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Abstract

How and why does social origin matter for gender-segregated field of study choices? Analyses of gen-

der-(a)typical educational interests have framed social origin differentials primarily through the lens

of socialization, resting on the idea that children from socioeconomically advantaged families develop

less gender-stereotypical interests via more egalitarian notions of gender roles. The social stratifica-

tion literature, on the other hand, has discussed social gradients in field of study choice mainly from a

perspective of social mobility and life chance risks, while remaining fairly detached from questions of

gender segregation. Our aim in this article is to shed new light on how social inequality may be of con-

sequence for gender-(a)typical interests in fields of study. Comparing register-based application pat-

terns of a complete Finnish birth cohort (1989–1991) across three levels in the educational hierarchy,

our results show that the same social origin may either lower or increase the probability of applying

to gender-(a)typical fields, depending both on the educational level targeted and applicants’ gender.

This context-dependency calls into question a strongly culturally framed interpretation of social origin

gradients in gender-(a)typical interests. We conclude that social mobility prospects may align in a

more nuanced and pragmatic way with gendered interests than previously suggested.

Introduction

Gender differences in internalized interests have been shown

to play a considerable role for the well-known overrepresen-

tation of women in the humanities and care fields, as well

as men’s clustering in technical domains within educational

systems (Cech, 2013; Morgan et al., 2013; Ochsenfeld,

2016). Many scholars argue that early childhood socializa-

tion and later processes of social control play a vital role in

shaping these gendered interests. Accordingly, the gender

ideology of parents, teachers, and peers may lead them to

biased responses that reinforce children’s gender-typical and

sanction their gender-atypical inclinations (Legewie and

DiPrete, 2014; Eberhard, Matthes and Ulrich, 2015;

Gabay-Egozi, Shavit and Yaish, 2015).

However, fields of study do not differ only by their

gender composition, but also with regard to their la-

bour market links and social prestige. As such, recent

social stratification research has increasingly shown

that intergenerational status reproduction strategies

rely not only on educational attainment, but extend

to horizontal educational differentiations (Triventi,

Vergolini and Zanini, 2017), amounting to a socioe-

conomic segregation by field of study (Hällsten and

Thaning, 2018).
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Against this background, it is surprising that research

on field of study choice has treated gender segregation

patterns in relative isolation from broader social stratifi-

cation processes. For analyses of gender-segregated field

of study choice, this has meant that social origin has

played a relatively subordinate role. While some studies

have discarded family background perspectives al-

together (Legewie and DiPrete, 2014; Alon and DiPrete,

2015; Ochsenfeld, 2016), other research in this tradition

has interpreted social origin primarily via the lens of so-

cialization. This account constitutes an extension of the

gender socialization argument, resting on the idea that

socioeconomically advantaged parents socialize their

children to adopt a more egalitarian notion of gender

roles, which leads to less gender-stereotyped interests

among children from more advantaged social origins

(Dryler, 1998; Polavieja and Platt, 2014; Chesters,

2021). In contrast to the socialization-based framing of

social origin dominating in the gender segregation litera-

ture, much of sociological class and stratification re-

search has interpreted social origin gradients in

educational outcomes as expressing differentials in life

chances risks rather than culture (Goldthorpe, 1996).

Overall, questions of social mobility and status mainten-

ance risks have remained of marginal relevance for

much research on gender-segregated field choices, while

the stratification literature has remained fairly detached

from questions of gender segregation.

In part, the preoccupation with higher education that

dominates much prior research of (gender-segregated)

field of study choices (Correll, 2001; Mann and DiPrete,

2013; Ochsenfeld, 2016; Seehuus, 2019) may impede a

more comprehensive view as to how social mobility dy-

namics intersect with gender-segregation patterns, due

to the narrow scope of social destinations typically asso-

ciated with these educational pathways. The restriction

to a single educational level also risks misinterpreting

the sociological significance of social origin for gendered

field choices, given that it necessarily excludes those seg-

ments within each social origin group that embarked on

alternative educational pathways associated with differ-

ent stratification outcomes. Although a focus on child-

ren’s gender-segregated occupational aspirations rather

than their realized choices may enable a more compre-

hensive perspective in this respect (Polavieja and Platt,

2014; Liu, 2020; Chesters, 2021), this research angle

typically faces limitations with regard to disentangling

‘vertical’ social mobility aspirations from the gendered

‘horizontal’ ways of pursuing them.

Our aim in this article is to shed new light on how so-

cial inequality may be of consequence for gender-(a)typ-

ical interests in fields of study. Drawing on Finnish

register data on a complete birth cohort (1989–1991) of

young people applying to three qualification levels, our

contribution rests on four pillars. First, by comparing

applications across the educational hierarchy, we are able

to connect young people’s gendered field of study aspira-

tions more comprehensively with different potential social

mobility prospects approximated by their educational tar-

get level. In addition, this comparative setup also allows

us to examine the gender socialization interpretation of

social origin differentials from a new angle, as we exam-

ine the stability of social gradients across aspired educa-

tional pathways. Second, we approach social origin

dynamics in a gender-specific way, which allows for the

possible interaction of gender and social inequality.

Previously, much research on gender-segregated field of

study choices had to treat social origin as a control vari-

able alongside gender (Mann and DiPrete, 2013; Morgan

et al., 2013; Gabay-Egozi, Shavit and Yaish, 2015), which

necessarily precludes a view on how social origin dynam-

ics may unfold in gender-specific patterns (van de

Werfhorst, 2017; Seehuus, 2019). Third, rather than

resorting to single or aggregate measures of family back-

ground (Correll, 2001; Ayalon, 2003), our analysis distin-

guishes between different components of social origin.

Recent research has highlighted the way in which differ-

ent types of family resources may each independently af-

fect educational outcomes (Hällsten and Thaning, 2018),

potentially aligning with distinct social mechanisms

(Bukodi and Goldthorpe, 2013). Against this back-

ground, we expect that parental education and parental

class may differently link up with socialization- and

mobility-based explanatory accounts of social origin gra-

dients in gendered field of study choices. Fourth, we are

able to provide a more realistic picture of the sometimes

quite diverse spectrum of young people’s interests

(Barone et al., 2019), given that we accommodate young

people’s entire choice set of fields of study on their appli-

cation. This focus on applications also allows us to more

directly tap into candidates’ interests and aspirations,

whereas enrolling (or graduating) from a given field usu-

ally depends not only on one’s own, but also on the edu-

cational institution’s choice to admit a candidate in the

first place.

Nevertheless, our analyses are not able to deter-

mine the final causality of the mechanisms linking so-

cial origin to gendered study aspirations. Instead, we

provide a nuanced description of empirical patterns

and examine their alignment with theory-driven

expectations, which will assist future causal testing

and contribute to the sociological understanding of

the ways in which gender inequality and social in-

equality intertwine within education.
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Social Origin’s Relevance for Gendered
Field Choices: Mechanisms, Components,
and Hypotheses

Gendered Fields of Study as Self-Expressive
Choices: Parental Education and Gender
Socialization Processes

Traditionally, sociological approaches to gender segre-

gation have tended to follow social learning theory,

which highlights role imitation as a primary mechanism

of socialization processes. Accordingly, children are

assumed to learn the basic expectations of feminine and

masculine behaviour by imitating the example provided

by their parents and their social environment. As a re-

sult, children adopt particular cultural values and atti-

tudes regarding gender-specific roles, in short, a gender

ideology, which may affect their view of what domains

are acceptable educationally and occupationally for

themselves (Dryler, 1998; Chesters, 2021).

Some scholars have criticized this view for overly

emphasizing passive reception of orientations and neglect-

ing the power of individual agency for resisting such envir-

onmental socialization pressures (Polavieja and Platt,

2014). But individual agency may be a corollary rather

than an opposing force in the gender socialization process,

making their distinction far more ambiguous. Social psy-

chologists have shown that parents’ perceptions of and

reactions to their children is biased by their gender stereo-

types, which reinforces children’s development of gendered

self-concepts with regard to their abilities and interests

(Eccles et al., 2000). Because of this effect on individuals’

self-concepts, gender socialization processes tend to be

channelled through the personal agency of self-expressive

choices, rather than proceed as passive norm-following

(Correll, 2001; Ridgeway and Correll, 2004; Cech, 2013).

Importantly, it is plausible to expect that the degree

to which children’s role learning, ideologies, and self-

concepts take on a gender normative shape may signifi-

cantly vary by social origin, in particular by parents’

education. Prior research has found gender egalitarian

beliefs to be more prevalent among young people with

highly educated parents (Davis and Greenstein, 2009;

Chesters, 2021). If higher levels of education lead

parents to adhere less strongly to gender-traditional

ideologies, this may also mean that they respond with

lower levels of gender bias to their children’s behaviour

and inclinations, thus alleviating the gendering of child-

ren’s developing self-concepts. Furthermore, from a so-

cial control perspective (Jacobs, 1989; Eberhard,

Matthes and Ulrich, 2015), it can be expected that

these children grow up in contexts that may be more

supportive of gender-atypical choices, as their social

environments (friends, class mates, neighbours) may be

characterized by similarly high levels of education as

their own family (Van Gent, Das and Musterd, 2019).

Based on this strand of the research literature, we de-

rive the following expectations:

H1 (Differential gender socialization):

a) Both women and men with high levels of parental

education should be more (less) likely to consider

gender-atypical (gender-typical) fields compared to their

peers whose parents have lower levels of education.

b) The greater (lower) inclination to consider gender-

atypical (gender-typical) fields among children of highly

educated parents should be consistent, regardless of the edu-

cational level to which children submit their application.

Gender-Devalued Fields from the Perspective of
Social Class Mobility: Are Female-Dominated
Fields Always a Status Risk??

While parental education may shape children’s attitude to

gender norms via socialization processes, parents’ social

class is likely to affect children’s expectations regarding

their social mobility trajectory. In the account of relative

risk aversion theory, the common denominator for all so-

cial classes is their primary interest in avoiding downward

social mobility (Goldthorpe, 1996). In other words,

parents and children are assumed to prefer educational tra-

jectories that reproduce their parents’ social class position

and the social status derived from it. In contrast, educa-

tional moves that represent significant degrees of upward

mobility may appear as the more risky alternative, as failed

attempts to succeed on such trajectories may incur signifi-

cant costs in terms of time, status, and forgone earnings.

Against this backdrop, we argue that field of study spe-

cializations may moderate the degree to which a particular

level of qualification represents a risky or feasible pathway

for class maintenance or upward mobility strategies. In

contrast to our gender socialization expectations, this also

means that social class gradients in gender-(a)typical appli-

cations should vary in direction across the educational

hierarchy, as well as between men and women.

For men who apply to university to reproduce their

parents’ advantageous class position, female-dominated

fields may represent a risk of status loss, given their links

with on average lower earnings (Bobbitt-Zeher, 2007;

Hällsten, 2010; Prix, 2013). For them, traditional male-

dominated fields (e.g. engineering) or elite gender-balanced

fields (e.g. medicine, law, or business) are more likely to re-

produce and consolidate both the class position and the

prestige of their social origins. However, upwardly mobile
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men, such as working-class applicants to the universities,

may be significantly less constrained by such status consid-

erations when choosing their field of study, as any higher

education degree already constitutes a clear socially up-

ward move for them. The lower prestige of female-

dominated fields may even make these fields appear as the

less intimidating road towards a higher class and status

position than their parents, especially if these female-

dominated fields provide clear avenues to respectable

middle-class occupations (see, e.g. Lupton, 2006), such as

school teachers, pharmacists, or psychologists.

For women, both the typically better-paid male-domi-

nated fields as well as elite fields with a more integrated

gender profile may further bolster the prestige and labour

market prospects attached to university education. From a

social mobility perspective, avoiding female-dominated

fields should therefore be particularly relevant for women

that are set to reproduce their advantaged social origins

via entering the universities (see also England, 2010).

Taken together, this account presumes that men and

women from advantaged class origins share the same pref-

erence for male-dominated fields and avoidance of deval-

ued female-dominated fields. Implicit in this argument is

the idea that the labour market and prestige connotations

associated with female- and male-dominated fields, rather

than their gender-(a)typicality, constitute the main mechan-

ism for social class gradients in field of study applications

(van de Werfhorst, 2017; Seehuus, 2019). This may also be

interpreted from the Effectively Maintained Inequality per-

spective (Lucas, 2001): even within specific levels of educa-

tion, socioeconomically privileged parents aim to secure

qualitative advantages for their children, including through

field-of-study choices (Triventi, 2013; Thomsen, 2015).

Therefore, we hypothesize the following patterns:

H2 (Social mobility in university contexts):

a) Women from service class families are more (less)

likely to apply to gender-atypical (gender-typical) fields

compared to women from working class origins.

b) Men from service class origins are less (more) likely to

apply to gender-atypical (gender-typical) fields com-

pared to men from working class families.

Class-Devalued Fields from a Perspective of
Social Class Mobility: Can Male-Dominated
Fields Constitute a Status Risk?

Preparing for skilled working class occupations, the voca-

tional branch of upper secondary education represents a

downward trajectory in social mobility terms for children

from service class origins. Unsurprisingly, it is rare for the

offspring of socioeconomically advantaged parents to enter

this type of secondary education in Finland (Kilpi-

Jakonen, Erola and Karhula, 2016). Service class children,

who in defiance of social expectations apply to vocational

schools, may be concerned with buffering some of the

entailed status loss via their field of study choice. We as-

sume that the economic and cultural devaluation of

female-typical domains may not be the primary source of

status differentials between fields (see also Magnusson,

2009) in the eyes of these applicants. Instead, we expect

that class- rather than gender-based threats of status loss

may take on greater salience for this group. This is because

male-dominated vocational fields, due to their association

with skilled manual, blue-collar occupations, are likely to

carry the most stereotypical working class connotations,

which may strengthen downward mobility perceptions of

this pathway. By contrast, gender-balanced and female-

dominated vocational fields may somewhat buffer such

status loss, as their stronger links to care and service occu-

pations may invoke comparatively stronger associations

with non-manual, middle-class destinations (Robison and

Stubager, 2018).

Working class applicants, on the other hand, for

whom the vocational sector represents an educational

pathway set to reproduce their class origins, may per-

ceive the manual/non-manual divide among vocational

fields as less salient for their status-maintenance consid-

erations. Based on this assumed relatively greater avoid-

ance of male-dominated fields among downwardly

mobile service class applicants, we expect the following

social gradients in the vocational sector:

H3 (Social mobility in vocational education contexts):

a) Women from service class social origins are less likely

to apply to gender-atypical fields compared to their

peers from working class families.

b) Men from service class origins are more (less) likely to

apply to gender-atypical (gender-typical) fields com-

pared to men with working class origins.

In formulating our hypotheses, we have focused par-

ticularly on the university sector and the vocational

branch of upper secondary education. This is mainly be-

cause we expect social mobility trajectories to play the

most significant role for field of study considerations

when applicants are facing ‘long’ social distances.

Polytechnics, on the other hand, occupy a middle pos-

ition in terms of prestige and labour market outcomes in

the Finnish educational hierarchy (see the next section),

which is why we will adopt a more exploratory perspec-

tive for this sector.
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The Finnish Context

The first educational turning point in the Finnish system

takes place after 9 years of comprehensive school, typical-

ly at around the age of 16 (Figure 1). Young people at

this stage are faced with a decision to enter either high

school (lukio) or upper secondary vocational school

(ammattikoulu). Both a high school diploma and the

basic vocational qualifications generally require 3 years

of full-time study to complete, follow standardized curric-

ula, and grant eligibility for applying to higher education

programmes. Despite relying on school-based instruction

(rather than apprenticeships), vocational upper secondary

programmes in Finland are quite occupation-specific and

aim at preparing young people for skilled manual and

non-manual working class positions. During the time

when our study cohort was 16–22 years old, the Finnish

vocational system offered more than 50 vocational quali-

fications, many of which included further areas of special-

ization (Cedefop, 2015).

Higher education in Finland has a dual structure con-

sisting of polytechnics (ammattikorkeakoulu, also trans-

lated as universities of applied sciences) and the

traditional universities (yliopisto). Although both sectors

grant bachelor’s and master’s degrees, polytechnics

place a greater emphasis on applied skills with more

concrete labour market relevance, whereas university

programmes have a stronger orientation towards re-

search training and have the monopoly on awarding

PhD degrees. Furthermore, polytechnics and universities

differ markedly with respect to their historical roots as

well as their graduates’ average labour market pros-

pects. Due to these prestige differences, we rank poly-

technics below universities in the educational hierarchy.

Study places are allocated via (separate) centralized

application systems for upper secondary education and

higher education programmes (yhteishaku). During each

application round, applicants can list one or more (typ-

ically up to six) detailed programmes, ranked in order of

preference. Candidates are selected based on previous

scholastic success, but for some programmes, also rele-

vant work experience, or (particularly with regard to

higher education) an entrance examination may deter-

mine admission.

Data and Methods

The point of departure for our analyses is a register-

based, longitudinal data set provided by Statistics

Finland (2021), which we restrict to all children who

were born in Finland between 1989 and 1991

(n¼ 192,057). After matching these children with their

educational application patterns and family background

information from official administrative registers, we

followed them in the data from their birth up until the

year they turned 22. In total, 4.6 per cent of these young

people (8,745 individuals) never applied to either the vo-

cational branch of upper secondary education or any

higher education program in Finland during our obser-

vation window, which excludes them from our analyses

(see paths X.1 and X.2 in Figure 1). A further 1.3 per

cent (2,354 individuals) of remaining observations was

listwise deleted due to missing information on the varia-

bles used in our analysis. The resulting analytical data

set comprises 180,958 young people.

Our main analyses rely on binary regression meth-

ods to separately model whether or not applicants

included any gender-atypical and gender-typical fields

of study on their application to a given educational

level. Additionally, we model differences in the

strength of emphasis on gender-atypical programmes

among applicants using multinomial logit regression.

We express the associations in our logit models in

terms of percentage point differences with regard to the

average predicted outcome probability (average mar-

ginal effects, AME). To complement the substantive

meaning of these absolute differences, we also present

the relative social origin differences in average outcome

probabilities that correspond to these AME derived

from our fully adjusted logit regression models.

When discussing the substantive significance of our

findings (Bernard, Chakhaia and Leopold, 2017), we

take an absolute percentage point difference of 1.5 as the

benchmark for a minimally sociologically relevant social

origin difference. For determining this lower limit, we

take as our point of reference a recent study utilizing simi-

lar (administrative) data from a culturally similar context

(Sweden). Distinguishing 16 broad tertiary fields, this

study found a mean absolute difference of 1.5 percentage

points between the predicted probabilities of young peo-

ple from high- and low-educated family backgrounds to

have graduated from a given field (see Tables 4 and 5 in

Hällsten and Thaning, 2018). To further illustrate the

substantive meaning of this benchmark value for the pre-

sent study, let us first assume a scenario where all social

origin groups in our data were equally likely to apply to

gender-atypical fields of study. If applicants with the

highest (lowest) level of parental education would now

increase their share of gender-atypical applications by 1.5

percentage points, the absolute number of young people

considering gender-atypical programmes would rise by

120 (1,016) applicants in the case of the vocational sector

and 273 (161) applicants in the case of university educa-

tion.1 We will apply the same threshold value for both
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Figure 1. Overview of the Finnish educational system and the application pathways included in this study’s analyses
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parental education and parental class across all target lev-

els of education.

Given that our data comprises entire birth cohorts,

the role that inferential statistics should play in our anal-

yses is not self-evident (Bollen, 1995). Therefore, we

chose to focus primarily on the direction and substantive

size of conditional associations and treat the data as a

true population. However, for readers favouring a

superpopulation approach, we also present the corre-

sponding standard errors (which are cluster-robust to

accommodate a small degree of dependence between

observations due to occasional siblings in the data) and

P-value threshold markers.

First-Time Application to an Educational Level
That Requires a Field Specialization

Our analyses centre on young people’s first application

to an educational level that requires specializing in a

particular field of study within the Finnish educational

system. We open the observation window in the year the

young people in our data end their lower secondary edu-

cation (age 16) and close it after the year they turn 22.

We categorize applicants according to the highest educa-

tional level they targeted in the first year they submit a

field-specific application, which includes vocational

upper secondary schools, polytechnics, and universities

(Figure 1). Consequently, this also means that the appli-

cants to the university and polytechnic programmes in

our analyses are those who had never applied to the vo-

cational track, but had kept their focus exclusively on

general tracks (high school) during the upper secondary

stage (paths A.1 and A.2 in Figure 1). In contrast, our

models comprising vocational applicants include both

‘direct’ vocational applicants (path B.2 in Figure 1) as

well as those who combined their vocational application

with a previous or current high school application (paths

A.3 and B.1 in Figure 1).

We argue that this restriction to the first field-

specific application should most effectively capture so-

cial origin effects with regard to both status attainment

motives and socialization-based interests. First, the

young people in our university and polytechnic models

are those with unequivocal high status maintenance or

upward mobility aspirations, while the vocational appli-

cants include those who were at the very least doubtful

about such an exclusively academic pathway. Second,

although this first application may differ quite substan-

tially from the eventual educational pathways and out-

comes of the young people concerned, the impact of

family-based social environments on young people’s

aspirations should nevertheless be largest at this first

point in time when young people consider educational

specializations. By contrast, later applications may be

more (though not completely) independent from paren-

tal or peer influence and to a larger extent shaped by

young adults’ own life course experiences (Fan and

Marini, 2000).

Defining Gender-Atypical, Balanced, and
Gender-Typical Fields of Study

We regard male-dominated fields as gender-atypical for

women and female-dominated fields as gender-atypical

for men. In categorizing fields as male- or female-

dominated, we rely on programme-specific official edu-

cational enrolment statistics published by the Finnish

National Agency for Education (Vipunen Education

Statistics Finland, 2021b), which differentiate between

56 and 68 detailed fields of study within each level of

education. We apply these gender labels separately for

each level of education, defining fields as female-

dominated (male-dominated) if women’s (men’s) aver-

age odds of enrolment were more than three times

greater than men’s (women’s) during the period 2004–

2014. Applying odds ratios (OR) rather than gender per-

centages should help avoid problems of margin-

dependency and improve the comparability of gender

segregation definitions across years and levels of educa-

tion (Grusky and Charles, 1998). The gender OR thresh-

old (OR > 3) was chosen in order to identify those

programmes that depart most clearly from gender-

integration. Robustness analyses using an alternative

threshold (OR > 2) are reported in the Supplementary

Appendix 2 (see Supplementary Figures S1 and S2 and

Supplementary Tables S1–S5).

To make these categorizations more palpable,

Table 1 (for women) and Table 2 (for men) present an

overview of the most common detailed fields among

gender-atypical, gender-balanced, or gender-typical

applications in our data. Labour market statistics for

these detailed programmes suggest that graduates tend

to achieve higher median earnings with male-dominated

rather than female-dominated qualifications, although

unemployment risks are frequently lower for graduates

in female-dominated fields, especially at the lower- and

mid-tier of the educational hierarchy (see Tables 1

and 2).

As shown in Table 3, applicants in our analytical

sample included on average three programmes on their

application. Furthermore, those who selected pro-

grammes from gender-atypical fields of study typically

combined them with gender-balanced or gender-typical

fields on their application (Table 3), which suggests an
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element of diversity and flexibility in applicants’

preferences.

In our binary logit models, we thus focus separately

on whether or not young men and women have listed

any gender-atypical programme and any gender-typical

programme on their application. This means that in con-

trast to previous studies, we do not require applicants to

have singled out these fields as their highest-ranking

choice (Dryler, 1998) or to have enrolled in these fields

eventually (Seehuus, 2019), only to have considered gen-

der-(a)typical fields seriously enough to include them on

their application. This is because we regard choice rank-

ing and enrolment as subsequent processes to deciding

on the choice set, subject to possibly distinct social

mechanisms. Nevertheless, our primary focus on

whether any gender-atypical fields have been included at

all does obscure differences in the strength of applicants’

gender-atypical orientations. As shown in Table 3,

applicants to gender-atypical fields divide roughly even-

ly between those with a stronger and those with a

weaker emphasis on gender-atypical programmes (as

indicated by the share of gender-atypical fields on their

application).2 To add further nuance to our main results,

we also present a series of multinomial logit models that

differentiate between this weak and stronger gender-

atypical orientation among applicants (Appendix Table

A1).

Key Independent Variables

Parents’ education refers to the highest qualification

children’s parents had obtained by the time the child

turned 15 years of age. We distinguish secondary or

lower education, short-cycle tertiary qualifications

(including qualifications from the now defunct vocation-

al colleges and bachelor degrees), and university degrees

(i.e. master’s level or higher).3

We measure parental social class using a modified

version of the Erikson–Goldthorpe–Portocarero (EGP)

class scheme, condensing it into five categories: the

higher service class (EGP I), lower service class (EGP II),

small business owners and farmers (EGP IV), skilled

manual and non-manual working class occupations

(EGP III, V, VI), and a category combining parents in

low-skilled working class occupations (EGP VII) with

those never observed as working in our data. We

assigned a parent’s EGP class based on the class position

we observed most frequently during the time the chil-

dren in our data were 7–15 years old.

For reasons of parsimony, we apply the dominance

approach when defining parental occupation and educa-

tion, which means that the parent in the more
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advantaged position (within each domain) serves as our

main point of reference for defining children’s social ori-

gins. In the Supplementary Appendix 2, we report add-

itional models that explore whether results differ

depending on whether the mother, the father, or both

parents constitute the source of an advantageous social

origin (Supplementary Tables S5–S8).

Control Variables

Our models include percentile ranks of household in-

come, calculated based on the average equivalized and

deflated annual gross household income during the

child’s compulsory schooling years (age 7–15). As eco-

nomic well-being is likely to be confounded with other

dimensions of social origin, we control for this predictor

in order to improve our measurement of the independ-

ent associations of parental education and parental class

with gendered field of study choices. Similarly, our

models contain children’s grade point average in the

final year of lower secondary school (as decile ranks), in

order to purge our results from such social origin differ-

ences in field of study choices that are less likely to de-

rive from socialization or risk assessments, but rather

from social inequalities in scholastic success and subse-

quent admission restrictions.

To improve model predictions, we add further varia-

bles that may capture additional sociocultural factors

associated with gendered educational aspirations.

Children who lived with both parents by the time they

turn 15 may differ from children in single- and step-parent

families with regard to the intensity of exposure to their

parents’ social resources and gender socialization influen-

ces. Areas with differing urbanization degrees (rural, semi-

rural, urban) may shape young people’s perspectives via

differences in local culture as well as available educational

and occupational opportunities. Similarly, net of differen-

ces in socioeconomic resources, children with at least one

immigrant parent may have experienced additional cul-

tural influences with regard to family dynamics and social-

ization patterns, which may potentially affect their

outlook and aspirations. Table 4 lists the summary statis-

tics for the key predictors and control variables used in

our study.

Results

Does Higher Parental Education Increase Young
People’s Interest in Alternatives to Gender-
Typical Fields of Study?

With regard to young women applying to vocational sec-

ondary education, our results contradict our socialization
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hypothesis (H1a), given that female applicants with

university-educated parents are 15 per cent less likely

(Figure 2, upper left panel) to apply to gender-atypical

fields compared to women whose parents have at most

secondary education (–2.2 percentage points, see

Supplementary Appendix Table 1). However, we do find a

small decrease of –6 per cent (Figure 2, lower left panel) in

women’s average probability to apply to gender-typical

fields if their parents had a university degree (–3.8 percent-

age points, see Supplementary Appendix Table 2).

Although parental education thus appears to slightly lower

gender-typicality, it also tends to decrease rather than in-

crease gender-atypicality for women at this education level

(against H1a). Broadly similar trends are found among

women applying to the polytechnics, although absolute ef-

fect sizes remain below our threshold for substantive sig-

nificance (see Supplementary Appendix Tables 1 and 2).

For young women submitting a university application,

on the other hand, we find women with highly educated

parents to be much more inclined (by 43 per cent, corre-

sponding to 3.6 percentage points, see Supplementary

Appendix Table 1) towards including gender-atypical fields

on their application compared to women from non-

academic family backgrounds (Figure 2, upper right panel).

However, contrary to H1a, this increased gender-atypical

interest fails to be accompanied by a reduction in gender-

typical applications among women from highly educated

families, net of other social origin measures (Figure 2, lower

right panel, and Supplementary Appendix Table 2).

In the case of men, applications to the vocational sector

conform in direction to expectations derived from hypothe-

sized parental education differentials in gender socialization

(H1a). However, due to the very low overall level of

gender-atypical applications among men at this educational

level, the higher relative interest (by 23 per cent, Figure 3,

upper left panel) in gender-atypical fields among vocational

applicants with university-educated parents remains very

weak in absolute terms (below our threshold of 1.5 per-

centage points, see Supplementary Appendix Table 3).

High levels of parental education also slightly lower men’s

probability for considering gender-typical fields (–5 per

cent, Figure 3) on their vocational application (–4.5 per-

centage points, Supplementary Appendix Table 4). We find

these patterns replicated also among applicants to the poly-

technic level, with larger absolute effect sizes (see

Supplementary Appendix Tables 3 and 4).

With regard to university applications, on the other

hand, men with university-educated parents do not appear

to be substantially more open towards gender-atypical

fields (right upper panel in Figure 3 and Supplementary

Appendix Table 3). In fact, our models suggest they may

be even slightly more inclined (by 7 per cent, lower panel

of Figure 3) than men with lower-educated parents to

apply to gender-typical university fields (þ2.7 percentage

points, see Supplementary Appendix Table 4).

Overall, our results regarding both men’s and wom-

en’s field of study applications across the educational

hierarchy contradicted more often than supported the

expectations derived from the hypothesis of social origin

differentials in gender socialization (H1a). Importantly,

the parental education differentials we found were in-

consistent in their direction not only between men and

women, but also between lower and higher levels of edu-

cation (against H1b).

Table 3. Applicants’ choice set and numbers of programmes on their first field-specific application. Means and column

percentages

Women Men

Variable Vocational Polytechnic University Vocational Polytechnic University

Number of programmes listed on application (mean) 2.8 3.2 3.1 3.0 3.0 3.2

Field combinations on first application (column per cent)

Typical only 19.9 55.4 20.3 51.5 32.9 15.3

Balanced only 32.2 13.7 44.4 11.0 18.0 47.8

Atypical only 2.5 1.7 0.9 0.9 11.2 4.7

Combined without atypical 33.1 22.4 25.0 32.5 17.0 22.0

Combined with atypical 12.3 6.8 9.4 4.1 21.0 10.1

Share of gender-atypical programmes on application (column per cent)

At least 50 per cent 6.8 4.4 4.3 2.2 22.3 9.1

Some, but <50 per cent 7.9 4.2 6.0 2.8 9.8 5.7

No gender-atypical programmes 85.3 91.5 89.6 95.0 67.9 85.2

Number of observations 46,984 13,524 28,379 63,765 8,987 19,319
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High Status Educational Pathways and Gender-
Devalued Fields: Parental Class Gradients in
Gendered Field Choices at the University Level

Turning our attention to the social mobility hypothesis,

we find our results to conform to our expectations

among university applicants (H2). Net of other controls,

women from the higher service class are 27 per cent

more likely to include a gender-atypical field and 15 per

cent less likely to consider a gender-typical field on their

university application (Figure 4, upper and lower right

Table 4. Descriptives of variables: frequency distributions (per cent) of categorical variables; means and standard devia-

tions (SD) of continuous variables

A. Frequency distributions by gender (column per cent)

Categorical variables Women Men Total

Included at least one gender-atypical field

No 87.6 90.3 89.0

Yes 12.4 9.7 11.0

Included at least one gender-balanced field

No 28.5 46.3 37.6

Yes 71.5 53.7 62.4

Included at least one gender-typical field

No 40.9 25.5 33.1

Yes 59.1 74.5 66.9

Target level of first field-specific application

Vocational school 52.9 69.3 61.2

Polytechnic 15.2 9.8 12.4

University 31.9 21.0 26.4

Parents’ highest level of education

Secondary or less 48.0 48.4 48.2

Short tertiary 35.2 34.9 35.1

University 16.7 16.7 16.7

Parents’ class position

Higher service (EGP I) 18.4 18.4 18.4

Lower service (EGP II) 27.5 27.4 27.5

Own business (EGP IV) 15.3 15.0 15.2

Skilled (EGP III, V, VI) 28.1 28.3 28.2

Low-skilled (EGP VII) or none 10.7 10.8 10.7

Urbanization degree of municipality at age 15

Urban 57.5 57.0 57.2

Semi-urban 19.7 19.9 19.8

Rural 22.7 23.1 22.9

Has at least one immigrant parent

No 98.2 98.1 98.1

Yes 1.8 1.9 1.9

Lived with both parents when age 15

No 34.0 34.1 34.1

Yes 66.0 65.9 65.9

B. Means and standard deviations (SD) by gender

Women Men Total

Continuous variables Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD

Average equivalized household income 22,071.5 29,070.4 22,038.6 21,879.2 22,054.7 25,664.5

Lower secondary GPA 8.1 0.9 7.5 0.9 7.8 0.9

Number of observations 88,887 92,071 180,958
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panel) compared to women from the skilled working

class (þ2.6 percentage points and –7.9 percentage

points, respectively; see Model 3 in Supplementary

Appendix Tables 1 and 2).

In line with our social mobility expectations at this

sector, the direction of social class gradients is reversed

among men (H2b). Higher service class men are 17 per

cent less likely to consider gender-atypical fields and 11

per cent more likely to include gender-typical fields on

their university application (Figure 5), compared to

working class applicants (–2.8 percentage points and

þ4.3 percentage points, respectively; see Model 3 in

Supplementary Appendix Tables 3 and 4). Our poly-

technic results broadly echo these patterns, particularly

among women and to a lesser extent among men.

Low Status Educational Pathways and Class-
Devalued Fields: Parental Class Gradients in
Gendered Field Choices among Vocational
Applicants

At the vocational level, we find that the service class pref-

erence for male-dominated fields previously observed

among male and female university applicants does not ex-

tend to this educational level. In line with our social mo-

bility expectation (H3a), women from higher service class

origins are less likely (–4 per cent, lower left panel in

Figure 4) than women with working class backgrounds to

include gender-atypical fields on their vocational applica-

tion, but absolute effect sizes fall below our substantive

significance threshold (<j1.5j percentage points, see

Model 3 in Supplementary Appendix Table 1).

Figure 2. Women’s average probability to include gender-atypical and gender-typical fields on their first application, by target level

of education and parental education (results derived from fully adjusted Model 3 in Supplementary Appendix Tables 1 and 2)
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Conversely, downwardly mobile higher service class

men are 5 per cent less likely to include male-dominated

fields on their vocational application (Figure 5, lower

panel) compared to working class applicants (–4.8 per-

centage points, see Supplementary Appendix Table 4).

However, contrary to our expectations, higher service

class applicants failed to exceed their working class

peers in terms of their interest in female-dominated vo-

cational fields (–10 per cent corresponding to <j1.5j per-

centage points, see Supplementary Appendix Table 3).

In summary, support for H3 remains partial with ra-

ther weak class gradients overall. Women on a down-

ward mobility trajectory expectedly avoided gender-

atypical fields, but the strength of this social origin

gradient fell short of our expectations (H3a). Men on a

downwardly mobile trajectory clearly avoided gender-

typical fields (in line with H3b), without however being

drawn into gender-atypical fields (against H3b).

Social Origin Gradients in the Strength of

Gender-Atypical Preferences and Robustness

Checks

To explore further nuances in the relationship between

social origin and gender-atypical aspirations, we next

differentiated between a greater and lower intensity in

gender-atypical orientation on young people’s applica-

tion, as indicated by the share of gender-atypical pro-

grammes included (Appendix Table A1). Among

Figure 3. Men’s average probability to include gender-atypical and gender-typical fields on their first application, by target level of

education and parental education (average probabilities derived from fully adjusted Model 3 in Supplementary Appendix Tables 3

and 4)
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women, applicants with university-educated parents

were only more likely to include a weak (but not a

strong) emphasis on gender-atypical programmes on

their university application, suggesting that parental

education may indeed increase openness, but not neces-

sarily strong commitment, to gender-atypical pro-

grammes among female university applicants. At the

vocational level, in turn, young women with university-

educated parents were more likely to avoid application

profiles with a weak atypical emphasis compared to

those with lower-educated parents. Possibly, women

with highly educated parents making the unlikely choice

of applying to vocational education aim at entering

quite particular programmes, leading to lower diversity

of (gendered) programmes on their application. With re-

gard to women’s social class origins, on the other hand,

we found similar associations in direction and strength

for both stronger and weaker gender-atypical applica-

tion profiles at all target levels.

Among men, parental education gradients remained

weak in terms of absolute effect sizes and did not clearly

distinguish between a strong or weak emphasis on

gender-atypical programmes. However, higher service

class men’s reluctance regarding gender-atypical higher

education fields centred most clearly on avoiding a strong

emphasis on gender-atypical programmes. This may sug-

gest that status reproduction strategies among male uni-

versity applicants preclude dedicated commitment more

than a sense of openness towards gender-atypical fields.

Further robustness analyses, which apply alternative

gender-domination thresholds and differentiate the paren-

tal source of advantaged origins, did not substantially alter

Figure 4. Women’s average probability to include gender-atypical and gender-typical fields on their first application, by target level

of education and parental class (results derived from fully adjusted Model 3 in Supplementary Appendix Tables 1 and 2)
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our main conclusions. We report them in more detail in the

Supplementary Appendix 2 (Supplementary Tables S1–S5).

Discussion and Conclusion

How and why does social origin matter for gender-

segregated field of study choices? One common view is

that social background’s significance derives from the

less traditional gender socialization experienced by chil-

dren from advantaged social origins (Dryler, 1998;

Polavieja and Platt, 2014; Chesters, 2021). This pre-

dominately cultural interpretation of social origins sets

the gender segregation literature apart from sociological

research on educational attainment, where social mobil-

ity risks have been extensively debated as alternative to

socialization-based mechanisms for explaining the

persistence of social origin differentials in educational

outcomes (Goldthorpe, 1996, 2007; van de Werfhorst

and Hofstede, 2007). This literature has increasingly

recognized horizontal differentiations as playing a part

in strategies to secure intergenerational socioeconomic

advantage (Triventi, 2013; Triventi, Vergolini and

Zanini, 2017; Hällsten and Thaning, 2018), without

however engaging with the issues of gender inequality

that lie at the core of the gender segregation literature.

Against this background, this article aimed to bridge

the gap between questions of gender segregation and social

inequality in sociological research on educational out-

comes. Our primary ambition in this article has been to

provide a new perspective on how social inequality may

matter for gender-segregated field choices. Comparing edu-

cational patterns of a complete Finnish birth cohort across

Figure 5. Men’s average probability to list gender-atypical and gender-typical fields on their first application, by target level of edu-

cation and parental class (results derived from fully adjusted Model 3 in Supplementary Appendix Tables 3 and 4)
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three distinct levels in the Finnish educational hierarchy,

we proposed a perspective drawing on differential mobility

risks to examine how and in what contexts young people’s

social background acts to promote or deter gender-(a)typ-

ical interests. Additionally, our comparative approach of

pathways through the educational system allowed us to

shed some new light on the old question as to whether so-

cial differentials in gender socialization patterns may

underpin variations observed in young people’s gender-

(a)typical educational aspirations. Based on previous work

on the multidimensionality of social origins (Bukodi and

Goldthorpe, 2013; Hällsten and Thaning, 2018), we con-

sidered parental education as a likely conduit for

socialization-based inclinations towards gender-(a)typical

fields (Davis and Greenstein, 2009) and assumed parental

class gradients to follow patterns derived from our adap-

tion of risk aversion theory (Goldthorpe, 1996). Our ana-

lytical setup thus accommodated the possible simultaneous

expression of risk aversion and socialization mechanisms.

We believe our focus on the (sometimes quite diverse)

range of fields young people considered on their applica-

tion, before institutional admissions procedures place fur-

ther constraints on young peoples’ choices, was

particularly suited to gauging these dynamics.

Overall, the results of our analyses have shown the

limits of a strongly culturally framed interpretation of

how social origin affects gendered field choices for this

Finnish cohort. This is because applicants with highly

educated parents were sometimes more, but often also

less inclined than their peers with low-educated parents

to consider alternatives to gender-typical fields. For in-

stance, high parental education increased women’s

gender-atypical application only if they applied to the

university sector, but not when submitting vocational

applications. Similarly, high parental education lowered

the gender-typicality men chose on their vocational ap-

plication, but not if they applied to university.

Although it may be the case that ‘men lose money and

suffer cultural disapproval when they choose traditionally

female-dominated fields’ (England, 2010: pp. 155), this

could still be a smaller price to pay for the net social mo-

bility working class men may attain via a university path-

way. Indeed, in line with our expectations derived from

risk-based social mobility arguments, we found that

working class men were more likely to include and even

emphasize female-dominated programmes on their uni-

versity application compared to their male peers from

higher service class backgrounds. Echoing previous re-

search on socially stratified field of study choices at the

tertiary level (e.g. Thomsen, 2015), applicants from

advantaged origins may experience greater pressures to

consolidate their family’s prestige and class position also

via their field choice. Coherent with this line of argument,

we found women from advantaged class origins as more

likely than their working class peers to consider gender-

atypical university programmes, which resonates also

with recent Norwegian findings (Seehuus, 2019). Social

mobility and status reproduction strategies may thus sim-

ultaneously reinforce and weaken gender segregation ten-

dencies in education.

As part of our social mobility argument, we expected

that male-domination may not in all contexts feature as a

marker of prestige and advantageous labour market pros-

pects (see also Magnusson, 2009). In fact, we expected

higher service class applicants applying to vocational

fields to perceive particularly male-dominated vocational

fields as possible exacerbating rather than buffering the

status loss implied by their aspired educational pathway,

due to the stronger manual, blue-collar connotations

coupled with potentially declining employment prospects

in these fields. Indeed, our results showed that sons (and,

in a more restricted sense, daughters) of the higher service

class tended to avoid male-dominated vocational fields,

despite their (relative) preference for these fields at the

university level. Against our expectations, however, the

possibly stronger middle-class connotation of female-

typical vocational fields did not appear to compensate (to

any substantially significant extent) for what may be a

gender-devalued status of these domains (Ridgeway and

Correll, 2004) in the eyes of downwardly mobile men

(and women) to the vocational sector.

From this rather nuanced picture of social differen-

tials in gendered educational applications, we draw two

main conclusions. First, our results showed that gender-

typical and gender-atypical interests appear to be

context-dependent rather than stable characteristics of

advantaged and disadvantaged social groups. Applicants

from working class and lower educational backgrounds

may be more likely to consider gender-atypical fields

than their peers from service class and higher education-

al backgrounds in some contexts, while the exact oppos-

ite pattern may come into play in other social mobility

contexts. In this sense, our study resonates with previous

research that has highlighted the pragmatic ways in

which the seemingly contradictory notions of gender

may combine (Usdansky, 2011; Grunow, Begall and

Buchler, 2018).

Second, the findings reported in this article are diffi-

cult to reconcile with approaches that implicitly or ex-

plicitly draw on cultural deficit notions of social origin

when explaining differences in gender-(a)typical inter-

ests. We do not dispute that gendered ideology and self-

concepts developed via socialization processes may have

a role to play in shaping interests and the valuation of
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gendered domains. Indeed, whether or not particular

fields constitute a risk in terms of prestige and status (ra-

ther than economic security) may in itself also be cultur-

ally shaped (Helland and Wiborg, 2019). However, the

contradictory ways in which social origin was associated

with gendered application patterns across the education-

al hierarchy nevertheless calls into doubt the idea that

particular cultures, specific to low- and high-educated

social groups and expressed through distinct patterns of

gender socialization, should qualify as the primary ex-

planatory mechanism for social differentials in young

people’s gender-segregated applications.

Finally, note that a number of limitations characterize

our research. Gender socialization differences may not be

captured sufficiently by differences in parental education,

or they may also have attenuated in recent birth cohorts.

Furthermore, the fact that parts of our downward social

mobility hypotheses were only partly supported encourages

further research on the relevance of social mobility consid-

erations for gender-(a)typical field choices. Most obviously,

despite our ambitions to present a nuanced picture utilizing

high-quality register-based data, our analyses cannot give a

definitive answer regarding the causal nature and the exact

mechanisms linking social origin with gendered field of

study choices. Instead of directly gauging the conscious and

unconscious motives that young people attach to gender-

and class-based educational decisions, we have relied on

interpreting indirect evidence. Scholars needs to continue

unpacking the ways in which cultural and socioeconomic

aspects of social origin, for instance via the constellation of

mothers’ and fathers’ social resources, may create and re-

solve contradictory pulls with regard to gender- and class-

normative behaviour in the context of social stratification

and social mobility processes.

Notes
1 These figures are roughly comparable to the yearly in-

take in small- to medium-sized detailed fields. Among

new vocational students aged 15–19, 102 started in

female-dominated horticulture and 1,440 in male-

dominated mechanics and metal programmes in 2017.

Among new university students (aged 20–24) in 2017,

225 started in female-dominated pharmacy pro-

grammes and 171 in male-dominated electricity and

energy (Vipunen Education Statistics Finland, 2021b).

2 Note that the high share of men’s gender-atypical and

women’s gender-typical applications at the polytech-

nic sector in part reflects this sector’s strong links to

registered health and welfare professions in Finland

(e.g. nurses, physiotherapists, some types of social

workers). Among first-choice polytechnic applicants

(aged 19–22), 41 per cent submitted their application

to the field of health and welfare in 2017 (60 per cent

among women, 18 per cent among men). By compari-

son, health and welfare programmes attracted an

overall of 8 per cent first-choice vocational applicants

(aged 15–19) and 4 per cent of first-choice university

applicants (aged 19–22) in 2017 (Vipunen Education

Statistics Finland, 2021a).

3 Polytechnics have awarded master’s degrees only

since 2005, hence only a handful of parents held

such a qualification during the childhood of our co-

hort. Therefore, we assign all polytechnic degrees

(which are overwhelmingly bachelor degrees) to the

short-cycle tertiary category.

Supplementary Data

Supplementary data are available at ESR online.
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