary level (SKBF, 2018). Graduates are then free to enter the labour 
market directly or to pursue higher vocational qualifications at the tertiary level.  

As in most OECD countries, initial vocational training is strongly segregated according to 
gender in Switzerland (OECD, 2017). Women are underrepresented in Science, Technology, 
Engineering, and Mathematics, and men are underrepresented in Education, Health and Welfare 
fields (WEF, 2017). This horizontal gender segregation has been stable for decades. While 
studies on the transition to upper secondary and university tertiary levels clearly show gender-
typical vocational and study choices, the influence of gender on entry into professional colleges 
(tertiary level B) has not yet been researched in depth (Kriesi & Imdorf, 2019). Although exist-
ing research often distinguishes between different tertiary educational pathways (e.g., univer-
sity and professional college), it rarely analyses specific occupational fields with their respec-
tive educational systems (Nägele et al., 2018; Schmid & Gonon, 2016).  

In this study, we aim to fill this gap and focus on one of the most frequently chosen basic 
VET occupations: ‘Certified Social Care Worker’ (CSCW). In Switzerland, this occupation is 
particularly popular among young women. The respective apprenticeship can be completed in 
three different work areas. The most popular is childcare, followed by disabled care and elderly 
care. After certification, CSCWs can either work in the work area they were trained in, change 
work area, pursue tertiary vocational education in social care at a professional college of higher 
education, or – if they have a federal vocational baccalaureate degree – enter a university for 
applied sciences. Understanding what causes their decisions and whether gender inequalities 
play a role will be of great significance for the future of the tense skilled labour situation in the 
social sector (IWSB, 2016).  

This contribution will present institutional and individual explanations for the effects of 
gender on vocational and educational decisions after an apprenticeship in social care work. 
Specifically, we focus on two dimensions: First, the decision to remain in or change the area of 
work chosen during the upper secondary level (horizontal segregation, i.e., segregation by work 
area); and second, the decision to enter higher tertiary education (vertical segregation, i.e. seg-
regation by educational level). 

We examined these dimensions cross-sectionally in a previous study (Aeschlimann et al., 
2019), where the two decision dimensions were captured by the apprentices’ intentions for their 
future work situation. In this follow-up study, we use longitudinal data that allows us to exam-
ine the effects of decision-making. 

2 Theoretical background  
Educational and occupational career decisions are influenced by individual and institutional 
factors. The institutional context provides the framework for individual decisions and sets 
structural constraints (Esser, 1999). In this light, we outline theoretical considerations from an 
institutional and individual perspective on the role gender plays in vocational and educational 
decisions after initial VET, namely for the horizontal dimension (whether to change work 
area) and the vertical dimension (whether to attend higher tertiary education), with regard to 
the social care field.  

2.1 Horizontal gender segregation: the choice to retain or change work area 
In Switzerland, the dual VET system, which requires young people to make career decisions at 
an early stage, is held responsible for the high degree of gender segregation in occupations 
(Imdorf et al., 2014). It can be assumed that the early link between VET and the subsequent 
occupation leads to the choice of occupation having a diminishing effect on career mobility 
(Trappe & Rosenfeld, 2004). However, this is not the case for all occupations. A study by 
Schwiter et al. (2014) showed that especially women in male-typical occupations benefit from 
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their atypical choice, while the choice of female-typical occupations is hardly worthwhile for 
either gender.  

Due to the primarily caring nature of CSCWs’ work, this job description is likely to be 
associated with female-stereotyped skills and attributes (e.g., caring, empathy, and communi-
cation skills) that are considered essential for success in this occupation (Charles & Bradley, 
2009). In contrast, male-typed skills, and attributes, such as physical strength and more intel-
lectual and analytical performance (Buchmann & Kriesi, 2012), tend to be associated with typ-
ical “male fields” (Trede & Kriesi, 2016).  

Additionally, it is worth looking at the gender ratio within an occupation. Although women 
choose the profession CSCW far more often, a gender hierarchy within the profession can be 
identified. For example, most management positions are held by men (59%; Müller et al., 2017). 
This gender hierarchy within the profession and within the work areas possibly determines not 
only the care workers’ own self-image and preferences, but also their own aspirations towards 
higher education (Li et al., 1998). 

In this respect, we expect that female CSCWs will tend to continue working after gradua-
tion, while male CSCWs will move into niche activities with male connotations and out of 
direct care work. Moreover, there is a clear difference in the gender ratio between the two work 
areas of disabled care and childcare (the proportion of men in disabled care is 30%, in childcare 
8 %; Aeschlimann et al., 2019). This suggests that there is horizontal gender segregation be-
tween the areas of work, in that female CSCWs trained in childcare stay in this field, while their 
male colleagues leave. In the training field of care for the disabled, the tendencies of female 
and male CSCWs are likely to be reversed. 
 
Hypothesis 1: Those who work in a gender-conforming area of work remain in the same area 
after completing their apprenticeship. In contrast, those who do not have a higher probability 
of switching (from the current area) to a gender-conforming area. 

2.2 Vertical gender segregation: Attending higher education 
Vertical segregation comprises hierarchical differences in wages and status between male- and 
female-dominated occupations (Charles, 2005). Despite the above-average participation of 
women in higher education in Switzerland (Becker, 2013), men still enter the labor market with 
steeper careers in prestigious professions and fields of work. Several studies demonstrate this 
mechanism for the transition from initial VET to the tertiary level in the health care sector, 
where men more often pursue careers in more prestigious higher education professions than 
women, who tend to choose the non-academic tertiary level and prefer nursing activities (Kriesi 
& Trede, 2014). 

In addition, another explanation for this mechanism can be found in human capital cost-
benefit considerations. Lower expectations with regard to returns on education due to antici-
pated career interruptions and lower workloads, in conjunction with gender-specific socializa-
tion influences, can be a reason why women forego higher education or choose study fields that 
are associated with lower investment costs (Achatz, 2018). 

Applied to the educational career options in the social sector, this could mean that male 
CSCWs attend tertiary level programs more often than female CSCWs and within the tertiary 
level prefer a more investment-intensive track such as a university of applied sciences instead 
of a shorter and more easily accessible track such as a professional college: 
 
Hypothesis 2: Women have a lower probability to enter tertiary education, but when they do, 
they end up in tracks with lower investment (e.g., professional colleges), as opposed to men 
who are more likely to enter universities of applied sciences.    
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3 Approach 

3.1 Sample 
We based our analyses on a longitudinal survey on CSCWs in Switzerland. The full cohort of 
the CSCW apprentices was surveyed in 2016 in vocational schools at the beginning of their 
final year of training. The data include their anticipated educational or occupational pathways, 
variables related to their work experience and motivation, as well as variables such as social 
background, age, and language region. In this first wave, a high response rate of 83% was 
reached (n = 2,160). The second wave was conducted in the first half of 2019, one and a half 
years after the completion of the apprenticeship training, with a response rate of 51% (n= 
1,092).  

The longitudinal data allowed us to observe the transition into the labour market, tertiary 
education, or other alternative paths within one and a half years after the completion of appren-
ticeship training. We restrict the samples to individuals who were trained in the two largest 
work areas of either childcare or disabled care. After accounting for missing values, the re-
stricted sample consists of 1,519 respondents for the first wave (T1). In the second wave, the 
same target group is represented by 907 individuals (T2).  

3.2 Measures 
The key measure for this study is the occupation 1.5 years after the completion of their appren-
ticeship. The information about career intention was collected in the first wave in 2016 (T1) 
and in the second wave (T2) we ascertained their current occupation. Back then, we created 
two dependent variables, describing the prospective horizontal and the presumable vertical mo-
bility (Aeschlimann et al. 2019), which can be now also used for the T2-analysis.  

The first dependent variable had three categories pertaining to horizontal mobility: (a) re-
maining in the occupation and the work area they were trained in, (b) remaining in the occupa-
tion with change to another work area, for instance from childcare to disabled care, and (c) 
“other”, which included continuing education and leaving the occupational field.  

The second dependent variable focused mainly on vertical mobility: (a) remaining in the 
occupation, (b) pursuing tertiary education at a professional college of higher education in the 
social care field, (c) pursuing tertiary education at a university of applied sciences in social care, 
(d) other, including for example leaving the occupational field.  

The independent variable is our target group of female and male (former) apprentices in 
childcare and disabled care. It combines gender and work area, resulting in four categories: (1) 
women childcare, (2) men childcare, (3) women disabled care, and (4) men disabled care.  

Control variables. Our analyses are controlled for other influences that can have an impact 
on educational and occupational decisions in relation to gender (e.g., socio-economic status 
[SES], secondary school track, language region). 

4 Findings 
In the following, we describe the decision of CSCWs to remain in the same work area (Hypoth-
esis 1) and the decision whether or not to pursue higher qualifications 1.5 years after completing 
apprenticeship (Hypothesis 2). We then present the results of regression analysis. The model 
compares the chance of attending tertiary vocational education in relation to remaining at upper 
secondary level. 
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4.1 What career pathway did the former CSCW apprentices taken 1.5 years after grad-
uation? 

Descriptive results show that in total 70 percent of the former apprentices work at present as 
CSCWs, and 12 percent are currently in education, either at a university of applied sciences or 
a professional college (see Figure 1). The remaining 19 percent dropped out of the social care 
field. There is one rather obvious difference between men and women in childcare: one-third 
of the former dropped out of social care, significantly more compared to only 18% of the latter 
(p=0.07)1.  

Figure 1 
Former CSCW apprentices’ current employment situation at T2 

 
Note. Horizontal dimension: Working as CSCW and continuing or changing work area. 

 

The vast majority of the 536 individuals working as a CSCW (70%, see Figure 1) work in the 
same work area as their apprenticeship (91%); only 7% changed the area of care. The remaining 
2% work as child minder or in a comparable job. Although work area changes do not appear 
often during the observed period, we can identify remarkable differences between the four tar-
get groups: women in childcare are the least mobile with only 3.5% changing the work area, 
significantly less often than women in disabled care (20%). Interestingly, most of these latter 
women moved into childcare. Only a marginal share of men changed their work area, regardless 
of the area they were trained in.  

Vertical dimension: Attending tertiary vocational education  
Overall, 12% of CSCWs attend tertiary vocational education 1.5 years after completing their 
apprenticeship (see Figure 1). However, CSCWs choose an education program in a professional 
college (10%) far more often than at a university of applied sciences (2%). Former CSCW 
apprentices in disabled care attend higher education more frequently than those in childcare. 
Men in disabled care only attend professional colleges, whereas their female colleagues also go 
to universities of applied sciences. It is remarkable that only about 7% of males in childcare 

 
 

1  Note that for the variable current occupation, we document 136 missing values, which represents 15% of the 
cohort T2. For men in childcare there are significantly more missing values than women in childcare (28% 
vs. 14%; p=0.03). 
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attend higher vocational education, which is roughly half relative to those in disabled care and 
the lowest rate among all four groups. But these differences are not statistically significant 

4.2 Does gender and the initially chosen area of work increase the probability of attend-
ing tertiary vocational education 1.5 years after completion of the CSCW training?  

We ran a multinomial logistic regression on the chances to either work as CSCW, continue 
education at tertiary level, or drop out. We combined the two options of attending a professional 
college or university of applied sciences (see Figure 1) due to case numbers. Preliminary mul-
tivariate results in line with the descriptive results in the Figure 1 show that the probability of 
attending tertiary vocational education is higher for women and men in disabled care and lower 
for men in childcare compared to women in childcare. Furthermore, the probabilities are higher 
for apprentices with a higher SES or if they enrolled in a higher school track before their ap-
prenticeship or if they are from the Italian- or French-speaking part of Switzerland.  

The risk of dropping out of the social sector is much higher for males in childcare in com-
parison to their female counterparts, but not for males and females in disabled care. Former 
apprentices from the French-speaking part are less likely to drop out than those from the Ger-
man-speaking part. 

5 Conclusion 
This contribution analysed the role of gender in education and career decisions in the social 
sector. We investigated the extent to which gender and the initial work area influence the deci-
sion of CSCW learners to remain in the same area of work 1.5 years after completing their 
apprenticeship or to attend tertiary vocational education. According to previous studies, educa-
tional decisions are potentially shaped by gender (Achatz, 2018; Trede & Kriesi, 2016). So far, 
it has not been investigated whether and how gendered decisions occur in the field of social 
work in relation to higher tertiary vocational education. 

Overall, the results support the assumption that young women and men in childcare and 
disabled care have different probabilities of remaining in their initial area of work or entering 
tertiary vocational education. 

First, the descriptive results on horizontal mobility confirm Hypothesis 1 at least partially. 
Women in childcare most often remain in their area of work, while every fifth women from 
disabled care moves to the more “gender-confirming” area of childcare 1.5 years later. This is 
not the case for men. Only a marginal share of men in both work areas changed work area. 
Similar tendencies could have been observed in the previous study (Aeschlimann et al, 2019). 
While women’s choice in childcare is largely confirmed 1.5 years later, a partial shift of women 
from the field of disabled care to the gender-conform work area of childcare was identified. 
Men have the tendency to leave the social sector altogether instead of changing the area of 
work. In view of the increasing demand for skilled workers in the social sector (BSS, 2011; 
IWSB, 2016), special attention must be paid to this phenomenon in the future. 

Second, the descriptive and preliminary multivariate results on vertical mobility could not 
confirm Hypothesis 2. In general, men are not more likely to choose tertiary vocational educa-
tion in comparison to women. However, an already well-known fact from the previous study is 
confirmed again: Mobility in the work area of childcare seems to be most limited, both in terms 
of changing work area and in terms of further tertiary education. 

However, it is important to note that the observed time horizon of 1.5 years is still too short 
to draw far-reaching conclusions for the social care field, especially in regard to the only 12% 
attending higher vocational education, as longitudinal data on career paths show that entry into 
higher education can still happen at a later point in time. Nation-wide, the share of graduates of 
a three-year apprenticeship who pursue another educational program increases over time, from 
16% one and a half years after graduation up to 20% three and a half years after completion of 
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the apprenticeship (BFS, 2018). Thus, the future will show whether a development will take 
place in this regard. 
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