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Using a large sample with detailed information on 32,296 high-ability business, law, and engineering 

students, we explore gender- and migration-related differences in behaviour to better understand the 

persistent under-representation of women and migrants in the executive suites of German companies. Since 

in this homogenous group of ‘high-achievers’, students are quite similar in their intellectual abilities, 

observable differences in behaviour can be mainly attributed to differences in gender- and migration-

related preference patterns. We find that irrespective of migration background, men are more likely to 

pursue activities that increase their human capital, such as completing a doctorate. At the same time, 

women tend to engage in lower-level temporary jobs and complete their studies faster. In contrast, in this 

selective sample of high-ability students, migration background has a marginal effect on students’ 

behaviour only. Perhaps most surprising, we find that the behaviour of women with a migration background 

– who potentially face ‘double discrimination’– is not different from that of their male peers. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

The under-representation of women and individuals with a migration background among the top 

managers of German companies is undisputed. In October 2020, the share of women on the boards of the 

top 30 major companies in Germany was only 13%. None of these companies had a female CEO. Moreover, 

in the same year, the share of executives with a migration background was 9%, compared to 26% in the 
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total population (DeZIM-Institut, 2020). This is surprising insofar as an already large and still growing 

body of research has confirmed a close link between diversity in top management positions and firm 

performance, suggesting that the under-representation of women and individuals with a migration 

background is detrimental to firm growth and profitability (Dezsö & Ross, 2012). 

Ethnic and gender disparities in the labor market are usually explained with differences in human and 

cultural capital (see Salikutluk et al., 2020 for an overview) as well as different preference and decision-

making patterns of women (Croson & Gneezy, 2009) and people with a migration background (Salikutluk, 

2016). Thus, the low permeability of the three-tier education system in Germany may lead to inferior 

educational decisions among young women and individuals with a migration background, regardless of 

their intellectual abilities. This low permeability, in turn, is due to differences in access to socio-cultural 

resources as well as a lack of familiarity with the structure of the education system (R. Becker, 2011; Crul 

et al., 2012). At the same time, young women as well as individuals with a migration background seem to 

have a significantly higher level of aspiration and a particularly strong determination to climb the social 

ladder (Relikowski et al., 2012; Salikutluk, 2016). 

Moreover, a large body of literature has already shown that women are less competitive, (Niederle & 

Vesterlund, 2007), prefer less challenging tasks (Gneezy et al., 2003), have lower self-confidence and tend 

to be more risk-averse (Croson & Gneezy, 2009). These mental dispositions, in turn, are likely to translate 

into disadvantageous career decisions and eventually lead to the under-representation of women in top 

positions (Dickerson & Taylor, 2000). 

In this paper, we contribute to previous research by examining gender and migration background-

related differences in individual behavior in a homogeneous sample of high-ability students. The 33,296 

students in our sample are part of a nationwide scholarship program and have all completed their ‘Abitur’ 

(the qualification required in Germany to attend university) with excellent grades, share similar levels of 

academic aspirations, and have preferences for the same fields of study, namely business, engineering, or 

law. 

An investigation combining information on the individuals’ gender and migration background is 

warranted in this context as numerous studies have shown mutually reinforcing effects of these two 

individual characteristics, leading to a particularly inferior position in the (German) labor market of women 

with a migration background. So far, most studies examining differences in the preferences and decision-

making patterns of students follow a qualitative approach (e.g. Mullen, 2009) or limit themselves to simply 

describing gender and ethnicity inequalities in the labor market (Fleischmann & Höhne, 2013). With our 

paper, we join a growing body of literature on the determinants of a successful integration of second-

generation immigrants (see Crul, Keskiner, & Lelie, 2017 for an overview) and shift the focus of the debate 

from the notion of a ‘failed integration’ to a more constructive debate about the advantages of a more 

diverse workforce.  

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

A large body of literature has repeatedly documented the inferior position of people with a migration 

background (R. Becker, 2011; A. Heath, 2013) and of women (Cipollone et al., 2014) in the labor market, 

showing that people with a migration background earn less (Büchel & Frick, 2004), are more likely to be 

unemployed, have lower re-employment rates (J. Hartmann, 2016), and are more likely to be found in low-

level positions (Constant & Massey, 2003). While women in most industrialized countries outperform men 

concerning educational achievements (Fuller & Schoenberger, 1991; Parro, 2012; van Houtte, 2004) the 

gender gap in terms of career success persists: women still earn significantly less, are promoted less often, 

and are under-represented in top management positions (Blau & Kahn, 2007; Cook & Glass, 2014; Evers 

& Sieverding, 2014). 

Previous studies have extensively examined the underlying causes of the underrepresentation of women 

and migrants in the labor market, particularly in top positions. Apart from direct discrimination (Blau & 

Kahn, 1994), the main explanations focus on two key factors: first, differences in human and socio-cultural 
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capital, and second, variations in the preference patterns of women and individuals with a migration 

background.  

 

Effect of Differences in Human and Socio-Cultural Capital 

Human capital, in the form of academic degrees and work experience (G. Becker, 1964) and access to 

cultural resources (Bourdieu & Passeron, 2005) is considered the most important determinant of individual 

success in the labor market. Lack of human capital explains the inferior labor market position especially of 

first-generation immigrants (see Salikutluk et al., 2020 for an overview). Due to the close link between 

origin and educational success, the experience of their parents often negatively affects human capital 

accumulation and labor force participation of second-generation immigrants (R. Breen & Goldthorpe, 1997; 

Kristen & Granato, 2007). According to Bourdieu (1977), parents typically transfer their social status to 

their children, who then align their aspirations and major career decisions accordingly. Breen and 

Goldthorpe (1997) describe this mechanism as relative risk aversion – the assumption that all social classes 

share the underlying priority of minimizing the risk of loss and avoiding downward mobility. This may 

then lead young adults with a low social status to not attend university, regardless of their intellectual ability 

(Mullen, 2009). Thus, in Germany more than 40% of the observable performance gap between young 

people with and without a migration background can be explained with differences in their socio-economic 

status (OECD, 2012). In addition, socio-cultural resources such as language skills and access to social 

networks also play a significant role in shaping an individual’s professional life (Salikutluk et al., 2020). 

Especially for first-generation immigrants, language skills are important in getting access to education and 

vocational training (Dustmann & Fabbri, 2003; OECD, 2012). 

In terms of human capital accumulation, the situation of women is different, and during education 

women outperform men and are more likely to acquire a tertiary degree (Parro, 2012). However, 

longitudinal studies have found that women after entering the labor market accumulate less work experience 

and less on-the-job training while taking longer career interruptions (Bertrand & Hallock, 2001; Blau & 

Kahn, 2017; Bütikofer et al., 2018; Risse et al., 2018). 

 

Effect of Different Preference Patterns 

Differences in preference and decision-making patterns can also contribute to gender and ethnic 

disparities in the labor market. Despite the unfavorable impact of a low socio-economic status on 

educational opportunities, a large body of literature suggests that people with a migration background have 

particularly high educational aspirations (see Salikutluk, 2016 for an overview). The main reason for this 

is immigrants' strong desire for social advancement – the goal of a 'better life' (Crul et al., 2014; Vallet, 

2007). While many first-generation immigrants worked in low-level jobs, the majority of them migrated 

intending to improve their living conditions and long-term prospects and, therefore, represent a self-selected 

group with above-average motivation and commitment (Kristen et al., 2008). This tendency is clearly 

reflected in the educational aspirations of migrant parents (Relikowski et al., 2012) who consider education 

the most appropriate vehicle for upward mobility (Kao & Thompson, 2003; Vallet, 2007). However, 

although some ethnic minorities outperform their native peers (e.g. A. Heath et al., 2008; Kao & Thompson, 

2003), they are, on the one hand, still under-represented in the student population (Crul et al., 2012). On 

the other hand, there is research documenting successful second-generation immigrants who have obtained 

university degrees and are now employed in professional positions (see Crul, Keskiner, & Lelie, 2017 for 

an overview). Crul, Schneider, et al. (2017b) refer to this phenomenon as the ‘multiplier effect’: successful 

migrant children try harder and show greater effort and commitment than their peers without a migration 

background. Each successful leap over a social hurdle enables the ‘climber’ to accumulate additional 

cultural and social resources, “thereby multiplying their chances of success” (Konyali & Crul, 2017, p. 57). 

Differences in preference and decision-making patterns are typically considered one of the main 

reasons for the low number of women in leadership positions in business and politics (Croson & Gneezy, 

2009). A large body of literature consistently reports that women tend to avoid competitive settings even if 

they are as qualified as men (Almås et al., 2016; Balafoutas & Sutter, 2012; Dohmen & Falk, 2011; Gneezy 

& Rustichini, 2004; Niederle & Vesterlund, 2007). In addition, competitive incentives are more motivating 
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for men and – in contrast to women – men increase their performance in competition (Gneezy et al., 2003; 

Gneezy & Rustichini, 2004). Moreover, a large number of empirical studies have indicated that women 

across different cultures are significantly less self-confident (Bleidorn et al., 2016; Carlin et al., 2018) and 

more risk-averse (Croson & Gneezy, 2009; Eckel & Grossman, 2002), have a stronger social orientation, 

and strive for collaboration and relationships rather than competition or negotiation (Kray & Thompson, 

2004; Rubin & Brown, 1975). These differences in preferences have a direct impact on educational and 

career decisions such as the choice of the field of study, on career expectations and the behavior in salary 

negotiations (Guillén et al., 2018; Hügelschäfer & Achtziger, 2014). 

In addition to considering the separate effects of gender and migration background on individual 

performance, particular attention needs to be paid to the combined impact of these two characteristics. Prior 

research has shown that the combination of multiple (presumably) disadvantaged statuses can be mutually 

reinforcing, leading to a unique situation for the affected individuals (Fleischmann & Höhne, 2013). Indeed, 

several studies provide empirical evidence for a ‘double jeopardy’ effect among immigrant women 

(Barnum et al., 1995). In Germany, for example, labor force participation of women with a migration 

background is significantly lower than that of observationally similar native women and in Austria, second-

generation female migrants are by far the least successful group in terms of educational achievements 

(Schneebaum et al. 2016). Other studies, however, find that gender discrimination is lower among migrants 

than among natives. Stypińska and Gordo (2018) as well as Greenman and Xie (2008) find that there is no 

particular discrimination against migrant women compared to native women in terms of hourly wages. 

In this paper, we examine the interplay of multiple purported ‘disadvantages’ in a large sample of high-

ability students. More specifically, we analyze the impact of the combination of gender and migration 

background on academic performance while controlling for intellectual ability. Thus, we can attribute 

observable differences in behavior to variations in gender- and migration-related preference patterns. 

 

DATA AND METHODS 

 

Data 

Our dataset comes from a large German scholarship institution and consists of anonymous CV 

information. Scholarships are offered to pupils who rank among the Top 3 at their high school in the 

respective Abitur cohort (=German high school diploma providing access to university). The selection 

criteria include an outstanding performance at school and university as well as engagement in 

extracurricular activities. These rigid selection criteria ensure that all students in the sample have a 

comparable level of human capital in the form of educational qualifications and socio-cultural resources at 

the time of admission to the program. 

Error! Reference source not found. illustrates the mean final high school grade (Abitur grade) of our 

sample compared to the overall student population in Germany for the respective year. The students in our 

sample consistently rank in the top quantile of their graduating cohort for each year. Therefore, we refer to 

the students in our dataset as ‘high-ability’ students. 
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FIGURE 1 

MEAN FINAL HIGH SCHOOL GRADE (=ABITUR GRADE) OF RESPECTIVE  

GRADUATION YEAR1 

 

 
(Kultusministerkonferenz, 2006-2017) 

 

Previous studies have shown that students from different academic fields have different preference and 

behavior patterns (Scala, Tomasi, Goncher, & Bursic, 2018). Moreover, Buser, Niederle, and Oosterbeek 

(2014) find that individual competitiveness affects students' choice of academic field, with competitive 

students opting for more prestigious academic tracks. Therefore, we include in our empirical analysis only 

students from three particular fields (business, engineering and law). Our final sample consists of 14,343 

business students (including business administration, economics, and management), 10,847 law students 

and 8,106 engineering students. The share of women among business students is 37%, among law students 

46% and among engineering students 18%. Thus, focusing on the three different fields helps to better 

understand the effects of migration background and gender in environments with different compositions of 

men and women. 

Generally, there are two ways to identify the migration background of an individual. Either the 

migration background is directly surveyed, or it is derived with the help of further information. Language 

is one of the most important sources of cultural capital and serves as a tool to assess both an individual's 

integration into and her attachment to a particular culture (Dustmann & Fabbri, 2003). We derive the 

information on an individual’s migration background from her language profile. The procedure described 

below was discussed and agreed upon in interviews with experts in migration and gender studies.  

All students who indicated that their mother language is not German and mostly speak a language that 

is typically not learned in school are classified as ‘with a migration background.’ An overview of these 

typical migration languages and their respective frequencies is provided in Table 1.  
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TABLE 1  

LANGUAGES CLASSIFIED AS TYPICAL MIGRATION LANGUAGES 

 

Language 

# 

Students   Language 

# 

Students   Language 

# 

Students   Language 

# 

Students 

Polish 299  Hindi 45  Bosnian 6  Tigrinya 2 

Turkish 254  Hebrew 44  Armenian 5  Yoruba 2 

Arabic 222  Afrikaans 35  Belarusian 5  Amharic 1 

Norwegian 163  Serbo-Croatian 34  Georgian 4  Bahasa Indonesia 1 

Korean 114  Thai 31  Lithuanian 4  Chinyanja 1 

Vietnamese 112  Albanian 29  Farsi 3  Filipino 1 

Finnish 108  Slovakian 28  Mongolian 3  Khmer 1 

Indonesian 97  Swahili 28  Urdu 3  Kiswahili 1 

Czech 96  Catalan 26  Uzbek 3  Créole Mauricien 1 

Greek 86  Serbian 14  Aramaic 2  Lingala 1 

Hungarian 78  Latvian 13  Azerbaijani 2  Paschto 1 

Romanian 70  Slovenian 11  Kyrgyz 2  Tibetian 1 

Croatian 69   Estonian 8   Luganda 2   Circassian 1 

Bulgarian 65  Kurdish 8  Malayalam 3    

Persian 60  Tamil 7  Macedonian 2    

Ukrainian 53  Bengali 6  Sindhi 2    

 

Polish, Turkish, and Arabic are the dominant three languages, reflecting the current migration situation 

in Germany because these are the most frequently spoken languages (along with German and Russian) in 

German households (Statistisches Bundesamt, 2018). Russian, as well as Chinese, Danish, Dutch, Italian, 

Japanese, Luxembourgish, Portuguese, and Swedish, are languages that may have been learned due to a 

migration background but could also have been learned in the academic context or on holiday trips. 

Therefore, students who indicated one of these languages were excluded from our analyses. Finally, 

students who indicated languages that are typically offered at school in Germany (English, French, Spanish) 

were classified as ‘without a migration background’. 

Applying these rules, 4,511 of the 33,296 (13.5 %) students in our sample are classified as persons 

‘with a migration background.’ In Germany, the migrant share among the 25 to 35 year-olds holding a 

university degree is 22% (Statistisches Bundesamt, 2019). Thus, the low proportion of students with a 

migration background in our sample is most likely due to the strict way we identify individuals with a 

migration background. (In the appendix A1, we document the distribution of men and women and 

individuals with and without a migration background separately for the three academic fields). 

 

Variables 

To examine students' behaviour we use six variables that were already identified as typical career 

success factors in previous studies (e.g. Frick & Maihaus, 2016; Gault, Redington, & Schlager, 2000).  

Number of internships: Internships during studies allow students to accumulate work experience and 

increase an individual’s human capital (Becker, 1964). They are an important part of a CV and have been 

shown to have a positive effect on later career success (Gault et al., 2000). In our analyses, we use the 

number of completed internships, regardless of their duration.  
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Number of auxiliary jobs: This variable measures the extent to which students engage in paid activities 

during their studies in addition to internships. These include positions as working students or teaching 

assistants. 

Duration of studies (excluding doctoral studies): Duration of studies is another predictor of university 

success. Students expect a higher graduation age to have a negative effect on their starting salary (Frick 

& Maihaus, 2016), and therefore generally aim to complete their studies as fast as possible.  

Top internships during studies (binary): Studies have shown that graduates who completed an 

internship with a particularly prestigious company realize significantly higher starting salaries (Frick 

& Maihaus, 2016). In our study, we classify as ‘prestigious’ all DAX-30 companies as well as the top three 

strategy consultancies, investment banks, tech companies, and major law firms. 

Self-employment alongside studies (binary): Self-employment indicates a particular form of dedication 

and commitment. Previous studies have shown that the proportion of men is higher among both student 

entrepreneurs and non-student entrepreneurs (Politis, Winborg, & Dahlstrand, 2012), and that the 

probability of starting business is higher among people with a migration background (Statistisches 

Bundesamt, 2017).  

Doctoral studies (binary): A doctorate is the highest academic degree and results in higher starting 

salaries as well as higher career earnings (Becker, 1964). The socio-economic status and family background 

(professional status of the father) have been found to be of particular importance here (Hartmann, 2002). 

In addition, we control for an individual’s final high school grade and year of birth. Table 2 provides 

an overview of the descriptive statistics for the six variables, as well as the distribution of final high school 

grades across the four different groups. The table illustrates that, in the sample of high-ability students, 

women outperform men in terms of final high school grades just as in the general population (van Houtte, 

2004). 

 

TABLE 2 

DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS 

 

  

Men, 

no migration 

background 

Women, 

no migration 

background 

Men, 

migration  

background 

Women, 

migration 

background 

  n= 18,754 n= 10,031 n= 2,747 n= 1,764 

  Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 

Number of internships 1.63 1.62 1.36 1.55 1.66 1.59 1.30 1.43 

Number of auxiliary jobs 2.14 1.21 1.52 1.56 1.33 1.58 1.34 1.59 

Duration of studies (in years) 6.15 2.12 6.01 2.01 6.27 2.15 6.24 2.11 

Top internship (binary) 0.26 - 0.20 - 0.28 - 0.21 - 

Self-employed (binary) 0.05 - 0.02 - 0.06 - 0.03 - 

Doctoral studies (binary) 0.26 - 0.18 - 0.23 - 0.18 - 

Abitur Final Grade 1.71 0.52 1.57 0.44 1.76 0.54 1.60 0.48 

 

REGRESSION MODELS 

 

Effect of Gender and Migration Background on Behaviour During Studies 

We estimate the impact of gender and migration background on student behaviour using a negative 

binomial count data model controlling for over-dispersion of the dependent variable (variables 1 and 2), an 

ordinary least squares model (variable 3) and probit regression models (variables 4 to 6). The four possible 
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combinations of gender and migration background are expressed in dummy variables with the combination 

‘male, no migration background’ as the reference group. In a second step, we use Wald tests as post-

estimation checks to test for significant differences between the groups. In addition, we control for field of 

study, year of birth and final high school grade. A large body of research confirms that an individual’s final 

high school grade is a very good predictor of academic success (Robbins et al., 2004) as well as starting 

salaries and career earnings (French, Homer, Popovici, & Robins, 2015).  

The results of the regression models are presented in Tables 3 and 4. For the negative binomial 

regression models (Models 1 and 2) and the probit regression models (Models 3 to 6), marginal effects are 

displayed.  

 

TABLE 3 

SEPARATE REGRESSIONS FOR CONTINUOUS VARIABLES 1, 2 AND 3 

 

  Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

 

Negative binomial 

regression 

Negative binomial 

regression 

Linear 

Regression  

 

Dependent Variable 
Number of internships 

Number of auxiliary 

jobs 

Duration of 

studies 

(in years) 

Independent Variables    

Gender & Migration background    

[Dummy; Male & no migration 

background] 
   

Dummy; Female & no migration 

background 
.0825 (.0184)*** .1027 (.0169)*** 

-.1887 

(.0238)*** 

Dummy; Male & migration 

background 
.0041 (.0268)*** .0433 (.0257)*** .1814 (.0378)*** 

Dummy; Female & migration 

background 
-.0260 (.0359)*** .1696 (.0347)*** .0669 (.0466)*** 

Abitur grade    

[1st Quartile (1.0-1.39)]    

2nd Quartile (1.4-1.69) -.0716 (.0207)*** .0438 (.0186)*** .0227 (.0276)*** 

3rd Quartile (1.7-2.09) -.1116 (.0207)*** .1093 (.0189)*** .1148 (.0276)*** 

4th Quartile (>2.1) -.2476 (.0209)*** .1498 (.0199)*** .3125 (.0360)*** 

Year of Birth -.0563 (.0014)*** -.0315 (.0013)*** 
-.0934 

(.0019)*** 

Field of Study    

[Economics]    

Engineering .1281 (.0231)*** -1.3648 (.0182)*** .1984 (.0262)*** 

Law -1.6447 (.0146)*** -1.9249 (.0152)*** 
1.8264 

(.0237)*** 

Constant - - 
191.1043 

(3.7985)*** 

Observations 33,296 33,296 33,255 

Pseudo R2 / Adj. R2 0.1272 0.1508 0.2185 

Legend: ***p ≤ .001; **p ≤ .01; *p ≤ .05. Robust standard errors are in parentheses. 
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TABLE 4 

SEPARATE PROBIT REGRESSIONS FOR BINARY VARIABLES 4 TO 6 

 

  Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 

 Probit Regression Probit Regression Probit Regression 

Dependent Variable 
Top internship 

(binary) 

Self-employed 

(binary) 

Doctoral studies 

(binary) 

Independent Variables    

Gender & Migration background    

[Dummy; Male & no migration 

background] 
   

Dummy; Female & no migration 

background 
-.0072 (.0052)*** -.0249 (.0023)*** -.0774 (.0044)*** 

Dummy; Male & migration 

background 
.0048 (.0078)*** .0048 (.0040)*** -.0086 (.0071)*** 

Dummy; Female & migration 

background 
-.0075 (.0102)*** -.0153 (.0041)*** -.0739 (.0078)*** 

Abitur grade    

[1st Quartile (1.0-1.39)]    

2nd Quartile (1.4-1.69) -.0147 (.0059)*** .0024 (.0029)*** -.0280 (.0055)*** 

3rd Quartile (1.7-2.09) -.0040 (.0060)*** .0112 (.0031)*** -.0381 (.0055)*** 

4th Quartile (>2.1) -.0260 (.0062)*** .0133 (.0032)*** -.0300 (.0056)*** 

Year of Birth -.0082 (.0004)*** -.0029 (.0002)*** -.0243 (.0003)*** 

Field of Study    

[Economics]    

Engineering -.0560 (.0066)*** -.0316 (.0028)*** .0164 (.0044)*** 

Law -.3349 (.0043)*** -.0339 (.0026)*** .2993 (.0050)*** 

Constant - - - 

Observations 33,294 33,296 33,296 

Pseudo R2 / Adj. R2 0.1508 0.0522 0.2292 

Legend: ***p ≤ .001; **p ≤ .01; *p ≤ .05. Robust standard errors are in parentheses. 

 

First, we find statistically significant and economically relevant gender effects: Native women complete 

significantly more internships (Model 1) and are significantly more likely to work in auxiliary jobs as 

teaching or research assistants (Model 2). Moreover, native women complete their studies about 2.3 months 

earlier than native men. On the other hand, male students are significantly more likely to pursue a doctoral 

degree. Native women are nearly 8 percentage points less likely to go for a doctorate than the male reference 

group (Model 6). In addition, the gender gap in entrepreneurial activities in the overall population is 

reflected in the sample of high-ability students as the probability of native women to be self-employed 

during their studies is 2.5 percentage points lower than among native men (Model 5).  

Overall, men seem to be more likely to invest in activities that increase their general human capital 

(e.g., in the form of a doctorate) and foster their business acumen (being self-employed during studies), 

while women are more likely to work in lower-level, temporary, or auxiliary jobs. This is particularly 



202 Journal of Higher Education Theory and Practice Vol. 25(3) 2025 

apparent when examining the number and quality of internships. Although women complete a significantly 

larger number of internships, no gender-specific effect exists with respect to internships in prestigious 

companies, which has been found to be of particular importance for an individual’s future career (Frick 

& Maihaus, 2016).  

Second, the migration background has only a marginal effect on the behavioural patterns of high-ability 

students. There are only a few exceptions: migrant men need about 2.2 months more to complete their 

studies, which is statistically significant, yet quite small when compared to the average duration of 6.1 

years. Overall, we do not find any differences in the behaviour of migrant and native individuals in our 

sample of high-ability students that eventually translate into a relevant signal for employers. 

Third, we fail to find evidence of ‘double discrimination’ against migrant women. In our homogeneous 

sample of high-ability scholars, the combination of the two potentially disadvantageous individual 

characteristics- ‘gender’ and ‘migration background’-appears to be irrelevant in terms of academic 

performance.  

Previous research has emphasized the important role of an individual’s final high school grade as an 

indicator of determination, intelligence, perseverance, and – ultimately – success (Galla et al., 2019). Our 

results confirm these previous findings in the sense that even in a homogeneous sample of high-ability 

students with universally excellent intellectual abilities, behavioural differences between the top and the 

bottom quartiles of the grade distribution can be observed. Students with lower final high school grades 

complete fewer (and less prestigious) internships, are less likely to pursue a doctorates and need more time 

to complete their studies (perhaps because they are more likely to work in temporary jobs). 

Moreover, we find significant differences between the three fields of study: Law students need on 

average 1.8 years more to complete their studies and complete significantly fewer internships than business 

students which can be attributed to the mandatory practical experience to be gained during the legal 

clerkship after graduation. Furthermore, law and engineering students are more likely to pursue a doctorate 

than business students, which is mainly due to differences in the opportunity costs and the signal of a 

doctoral degree in the respective labour market.  

Given the large differences between the three academic tracks, we now separately analyse the impact 

of gender and migration background on academic performance for each field of study. 

 

Differences Regarding Field of Studies 

Table 5-7 displays the results of the regression models. As before, we report marginal effects for the 

negative binomial regression models and the probit models.  

For each field of study, we find significant gender differences and marginal migration background 

effects in individual behaviour. In each of the academic tracks, men seem to focus more on activities that 

increase their general human capital (completing a doctorate) or foster their business acumen (self-

employment during their studies). Furthermore, except for the time required to finish one’s studies, there 

we find no behavioural differences between migrant and native men. Male law students with a migration 

background study 2.8 months longer, while engineering students study 3.9 months longer than their native 

male peers.  
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TABLE 5 

BUSINESS STUDENTS 

 

  Model 7 Model 8 Model 9 Model 10 Model 11 Model 12 

 
Negative 

binomial 
regression 

Negative 

binomial 
regression 

Linear 

Regression 

Probit 

Regression 

Probit 

Regression 

Probit 

Regression 

Dependent Variable 
Number of 

internships 

Number of 

auxiliary 

jobs 

Duration of 

studies (in 

years) 

Top 

internship 

(binary) 

Self-

employed 

(binary) 

Doctoral 

studies 

(binary) 

Independent 

Variables 
      

Gender & Migration 

background 
      

[Male & no 
migration 

background] 

      

Female & no 

migration 

background 

.1560 

(.0287)*** 

.2318 

(.0309)*** 

.0513 

(.0290)*** 

.0008 

(.0091)*** 

-.0357 

(.0051)*** 

-.0563 

(.0063)*** 

Male & migration 

background 

-.0432 

(.0467)*** 

.0869 

(.0498)*** 

.1854 

(.0462)*** 

.0002 

(.0145)*** 

.0075 

(.0067)*** 

-.0083 

(.0090)*** 

Female & 

migration 

background 

-.0277 

(.0562)*** 

.3079 

(.0574)*** 

.3486 

(.0550)*** 

-.0055 

(.0468)*** 

-.0224 

(.0094)*** 

-.0478 

(.0123)*** 

Year of Birth 
-.0625 

(.0023)*** 

-.0627 

(.0024)*** 

-.0270 

(.0023)*** 

-.0125 

(.0007)*** 

-.0042 

(.0004)*** 

-.0175 

(.0004)*** 

Abitur grade       

[1st Quartile (1.0-
1.39)] 

      

2nd Quartile (1.4-

1.69) 

-.0681 

(.0364)*** 

.0689 

(.0374)*** 

.1280 

(.0356)*** 

-.0158 

(.0112)*** 

.0065 

(.0054)*** 

-.0243 

(.0075)*** 

3rd Quartile (1.7-

2.09) 

-.1405 

(.0354)*** 

.1354 

(.0371)*** 

.2214 

(.0436)*** 

-.0057 

(.0110)*** 

.0169 

(.0055)*** 

-.0346 

(.0073)*** 

4th Quartile (>2.1) 
-.2889 

(.0356)*** 

.1682 

(.0384)*** 

.4384 

(.0360)*** 

-.0316 

(.0112)*** 

.0200 

(.0057)*** 

-.0319 

(.0074)*** 

Constant - - 
58.8394 

(4.5804)*** 
- - - 

Observations 14,343 14,343 14,343 14,343 14,343 14,343 

Pseudo R2 / Adj. R2 0.0166 0.0131 0.0223 0.0171 0.0378 0.1539 

Legend: ***p ≤ .001; **p ≤ .01; *p ≤ .05. Robust standard errors are in parentheses. 
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TABLE 6  

LAW STUDENTS 

 

  Model 7 Model 8 Model 9 Model 10 Model 11 Model 12 

 

Negative 
binomial 

regression 

Negative 
binomial 

regression 

Linear 

Regression 

Probit 

Regression 

Probit 

Regression 

Probit 

Regression 

Dependent Variable 
Number of 

internships 

Number of 

auxiliary 

jobs 

Duration of 

studies (in 

years) 

Top 

internship 

(binary) 

Self-

employed 

(binary) 

Doctoral 

studies 

(binary) 

Independent 

Variables 
      

Gender & Migration 

background 
      

[Male & no 

migration 
background] 

      

Female & no 

migration 

background 

.0227 

(.0149)*** 

.0056 

(.0132)*** 

-.1088 

(.0341)*** 

-.0093 

(.0036)*** 

-.0171 

(.0038)*** 

-.1340 

(.0090)*** 

Male & migration 

background 

.0288 

(.0281)*** 

.0369 

(.0243)*** 

.2374 

(.0659)*** 

-.0051 

(.0069)*** 

.0079 

(.0056)*** 

-.0344 

(.0177)*** 

Female & 

migration 

background 

.0305 

(.0283)*** 

.0133 

(.0248)*** 

.1013 

(.0651)*** 

-.0077 

(.0071)*** 

-.0096 

(.0070)*** 

-.1545 

(.0181)*** 

Year of Birth 
-.0319 

(.0012)*** 

-.0039 

(.0011)*** 

-.0847 

(.0030)*** 

-.0022 

(.0003)*** 

-.0020 

(.0003)*** 

-.0363 

(.0007)*** 

Abitur grade       

[1st Quartile (1.0-
1.39)] 

      

2nd Quartile (1.4-

1.69) 

-.0571 

(.0202)*** 

-.0000 

(.0160)*** 

-.0756 

(.0422)*** 

-.0130 

(.0048)*** 

.0028 

(.0042)*** 

-.0170 

(.0117)*** 

3rd Quartile (1.7-

2.09) 

-.0706 

(.0198)*** 

.0096 

(.0162)*** 

.0558 

(.0421)*** 

-.0084 

(.0049)*** 

.0095 

(.0044)*** 

-.0362 

(.0115)*** 

4th Quartile (>2.1) 
-.2009 

(.0174)*** 

.0167 

(.0168)*** 

.1204 

(.0435)*** 

-.0287 

(.0041)*** 

.0044 

(.0042)*** 

-.0362 

(.01152)*** 

Constant - - 
174.2116 

(6.0013)*** 
- - - 

Observations 10,847 10,847 10,847 10,847 10,847 10,847 

Pseudo R2 / Adj. R2 0.0453 0.0013 0.0783 0.0386 0.0351 0.1628 

Legend: ***p ≤ .001; **p ≤ .01; *p ≤ .05. Robust standard errors are in parentheses. 
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TABLE 7 

ENGINEERING STUDENTS 

 

  Model 7 Model 8 Model 9 Model 10 Model 11 Model 12 

 

Negative 

binomial 
regression 

Negative 

binomial 
regression 

Linear 

Regression 

Probit 

Regression 

Probit 

Regression 

Probit 

Regression 

Dependent 

Variable 

Number of 

internships 

Number of 

auxiliary jobs 

Duration of 

studies (in 

years) 

Top 

internship 

(binary) 

Self-

employed 

(binary) 

Doctoral 

studies 

(binary) 

Independent 

Variables       
Gender & 

Migration 

background       
[Male & no 

migration 
background]       
Female & no 

migration 

background 

-.0020 

(.0480)*** 

-.0304 

(.0341)*** 

-.1197 

(.0448)*** 

-.0209 

(.0147)*** 

-.0380 

(.0084)*** 

-.0362 

(.0116)*** 

Male & 

migration 

background 

.0500 

(.0554)*** 

-.0175 

(.0393)*** 

.3266 

(.0532)*** 

.0213 

(.0170)*** 

-.0039 

(.0065)*** 

.0126 

(.0118)*** 

Female & 

migration 

background 

-.1407 

(.1126)*** 

.1002 

(.0729)*** 

.2344 

(.1016)*** 

-.0114 

(.0332)*** 

-.0256 

(.0166)*** 

-.0081 

(.0254)*** 

Year of Birth 

-.0571 

(.0031)*** 

-.0115 

(.0022)*** 

-.0374 

(.0031)*** 

-.0079 

(.0010)*** 

-.0017 

(.0004)*** 

-.0208 

(.0036)*** 

Abitur grade 
      

[1st Quartile 
(1.0-1.39)] 

      

2nd Quartile 

(1.4-1.69) 

-.0493 

(.0433)*** 

.0507 

(.0287)*** 

.0348 

(.0409)*** 

-.0095 

(.0132)*** 

-.0039 

(.0048)*** 

-.0443 

(.0096)*** 

3rd Quartile 

(1.7-2.09) 

-.0482 

(.0459)*** 

.1782 

(.0327)*** 

.1468 

(.0436)*** 

.0110 

(.0141)*** 

.0045 

(.0054)*** 

-.0456 

(.0100)*** 

4th Quartile 

(>2.1) 

-.1125 

(.0485)*** 

.2919 

(.0374)*** 

.3058 

(.0466)*** 

.0066 

(.0151)*** 

.0167 

(.0064)*** 

-.0284 

(.0108)*** 

Constant - - 
79.808 

(6.064)*** 
- - - 

Observations  8,106   8,106   8,106   8,106   8,106  8,106  

Pseudo R2 / Adj. 

R2 
0.0118 0.0059 0.0336 0.0079 0.0311 0.1489 

Legend: ***p ≤ .001; **p ≤ .01; *p ≤ .05. Robust standard errors are in parentheses. 

 

Furthermore, in the male-dominated fields of law and engineering, we find no significant differences 

between migrant women - who face a potential double disadvantage – and men (with or without a migration 

background). Compared to their male peers, native female law students complete their studies significantly 

faster (Model 9), complete fewer prestigious internships (Model 10), and are less likely to be self-employed 

during their studies (Model 11). In contrast, women with a migration background do not differ from men 

in any of these categories. Thus, in our sample of high-ability students, the combination of multiple 

disadvantageous characteristics is not mutually reinforcing. Table 7 confirms these findings for female 
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engineering students: while native women seem to differ significantly in their behaviour from their male 

fellow students, this is not the case for migrant women. 

In our sample of high-ability students, we find that the behaviour of women with a migration 

background is very similar to that of native and migrant men. These women have successfully mastered 

even more barriers than their male peers, especially when they originate from male-dominated cultures. 

Thus, in the case of these women, a ‘multiplier effect’ seems to be important: with each obstacle mastered 

successfully, they accumulate additional skills and expertise, opening up further opportunities for career 

advancement (see Crul, Schneider et al., 2017). Nevertheless, both law and engineering remain male-

dominated fields. While this is clearly visible in the low percentage of female students in engineering (18%) 

it is less obvious in law. Here the percentage of women is high among students, but decreases rapidly in the 

top positions, suggesting the persistence of a ‘glass ceiling’. A recent survey of 200 large law firms in 

Germany reveals that while the proportion of women associates is currently at 43%, less than 11% of all 

equity partners were female (Parzinger, 2018). In 2019, the share of new equity partners at Germany's 10 

major law firms was 12%. In this persistently male-dominated environment, adapting male behavioural 

patterns makes it easier for women to climb the career ladder. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

The main objective of this study was to explore possible differences in preference and decision-making 

patterns of high-ability male and female students with and without a migration background to better 

understand the lack of diversity in the executive suites of German companies. Since these students do not 

differ in their intellectual abilities or academic achievements, the observable differences in behaviour can 

be attributed primarily to gender- and migration-related preference patterns.  

First, we find statistically significant and economically relevant gender differences in the individuals’ 

behaviour. Although the students in our sample are similar in terms of intellectual ability, academic 

aspirations and their preferences for the same field of study (business studies, law, engineering), men and 

women behave quite differently. Men tend to choose activities that increase their general human capital 

(completing a doctorate) or foster their business acumen at an early stage (self-employment during their 

studies). Women, on the other hand, tend to opt for lower-level auxiliary jobs during their studies, which 

are less likely to enhance general human capital and thus have a less positive impact on their future careers. 

Among law students, a field with a large share of women (42% of high-ability students), the gender 

gap is particularly large. Male law students prepare their future careers by completing more prestigious 

internships, by pursuing a doctorate as well as by starting their own business. Female law students devote 

additional effort to completing their studies in less time and have, therefore, accumulated less human capital 

by the time they enter the labour market. Fast completion of a degree program is overestimated in terms of 

its positive effect on starting salaries (Frick & Maihaus, 2016). In our dataset consisting of high-ability 

students only, this misperception is particularly prevalent among female students. 

Second, among high-ability students, migration background does not affect behavioural patterns. Men 

with a migration background behave largely like native men. The only observable difference is the longer 

time it takes students with a migration background to complete their studies. In the behavioural patterns 

that are essential for a future career, such as pursuing a doctorate or completing a prestigious internship, we 

find no difference between men with and without a migration background. Further studies should try to 

identify the factors driving the absence of any migration effect among high-ability students found in 

previous studies, such as parental support or mentoring at high school. 

Third, women with a migration background are quite different from native women in terms of their 

behaviour. Particularly in the sub-samples of law and engineering students we find that women with a 

migration background are similar to men in many decision-making and preference patterns. This is most 

likely because these women had to overcome a particularly large number of ‘social barriers’. Therefore, 

women who have made it thus far, represent a highly selected group of individuals with particularly high 

aspirations and commitment.  
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Our findings have several direct implications. First, high-ability women should be encouraged to devote 

their efforts to activities that increase their general human capital, such as pursuing a doctorate or 

completing a prestigious internship, rather than graduating in a shorter period. Furthermore, when recruiting 

future employees, human resources departments in prestigious companies seeking high-ability students 

should acknowledge the different preferences of men and women during their studies and possibly adjust 

their hiring criteria. 

In our sample, we measure an individual’s migration background using a binary variable and do 

distinguish between different cultures. Further research should take a more detailed look at respective 

country of origin to analyse the interplay between gender and migration background among high-ability 

students. Moreover, a distinction between first-, second-, and third-generation immigrants would help to 

analyse how behavioural differences develop over time. Furthermore, previous research has shown that the 

behaviour and preference patterns of migrants from different countries vary considerably (Jonsson & 

Rudolphi, 2011). In future studies, it is, therefore, important to focus on particular ethnic groups or cultures 

to either document the robustness of our findings reported above or to come up with different results for 

different ethnic minorities. In addition to culture-related behavioural differences, the majority groups’ 

perception of certain ethnic groups plays an important role. While migrants from some cultural groups are 

seen as being particularly diligent (e.g. Asian immigrants), migrants from other countries of origin tend to 

be subject to negative prejudices. In a recent study, Weichselbaumer (2020) finds that women wearing a 

headscarf on job applications received significantly fewer invitations to a job interview than women without 

a headscarf. Therefore, future studies should focus on ethnic groups separately, as this allows considering 

not only the perceived integration of individuals, but also the ‘response’ of the general society on a specific 

ethnic group. 

Furthermore, future studies should investigate the impact of the behavioural differences found among 

high-ability students when they enter the labour market. In this context, it is important to analyse whether 

students with a migration background, whose performance and behaviour is the same as that of the native 

student population are exposed to discrimination when entering the labour market. Moreover, future 

research should explore how the distinct gender differences in behaviour unfold at career entry to develop 

and implement appropriate measures to further promote diversity. 

 

ENDNOTE 

 
1.  Results of all nationwide graduating cohorts are only available since 2006. 
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APPENDIX 

 

TABLE A1 

DISTRIBUTION OF THE DIFFERENT SUB-SAMPLES 

 

Business students    
  Male Female Total 

no migration background 7,738 4,500 12,238 (84.8%) 

migration background 1,254 851 2,105 (14.6%) 
 8,992 (62.3%) 5,351 (37.1%) 14,343 
    
    

Engineering students    

  Male Female Total 

no migration background 5,820 1,264 7,084 (87,4%) 

migration background 818 204 1,022 (12,6%) 
 6,638 (81,9%) 1,468 (18,1%) 8,106 
    
    

Law students    

  Male Female Total 

no migration background 5,196 4,267 9,463 (87,2%) 

migration background 675 709 1,384 (12,8%) 

 5,871 (54,1%) 4,976 (45,9%) 10,847 

 

 


