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ABSTRACT
Educational and occupational horizontal segregation contribute significantly to economic inequalities, especially in contexts
with a strong correspondence between fields of study and occupational outputs, such as in Germany. However, the extent to
which individuals perceive disparities in economic returns across different fields of study as fair and the factors influencing
these fairness evaluations remain largely unexplored. This study aims to understand fairness evaluations by assessing two
theoretical explanations and their interrelation: (1) female preference for equality, where women generally favour smaller
earnings disparities, and (2) biases leading to higher reward expectations for individuals in the same field of study as the
evaluator. Our empirical research draws on a novel survey experiment from the German Student Survey (2021), in which higher
education students evaluated the fairness of realistic earnings for graduates from various fields of study. These earnings relate to
the entry phase of an individual's career, reflecting differences in economic returns exclusively tied to fields of study, inde-
pendent of occupational or life trajectories. Our findings support the female preference for equality and self‐interest theoretical
perspectives, revealing that women and respondents in fields associated with lower‐earning jobs tend to perceive greater un-
fairness. We further find evidence of an interaction between the two mechanisms, with women being particularly likely to
perceive greater unfairness when it aligns with their self‐interest.

1 | Introduction

Understanding perceptions of fairness in earnings is highly
relevant from both distributive justice and individual perspec-
tives. Perceiving economic rewards as unfairly low can lead to
various adverse effects, including increased stress levels (Mur-
taza et al. 2021), decreased job performance (Jones and

Skarlicki 2003), and reduced life satisfaction (Adriaans 2022).
Disparities in labour market outcomes, such as earnings, are
closely connected to individuals' fields of study and occupa-
tional segregation (Charles and Grusky 2005). Enrolment in
different fields of study influences the range of occupations one
can successfully apply for and, therefore, earnings. In particular,
economic returns to education vary by the gender composition
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of fields of study. Female‐dominated subjects tend to lead to
occupations with lower wages on average compared to gender‐
neutral and especially male‐dominated ones (Leuze and
Strauß 2014; Levanon, England, and Allison 2009). Several
factors have been used to explain the existence and persistence
of lower earnings in predominantly female occupations. These
include the devaluation of female fields and professions (En-
gland 1999, 2018), the lower degree of skill specificity in such
occupations (Goldin 2014; Klein 2011), and status beliefs that
consider men and male‐dominated fields or occupations as be-
ing more valuable than women and female‐dominated fields or
occupations (Cuddy, Fiske, and Glick 2008; Ellemers 2018).

It remains less clear, however, whether fairness evaluations of a
given distribution of economic returns are judged differently
based on the characteristics and current situation of those
making the judgements. In other words, it remains an open
question whether justice principles are universal or if respon-
dent characteristics can shed light on the mechanisms under-
lying fairness evaluations. Some studies focussing on the
evaluation of others' earnings in specific contexts suggested that
both men and women consider lower wages for women to be
fair (e.g. Auspurg, Hinz, and Sauer 2017 for Germany; Jasso and
Webster 1997 for the city of Baltimore). The fact that women,
the social category disadvantaged in terms of earnings, tend to
accept their lower earnings has been discussed as the ‘contented
female worker’ phenomenon. However, more recent studies
based on data from different European countries and focussing
on individuals' perceptions of their own earnings have shown
that women are actually more likely to perceive their earnings
as too low (Adriaans and Targa 2023), especially if they work in
occupations with a higher proportion of women (Brüggemann
and Hinz 2023). The variation in findings across studies may be
attributed to differences in their designs, as well as to potential
changes over time in the awareness of gender pay inequalities
and perceptions of their fairness. In summary, respondent
gender remains a relevant yet insufficiently understood factor in
shaping evaluations of earnings fairness. This underscores the
importance of further investigating the role of gender and the
potential mechanisms underpinning gender differences in fair-
ness evaluations. Existing contributions have also highlighted
the salience of individuals' identification with the social situa-
tion being assessed, suggesting that individuals are likely to base
their justice evaluations on self‐interest (Deutsch 1975; Van
Lange et al. 2013). Therefore, in the context of fairness evalua-
tions of the economic returns to fields of study, an individual's
field of study may shape their evaluations.

Our study aims to contribute to the understanding of fairness
evaluations and the underlying channels by focussing on the
characteristics of individuals judging the fairness of earnings,
particularly their gender and self‐identification with the social
situation being evaluated. We consider one key setting associated
with the stratification of economic rewards: fields of study. To our
knowledge, this is the first study to scrutinise whether individuals
justify labour market disparities based on different educational
specialisations. From an analytical point of view, this focus has
two major advantages. First, given the significance of social
comparisons in justice evaluations (Jasso, Törnblom, and Sab-
bagh 2016) and the different labour market returns to various
fields of study (Altonji, Blom, and Meghir 2012; Jacob and

Weiss 2010; Klein 2011, 2016), earnings disparities shaped by an
individual's choice of field of study represent a suitable context for
examining fairness evaluations. Additionally, as the earnings
associated with the different fields of study evaluated by re-
spondents relate to the entry phase of an individual's career (more
details are provided in the research design and analytic strategy
section), they reflect differences in economic returns to fields of
study at labour market entry, unaffected by individuals' subse-
quent careers. This is a relevant advantage over existing studies
where the earnings being evaluated often reflect occupational and
family formation factors (as they are respondents' own earnings
or mainly refer to a later stage in the career) that are not under the
researchers' direct control.

We conducted our study in Germany, which is characterised by
a strong correspondence between fields of study and occupa-
tional outcomes (Jacob and Weiss 2010; Klein 2011, 2016;
Leuze 2007). This makes Germany a particularly interesting
setting for investigating fairness evaluations of economic
returns related to fields of study. We draw on a novel survey
experiment administered through the German Student Survey, a
representative survey of students in German higher education
conducted in 2021. The questionnaire included an original
survey experiment on perceptions of the fairness of economic
returns for graduates in different fields of study. Specifically,
each student was asked to evaluate the fairness of the earnings
differential between graduates from two different (randomised)
disciplines. This setting enables meaningful comparisons be-
tween five large fields of study and complements previous
studies on fairness evaluations based on respondents' earnings
(e.g. Adriaans and Targa 2023; Brüggemann and Hinz 2023).

1.1 | Perceptions of Fair Pay: Why Gender and
Fields of Study Matter

Perceptions of fairness regarding the different economic returns
to fields of study are likely to reflect shared stereotypes about
these fields and related occupations, their value, and, therefore,
the appropriate financial reward. Gender is among the most
studied and debated factors shaping such stereotypes. According
to the devaluation perspective, gender biases lead to valuing
female‐dominated jobs less than male‐dominated jobs, even if
these jobs are of comparable worth (England 1999, 2018).
Similarly, status characteristics theory argues that gender ste-
reotypes embody status elements, where men, as a social group,
tend to be advantaged compared to women (Ridgeway 2011). In
most societies, these status beliefs associate men and anything
considered ‘male’ with a higher level of competence and
worthiness than women and anything considered ‘female’
(Cuddy, Fiske, and Glick 2008; Ellemers 2018).

Given these premises, it might generally be expected that gender
stereotypes influence perceptions of the fairness of earnings
obtained by graduates in fields of study characterised by
different gender compositions. If male‐dominated fields of study
are assigned a higher perceived status, they are also associated
with stereotypes that encompass higher economic rewards
compared to female‐dominated fields of study (Cohen and
Huffman 2003; Kilbourne et al. 1994). In line with this predic-
tion, some single‐country studies show a general acceptance of
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lower wages for women as fair. This is evident both in assess-
ments of the fairness of others' earnings (see experimental evi-
dence by Auspurg, Hinz, and Sauer 2017; Sauer 2020) and in
evaluations of individuals' own earnings (based on observational
data by Pfeifer and Stephan 2019; Valet 2018). Most interestingly
for our contribution, the acceptance of lower wages for women
holds regardless of respondents' characteristics, including
gender. This suggests that gender stereotypes not only exist and
influence fairness evaluations but are also widely shared, even
by those whom they disadvantage.

Yet, other theoretical perspectives point to a relevant role of the
characteristics of individuals expressing their fairness percep-
tions. In this contribution, we aim to go beyond the existing
literature pointing to shared stereotypes favouring male fields
and disfavouring female ones by testing two perspectives rarely
considered in sociological research on the fairness of earnings:
female preference for equality and self‐interest.

1.1.1 | Female Preference for Equality

The first reason it is reasonable to expect that fairness evalua-
tions differ depending on individuals' characteristics is the ex-
istence of gender differences in justice principles. Previous
studies have highlighted that social preferences, such as
inequality aversion, are gendered, with women being more so-
cially oriented and having a greater tendency to respond to
unfairness than men (for an overview of studies in economics,
see Eckel and Grossman 2008).

Recent sociological studies, while not explicitly testing the fe-
male preference for equality thesis, have found pronounced
gender differences in fairness evaluations. In particular, women
are more likely than men to perceive their own earnings as
unfair (Adriaans and Targa 2023; Brüggemann and Hinz 2023).
Brüggemann and Hinz (2023) examined the ‘contented female
worker’ paradox in 27 European countries using data from the
European Social Survey, finding that women are less satisfied
with their pay than men. This finding is supported by Adriaans
and Targa (2023), who illustrated using the same data that
women in 15 out of 28 European countries reported stronger
perceptions of unfairness regarding their earnings. Given that
women's earnings are generally lower than men's, this finding
may reflect that women are indeed ‘discontented’ with (gender)
earnings inequalities. In other words, women may be charac-
terised by justice principles that emphasise equality more than
men in the evaluation and distribution of resources (Beutel and
Marini 1995). However, since these studies rely on respondents'
assessments of their own earnings, it is not possible to disen-
tangle women's preference for equality from self‐interest.
Indeed, women's higher perceptions of unfairness regarding
their earnings (which are typically lower than men's) could stem
from either of these mechanisms.

The argument that women prefer equality is further supported
by experimental evidence in the field of distributive justice, such
as in ‘dictator games’, where individuals make decisions about
how to distribute resources between themselves and other re-
cipients (for an overview of these experimental studies, see
Croson and Gneezy 2009; Eckel and Grossman 2008).

Assessments of others' earnings or dictator games are better
suited to disentangling the different mechanisms underlying
fairness evaluations. Empirical evidence shows consistent
gender disparities in behaviour, with women typically exhibit-
ing more generosity and concern for fairness, while men tend to
prioritise their own output (Andreoni and Vesterlund 2001;
Doñate‐Buendía, García‐Gallego, and Petrović 2022, for a recent
meta‐analysis of 136 experiments involving dictator games).

We aim to contribute to the sociological literature on fairness
evaluations by estimating the difference in assessments of the
fairness of economic returns to fields of study between male and
female respondents. In line with the female preference for
equality perspective, our first hypothesis states.

Hypothesis 1. Women are more likely than men to evaluate
earnings differentials related to fields of study as unfair.

1.1.2 | Self‐Interest

The second reason why respondent characteristics might in-
fluence fairness perceptions is that individuals identify with
elements of the social situation being evaluated, making their
self‐interest a salient mechanism (Deutsch 1975; for a review,
see Van Lange et al. 2013). This is especially the case in situa-
tions with an imbalance in resource distribution (Wade‐Ben-
zoni, Tenbrunsel, and Bazerman 1996). In line with this
perspective, empirical studies have illustrated that self‐interest
is a dominant principle on which individuals rely when
assessing justice evaluations (Cook and Hegtvedt 1983;
Deutsch 1975; Rodriguez‐Lara and Moreno‐Garrido 2012).

When applied to fairness evaluations of earnings differentials
between graduates from different fields of study, respondents
may identify with one element of the comparison based on their
own field of specialisation. Thus, when assessing the fairness of
earnings for graduates from specific fields of study, they may be
likely to consider higher earnings for fields similar to their own
as fair and lower earnings as unfair. We can thus formulate two
complementary hypotheses based on the self‐interest principle.

Hypothesis 2a. Earnings gaps in favour of a field of study are
perceived as fair by students enrolled in the same subject
compared to students enrolled in different subjects.

Hypothesis 2b. Earnings gaps that disfavour a field of study
are perceived as unfair by students enrolled in the same subject
compared to students enrolled in different subjects.

1.1.3 | The Interrelation Between Female Preference
for Equality and Self‐Interest

The two theoretical perspectives explored so far focus on gender
and the (mis)match between the respondent's field of study and
the field being evaluated to explain the mechanisms underlying
fairness evaluations. However, gender and field of study are
closely interrelated factors. Earnings disparities are closely
linked to educational and occupational segregation (Charles and
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Grusky 2005). Specifically, fields of study with differing gender
compositions are associated with varying economic returns once
individuals enter the labor market: female‐dominated fields
tend to lead to lower‐paid jobs compared to gender‐neutral or
male‐dominated fields (Leuze and Strauß 2014; Levanon, En-
gland, and Allison 2009).

Given the gender segregation in fields of study, the lower levels
of perceived unfairness among male students and the higher
levels among female students may reflect not only a female
preference for equality but also self‐interest, as men are more
likely to dominate higher‐paying fields, while women tend to
dominate lower‐paying ones. Similarly, self‐interest mecha-
nisms may be confounded with the effect of student gender, as
female students, who are often enrolled in fields with lower
economic returns, tend to favour equality more than male stu-
dents, who dominate higher‐paying fields. While the gender
composition of fields of study can be accounted for statistically,
its role in shaping perceptions of unfairness warrants explicit
exploration.

One might also expect a significant interaction between the two
mechanisms. If both female preference for equality and self‐
interest are present, then female students enrolled in fields of
study with lower economic prospects are the group most likely
to perceive unfairness. Conversely, male students enrolled in
fields of study with higher economic returns are the least likely
to perceive earnings differentials as unfair. To test the rela-
tionship between these two mechanisms, we estimate the
interaction between students' gender and their match or
mismatch with the field of study being evaluated. Accordingly,
our third set of hypotheses is as follows.

Hypothesis 3a. Women are more likely than men to evaluate
earnings differentials between fields of study as unfair, particu-
larly when they are enrolled in the same field of study with low
economic prospects as the one in the comparison.

Hypothesis 3b. Men are less likely than women to evaluate
earnings differentials between fields of study as unfair, particu-
larly when they are enrolled in the same field of study with high
economic prospects as the one in the comparison.

To facilitate an overview of our theoretical expectations, Table 1
summarises the perspectives and hypotheses tested in our study.

1.2 | Research Design and Analytic Strategy

1.2.1 | Research Design

To evaluate these different theoretical perspectives empirically,
we relied on the 2021 German Student Survey (Becker et al.,
2024a, 2024b), an extensive representative survey of students in
German higher education, including both universities and
universities of applied sciences. The survey collected informa-
tion from students enrolled in German tertiary education in-
stitutions on various topics, including their sociodemographic
characteristics, educational path, and perceptions and attitudes
towards political and societal issues. After excluding cases with

missing data in the variables of interest, the analytic sample
included 15,759 students. Supporting Information S1: Table S1
in the supplementary material presents descriptive statistics and
details on missing cases.

For our analysis, we used a survey experiment added to the
thematic module on inequality and fairness evaluations. Each
respondent was asked to assess pay differentials in yearly
earnings for labour market entrants after graduation in two
randomly assigned fields of study, using a five‐point Likert scale
ranging from ‘not at all justified’ to ‘fully justified’. Each
respondent rated one pay differential, making the experimental
design a between‐subject design. The motivation underlying this
survey experiment was based on previous experimental studies
in the German context that highlighted the salience of infor-
mation on earnings related to different educational paths for
inequality perceptions (Lergetporer and Woessmann 2021;
Lergetporer, Werner, and Woessmann 2021). The possible
comparisons involved five of the most common subject groups
for students in higher education in Germany, namely human-
ities (€ 35,000), economics (€ 43,000), law (€ 46,500), engi-
neering (€ 47,500), and medicine (€ 53,000). The earnings
associated with each subject represented the average gross
yearly earnings for individuals who graduate in these subjects in
Germany (values were taken from the salary report for gradu-
ates by Hermann, Pela, and Stanski 2018/19). This approach
provided all respondents, including those with little or no work
experience, with the same realistic information about actual
earnings in the German labour market. Moreover, it allowed us
to test assessments of fairness related to the actual system of
distribution of economic rewards after graduation.

It is important to note that, in the experiment, fields of study
covaried with earnings, as the latter were realistic and thus
inevitably correlated with specific fields. This interdependence
made it challenging to disentangle the effects of these two di-
mensions and may raise questions about the specific relevance
of fields of study, which is a key focus of this paper. However,
our robustness checks provided reassurance that qualitative
information about fields of study offered more insight into
(un)fairness mechanisms than numerical data on the size of the
earnings gap (see Robustness checks section).

1.2.2 | Analytic Strategy

In the first analytic step, we presented descriptive statistics on
fairness evaluations based on respondents' gender and by the
(mis)match between respondents' field of enrolment and the
field shown in the comparison. Regarding the latter measure,
we constructed a variable to distinguish between combinations
where there was a mismatch (i.e. none of the fields shown in the
experiment matched the respondent's field), where the respon-
dent was enrolled in the same higher‐paid field shown in the
comparison, and where the respondent was enrolled in the same
lower‐paid field shown in the comparison.

In the second step, we conducted linear probability models to
evaluate the earnings differential. To facilitate the interpretation
of the results and to focus consistently on perceptions of
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unfairness, we transformed the original five‐point Likert scale
into a dichotomous one: unfairness (including the original cat-
egories 5 ‘not at all justified’ and 4) versus indifference/fairness
(including categories 3, 2, and 1 ‘fully justified’). Our substantive
results did not vary when we relied on the original scale of the
dependent variable. The main explanatory variables are the re-
spondents' gender and the (mis)match between their field of
enrolment and the fields shown in the experiment. Relying on
these variables allowed us to test the two theoretical perspec-
tives of interest in a straightforward way. We presented the
results in the form of predicted probabilities to provide a more
informative account of the levels of perceived unfairness.
However, we systematically referred to significance tests related
to regression coefficients (presented in the supplementary ma-
terial) to test the hypotheses appropriately.

We tested the female preference for equality hypothesis by
examining whether male and female respondents differ in their
overall fairness evaluations, net of respondents' field of study.
The hypothesis is supported if the respondent's gender signifi-
cantly influences fairness evaluations, with women being more
prone to perceive earning differentials as unfair.

We tested the self‐interest thesis by analysing whether re-
spondents enrolled in the same higher‐paid field shown in the
experimental comparison (match, higher‐paid field) are less
likely to perceive unfairness toward the earnings differential
than respondents enrolled in different fields, net of their gender.
Additionally, we examined whether respondents enrolled in the

same lower‐paid field shown in the experimental comparison
(match, lower‐paid field) are more likely to perceive unfairness
than those enrolled in different fields.

Finally, we tested the interrelation between female preference for
equality and self‐interest by including the interaction between
gender and field (mis)match in our models. This approach
helped to disentangle the two mechanisms.

Due to the randomised experimental design, respondents'
characteristics are orthogonal to the comparison between the
fields of study they were asked to evaluate. However, their
characteristics (including gender and field of enrolment) were
not experimentally manipulated. Consequently, their relation-
ship with the outcome variable might be biased. We controlled
for individual characteristics likely to confound the primary
relationships of interest (which is particularly relevant when the
explanatory variable is field of study (mis)match) or mediate it
(which is more relevant when the explanatory variable is
respondent gender). We included controls for age, migration
background, university type (whether a student is enrolled at a
university or a university of applied sciences), and federal state.
Furthermore, we applied weights accounting for the sampling
strategy and population characteristics. The first weight
adjusted for the probability of inclusion, while the second was a
normalised weight that adjusted for official statistics related to
federal state, sex, field of study, type of tertiary education
institution, age, and migration background (for more details, see
Kroher et al. 2023). To account for the nesting of students in

TABLE 1 | Overview of the theoretical hypotheses and the underlying rationale.

Hypotheses Argument
Female preference for equality Women are more likely than men to

evaluate earnings differentials related to
fields of study as unfair (Hypothesis 1).

Perceptions of fairness are gendered, with
women being more likely to prioritise a

balanced distribution of economic
resources compared to men.

Self‐interest Earnings gaps in favour of a field of study
are perceived as fair by students enrolled in

the same subject compared to students
enrolled in different subjects

(Hypothesis 2a).

Fairness evaluations are based on the
relative positioning of one's own field of
study within the distribution of economic
resources: Those who benefit from this

distribution are more likely to perceive it as
fair, while those who are penalised by it are

more likely to perceive it as unfair.
Earnings gaps that disfavour a field of study
are perceived as unfair by students enrolled
in the same subject compared to students

enrolled in different subjects
(Hypothesis 2b).

Interrelation between female
preference for equality and self‐
interest

Women are more likely than men to
evaluate earnings differentials between

fields of study as unfair, particularly when
they are enrolled in the same field of study
with low economic prospects as the one in

the comparison (Hypothesis 3a).

If both female preference for equality and
self‐interest are at play, there is a significant
interaction between students' gender and
the relative position of their field of study

within the distribution of economic
resources.

Men are less likely than women to evaluate
earnings differentials between fields of

study as unfair, particularly when they are
enrolled in the same field of study with

high economic prospects as the one in the
comparison (Hypothesis 3b).
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different higher education institutions, we clustered standard
errors at the university level. Descriptive statistics for all vari-
ables included in the models are presented in Supporting
Information S1: Table S1.

2 | Results

2.1 | Descriptive Statistics

Figure 1 shows descriptive statistics about fairness evaluations
overall (left panel) and based on respondents' attributes (right
panels). Most respondents view the wage differential as fair: 41%
selected the first two categories on the fairness scale, indicating
a justified gap, while only 28% chose the last two categories,
indicating a non‐justified gap. However, notable differences
emerge when considering respondents' personal characteristics.

Focussing on gender, men are more likely to perceive the
earnings differential as fair or to be indifferent: 83% of men
reported the gap as fully justified or justified or chose the central
category of the scale, compared to 66% of women (the difference
between men's and women's responses is statistically signifi-
cant: p‐value < 0.001). Conversely, women are more likely to

perceive the differential as unfair: 33% considered the gap un-
justified or not at all justified, compared to 17% of men (p‐value
for the difference < 0.001).

Considering students' field of study and their match or
mismatch with the fields shown in the experiment, those
enrolled in the same field of study as the higher‐paid one shown
are less likely to find the earnings gap unfair, with only 13%
choosing categories 4 and 5 on the scale, indicating a non‐
justified gap. This proportion increases to 26% for students
enrolled in a different field from those shown in the experiment
(with a statistically significant difference between the categories
‘match, higher‐paid’ and ‘mismatch’: p‐value < 0.001). The
percentage rises to 42% for respondents enrolled in the same
field of study as the lower‐paid one shown in the comparison
(with a statistically significant difference compared to the
‘mismatch’ category: p‐value < 0.001).

To provide a more nuanced descriptive picture, Table 2 presents
fairness evaluations based on the specific comparison between
fields of study provided to respondents. Relatively high pro-
portions of perceived unfairness are evident for comparisons
involving humanities as the lower‐paid field, particularly when
compared with economics (22% of respondents consider the

FIGURE 1 | Fairness evaluations of earnings differentials overall and by students' characteristics; proportions. N: 15,759. Source: German Student
Survey (Die Studierendenbefragung in Deutschland), 2021.

TABLE 2 | Fairness evaluations of earnings differentials through comparisons of fields of study; proportions.

Fields of study comparison
1

2 3 4
5

NFully justified Not at all justified
Humanities versus economics 0.10 0.17 0.25 0.26 0.22 1582

Humanities versus law 0.09 0.20 0.27 0.26 0.18 1549

Humanities versus medicine 0.19 0.33 0.27 0.16 0.05 1680

Engineering versus humanities 0.12 0.24 0.23 0.23 0.18 1561

Engineering versus economics 0.17 0.23 0.37 0.14 0.09 1556

Engineering versus law 0.10 0.20 0.46 0.15 0.09 1575

Engineering versus medicine 0.16 0.30 0.34 0.14 0.06 1540

Law versus economics 0.09 0.22 0.43 0.15 0.11 1557

Medicine versus economics 0.28 0.37 0.24 0.08 0.03 1557

Medicine versus law 0.19 0.32 0.32 0.11 0.06 1602
Note: Unweighted proportions.
Source: German Student Survey (Die Studierendenbefragung in Deutschland), 2021.
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earnings differential not at all justified). In contrast, compari-
sons involving medicine as the higher‐paid subject tend to be
perceived as relatively fair. The highest percentage of re-
spondents who deemed the earnings gap as fully justified is
observed when medicine is compared with economics (28%).

2.2 | Understanding (un)fairness Evaluations

Next, we turn to the interpretation of results from the linear
probabilitymodels predicting perceptions of unfairness (using the
dichotomous version of the dependent variable). These models
include respondents' gender and the (mis)match of their field of
study with the fields shown in the experiment as the main
explanatory variables. Figure 2 illustrates the predicted proba-
bilities of unfairness perceptions, presented by respondents'
gender (left panel) and by field (mis)match (right panel).

As predicted by the female preference for equality scenario (H1)
and as observed in the descriptive statistics in Figure 1, women
exhibit significantly higher levels of perceived unfairness than
men. The predicted probability of unfairness for women is
slightly above 30%, while for men, it is around 20%.

Moreover, consistent with the self‐interest perspective (H2a and
H2b), students enrolled in the same higher‐paid field shown in
the experimental comparison (match, higher‐paid field) are the
least likely to perceive unfairness, with a predicted probability
slightly above 10%. In contrast, students enrolled in the same
lower‐paid field shown in the comparison (match, lower‐paid
field) are the most likely to perceive unfairness, with a proba-
bility of just over 40%. Respondents enrolled in a different field
of study than those shown in the experiment (mismatch) have a
predicted probability of about 25% of perceiving the comparison
as unfair. These findings further corroborate the descriptive
results presented in Figure 1.

Interestingly, these findings hold even when examining com-
parisons between specific fields of study (Supporting
Information S1: Table S3 in the supplementary material).

However, an exception arises when medicine is the higher‐paid
field, as the statistical significance of respondents' gender and
field (mis)match diminishes. This point will be further elabo-
rated in the discussion section.

The previous findings underscore the importance of the female
preference for equality and self‐interest perspectives in under-
standing perceptions of unfairness regarding earnings differen-
tials among graduates across various fields of study. However, if
both the female preference for equality and self‐interest per-
spectives are indeed influencing these perceptions, a significant
interaction between these two mechanisms could be expected
(H3a and H3b).

Figure 3 presents results from a model that includes the inter-
action between gender and field (mis)match. In line with the
self‐interest perspective, students enrolled in the same higher‐
paid field as the one shown in the experimental comparison
are the least likely to perceive unfairness. This trend is observed
for both male (approximately 10%) and female (around 15%)
students, with no statistically significant gender difference (p‐
value = 0.0574). The lack of a significant gender difference for
students enrolled in fields with high economic returns leads us
to reject H3b. Respondents enrolled in a different field from
those shown in the experiment have intermediate levels of
perceived unfairness, with predicted probabilities of less than
20% for men and around 30% for women (and a statistically
significant gender difference, see Supporting Information S1:
Table S2, Model 2). Finally, students enrolled in the same lower‐
paid field as the one in the comparison are most likely to
perceive unfairness, with probabilities just over 30% for men
and around 50% for women. This gender difference is both
statistically significant (Supporting Information S1: Table S2,
Model 2) and substantially relevant, supporting H3a.

In sum, women are consistently more likely than men to
perceive unfairness across all categories of field (mis)match.
However, the gender difference is especially pronounced among
students enrolled in the same lower‐paid field as shown in the
experimental comparison, indicating a significant interaction
between the two mechanisms under investigation.

FIGURE 2 | Predicted probabilities of perceiving unfairness by respondents' gender (left panel) and the match or mismatch between respondents'
and experimental field of study (right panel) (95% c.i.). N: 15,759. Regression results in Supporting Information S1: Table S2 (Model 1). Source:
German Student Survey (Die Studierendenbefragung in Deutschland), 2021.
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In summary, our results provide empirical support for the fe-
male preference for equality thesis and the self‐interest sce-
nario. Women and students penalised by the structure of
economic rewards for different fields of study (i.e. enrolled in
lower‐paid fields) are significantly more likely to assess earn-
ings differentials between graduates in different fields of study
as unfair. Conversely, men and students who benefit from
economic returns to their study subjects, namely those enrolled
in higher‐paid fields, are less likely to perceive these earnings
differentials as unfair. We further observe evidence of an
interaction between the two mechanisms, in particular with
women enrolled in fields with lower economic returns being
the most likely to perceive differences in earnings returns be-
tween fields as unfair.

2.3 | Robustness Checks

To test the robustness of our findings against our analytic
choices, we explored the relevance of the numeric earnings in-
formation included in the survey. Given the perfect covariance
between fields of study and realistic earnings, it could be argued
that our results might reflect aspects other than the fields of
study on which we base our interpretation, primarily the
earnings level and especially the size of the earnings gap. We
tested this by incorporating into the regression model a measure
that captures the numeric size of the earnings differential (e.g.
the comparison between engineering (€ 47,500) and humanities
(€ 35,000) has an annual earnings gap of € 12,500). Specifically,
we interacted the size of the earnings gap with both respondent
gender and field (mis)match. The results of this robustness
check are presented as predicted probabilities of unfairness
perceptions by gender and gap size, as well as by field
(mis)match and gap size in Supporting Information S1: Figure
S1. They suggest that the relationship between the earnings gap
size and unfairness perceptions is not well approximated by a
linear trend. Specifically, medium values of the numeric gap are
more likely to be perceived as unfair than wider and smaller
earnings gap sizes.

It is relevant to note that the lowest levels of unfairness per-
ceptions are observed in comparisons involving medicine as the
higher‐paid field (Table 2), and additional analyses indicate
lower and often not statistically significant effects of re-
spondents' gender and field of study in fairness evaluations of
earnings comparisons involving medicine (Supporting
Information S1: Table S3). These results highlight the impor-
tance of qualitative information on the fields of study rather
than numerical data on the size of the earnings gap. Therefore,
with the main aim of testing the two theoretical perspectives of
female preference for equality and self‐interest, in the primary
analyses we focus on qualitative information about the re-
spondents' field of study and the fields included in the com-
parison rather than on quantitative information about earnings
and the size of the earnings differentials.

We further tested the robustness of our findings to the catego-
risation of combinations of respondent and experimental field of
study as matches or mismatches. Specifically, we constructed a
more nuanced measure of mismatch distinguishing between (1)
mismatch where the respondent is enrolled in a higher‐paid field
(i.e. one of the top two subjects: medicine or engineering); (2)
mismatch where the respondent is enrolled in a lower‐paid field
(i.e. one of the bottom two subjects: humanities or economics);
and (3) pure mismatch, where the respondent is enrolled in law
—situated in the middle of the earnings distribution—and
evaluates a comparison excluding law, or in any case where
the their field is absent from the experimental variations.

Supporting Information S1: Figures S2 and S3 show the results
for the self‐interest scenario and the interaction between
women's preference for equality and self‐interest, respectively.
Although the predicted probabilities of unfairness are slightly
higher for cases of pure mismatch compared to the other
mismatch categories, in both graphs no significant differences
are observed between different types of mismatch. This finding
confirms that the interpretation of our main findings as self‐
interest is correct, as it is the respondents' self‐identification
with the situation being evaluated that matters, and not solely
their affiliation to a highly‐ or poorly‐rewarded field of study.

FIGURE 3 | Predicted probabilities of perceiving unfairness by respondents' gender and the match or mismatch between respondents' and
experimental field of study (95% c.i.). N: 15,759. Regression results in Supporting Information S1: Table S2 (Model 2). Source: German Student
Survey (Die Studierendenbefragung in Deutschland), 2021.
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3 | Discussion

Whether we view it from a distributive justice perspective or an
individual one, understanding perceptions of fairness in earn-
ings is highly relevant (Adriaans 2022; Jones and Skarlicki 2003;
Murtaza et al. 2021). Previous studies have highlighted the
importance of fairness evaluations for the persistence of the
gender wage gap, emphasising the role of an individual's gender
in these perceptions, albeit with mixed results (e.g. Auspurg,
Hinz, and Sauer 2017; Adriaans and Targa 2023). While gender
appears to be a salient (yet unclear) determinant of fairness
evaluations, it remains uncertain whether assessments of a
given distribution of economic returns are judged differently
according to the characteristics and current situation of those
judging it.

Drawing on a novel survey experiment, we complement existing
studies by focussing on economic disparities related to one of
the primary drivers of financial returns in the labour market,
namely the field of study, and by examining two potential
channels contributing to individuals' fairness evaluations. Our
contribution to the literature is therefore twofold.

First, to the best of our knowledge, this is the first study to
analyse individuals' perceptions of the (un)fairness of different
economic returns to fields of study. Choices of specific fields of
study in higher education significantly determine the occupa-
tions available to graduates and, consequently, their earnings.
This is particularly evident in the German context, which is
characterised by a comparatively strong correspondence be-
tween fields of study and occupational trajectories (Jacob and
Weiss 2010; Klein 2011, 2016; Leuze 2007). Utilising an original
survey experiment that provides information on earnings at
career entry, we ensure that fairness evaluations of earnings
differentials are based solely on fields of study and do not reflect
individuals' occupational or life trajectories.

Second, we test two different theoretical explanations underly-
ing justice evaluations: (1) female preference for equality,
whereby women prioritise a balanced distribution of economic
resources compared to men, and (2) self‐interest, leading eval-
uators to justify higher earnings for graduates in fields of study
similar to their own. We also test for the interaction between
these two mechanisms. We find robust evidence supporting the
thesis of female preference for equality (Hypothesis 1), as female
respondents are more likely to perceive unfairness compared to
men. This finding aligns with previous literature that shows that
women are more likely to respond to instances of unfairness
(Adriaans and Targa 2023; Brüggemann and Hinz 2023; Eckel
and Grossman 2008; Strauß, Brügggemann, and Lang 2024) and,
in contrast with other studies (Auspurg, Hinz, and Sauer 2017),
it indicates that women are ‘discontented’ when it comes to
earnings differentials. The female preference for equality
explanation is complemented by the self‐interest one (Hypoth-
eses 2a and 2b), as students tend to consider the higher (lower)
earnings of graduates from the same field of study as their own
as fair (unfair). In other words, an imbalance in resource dis-
tribution likely triggers self‐interest (Wade‐Benzoni, Ten-
brunsel, and Bazerman 1996), leading students who benefit
from the stratification system of economic rewards among fields
of study to assess earnings differentials as fair compared to those

who do not profit from it. Interestingly, the two mechanisms
interact, such that the self‐interest leading students in lower‐
paid fields to judge earnings differentials that penalise their
own field as unfair is particularly pronounced for women
(Hypothesis 3a).

In addition to shedding light on the mechanisms explaining
fairness evaluations of earnings related to fields of study, our
findings challenge the idea of a general devaluation of female
fields and occupations (Cuddy, Fiske, and Glick 2008; Ellem-
ers 2018; England 1999, 2018). In fact, female students and those
enrolled in fields with comparatively low economic returns in
the labour market, especially female students in lower‐paid
fields, are particularly prone to perceive earnings differences
related to different fields of specialisation as unfair. These dif-
ferences typically involve male‐dominated fields being highly
rewarded and female‐dominated fields being poorly rewarded.

While speculative, the lack of support for the gender devalua-
tion perspective might partly reflect the characteristics of a
sample comprising a young cohort of students enrolled in
higher education institutions. Young and highly educated in-
dividuals might exhibit weaker gender stereotypes when eval-
uating fields of study and their economic returns. Our findings
could also mirror a cohort change toward more gender equality,
at least in terms of gender stereotypes regarding fields of study.
Recent empirical evidence seems to support the thesis of a
change in women's fairness evaluations towards greater
awareness of unfair wages (Adriaans and Targa 2023; Brügge-
mann and Hinz 2023), particularly among younger cohorts
(Strauß, Brügggemann, and Lang 2024). However, based on our
cross‐sectional data, we cannot test whether less traditional
gender stereotypes are characteristic of younger ages (across all
birth cohorts) or more recent cohorts (throughout their entire
life course).

Our study was conducted in Germany, where the choice of a
specific field of study is highly consequential for later labour
market returns, and it raises the question of the extent to which
our findings are generalisable to different contexts. Replicating
our study in countries with a weaker link between fields of
study and students' labour market outcomes, such as the United
Kingdom, might reveal different reactions to perceived unfair-
ness among students. For example, in such countries, students
might perceive earnings‐related unfairness to be more pro-
nounced than in countries where the link between fields of
study and occupations is more direct. In these latter contexts,
students may already make strategic choices regarding their
field of study, leading to a perception of fairness related to
earnings imbalances.

Another aspect that may be worth exploring in more depth in
future studies is the explicit motivations of respondents for
judging a given comparison to be fair or unfair. In the data
available to us, the respondents were asked to choose from a
predefined list of 11 reasons (related to effort and responsibility,
skill and economic relevance, and societal value) why they
believed one field was better paid than the other (see section D
in the supplementary material for details). Our exploratory an-
alyses (Supporting Information S1: Figure S4) suggest that there
are different reasons given by respondents for why one field of
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study is better paid than another, depending on the specific
fields being assessed. While effort, responsibility, and social
value are commonly invoked as explanations for the higher
earnings for fields such as law and medicine, the higher earn-
ings for engineering and economics are justified by the skills in
demand in the labour market and their higher economic value.
This finding may suggest that self‐interest is parallelled by a
more articulate justification for the existing structure of finan-
cial rewards. In particular, respondents point to the labour
market and the economic system itself—rather than effort or the
social benefits deriving from specialisation in a given discipline
—to justify higher earnings for a subject such as male‐
dominated engineering as fair.

Even though students were presented with a generous list of
reasons for their assessment of why one field should be better
paid than another, they might have interpreted these reasons in
various ways or had additional justifications. Future research
could incorporate quantitative (e.g. open‐ended survey ques-
tions) and qualitative (e.g. interviews or focus groups) designs to
explore the invoked justifications for earnings differentials.

Finally, some significant limitations should be acknowledged.
First, the classification of fields of study in the survey experi-
ment includes broad groups with varying numbers of subfields.
More specific fields of study might have triggered different re-
actions in terms of (un)fairness perceptions. For example, it is
possible that respondents' fairness evaluations would have
differed with specific fields of study, such as psychology and
philosophy, which are implicitly included under the broader
category of ‘humanities’. These two more specific fields might
be perceived as exhibiting different career opportunities, labour
market demand, and societal value—factors that could influ-
ence respondents' perceptions of unfairness related to earnings.

Second, our experimental design involves covariation between
fields of study and related earnings. By providing respondents
with information on the real economic returns to different fields
of study, we assessed fairness judgements and the underlying
mechanisms related to the real labour market and its stratifi-
cation of economic rewards that higher education students will
face after graduation. This design feature is critical as it in-
creases the external validity of our findings. At the same time,
the covariation between fields and earnings makes it impossible
to test the salience of these two measures independently, as
would be possible if they varied orthogonally. While the infor-
mation provided by the current design is suitable for testing the
theoretical perspectives addressed in this article, it does not
allow us to definitively determine whether students' judgements
of fairness are driven by the level of earnings, the magnitude of
earnings differentials, the specific fields of study compared, or
characteristics of those fields, such as their gender composition.
Future research on the topic might consider designing experi-
ments with orthogonal variation between different theoretically
relevant factors.

Understanding students' fairness evaluations of the returns to
different fields of study is essential for comprehending the
persistence of wage disparities in contemporary labor markets.
This study aimed to explore fairness evaluations by testing two
mechanisms, both of which received empirical support. We

further found evidence in support of their interrelation. Spe-
cifically, our findings suggest that both female preference for
equality and self‐interest shape fairness evaluations of higher
education graduates' earnings. Moreover, these mechanisms
interact, with women enrolled in lower‐rewarded fields of study
being particularly prone to perceive earnings differentials be-
tween fields as unfair. These results mark a significant step to-
ward addressing pay equity across different fields of study and
occupations, as individuals who feel ‘discontented’ with the
current system of economic rewards—often disadvantaging
women and female‐dominated fields—could be motivated to
respond to perceived unfairness.

Acknowledgements

Open Access funding enabled and organized by Projekt DEAL.

Conflicts of Interest

The authors declare no conflicts of interest.

Data Availability Statement

The data that support the findings of this study are available in both a
downloadable, anonymised format and an on‐site‐only format. The
latter option provides access to the most granular information, which is
the same information we rely on in this study. More details are available
on the data provider's webpage: https://metadata.fdz.dzhw.eu/en/data‐
sets/dat‐sid2021‐ds1?page=1&size=10&type=surveys&version=1.0.1.

References

Adriaans, J. 2022. “Fairness of Earnings in Europe: The Consequences
of Unfair Under‐and Overreward for Life Satisfaction.” European So-
ciological Review 39, no. 1: 118–131. https://doi.org/10.1093/esr/jcac044.

Adriaans, J., and M. Targa. 2023. “Gender Differences in Fairness
Evaluations of Own Earnings in 28 European Countries.” European
Societies 25: 1–25. https://doi.org/10.1080/14616696.2022.2083651.

Altonji, J. G., E. Blom, and C. Meghir. 2012. “Heterogeneity in Human
Capital Investments: High School Curriculum, College Major, and Ca-
reers.” Annual Review Economics 4, no. 1: 185–223. https://doi.org/10.
1146/annurev‐economics‐080511‐110908.

Andreoni, J., and L. Vesterlund. 2001. “Which Is the Fair Sex? Gender
Differences in Altruism.” Quarterly Journal of Economics 116, no. 1:
293–312. https://doi.org/10.1162/003355301556419.

Auspurg, K., T. Hinz, and C. Sauer. 2017. “Why Should Women Get
Less? Evidence on the Gender Pay Gap From Multifactorial Survey
Experiments.” American Sociological Review 82, no. 1: 179–210. https://
doi.org/10.1177/0003122416683393.

Becker, K., M. Beuße, P. Bornkessel, et al. 2024a. “The Student Survey in
Germany (2021).” Data Collection: 2021. Data Package Access Way: SUF:
On‐Site. Data Curation, edited by T. Euler, T. Oestreich, and D. Klein,
Version: 1.0.1. Hanover: FDZ‐DZHW. https://doi.org/10.21249/DZHW:
sid2021:1.0.1.

Becker, K., U. Schwabe, D. Völk, et al. 2024b. Data and Methods Report
of the Data Package “The Student Survey in Germany (2021).” Hanover:
German Centre for Higher Education Research and Science Studies.

Beutel, A. M., and M. M. Marini. 1995. “Gender and Values.” American
Sociological Review 60, no. 3: 436–448. https://doi.org/10.2307/2096423.

Brüggemann, O., and T. Hinz. 2023. “Do Women Evaluate Their Lower
Earnings Still to Be Fair? Findings on the Contented Female Worker
Paradox Examining the Role of Occupational Contexts in 27 European

10 of 12 The British Journal of Sociology, 2025

 14684446, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/1468-4446.13192, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [30/01/2025]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense

https://metadata.fdz.dzhw.eu/en/data-sets/dat-sid2021-ds1?page=1%26size=10%26type=surveys%26version=1.0.1
https://metadata.fdz.dzhw.eu/en/data-sets/dat-sid2021-ds1?page=1%26size=10%26type=surveys%26version=1.0.1
https://doi.org/10.1093/esr/jcac044
https://doi.org/10.1080/14616696.2022.2083651
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-economics-080511-110908
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-economics-080511-110908
https://doi.org/10.1162/003355301556419
https://doi.org/10.1177/0003122416683393
https://doi.org/10.1177/0003122416683393
https://doi.org/10.21249/DZHW:sid2021:1.0.1
https://doi.org/10.21249/DZHW:sid2021:1.0.1
https://doi.org/10.2307/2096423


Countries.” European Sociological Review 39, no. 6: 904–919. https://doi.
org/10.1093/esr/jcac073.

Charles, M., and D. B. Grusky. 2005. Occupational Ghettos: The
Worldwide Segregation of Women and Men. Stanford: Stanford Univer-
sity Press.

Cohen, P. N., and M. L. Huffman. 2003. “Occupational Segregation and
the Devaluation of Women’s Work Across US Labour Markets.” Social
Forces 81, no. 3: 881–908. https://doi.org/10.1353/sof.2003.0027.

Cook, K. S., and K. A. Hegtvedt. 1983. “Distributive Justice, Equity, and
Equality.” Annual Review of Sociology 9, no. 1: 217–241. https://doi.org/
10.1146/annurev.so.09.080183.001245.

Croson, R., and U. Gneezy. 2009. “Gender Differences in Preferences.”
Journal of Economic Literature 47, no. 3: 448–474. https://doi.org/10.
1257/jel.47.2.448.

Cuddy, A. J., S. T. Fiske, and P. Glick. 2008. “Warmth and Competence
as Universal Dimensions of Social Perception: The Stereotype Content
Model and the BIAS Map.” Advances in Experimental Social Psychology
40: 61–149. https://doi.org/10.1016/s0065‐2601(07)00002‐0.

Deutsch, M. 1975. “Equity, Equality, and Need: What Determines
Which Value Will Be Used as the Basis of Distributive Justice?” Journal
of Social Issues 31, no. 3: 137–149. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540‐4560.
1975.tb01000.x.

Doñate‐Buendía, A., A. García‐Gallego, and M. Petrović. 2022. “Gender
and Other Moderators of Giving in the Dictator Game: A Meta‐
Analysis.” Journal of Economic Behavior & Organization 198: 280–301.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jebo.2022.03.031.

Eckel, C. C., and P. J. Grossman. 2008. “Differences in the Economic
Decisions of Men and Women: Experimental Evidence.” In Handbook of
Experimental Economics Results, 509–519. Amsterdam: North‐Holland,
Elsevier.

Ellemers, N. 2018. “Gender Stereotypes.” Annual Review of Psychology
69, no. 1: 275–298. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev‐psych‐122216‐
011719.

England, P. 1999. “The Case for Comparable Worth.” Quarterly Review
of Economics and Finance 39, no. 5: 743–755. https://doi.org/10.1016/
s1062‐9769(99)00026‐5.

England, P. 2018. “Devaluation and the Pay of Comparable Male and
Female Occupations.” In The Inequality Reader, 421–425. New York:
Routledge.

Goldin, C. 2014. “A Grand Gender Convergence: Its Last Chapter.”
American Economic Review 104, no. 4: 1091–1119. https://doi.org/10.
1257/aer.104.4.1091.

Hermann, A., P. Pela, and C. Stanski. 2018/19. Stepstone Gehaltsreporter
für absolventen. Düsseldorf: StepStone GmbH press. https://www.
stepstone.de/ueber‐stepstone/wp‐content/uploads/2018/08/StepStone_
Gehaltsreport‐f%C3%BCr‐Absolventen‐18.19_Webversion.pdf.

Jacob, M., and F. Weiss. 2010. “From Higher Education to Work Pat-
terns of Labor Market Entry in Germany and the US.” Higher Education
60, no. 5: 529–542. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734‐010‐9313‐y.

Jasso, G., K. Y. Törnblom, and C. Sabbagh. 2016. “Distributive Justice.”
In Handbook of Social Justice Theory and Research, 201–218. New York:
Springer.

Jasso, G., and M. Webster. 1997. “Double Standards in Just Earnings for
Male and Female Workers.” Social Psychology Quarterly 60, no. 1: 66–78.
https://doi.org/10.2307/2787012.

Jones, D. A., and D. P. Skarlicki. 2003. “The Relationship Between
Perceptions of Fairness and Voluntary Turnover Among Retail Em-
ployees.” Journal of Applied Social Psychology 33, no. 6: 1226–1243.
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1559‐1816.2003.tb01947.x.

Kilbourne, B. S., P. England, G. Farkas, K. Beron, and D. Weir. 1994.
“Returns to Skill, Compensating Differentials, and Gender Bias: Effects

of Occupational Characteristics on the Wages of White Women and
Men.” American Journal of Sociology 100, no. 3: 689–719. https://doi.
org/10.1086/230578.

Klein, M. 2011. “Higher Education and Non‐pecuniary Returns in
Germany: Tracing the Mechanisms behind Field of Study Effects at the
Start of the Career.” Irish Educational Studies 30, no. 2: 253–270. https://
doi.org/10.1080/03323315.2011.569144.

Klein, M. 2016. “Educational Expansion, Occupational Closure and the
Relation Between Educational Attainment and Occupational Prestige
Over Time.” Sociology 50, no. 1: 3–23. https://doi.org/10.1177/0038038
514560602.

Kroher, M., M. Beuße, S. Isleib, et al. 2023. Die Studierendenbefragung in
Deutschland: 22. Sozialerhebung. Berlin: Bundesministerium für Bil-
dung und Forschung (BMBF). https://www.dzhw.eu/pdf/ab_20/Soz22_
Hauptbericht.pdf.

Lergetporer, P., K. Werner, and L. Woessmann. 2021. “Public Opinion on
Education Policy in Germany.” In Public Opinion and the Political Econ-
omy of Education Policy around the World. Cambridge: The MIT Press.

Lergetporer, P., & Woessmann, L. 2021. “Earnings Information and
Public Preferences for University Tuition: Evidence From Representa-
tive Experiments.” Journal of Public Economics 226: 104968. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.jpubeco.2023.104968. CESifo Working Paper No. 9102

Leuze, K. 2007. “What Makes for a Good Start? Consequences of
Occupation‐Specific Higher Education for Career Mobility: Germany
and Great Britain Compared.” International Journal of Sociology 37, no.
2: 29–53. https://doi.org/10.2753/ijs0020‐7659370202.

Leuze, K., and S. Strauß. 2014. “Female‐typical Subjects and Their Effect
on Wage Inequalities Among Higher Education Graduates in Ger-
many.” European Societies 16, no. 2: 275–298. https://doi.org/10.1080/
14616696.2012.748929.

Levanon, A., P. England, and P. Allison. 2009. “Occupational Femini-
zation and Pay: Assessing Causal Dynamics Using 1950–2000 US
Census Data.” Social Forces 88, no. 2: 865–891. https://doi.org/10.1353/
sof.0.0264.

Murtaza, G., O. Roques, J. Siegrist, and Q. U. A. Talpur. 2021. “Un-
fairness and Stress—An Examination of Two Alternative Models:
Organizational‐Justice and Effort–Reward Imbalance.” International
Journal of Public Administration 46, no. 8: 1–11. https://doi.org/10.1080/
01900692.2021.2009854.

Pfeifer, C., and G. Stephan. 2019. “Why Women Do Not Ask: Gender
Differences in Fairness Perceptions of Own Wages and Subsequent
Wage Growth.” Cambridge Journal of Economics 43, no. 2: 295–310.
https://doi.org/10.1093/cje/bey035.

Ridgeway, C. L. 2011. Framed by Gender: How Gender Inequality Persists
in the Modern World. New York: Oxford University Press.

Rodriguez‐Lara, I., and L. Moreno‐Garrido. 2012. “Self‐Interest and
Fairness: Self‐Serving Choices of Justice Principles.” Experimental Eco-
nomics 15, no. 1: 158–175. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10683‐011‐9295‐3.

Sauer, C. 2020. “Gender Bias in Justice Evaluations of Earnings: Evi-
dence From Three Survey Experiments.” Frontiers in Sociology 5, no. 22.
https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2020.00022.

Strauß, S., O. Brügggemann, and J. Lang. 2024. Who Perceives Lower
Wages for Women to Be Fair? How Perceptions of the Fairness of Men’s
and Women’s Wages Vary by Firm and Workplace Characteristics.
Working Paper No. 29. Konstanz: Cluster of Excellence “The Politics of
Inequality.”

Valet, P. 2018. “Social Structure and the Paradox of the Contented Fe-
male Worker: How Occupational Gender Segregation Biases Justice
Perceptions of Wages.” Work and Occupations 45, no. 2: 168–193.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0730888417753048.

Van Lange, P. A., J. Joireman, C. D. Parks, and E. Van Dijk. 2013. “The
Psychology of Social Dilemmas: A Review.” Organizational Behavior

11 of 12

 14684446, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/1468-4446.13192, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [30/01/2025]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense

https://doi.org/10.1093/esr/jcac073
https://doi.org/10.1093/esr/jcac073
https://doi.org/10.1353/sof.2003.0027
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.so.09.080183.001245
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.so.09.080183.001245
https://doi.org/10.1257/jel.47.2.448
https://doi.org/10.1257/jel.47.2.448
https://doi.org/10.1016/s0065-2601(07)00002-0
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-4560.1975.tb01000.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-4560.1975.tb01000.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jebo.2022.03.031
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-psych-122216-011719
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-psych-122216-011719
https://doi.org/10.1016/s1062-9769(99)00026-5
https://doi.org/10.1016/s1062-9769(99)00026-5
https://doi.org/10.1257/aer.104.4.1091
https://doi.org/10.1257/aer.104.4.1091
https://www.stepstone.de/ueber-stepstone/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/StepStone_Gehaltsreport-f%C3%BCr-Absolventen-18.19_Webversion.pdf
https://www.stepstone.de/ueber-stepstone/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/StepStone_Gehaltsreport-f%C3%BCr-Absolventen-18.19_Webversion.pdf
https://www.stepstone.de/ueber-stepstone/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/StepStone_Gehaltsreport-f%C3%BCr-Absolventen-18.19_Webversion.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-010-9313-y
https://doi.org/10.2307/2787012
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1559-1816.2003.tb01947.x
https://doi.org/10.1086/230578
https://doi.org/10.1086/230578
https://doi.org/10.1080/03323315.2011.569144
https://doi.org/10.1080/03323315.2011.569144
https://doi.org/10.1177/0038038514560602
https://doi.org/10.1177/0038038514560602
https://www.dzhw.eu/pdf/ab_20/Soz22_Hauptbericht.pdf
https://www.dzhw.eu/pdf/ab_20/Soz22_Hauptbericht.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpubeco.2023.104968
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpubeco.2023.104968
https://doi.org/10.2753/ijs0020-7659370202
https://doi.org/10.1080/14616696.2012.748929
https://doi.org/10.1080/14616696.2012.748929
https://doi.org/10.1353/sof.0.0264
https://doi.org/10.1353/sof.0.0264
https://doi.org/10.1080/01900692.2021.2009854
https://doi.org/10.1080/01900692.2021.2009854
https://doi.org/10.1093/cje/bey035
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10683-011-9295-3
https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2020.00022
https://doi.org/10.1177/0730888417753048


and Human Decision Processes 120, no. 2: 125–141. https://doi.org/10.
1016/j.obhdp.2012.11.003.

Wade‐Benzoni, K. A., A. E. Tenbrunsel, and M. H. Bazerman. 1996.
“Egocentric Interpretations of Fairness in Asymmetric, Environmental
Social Dilemmas: Explaining Harvesting Behavior and the Role of
Communication.” Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Pro-
cesses 67, no. 2: 111–126. https://doi.org/10.1006/obhd.1996.0068.

Supporting Information

Additional supporting information can be found online in the Sup-
porting Information section.

12 of 12 The British Journal of Sociology, 2025

 14684446, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/1468-4446.13192, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [30/01/2025]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.obhdp.2012.11.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.obhdp.2012.11.003
https://doi.org/10.1006/obhd.1996.0068

	Fairness Evaluations of Higher Education Graduates’ Earnings: The Role of Female Preference for Equality and Self‐Interest
	1 | Introduction
	1.1 | Perceptions of Fair Pay: Why Gender and Fields of Study Matter
	1.1.1 | Female Preference for Equality
	1.1.2 | Self‐Interest
	1.1.3 | The Interrelation Between Female Preference for Equality and Self‐Interest

	1.2 | Research Design and Analytic Strategy
	1.2.1 | Research Design
	1.2.2 | Analytic Strategy


	2 | Results
	2.1 | Descriptive Statistics
	2.2 | Understanding (un)fairness Evaluations
	2.3 | Robustness Checks

	3 | Discussion
	Acknowledgements
	Conflicts of Interest
	Data Availability Statement


