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Abstract
A substantial body of research indicates that graduates’ field of study is a key predictor 
of the gender wage gap. While previous studies often compare groups based on women’s 
minority status in a given field, we reframe this by distinguishing between care and non-
care fields—defined by their links to stereotypically feminized characteristics and their 
core care component. Taking the case study of Italy and Finland – representing distinct 
gender equality contexts, and contrasting welfare state regimes (conservative and Nor-
dic) – we first investigate whether gender gaps in labour market outcomes differ between 
graduates of care- and non-care related fields of study. Second, adopting a comparative 
perspective, we further examine whether these gender gaps vary between Italy and Fin-
land. Using administrative data from both countries, which include detailed fields of study 
classifications, our study supports the gender comparative advantage argument. Women 
experience smaller gaps in outcomes when graduating from care-oriented fields than from 
other fields, narrowing disparities particularly in wages and eliminating gender disparities 
in access to high-service occupations, while field-specific disparities in gender gaps were 
less pronounced in employment and job authority. Analyses are broadly consistent across 
Italy and Finland, suggesting limited cross-country variation in gender gaps in outcomes 
when comparing care and non-care fields.
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Introduction

Men’s and women’s systematic sorting into different educational and occupational fields 
has been shown to be a major factor in explaining the gender pay gap, particularly among 
higher education graduates (Bobbit-Zeher, 2007; Blau & Kahn, 2017). Therefore, encourag-
ing more women to study for degrees in high-paying and male-dominated science, technol-
ogy and engineering (STEM) fields has been suggested as a key policy measure to address 
persisting gender disparities in labour market returns to education (European Commission, 
2024). However, recent research has increasingly highlighted that gender disparities in 
labour market returns persist even among men and women who graduated from the same 
fields of study (Galos & Kulic, 2023; Hägglund, 2024; Seehuus & Strømme, 2024), includ-
ing the natural sciences and engineering (Zając et al., 2025).

Why and how gender gaps in early-career labour market outcomes vary across fields of 
study is still an open question. Previous research on field-specific variation in gender gaps 
on the labour market has often focused on women’s disadvantage in male-dominated STEM 
fields compared to other (gender-typed) broad fields (Konietzka & Wen, 2025; Schwerter & 
Ilg, 2023; Doris et al. 2025; Zając et al. 2025). Theoretical arguments in this literature have 
frequently centred on the role of women’s minority status in the field for explaining gender 
disparities compared to other fields (Shauman, 2006).

In this study, we contribute to the literature on the heterogeneity of field-specific gender 
gaps in labour market outcomes by reconceptualizing the sources of these gaps, taking as 
our point of departure the distinction between stereotypically female care-related fields in 
comparison to other fields of study. Barone (2011) has argued that patterns of gender seg-
regation by field of study are characterized by two strong divides, with the care-technical 
divide in the orientation of fields of study being one of the most dominant distinctions of 
degree courses. Care fields are characterized by the developing skills and expertise typically 
linked to the so-called “helping professions”. These occupations involve a high degree of 
care for others and interpersonal skills, exemplified by professions such as psychologists, 
teachers, social workers, and nurses. Care work is highly feminized in many countries, 
which many scholars argue may be linked to its cultural devaluation (England, 1992) and 
the average pay penalties it incurs relative to non-care work, even when requiring higher 
education qualifications (England et al. 2002).

From a theoretical perspective, focusing on the distinction between care and non-care 
fields thus sets this paper apart from much previous research. This focus allows us to 
approach early career outcomes of graduates mainly from the standpoint of women’s major-
ity status, drawing on arguments based on feminized skills, gendered performance expecta-
tions, and stereotypes to hypothesize about the direction and magnitude of field-specific 
gender disparities. Additionally, while previous studies have typically focused on analysing 
one or two labour market outcomes (Morgan, 2008; Galos & Kulic, 2023; Hägglund, 2024; 
Schwerter & Ilg, 2023), we are able to compare field-specific gender gaps not only in terms 
of wages, but also across other important dimensions of work such as employment status, 
job authority, and access to higher service class occupation five years after graduating. As 
both job authority and higher service class positions have in previous research been associ-
ated with autonomy, job security, and time sovereignty (Mustosmäki et al., 2017; Stier & 
Yaish, 2014), this paper provides a perspective on how field-specific gender gaps may relate 
to gender gaps in overall job quality.
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Against this background, this paper addresses the following research questions:

1.	 How do gender gaps in early career outcomes differ between graduates of care-related 
and other fields of study?

2.	 How do these gender gaps vary between Italy and Finland?

Importantly, this paper contributes to the existing literature by exploring how cultural and 
institutional contexts may shape field-specific gender gaps. Comparisons of field-specific 
gender disparities have been fairly rare (exceptions are Hägglund, 2024; Reimer & Stein-
metz, 2009). We examine the gender gaps in two case studies - Italy and Finland – chosen 
both for contextual and gender equality variation and the availability of high-quality admin-
istrative data. Considering the context, Italy is typically classified as a conservative welfare 
state (Tobio, 2017), whereas Finland—despite ranking high on gender equality—is often 
considered the most conservative among the Nordic countries (Kangas & Kvist, 2018). At 
the same time, in both contexts, women are more likely than men to attain tertiary educa-
tion1, and employment rates among tertiary-educated women are relatively similar over 
the period considered2. This combination of contextual divergence and structural similarity 
provides a stringent basis for assessing gender gaps in labour market outcomes among grad-
uates. Regarding the data, the study uses two high-quality administrative datasets: a combi-
nation of administrative and survey data in Italy and full-population register data in Finland. 
Their harmonizable structure and detailed field of study classifications enable cross-national 
comparisons, including fine-grained identification of care-oriented fields. Focusing on the 
2010 cohort and outcomes in 2015, the analysis provides a comprehensive assessment of 
early labour market trajectories in both countries.

Theoretical background: why should gender gaps vary between care 
and non-care fields?

Status theory and gendered comparative advantages

Two theoretical approaches are used to derive expectations about the level of gender gap 
across care and non-care fields of study and in relation to labour market outcomes. The 
first perspective, known as status theory, highlights gender as a diffuse status characteris-
tic (Correll, 2004). According to this perspective, the primary mechanism behind differ-
ences between men and women in the labour market is the development of performance 
expectations, which tend to be lower for individuals with low-status characteristics, namely, 
women. Status theory can play out on both supply and demand side processes, influencing 
women’s confidence and their subsequent decisions on the one hand, as well as their labour 
market evaluation by employers, on the other hand (Gërxhani et al., 2023).

Women and men tend to choose educational and occupational fields in line with gender 
stereotypes, but they can also face discrimination rooted in these stereotypes. Status theory 
thus argues that how status-based perceptions play out also depends critically on the con-

1 https://ec.​europa.eu/e​urostat/dat​abrowser​/view/edat​_lfse_03__c​ustom_21306​203/defa​ult/table.
2 https:​​​//​ec.eur​op​a.eu/eur​ostat/datab​r​ows​er/v​i​ew/​ed​​at_​lfs​e_24__c​u​stom_2​1​306124/default/table.

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/edat_lfse_03__custom_21306203/default/table
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/edat_lfse_24__custom_21306124/default/table
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text-specific salience of cultural stereotypes (Ridgeway & Kricheli-Katz, 2013). Accord-
ingly, it has been argued that women’s performance evaluations are expected to be better 
than men’s in occupational areas drawing on feminized abilities (Eagly & Koenig, 2007), 
leading potentially to a comparative advantage for women over men in feminized fields 
(Galos & Kulic, 2023). As such, the comparative advantage that women may possess in 
care-intensive tasks may help offset their lower overall status or even outweigh it entirely.

In this context, the comparative advantage perspective relies on status beliefs, which 
suggest that women are considered comparatively more capable for care-oriented fields and 
professions. Their comparative advantage is linked to stereotypical male and female traits, 
which are seen as the foundation for distinguishing between more “masculine” and more 
“feminine” fields of study and occupations (Correll, 2004). This principle of comparative 
advantage, if applied to field-specific differences in labour market outcomes for higher edu-
cation graduates, would lead to the expectation that women are more successful in accessing 
and progressing in care-oriented fields, thereby diminishing the gender gap. Conversely, 
women might face comparative disadvantages in other than care-related fields, where their 
ascribed characteristics may deviate from role-specific stereotypes. In other words, women 
might face an advantage over men with regard to obtaining graduate positions related to care 
(Eagly & Koenig, 2007). From this perspective, we expect that gender gaps in men’s favour 
in employment and access to professional positions will be smaller for graduates from care-
related higher education fields compared to other fields (H1).

However, to what extent women in the care field may have a comparative advantage 
over men in terms of job authority and pay, is less clear (Ridgeway, 2014). This is because 
traditional gender norms view women as nurturing and caring, but not necessarily suited 
for leadership roles required for authority positions. Despite being located in a feminized 
context, access to leadership positions (which also affect wage trajectories) may therefore 
increase the salience of masculine stereotypes as detailed below.

Glass escalator expectations

The glass escalator perspective may also contribute to explaining field-specific gender gaps 
in early-career labour market outcomes. According to this literature, men may benefit from 
higher status and ascribed competence not only in male-dominated fields, but especially in 
feminized context, where their minority position gives particular salience to men’s favour-
able gender stereotypes (Williams, 1992; Floge & Merril, 1986). Empirical evidence shows 
that implicit norms and cultural expectations in female- oriented professions such as nursing 
(Wingfield, 2009) or teaching (Cousins, 2020) tend to help men move toward positions of 
greater authority and higher pay. Brandford and Brandford-Stevenson (2021) note that men 
in nursing in the US represent around 10% of labour force but are almost 50% of the group 
in leadership positions. The glass escalator perspective also operates with status concerns, 
but leads to different conclusions than the comparative advantage perspective: men, because 
of their high-status gender, gain a disproportionate advantage in female-dominated fields, 
including those oriented towards care. This should be particularly evident when there is no 
heterogeneity among men in terms of ethnic and racial characteristics (Williams, 2013).

Regarding access to authority and high pay, thus, the glass escalator perspective would 
expect men to benefit from stereotypical ascriptions of leadership skills in female-domi-
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nated care fields. Thus, we would expect a larger gender gap in men’s favour in terms of 
authority and pay in care-intensive compared to non-care fields (H2).

While our theoretical considerations reflect on the dynamics at the recruitment stage and 
within workplaces, it is important to acknowledge that labour market gaps might also reflect 
other processes, including self-selection in employment (Doris et al., 2025) and discrimina-
tory practices (Galos & Coppock, 2023).

Country context and expectations for the field-specific gender gaps in 
labour market outcomes

We expect the direction of the gender gaps to hold across contexts, but their magnitude 
might be amplified or attenuated with institutional and cultural context. To have a better 
overview of our case studies, below, we highlight key differences between Italy and Finland 
concerning (i) gender inequality, (ii) gender attitudes, and differences in the (iii) educational 
systems, and (iv) labour markets.

Finland (74.5) scores higher than Italy (69.2) on the Gender Inequality Index and ranks 
above the EU average (71) (European Institute for Gender Equality, 2025). Yet survey evi-
dence shows that substantial shares of citizens in both countries perceive gender inequality 
as ongoing (Kulic et al., 2025; Nousiainen, 2023).Thus, perceived inequality appears more 
similar across the two countries than index scores alone suggest.

Turning to domain-specific attitudes in the two countries, findings from the European 
Value Survey (5th wave) suggest that men and women in both countries disagree to a large 
extent that men are better suited for business executive positions or as political leaders 
(Fig. 1, lower panel). However, a different picture emerges for attitudes towards working 
mothers and family-related gender stereotypes (Fig. 1, upper panel). Most Finns reject the 
idea that children suffer when mother works (92% of women and 88% of men), compared 
to about half of Italian (51% of women and 53% of men). Similar cross-country differences 
appear on the idea about women prioritizing home and kids (81% and 70% disagree for 
Finland compared to 51% and 41% for Italy).

Gender segregation in higher education is often termed “paradoxical,” as more gender-
equal countries tend to show larger gaps in fields such as mathematics (Breda et al., 2020). 
In line with this, Finland is classified as more sex-segregated than Italy across fields of 
study and occupations (Bettio & Verashchagina, 2009), though such rankings depend on 
the indices used (Elbers, 2021). Structural factors, particularly Finland’s larger public sector 
and stronger concentration in feminized care-related fields, may help explain this pattern. 
Considering the educational system, there are significant differences. Finland has a dual 
structure: polytechnics bachelor’s degrees (alternatively translated as universities of applied 
sciences) and master’s degrees from traditional universities, which serve as the primary 
qualifications for entering the labour market. Of these two, the health and welfare field 
accounted for 25% of Finnish graduates in 2023, while medicine accounted for only 6%, 
with most graduates concentrated in nursing and social work (Vipunen Education Statistics 
Finland, 2025). By contrast, Italy is dominated by research-oriented universities (Kyvik, 
2004), with only 15% of Italian graduates in the health and welfare field in 2023, half of 
whom specialized in medicine (Eurostat, 2025b).
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Focusing on women’s employment patterns, both countries display more similarities than 
differences: about 80% female higher education graduates aged 35–39 were employed in 
2015. With respect to maternal employment rates, a greater share of mothers with children 
under age 14 is employed in Finland (77%) than Italy (57%), yet, among highly educated 
women, they are fairly similar (around 84.5% vs. 81.9%, respectively) in both countries 
(OECD, 2025, fig. LMF1.2.C and LMF1.2.E). Nevertheless, female part-time employment 
was more prevalent in Italy (34%) than in Finland (14.5%), including among graduates in 
2015, despite the similarly low overall incidence of part-time work in the total population 
(Eurostat, 2022).

Given the context-specific differences outlined above, due to a weaker welfare state in 
Italy, compared to Finland, lower levels of gender equality, and more traditional gender 
attitudes, we expect that the overall level of gender gaps will be higher in Italy than in 
Finland (H3). While Finland’s large public sector may initially offer advantages for women 
in the care professions, it may also place them at a disadvantage in terms of pay and career 
progression, as suggested by the ‘welfare state paradox’ literature (Mandel & Semyonov, 
2006). Therefore, we expect larger differences between the gender gaps of the care and non-
care fields in Finland compared to Italy (H4).

Data and sample selection

This article relies on two high-quality national administrative datasets: the AlmaLaurea 
dataset as a combination of administrative and survey data in Italy, and full-population data 
drawn from administrative registers in Finland. Both data sources enable detailed distinc-

Fig. 1  Proportion of disagreement with selected gender attitudes in Finland and Italy (weighted). Source: 
European Value Survey (EVS), 5th wave (collected in 2017 in Finland and in 2018 in Italy), own 
calculations. 
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tion between different degrees, focus on the 2010 graduate cohort (of graduates aged 30 or 
below) and their labour market outcomes in 2015, and contain information on labour market 
outcomes such as employment as well as authority, access to high level professional posi-
tions and wages. The samples are highly comparable overall, but a few slight differences 
must be acknowledged.

Both data sets represent graduates from the perspective of each country’s typical exit 
qualification, with which graduates enter the labour market. This means that the Italian data 
consists of graduates with university master’s degrees (3 + 2) or long degrees (5–6 years). 
The sample excludes students who are not born in Italy, and consists of 56,820 individuals 
(of which 37,252 were employed in 2015). For the Italian AlmaLaurea survey, all students 
before their graduation were asked to respond to a general questionnaire consisting of infor-
mation on their academic careers. The information obtained is kept as national registry. One, 
three and five years after their graduation, the respondents are contacted again to report on 
their labour market position. In 2015, the year of the current analyses, the response rate was 
72 per cent. Graduates from all available fields of study are included, except for the fields 
of defense and security. Table  1 shows the descriptive statistics of graduates from both 
countries.

The Finnish data set comprises both graduates with bachelor-level qualifications from 
polytechnics (ammattikorkeakoulututkinto) as well as master-level graduates from tradi-
tional universities (ylempi korkeakoulututkinto). Although university studies in Finland 
progress from a bachelor’s to a master’s degree, university graduates’ typical employment 
positions require a master’s degree. An exception to this rule are bachelor degrees in phar-
macy and early childhood education, which have been added to the Finnish data set as the 
only bachelor-level exit qualifications alongside master’s degrees within the Finnish univer-
sity structure. The data set includes only individuals born in Finland. In total, the Finnish 
data consists of 21,024 individuals (of whom 18,495 graduates were employed in 2015).

Analytical strategy and measures

Dependent variables

Four different dependent variables are created to examine our hypotheses. These measures 
are highly harmonized, but also show some differences across country datasets. The main 
differences in definitions and steps of the harmonization process are detailed in the online 
appendix (Appendix A.2).

Our first dependent variable records whether graduates are employed five years after 
receiving their degree. The variable is coded as a binary variable (0–1). Five years after 
graduating, being employed was clearly the most common outcome for graduates of both 
genders in both countries, as shown in Table 1 (84.5% among Italian and 88% among Finn-
ish graduates).

Next, we restrict our sample to graduates in employment and examine, as our second 
dependent variable, their access to the higher service class, using the Erikson-Goldthorpe-
Portocarero (EGP) class scheme based on employment relations (Ganzeboom & Treiman, 
2003). In a nutshell, this reflects access to professional (e.g., university professors, medi-
cal doctors) and high-level managerial positions (e.g., chief executive officers, hospital 
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Table 1  Descriptive statistics for categorical and continuous variables in the analytical samples, Italy and 
Finland
A. Categorical variables: frequencies (column %)

Italy Finland
Variable Men Women Total Men Women Total
Care-field 3.1 17.3 11.6 6.0 36.4 24.2
Employed in 2015 89 81.4 84.5 91.3 85.7 88
Higher service class (EGP I) in 2015 50.5 39.3 44 40.6 15.8 26.1
Employs/supervises in 2015 32.5 21.1 25.9 10 4.8 6.9
Marital status in 2015
single 68.1 54.3 59.9 61 57.7 59
married 31.6 45.1 39.7 39 42.3 41
divorced (Italy only) 0.3 0.6 0.4
Number of own children in 2015
no children 91.8 83.9 87.1 60.9 55.5 57.7
ITA: up to two / FI: one child 7.8 15.6 12.5 19 22.1 20.9
ITA: more than two / FI: two or more 0.4 0.5 0.5 20.1 22.3 21.4
Italy: Region of residence in 2015
North 41.6 38.9 40
Centro 20 19.4 19.7
South 37.8 41.2 39.8
Abroad 0.6 0.5 0.5
Finland: Region of residence in 2015 38.9 37.1 37.8
Helsinki/Uusimaa 16.3 17.4 16.9
South 25.4 25.2 25.3
West/Ahvenanmaa 19.4 20.4 20
North/East
Finland: Type of higher education
Polytechnic 59.4 63.7 62
University 40.6 36.3 38

B. Continuous variables: means (standard 
deviations)

Italy Finland
Variable Men Women Total Men Women Total
Net monthly earnings (if employed at end 
of 2015)

1538.5 
(602.97)

1206.8 
(499.1)

1346.7 
(569.4)

3111.3 
(1793.8)

2569.2 
(1385.1)

2795.3 
(1591.1)

GPA (Italy: range 1-100, Finland: 4-10) 82.9 
(14.5)

86.2 
(14.2)

84.9 
(14.4)

8.2 (0.6) 8.6 (0.6) 8.4 (0.6)

Age in 2015 25.9 (2) 25.8 
(2.1)

25.8 
(2.05)

31.2 
(1.6)

30.2 
(1.9)

30.6 
(1.9)

Number of observations 21,843 34,977 56,820 8,446 12,578 21,024
Number of observations (for those em-
ployed in 2015)

15,224 22,028 37,252 7,715 10,780 18,495
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administrators, senior managers). Accordingly, we operationalize class position using a 
binary variable that distinguishes between the higher service class3 and the remaining class 
positions in the original ten-category classification. Belonging to the higher service class 
reflects a superior position of employees in the labour market with regard to their average 
job advancement prospects, job security, and autonomy (Smallenbroek et al., 2024). The 
scheme is particularly suitable for comparative research as it is standardized across coun-
tries. In our data (Table 1), a gender gap in favour of men is discernible in both countries, but 
particularly so in Finland: 50.5% of male vs. 39.3% of female graduates in Italy belonged to 
the higher service class at the early career stage, while the same was true for 40.6% of men 
but only 15.8% of women among Finnish graduates. The discrepancy in the Finnish case 
partly relates to the dual structure of the higher education system, which leads to differential 
social stratification outcomes for graduates of the two sectors (Prix, 2009).

Our third dependent variable captures job authority, defined as whether a position 
includes responsibility for supervising the work of other employees, coded as a dichoto-
mous distinction (yes/no) following other studies (Dämmrich & Blossfeld, 2017; Yaish & 
Stier, 2009). This measure reflects hierarchical control – i.e., responsibility over subordi-
nates - rather than differences in employment relations or human capital. Although the EGP 
class-schema incorporates authority, especially in differentiating between managerial and 
non-managerial classes, this is not a defining feature of higher service-class occupations 
(e.g., many professional positions may not involve supervising subordinates). Having job 
authority five years after graduation is more common in Italy than in Finland, although a 
clear gender gap favouring men is evident in both countries (Table 1).

Finally, we examine employed graduates’ net earnings five years after they received 
their degree as a continuous variable (based on the mid-point of each earnings category 
in Italy and on earnings minus tax in Finland). Average pay levels in our graduate data 
are on average higher in Finland than in Italy (Table 1). The gender differences in average 
pay amount to approximately 330 euros (1206 versus 1568 euro) in Italy and 540 euros in 
Finland (3111 versus 2569 euros), which corresponds to a gender pay gap of 22% and 18%, 
respectively (Table 1). For our wage regressions, we log-transformed the earnings variable 
in both countries, which facilitates interpreting coefficients in terms of percentage changes 
in net earnings.

Key independent variables: care and non-care fields

We adopt a definition of care fields that represents an intersection of two characteristics: a 
strong component of care within the degree, as preparation for future care professions, and 
a strong stereotypical association with women (Galos & Kulic, 2023). Some examples are 
psychology, social work, and nursing.

In both countries, our classification of care fields includes psychology, social work, cog-
nitive sciences, pedagogy, adult education, nursing and midwifery sciences, rehabilitation 
care, health care science, preventive health care, primary education and planning and man-
agement of educational services. Within this classification, medicine is considered a field 

3  The other levels are: II Lower Managerial and Professional Workers, IIIa Routine Clerical Work, IIIb Rou-
tine Service and Sales Work, IVa Small Self-Employed with Employees, IVb Small Self-Employed without 
Employees, IVc Self-Employed Farmers, V Manual Supervisors, VI Skilled Manual Workers, VIIa Semi- 
and Unskilled Manual Workers, VIIb Agricultural Labour (Ganzeboom and Treiman 2003).
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with a strong care component, but it is not necessarily associated with female stereotypes, 
unlike nursing. Medicine, as argued by Barone (2011), preserves a “symbolic affinity with 
care jobs,” without being stereotypically associated with women. The classification does not 
include secondary education either, as there is no specific degree that leads directly to teach-
ing at the secondary level. In addition, several subjects provide access to secondary teaching 
(including many technical degrees), but they are not necessarily classified as care-focused, 
considering their content. While harmonizing this classification across countries was gen-
erally successful, social workers with university degrees could not be distinguished from 
social science university graduates in the Finnish data. As a consequence, the care-field in 
Finland includes only the (larger group of) social work graduates from the polytechnics, but 
not the universities. A complete list of care-related courses is provided in the online appen-
dix (Appendix A.1). Based on this distinction, only 3.1% of all Italian men interviewed in 
our data gained a degree in a field of study that is oriented towards care, in contrast to 17.3% 
of women. This contrast is even starker in the Finnish case, where 6% of men and 36.4% of 
women graduated with care-related higher education degrees.

Control variables

All models incorporate the following control variables, measured in 2015: age, marital sta-
tus (single or married), number of children, and four broad national areas of residence. 
Additionally, we control for school achievement to account for pre-university academic 
achievement and abilities. In Italy, the high school graduation score is used, whereas in 
Finland, only the grade point average from the final year of lower secondary education 
was available, which was transformed into percentile ranks when included in the models 
(Table 1).

Both Italy and Finland are characterized by predominantly full-time employment among 
graduates, yet with some gender differences, as reported in the previous section. Although 
information on working hours is not included in the main manuscript, as a robustness check, 
the models for Italy and Finland were re-estimated including working hours and are reported 
in the section ‘Additional analyses’ and in the online appendix (Table A3 and A5, Figures 
A3-A6). Due to the dual nature of the Finnish higher education system with known differ-
ential labour market outcomes, the Finnish models control for the type of higher education 
degree obtained (university or polytechnic). While our main analyses focus on the Finnish 
higher education sector as a whole, controlling for (but not differentiating) the dual struc-
ture, we provide and discuss separate models for graduates of the Finnish polytechnics and 
those of universities in the online appendix (Appendix B).

Methods

We use logit models when modelling our binary dependent variables of employment status, 
job authority, and access to the higher service class. For graduates’ net monthly earnings, we 
use ordinary least squares regression to model log-transformed earnings.

The models are specified as follows:

	 log (P ( yi = 1)/1 − P (yi = 1 )) = β 0 + β 1G + β 2 F + β 3 (GxF ) + β 4X � (1)
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	 z = β 0 + β 1G + β 2 F + β 3 (GxF ) + β 4X + ϵ � (2)

where y represents each of the three binary labor market outcomes, z is log-transformed 
earnings, G is gender, F is field of studies, X refers to a set of control variables and ε is 
unobserved error term.

In all analyses, our main focus is on comparing gender gaps between care fields and 
non-care fields. We start our discussion of results by examining our main effects models, 
before introducing an interaction between gender and the character of the field of study to 
each model. We present and interpret our results as average marginal effects of gender (e.g., 
gender gap as a difference between men and women), comparing these gender gaps between 
care and non-care fields of study in each country.

Results

Care fields and gender in Italy and Finland

Starting with our main effects models, we first examine how average gender gaps as well 
as differences between fields of study play out at the early career stage among graduates in 
Italy and Finland. The models, including only the main coefficients for gender and field of 
study (care-oriented vs. non-care-oriented), along with control variables, are presented in 
Table 2. The results indicate that men have a clear advantage in labour market outcomes 
at the early career stage, with statistically significant gender gaps arising in both countries. 
In Italy, men are on average 8% points more likely than women to be employed, a gender 
gap of similar size to that observed in Finland (7.4% points). While male graduates in Italy 
have an 11-percentage points advantage over their female peers in accessing the higher 
service class, this gender gap is even larger in Finland (amounting to an 18.5% points gap 
in favour of men). When it comes to job authority and earnings, however, average gender 
gaps are slightly larger in Italy than in Finland. Men who graduated in Italy are 10% points 
more likely to hold supervisory positions five years after completing their degree, whereas 
Finnish men’s advantage in this regard is only 3% points. Whereas male graduates in Italy 
earn monthly wages that are almost 25%4 higher than women’s, the gender pay gap among 
Finnish graduates is at 21%, only slightly lower than that observed in Italy (Table 2, based 
on regression coefficients 0.22 and 0.19).

Regarding field-specific differences in labour market outcomes, care-related fields are 
clearly associated with differential labour market outcomes, which in their direction play out 
remarkably similarly in both Italy and Finland (Table 2). Net of gender and other sociode-
mographic characteristics, graduates from care-oriented fields fare better than others in 
terms of securing employment five years after graduating. In Italy, they are 3% points more 
likely to be employed (p < 0.01) compared to their peers from non-care fields, while the gap 
is 5% points in their favour in Finland. Among employed graduates, however, graduates in 
care fields face a disadvantage in accessing the higher service class (by 6% points in Italy, 
but an even starker 23% points in Finland), and are less likely to have supervisory roles (by 
on average 9% points in Italy and 6% points in Finland). Care-fields also come with a wage 

4  Regression coefficients (b) from OLS models of log-transformed earnings are converted to percentage 
changes by first exponentiating the regression coefficient: (exp(b)-1)*100.
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penalty, which is, however, larger in Italy than in Finland: while Italian graduates with care 
specialization earn, on average, 12% less than their peers from other fields, the average 
field-specific penalty in Finland is only 3% (based on regression coefficients 0.11 and 0.029, 
Table 2). Note however that in the Finnish case, the dual structure of higher education is a 
very substantial factor in stratifying graduates’ early career outcomes, with graduates from 
the polytechnics (where care-related programmes play a significant role) being about 20% 
point less likely to access the higher service class and facing a 18% wage penalty compared 
to university graduates (Table 2, right panel).

Is there a care premium for women and a penalty for men in Italy and Finland?

To test our hypotheses that male premiums in employment and access to the higher service 
class would be smaller in care-oriented fields, whereas male premiums in authority and 
pay would be larger, we next examine the interactions between gender and care fields, net 
of controls. For this reason, we included in our models an interaction between gender and 
the care-orientation of graduates’ fields of study. The results of our interaction models are 

Table 2  Main effects model for different graduate outcomes. Average marginal effects (standard errors) based 
on binary logit models (employment, higher service class position (EGP I), job authority), and ordinary least 
squares coefficients for the earnings model

Italy Finland
Employed Higher 

service 
class

Job 
authority

Earnings Em-
ployed

Higher 
service 
class

Job 
authority

Earnings

Men 
(ref. 
Women)

0.08*** 0.11*** 0.10*** 0.22*** 0.074*** 0.185*** 0.029*** 0.190***

(0.00) (0.00) (0.03) (0.00) (0.005) (0.007) (0.004) (0.006)
Care 
field 
(ref. 
Non-
care)

0.03*** -
0.06***

-0.09*** -0.11*** 0.051*** -
0.229***

-
0.060***

-
0.029***

(0.00) (0.01) (0.00) (0.01) (0.005) (0.006) (0.003) (0.007)
Uni-
versity 
degree 
(ref. 
poly-
technic)

0.033*** 0.202*** -
0.037***

0.167***

(0.005) (0.008) (0.005) (0.007)
Controls 
included

yes yes yes yes yes yes yes yes

Obser-
vations

56,820 37,252 37,252 37,252 21,024 18,495 18,495 18,495

Pseu-
do-/ 
Adj. R2

0.054 0.016 0.019 0.107 0.029 0.192 0.048 0.142

Note. All models include control variables for region of residence, marital status, grade point average, 
number of children (please refer to Online appendix Table A. 1 for full models). *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, 
***p < 0.001
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shown in Fig. 2a and b, while the interaction models are presented in Table A.2 of the online 
appendix.

Figure 2a shows average marginal effects of gender (men versus women) in relation to 
the care-non-care divide in Italy and Finland for employment status, access to the higher 
service class and job authority. Figure 2b refers to earnings. In both countries, the gender 
gap in access to the higher service class as well as earnings is statistically significantly lower 

Fig. 2b  Gender gaps in (log-transformed) earnings across the care-non-care divide in Italy and Finland 
(logged earnings), based on the ordinary least squares interaction models

 

Fig. 2a  Average marginal effects of gender in relation to care-non-care divide in Italy and Finland (being 
in work, access to EGP and access to job authority)
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in care rather than non-care fields (Table A.2, online appendix). Employment chances five 
years after graduation differ less markedly between men and women in care rather than 
non-care fields, but only in Finland is this field-specific variation in gender gaps statistically 
significant. Job authority gender gaps, on the other hand, cannot be statistically significantly 
distinguished between care and non-care fields in either country. It is also notable that the 
estimated size of the gender gap, or more specifically, of male advantage, differs across 
outcomes, but less so across countries.

More specifically, in both Italy and Finland, there are strikingly similar gender gaps in 
employment chances in both care and non-care (a male premium of 8% points for non-care 
fields in comparison to 5–6% point difference in care fields), although these differences 
between fields can only be statistically significantly discerned in Finland. To put this in 
context, men and women in both countries display very high predicted probability of being 
in employment (around 90%), and the care-non-care divide is very small (see Appendix 
Figure A.1a).

Similarly, graduates’ access to the higher service class in Italy is more strongly gendered 
in non-care fields, where the gender gap is around 12% points in favour of men. This is 
in sharp contrast to the 2% point premium that we observe for women in care fields (this 
female advantage is not statistically significant). In other words, the relative difference in 
the gender gap between care and non-care fields with regard to higher service class positions 
amounts to almost 14% points. In Finland, no statistically significant gender differences 
with regard to attaining a higher service class position were observed among graduates in 
care-related fields, whereas the male premium in non-care fields amounted to 20% points. 
Thus, gender gaps in higher service class access appear to vary more substantially between 
care and non-care fields in Finland rather than Italy (Fig. 2a and Appendix Table A.2). In 
both countries, access to the service class is limited, but Italy starts from a higher baseline in 
both care and non-care fields, compared to Finland (Appendix Figure A.1a).

Concerning job authority, we do not find statistically significant variation in the observed 
male graduates’ advantage between care and non-care fields in either country. Within our 
data, gender gaps vary in a similar direction as for other outcomes, with slightly lower gaps 
observed in care fields, and more pronounced field-specific differences in these gaps in Italy 
(Fig. 2a and Appendix Table A.2). Note that overall, access to authority positions is higher 
in Italy than in Finland (Appendix Figure A.1a).

Finally, the deepest gender gap, independently of the type of field, concerns net monthly 
wages (Fig. 2b and Table A.2), and is tilted in favour of men. In Italy, the gap is somewhat 
larger for non-care-oriented fields (28%, derived from b = 0.25) than care fields (18.5% 
based on a coefficient of 0.17). In Finland, on the other hand, we observe a clearer difference 
between field-specific gender gaps, with a male premium of 22% (based on regression coef-
ficient b = 0.2) in non-care fields, contrasting with a substantially reduced male advantage 
of 10.5% (regression coefficient b = 0.1) in care-oriented fields. Considering the big picture, 
both Finnish men and women have higher baseline salaries, compared to Italians, yet the 
gender gap in care-non-care fields is fairly similar (Appendix Figure A.1b).

To sum up, women in care fields in Italy face, on average, comparatively lower penal-
ties than female graduates in other fields, and this is particularly pronounced in the access 
to higher service occupations and pay gap. Except for authority, where gender differences 
were similarly low in both fields, the overall pattern of these results was also confirmed for 
Finland.
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As such, these results for both Italy and Finland conform broadly to our comparative 
advantage hypotheses and contradict the glass escalator perspective. This is the case par-
ticularly with regard to graduates’ access to employment and a higher service class position, 
for which our empirical results align with the expected reduced gender gap in care-related 
fields that we derived from the status theory and comparative advantage literature (H1). 
With regard to job authority, however, the field-specific differences in gender gaps were 
small and statistically insignificant in Finland, and larger in non-care than in care fields in 
Italy, contrary to our expectations derived from the glass escalator literature (contradicting 
H2). Moreover, our results indicate a smaller gender pay gap in care-related fields than in 
non-care fields, also contrary to H2. Regarding the cross-country differences, the gender 
gaps we observed were not systematically larger in Italy: gender gaps in employment across 
fields were overall fairly similar in both countries. Pay gaps were slightly lower in Finland, 
whereas Italy performed worse than Finland in terms of gender gaps in supervisory posi-
tions. By contrast, access to the higher service class proved to be more strongly gendered 
in Finland than in Italy. As such, our expectations regarding clearly smaller gender gaps in 
Finland than in Italy across all outcomes were only partially supported (against H3). Except 
for job authority, differences between care and non-care gender gaps were indeed larger in 
Finland, thus for the most part supporting our expectation (H4).

Additional analyses

Care fields are initially compared with a heterogeneous group of non-care fields that differ 
in both gender composition and area of study. While gender composition is not the primary 
focus of this article, and is not considered, we do analyse further the heterogeneity of non-
care related fields, and their implications for gender gaps (Appendix Table A.4 and Appen-
dix Figures A.2-A.6). We further classify these fields into three categories: medicine and 
dentistry (which include some care-related components), technical subjects with a strong 
technical orientation (all forms of architecture, engineering, and IT), and other fields. The 
latter two categories follow the classification proposed by Barone (2011). While the broad 
picture of our results persists, the analyses in both countries show a heterogeneous pat-
tern within non care –related fields with large male premiums in technical fields regarding 
employment, higher class occupations and income, but not authority. The smallest male 
premiums within non-care-related fields are found in medicine and dentistry across all four 
outcomes in Italy, and are often similar to those observed in care fields. In Finland, gradu-
ates from care fields face lower gender gaps in employment compared to other fields, as well 
as lower gender gaps in terms of higher service class access and earnings compared to all 
three other fields, while no clear differences between the four fields emerged with regard to 
gender gaps in job authority. Due to the smaller size of disaggregated non-care fields, not all 
of these contrasts reached statistical significance (see Appendix Table A.4). Further hetero-
geneity between the Finnish university and polytechnic sector with regard to these outcomes 
is presented and discussed in Appendix B.

Note that our original analyses do not control for weekly working hours. As a second 
robustness check, the analysis is extended to incorporate graduates’ weekly working hours 
(Appendix Table A.5 and Appendix Figures A.2-A.6). The results show a reduction in all 
gender gaps, but no substantive deviation from the main results regarding both the direction 
of difference between care-related and non-care related fields, and country differences.
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Discussion and conclusion

Despite high levels of education, men and women continue to differ, on average, in their 
labour market outcomes at the early career stage. This study contributes to the literature by 
examining whether feminized, and often devalued, care fields would reproduce or reduce 
women’s disadvantage vis-à-vis men in labour market outcomes five years after graduation. 
In doing so, we extend existing research on field-specific heterogeneity of gender disparities 
by moving beyond women’s numerical dominance within a field and instead focusing on 
fields whose substantive orientation closely aligns with stereotypically feminized character-
istics. Two groups of questions guided our inquiry: first, are gender gaps reproduced to the 
same extent among graduates from these fields, where gender stereotypes may give women 
a comparative advantage? Do men experience advantages in certain outcomes as a result of 
the “glass escalator”? Second, does a country like Finland, with comparatively high levels 
of gender equality, equalize outcomes for female and male graduates across different fields 
more effectively than Italy, where, despite substantial progress, traditional gender attitudes 
may still retain a stronger societal foothold?

Overall, care graduates experience greater gender equality than other graduates in both 
countries, with eliminated disparities in access to higher service-class positions and nar-
rower gender gaps in pay. In both countries, graduates faced similar gender gaps in employ-
ment chances five years after graduation, but their variation across fields was statistically 
significant only in Finland. With regard to job authority, our models found fairly small 
gender gaps that were statistically indistinguishable between care and other fields in either 
country.

From a theoretical perspective, our findings regarding graduates’ employment and access 
to higher service-class positions broadly support expectations derived from status charac-
teristics theory. The smaller gender gaps in care-related fields suggest that women face 
less disadvantage in contexts where skills culturally associated with femininity are more 
highly valued. The effects of gender-status beliefs are not uniform across fields, highlight-
ing that gender inequality across fields cannot be explained by gender composition alone 
but depends, in part, on how a field’s valued skill profile aligns with gendered expectations.

By contrast, our expectation of a larger gender gap in men’s favour in terms of authority 
and pay in care-intensive fields compared to non-care ones is not supported. The gender gap 
in job authority is similar to that of other outcomes in Italy and is smaller overall in Fin-
land. This pattern is consistent with our earlier descriptive results from the European Values 
Study 2017–2018 (Fig. 1), showing that a large share of respondents in both countries reject 
the view that men are better suited for leadership roles. Taken together, our findings chal-
lenge the idea that men may ride a “glass escalator”, and perhaps instead suggest a more 
limited interpretation of this theory, particularly in settings stereotypically associated with 
feminized characteristics related to care. Rather than a universal prediction, the glass esca-
lator argument is better understood as a conditional mechanism that operates only in some 
settings. This interpretation is consistent with Williams’ (2013) reassessment of the thesis 
and with broader literature, which provides mixed support for the theory. For example, 
quantitative studies have not consistently found that men enjoy systematic advantages in 
female-dominated occupations (e.g., Snyder & Green, 2008; Budig 2002), while qualita-
tive research shows that men may also face stigmatization or suspicion that can limit such 
advantages (Lupton, 2000; Simpson, 2004). Further, if employers increasingly value skills 
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associated with women, this may reduce the systematic privileging of perceived mascu-
line competence and leadership (Li, 2024). More broadly, our results suggest that gender-
inequality processes may operate differently across stereotypically feminized contexts. This 
matters, because much of the glass escalator literature is broadly based on single occupa-
tions or a set of female-dominated professions, whereas our analysis covers an aggregate 
view of a broader range of care-related fields independently of gender composition. Further 
research should therefore examine the glass escalator across a broader range of fields and 
national contexts.

At the same time, none of our outcomes indicate a clear female advantage over men. 
With the partial exception of access to higher service-class positions, men retain an advan-
tage, albeit a small one, even in care-oriented fields. This differs from audit studies on 
hiring discrimination, which have found female advantages in terms of callback (Galos & 
Coppock, 2023; Birkelund et al., 2022), likely because such studies capture initial employer 
responses rather than realized labour-market outcomes.

Thus, while women’s overrepresentation in care fields may bring some benefits, such as 
smaller gender penalties in pay and access to higher status jobs (similar to what Reimer and 
Steinmetz (2009) observe for typically female fields of study), and highly regulated char-
acter of care-professions might limit the possibility of high gender gap (DiPrete & Chae, 
2023), disadvantages remain even in these fields. Although graduates with care specializa-
tions benefit in terms of employment chances, likely reflecting the well-documented labour 
shortages in the care fields, their financial returns continue to lag behind those in other 
fields, net of gender, similar to the patterns observed for female dominated fields (Hägglund, 
2024). Since the care field remains highly feminized, these lower average returns continue 
to disproportionately disadvantage women.

Furthermore, our additional analyses of non-care fields provide a glimpse into the het-
erogeneity of non-care fields, but do not substantially alter our initial findings. The two 
fields that are closest to care related fields (medicine and dentistry) show indeed the most 
similarity to them, whereas the largest male premiums are most often found in technical 
fields of study, which are stereotypically associated with men. The inclusion of hours of 
work likewise does not change the direction of the findings despite reducing the initial gaps.

Remarkably, our study shows no systematically larger gender gaps in Italy than Finland, 
despite our initial expectation that Finland’s higher overall gender equality would lead to 
a reduction of gender disparities among graduates in the early career stage. One possible 
explanation is that care-related specializations related to nursing, teaching, and social work, 
are likely to have a comparatively stronger link with public sector employment in both 
countries than other fields. The presumably greater pressure to adhere to bureaucratic rules 
in public sector organizations may help limit gender inequality in hiring and promotion, 
thereby reducing women’s disadvantage in the care fields in both countries. Another expla-
nation concerns school-to-work linkages. In Italy, educational qualifications tend to be fairly 
loosely connected to specific labour market positions, whereas in Finland they are more 
tightly linked to a narrower variety of occupations (DiPrete & Cha0e, 2023). This might 
benefit women in care-related fields in Finland, where such degrees have strong labour 
market links (Hägglund, 2024). However, as DiPrete and Chae (2023) have shown, the flip-
side of contexts with overall stronger school-to-work linkages consists of more pronounced 
relative disadvantages for graduates with weakly linked qualifications. For graduates in 
non-care fields with weaker labour market links, the Finnish context may therefore increase 



1 3

Higher Education

gender gaps in outcomes more strongly than in Italy, particularly if men and women also 
differ in employment preferences and job search strategies (Cortés et al., 2023).

Taken together, our study’s main emphasis and strength lie in documenting field-specific 
gender disparities in graduates’ early career outcomes beyond the pay gap, as well as con-
tributing to a cross-country comparison. There are several potential practical implications 
of our findings. While care-related fields are associated with smaller gender gaps, they do 
not eliminate gender inequality. This suggests that policymakers should focus on reduc-
ing gender segregation in fields of study and improving pay and career prospects in care-
related fields (there are already ongoing EU initiatives on this, i.e., European Commission, 
2026). From a demand-side perspective, employers should ensure transparent recruitment, 
payment, and promotion procedures so that small but persistent gender advantages do not 
accumulate over time.

The breadth of our analysis comes at a cost, as our study remained limited in its ability to 
explain the observed gender gaps (or their absence). Furthermore, it is important to keep in 
mind that the care fields are compared to non-care fields while not considering their gender 
composition. Somewhat different and opposing results were found when care and non-care 
fields are compared only within female-dominant fields (Galos & Kulic, 2023). Addition-
ally, cross-country analyses inevitably involve challenges of harmonization. In our case, we 
present an “average” picture of Finnish graduates’ outcomes, aggregating over (but control-
ling in our models for) different branches of higher education to ensure comparability with 
Italy, where one type of higher education dominates. Future research should replicate these 
analyses across different European countries with higher (e.g., Sweden or Denmark, which 
rank highest) or lower (e.g., Bulgaria or Romania, which rank among the lowest) levels of 
gender equality to probe the generalizability of these findings.
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