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Abstract
This study investigates young people’s awareness of gender differences in achieve-
ment and their reversal between educational and occupational contexts. Girls are 
generally more academically successful than boys but men still enjoy a superior 
position in the professional world. The present study therefore aimed to determine 
whether students were aware of a reversal in gender gap, and to explore whether 
the characteristics associated with high and low status groups (competence and 
warmth) are attributed to boys and girls in a way that is consistent with their per-
ceived achievement-related status. From sixth grade to bachelor’s degree level, 638 
students (347 girls and 290 boys, Mage = 15.98) rated boys’ and girls’ academic 
status in middle school, high school and university, as well as men’s and women’s 
occupational status. They also assessed male and female students’ warmth and com-
petence at their respective school levels. Overall, participants seemed to be aware of 
a reversal in gender status between educational contexts, where they attributed the 
highest status to girls, and the occupational context, in which men were perceived 
as having the highest status. The youngest students have a limited awareness of gen-
der inequalities in the professional world suggesting that understanding of gender 
dynamics increases with age. Furthermore, female students were perceived as more 
competent but not necessarily warmer than male students, suggesting they might be 
considered as a non-traditional female subgroup. This set of perceptions might have 
different, yet important, implications for boys’ and girls’ educational and occupa-
tional experience and the maintenance of gender hierarchy.
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1  Introduction

For several years, international studies and reports have shown that girls outperform 
boys in educational settings (OECD 2015; Voyer and Voyer 2014), whereas tradi-
tional gender inequalities persist in the professional world. Indeed, women are, for 
instance, still underrepresented in the highest positions (WEF 2017). Gender gaps 
in achievement therefore appear to reverse between academic and occupational 
(i.e., related to the work area) contexts, with girls generally doing better than boys 
at school and men being more successful than women in the professional world. 
The aim in the present study is twofold. First, we aim to test whether young people 
are aware of these gender gaps in achievement and their reversal between academic 
and occupational contexts. Second, we examine whether the characteristics gener-
ally used to describe the high and low status groups are attributed to boys and girls 
in a way that is consistent with the perceived achievement-related status of gender 
groups at their respective school levels.

1.1 � Gender gaps in achievement

Education and work represent two important life areas in which achievement is 
highly valued. Academic achievement is often perceived as one of the determinants 
of future success in life, particularly in terms of occupational success. Most of the 
students involved in the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) 
think that trying hard at school will help them get a good job (94%) and that school 
has taught them things which could be useful in a job (91%) (OECD 2013). How-
ever, the gender differences in achievement reported in the educational and occu-
pational contexts seem to be in opposite directions so that the most occupationally 
successful group is not necessarily the most academically successful one.

Several surveys demonstrate that, even if some progress has been made towards 
gender equality, large discrepancies persist in the occupational context (European 
Institute for Gender Equality 2017). According to The World’s Women 2015, a 
United Nations report, women across the globe still earn between 70 and 90% of 
what men earn. Wage gaps occur in most countries, including the most developed 
nations, and can start early in the career path (United Nations 2015). In France, 
where the present study was conducted, women’s salaries are around 200 euros 
lower than men’s, only 30  months after graduating (DEPP 2018). In addition, to 
this day, women are still underrepresented in top positions. Indeed, only 4% of chief 
executive officers (CEOs) in the world’s largest 500 companies are women (United 
Nations 2015). Women, unlike men, usually head towards occupations associated 
with low pay and low status, such as social work (European Institute for Gender 
Equality 2017). Thus, gender hierarchy in the professional world seems to be char-
acterized by a strong male dominance over women (Bourdieu 1998).

On the contrary, studies suggest that girls generally outperform boys in edu-
cational context, leading a growing amount of research to focus on boys difficul-
ties since the 1990′s (Weaver-Hightower 2003). Girls appear to have better grades 
than boys, not only in reading and writing but also in mathematics and science 
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(Kenney-Benson et al. 2006; OECD 2015; Pomerantz et al. 2002; Voyer and Voyer 
2014). In France, girls currently achieve higher success rates than boys in all the 
national exams, regardless of the options (sciences, technology, literature, etc.) 
(DEPP 2018). Moreover, across OECD (Organization for Economic Coopera-
tion and Development) countries, boys are more likely than girls to repeat a grade 
(OECD 2015). They are also more likely than girls are to drop out of school and 
leave secondary education without a diploma (EURYDICE 2010; McFarland et al. 
2018). Even though many indicators of academic achievement in secondary edu-
cation favor girls, gender differences in academic performance can vary depending 
on the academic domain or the indicator considered. More precisely, girls’ advan-
tage appears to be stronger in the verbal domain and on grades as opposed to the 
scientific domain and performances on standardized tests respectively (Buchmann 
et al. 2008; Duckworth and Seligman 2006). Concerning higher education, numer-
ous reports show that female students are underrepresented in Science, Technology, 
Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM) fields and instead head for less prestigious 
fields, such as education or health (EURYDICE 2010; Fiske 2012; European Insti-
tute for Gender Equality 2017). However, regardless of study fields, more women 
than men enter higher education in almost all OECD countries (OECD 2017). 
According to the UNESCO World Atlas of Gender Equality in Education (2017), 
women represent the majority of students in most countries (Fiske 2012). Besides 
being more numerous, women also appear to be more successful. In Europe, where 
women represent around 55% of students, they obtain 59% of degrees (EURYDICE 
2010). On average, French women leave higher education with higher degrees than 
men (DEPP 2018). Therefore, when it comes to academic achievement in higher 
education, girls could also be considered more successful than boys.

To sum up, there is a reversal in the observed gender gap between the educational 
context, associated with girls’ academic superiority, and the occupational context 
(i.e., related to the work area), in which men achieve better than women. The first 
objective of the present study is to determine whether young people, from early ado-
lescence (11–12 years old) to the beginning of adulthood (around 20 years old), are 
aware of this reversal in gender inequalities.

1.2 � Young people’s awareness of the gender gaps

Gender is a relatively visible social identity whose related categories are acquired 
early in life. Between the ages of 2 and 3 years old, children know the gender group 
to which they and others belong (Martin and Ruble 2010) and their knowledge and 
understanding of gender dynamics in society seem to increase as they get older. 
Even though several studies have investigated young people’s awareness of gender 
inequalities, research has focused on either the occupational domain or the educa-
tional domain (Heyder and Kessels 2013; Neff et  al. 2007), without investigating 
these two domains simultaneously. Therefore, we will review the literature regarding 
each of these domains, starting with the occupational domain.

Studies suggest that young people are aware that men tend to occupy the high-
est positions in the occupational context. For instance, Teig and Susskind (2008) 
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showed that young people from 6 to 12 years old associated stereotypically femi-
nine jobs (e.g., nanny) with lower status (assessed in terms of difficulty, importance 
and money) than masculine jobs (e.g., soldier), causing these feminine jobs to be 
underrepresented among the highest status occupations (Teig and Susskind 2008). 
Similarly, Liben, Bigler and Krogh (2001) demonstrated that young people rated 
familiar masculine jobs (e.g., business executive) as higher in status than familiar 
feminine jobs (e.g., secretary). However, these differences were smaller in children 
(6–8 years old) than in early adolescents (11–12 years old) who, contrary to their 
younger peers, also associated unfamiliar jobs portrayed with male workers with a 
higher status than unfamiliar jobs portrayed with female workers (Liben et al. 2001). 
Such findings suggest that awareness of gender inequalities increases with age. Con-
sistent with this idea, Neff, Cooper, and Woodruff (2007) showed that a majority of 
young people from 7 to 12 years old think that men and women have equal status 
in the spheres of business and politics, whereas adolescents and young adults (from 
12 to 20 years old) become increasingly aware of male dominance. Literature there-
fore suggests that, at least from early adolescence, young people are aware that men 
enjoy higher occupational status than women.

In comparison to the amount of research conducted on the perception of gen-
der groups’ status in the professional world, few studies have directly examined the 
awareness of a gender gap in academic achievement. Some studies, however, suggest 
that students believe in girls’ academic superiority (Hartley and Sutton 2013; Latsch 
and Hannover 2014). For instance, Hartley and Sutton (2013) showed that starting 
in Year 3 (7–8 years old), both boys and girls believe in girls’ academic superior-
ity and think that adults share their beliefs. Students’ perceptions of girls’ academic 
superiority appeared to increase with age, particularly among boys. Similarly, on 
an implicit association task, ninth graders seem to associate school with girls more 
strongly than they associated it with boys (Heyder and Kessels 2013). However, this 
effect was based primarily on the associations reported by girls, suggesting that boys 
might not strongly hold such implicit beliefs. When assessing stereotypes regarding 
specific academic domains, Martinot, Bagès and Désert (2012) demonstrated that 
children might hold different beliefs about gender differences in academic achieve-
ment depending on target’s age. Even though they were aware of a gender stereotype 
favoring male adults in mathematics, they believed that young female and male stu-
dents were equally successful in this domain. In the verbal domain, they reported 
a stereotype in favor of both women and girls (Martinot et al. 2012). Thus, young 
people might be aware of girls’ academic superiority.

Literature regarding young people’s awareness of the gender gaps in academic or 
occupational achievement suggest they might be aware that, on the one hand, girls 
are generally more academically successful than boys and that, on the other hand, 
men enjoy higher occupational status than women. Awareness of gender dynam-
ics seems to increase, as they get older. However, as mentioned above, it remains 
unclear whether young people are aware of the reversal in gender gap between aca-
demic and occupational contexts. We would like to address this issue by examining 
their perception of gender groups’ achievement-related status in these two domains, 
within the same study. Indeed, in line with Tajfel and Turner (1979) and Sachdev 
and Bourhis (1987) who define group status as “the relative position of groups 
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on valued dimensions of comparison such as educational achievement or occupa-
tion”, we postulate that girls’ higher relative position on the dimension of academic 
achievement will bring them a higher academic (or scholastic) status than boys on 
this dimension. Conversely, men will have a higher occupational status than women 
on the dimension of work achievement. The present study therefore aims to examine 
gender groups’ status in academic and occupational contexts to determine whether 
students, in accordance with gender gaps in achievement, are aware of the reversal 
of boys’ and girls’ status between these two contexts.

1.3 � Perception of male and female students’ characteristics

The second objective of the present study is to investigate students’ perceptions of 
boys’ and girls’ characteristics in the educational context. With such an analysis, 
we would explore which perception of gender hierarchy they support. Even though 
girls should be perceived as having a higher academic status than boys because of 
their academic superiority, they nevertheless experience difficulties at school that 
are associated with a disadvantaged group (sexism, sexual harassment, segregation 
in school playground, …) (Leaper and Brown 2014). Moreover, students’ percep-
tion of boys’ and girls’ intelligence at school seems more favorable to boys than 
to girls. Indeed, girls’ intelligence is perceived as more effort-based and related to 
poorer potential to succeed in the future than boys’ intelligence (Verniers and Marti-
not 2015a). Verniers, Martinot and Dompnier (2016) also showed that academically 
successful girls are perceived as more compliant and less assertive than successful 
boys, which seems to be consistent with a traditional and stereotypical gender per-
spective. Therefore, in addition to the assessment of boys’ and girls’ status on the 
dimension of academic achievement, we will explore which group is ascribed the 
characteristics of a high-status group in the academic context.

The Stereotype Content Model, developed by Fiske and her colleagues (Fiske 
et al. 2002), posits that characteristics ascribed to different groups are determined by 
the structural relations between groups. Group status is, for instance, related to per-
ceived competence in that the higher the group status, the more competent its group 
members are perceived to be (Cuddy et al. 2009). Competence is usually associated 
with warmth, as they represent together the two universal and fundamental dimen-
sions of social judgment, according to which most groups can be described (Cuddy 
et  al. 2008). Several studies demonstrated that people usually hold ambivalent 
beliefs towards social groups and tend to compensate in intergroup ratings (Cuddy 
et al. 2008; Eckes 2002; Fiske et al. 2002; Kervyn et al. 2010; Yzerbyt et al. 2005). 
Compensation is defined as “social perceivers tendency to differentiate between two 
social targets in a comparative context on the two fundamental dimensions of social 
judgement by contrasting them in a negative direction” (Kervyn et al. 2010). Thus, 
if one gender group is considered as more competent than the other, it may, however, 
be perceived as less warm than the other gender group. For instance, men are usu-
ally regarded as quite competent but not highly warm whereas women are described 
as rather warm but not necessarily competent (Fiske et al. 2002). Little is known, 
however, about how female and male students are perceived on the competence and 
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warmth dimensions, as most studies have focused on boys’ and girls’ perceived abil-
ities in different academic domains (e.g., mathematics, reading, science).

If girls’ higher academic achievement is associated to the attribution of a higher 
academic status to their group, they should be perceived as more competent, and 
by compensation less warm, than boys at school. Some studies nevertheless suggest 
it might not actually be the case. Indeed, girls are the primary target of sexism in 
academic context (Leaper and Brown 2014). The majority of adolescent girls inter-
viewed in Leaper and Brown (2008) study reported hearing at least once discourag-
ing statements about their abilities at school. Moreover, girls are underrepresented in 
fields believed to require brilliance, assertiveness, intelligence or effort but are more 
numerous in fields requiring compliance (Aelenei et  al. 2019; Meyer et  al. 2015; 
Verniers and Martinot 2015b). Consequently, it is also likely that, despite their 
higher academic achievement, girls would be perceived as less competent, and by 
compensation warmer, than boys in the academic context. Such description of male 
and female students would be consistent with the gender stereotype associated to 
traditional male and female groups. Indeed, research shows that traditional women 
(e.g., housewives, typical women) are described as highly warm but not necessarily 
competent whereas traditional men (e.g., manager, typical man) are perceived to be 
competent but not warm (Cuddy et al. 2008; Eckes 2002). However, a recent study 
conducted by Eagly et  al. (2019) suggests that gender stereotypes targeting adults 
might have changed over time in so that women would be perceived as more com-
petent than they were before. The present study therefore aims to examine among 
young people how male and female students are perceived in terms of warmth and 
competence, in order to explore which gender group is associated with the charac-
teristics of a high-status group.

1.4 � Hypothesis

The present study deals with young people’s beliefs regarding two specific con-
texts that are academic and occupational (i.e., work) contexts and pursues two main 
objectives. First, it aims to investigate whether young people are aware of the gender 
gaps in achievement and their reversal between academic and occupational contexts. 
It appeared that awareness of gender inequalities in these two contexts have never 
been assessed within the same study. Based on research focusing on either the occu-
pational or the academic domain, we hypothesize that young people are aware of the 
reversal in gender status. More precisely, girls’ status on the dimension of academic 
achievement should be perceived as higher than that of boys and, on the contrary, 
men should be considered as having a higher status than women on the dimension of 
work achievement. Second, we intend to examine young people’s perception of male 
and female students’ characteristics to determine whether being perceived as the 
high-status group in terms of academic achievement gives female students the char-
acteristics of a high-status group in the academic context. If academic achievement 
ascribed a high-status to girls, we hypothesize that female students will be described 
as more competent but less warm than male students, because of the people’s ten-
dency to compensate.



253

1 3

Turning the gender tables: evidence of students’ awareness…

2 � Method

2.1 � Participants

The participants were 638 French students from sixth grade to the second year of 
bachelor’s degree. The sample comprised 347 girls and 290 boys (one participant 
did not report their gender) whose ages ranged from 10 to 27 years old (M = 15.98, 
SD = 3.44; see Table  1 for more details). The middle-school and high-school stu-
dents were enrolled in the general education curriculum. More precisely, twelfth-
grade students were enrolled in a science option, which is, according to an annual 
report published by the French Ministry of Education, the most gender-balanced 
option that French general education offers in the last two years of high school 
(DEPP 2018). We recruited undergraduate students from two distinct study fields: 
biology (n = 89), and Sciences and Techniques of Physical and Sport Activities, 
which we will refer to as sports (n = 112). In France, the former is a rather “femi-
nine” study field (61% female students), whereas the latter can be considered as a 
male-dominated field (71% male students) (MESRI 2018). Written informed con-
sent was obtained for all participants who volunteered to take part in the study and 
written parental consent was also required for students under 18 years old. Authori-
zations from school directors and teachers, as well as ethical approvals from French 
Committee for Persons Protection (2017 / CE 29; # IRB00008526), were provided. 
Before conducting the present study, we used G Power to carry out a-priori power 
analysis based on the effect size obtained in a preliminary study (ηp

2 = 0.090). This 
analysis suggested that at least 68 participants for each school level were required 
to obtain the expected interaction between the target group and target context with 
a 0.80 power. As presented in Table 1, the present study has at least 100 participant 
per school level.

2.2 � Procedure

The research was presented as a study on students’ perception of school (or uni-
versity for the university students). Along with their classmates, the participants 

Table 1   Description of the study sample

Age (mean) Gender Socio-economic status Total

Boys Girls Missing High Low Missing

Middle school 6th grade 10.99 50 50 0 79 16 5 100
8th grade 12.97 47 70 0 83 31 3 117

High school 10th grade 15.17 52 54 0 60 45 1 106
12th grade 17.04 44 70 0 77 37 0 114

University 2nd year of 
bachelor’s 
degree

20.04 97 103 1 130 69 2 201

Overall sample 15.98 290 347 1 429 198 11 638
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completed a questionnaire starting with the assessment of the status of the male and 
female groups. They were randomly assigned to one of the two conditions, depend-
ing on the target group they had to judge (female vs. male group). Approximately 
half of the participants assessed the female group’s status while the other half 
assessed the male group’s status. Each participant had to indicate the extent to which 
they believed that the male (female) group had a high status in four different con-
texts: middle school, high school, university, and the professional world. Thus, the 
experimental design consisted in a mixed 2 (participants’ gender: male vs. female) 
X 4 (target context: middle school, high school, university and professional world, 
within-participant) X 2 (target group: female vs. male group, between-participants) 
X 5 (participants’ school level: sixth vs. eighth vs. tenth vs. twelfth grade vs. sec-
ond year of bachelor’s degree, between-participants) design. The participants then 
reported their perception of boys’ or girls’ warmth and competence at their school 
level (i.e., middle school, high school, or university). Finally, they completed socio-
demographic measures such as their gender, age, school level and parents’ highest 
academic qualification.

2.3 � Measures

2.3.1 � Perception of context‑specific status

Based on Tajfel and Turner’s (1979) as well as Sachdev and Bourhis’s (1987) defini-
tions of group status, we assessed gender groups’ achievement-related status in aca-
demic and occupational contexts by examining their relative position on an impor-
tant dimension of comparison in each of these domains. In the educational context, 
academic achievement depends mainly on grades, which appears to be a central 
dimension of comparison in this context. As students are often selected on the basis 
on their grades, good grades make academically successful students freer to choose 
the courses or the fields they want, enable them to access prestigious courses or 
fields of study, and help them obtain higher qualifications and merits. For young 
people, an equivalent basis of achievement in the occupational context might be 
income, which is used for the assessment of occupational status by children and ado-
lescents as it is a relatively tangible and easily understandable concept (Liben et al. 
2001). Moreover, as income and educational attainment are two of the three main 
indicators of social status (Kraus and Stephens 2012), school grades and income 
should represent relevant indicators of group status. To operationalize our measure 
of the perceived status of female and male groups, we designed ladders based on the 
ones created by Sweeting, West, Young, and Kelly (2011) to measure adolescents’ 
subjective social status. Three ladders represented the target group (boys’ vs. girls’ 
group) in middle school, high school and university respectively, and a fourth ladder 
represented the target group (men vs. women group) in the occupational context. 
The top of the ladders represented the most successful people. Regarding the aca-
demic context, academically successful students were described as those achieving 
the best grades in class and the best results in exams. The participants were asked 
how academically successful they thought boys [girls] were at the three levels of 
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the school curriculum (middle school, high school and university). For each level, 
they had to position the boys [girls] group on one of the rungs of the corresponding 
ladder. Concerning the occupational context, the top of the ladders represented the 
most successful people, defined as those earning the more money. The participants 
had to rate how successful they thought men or women were in the occupational 
context by positioning their target group (men vs. women) on one of the rungs on 
the ladder.

2.3.2 � Perceived characteristics in the educational context

The participants assessed, at their respective school levels (i.e., middle school, high 
school or university), the extent to which they thought that boys or girls are warm 
and competent (Cuddy et  al. 2008). In the same way as for the perception of sta-
tus, half of the participants assessed the characteristics of the boys’ group, whereas 
the other half assessed those of the girls’ group. Four items referred to competence 
(competent, confident, skillful and able; α = 0.54). The item “confident” was removed 
from the analysis because it reduced the reliability of the scale (αcorrected = 0.68). 
Four items appraised warmth (warm, nice, friendly and sincere; α = 0.82). The par-
ticipants rated either boys or girls at their school level on each trait using a scale 
from 1 (Not at all) to 7 (Very much) which was presented in the form of a barometer.

3 � Results

3.1 � Preliminary analyses

As the participants were nested within different classes, we conducted preliminary 
analyses to determine whether multi-level analyses were required. We ran uncondi-
tional means models and computed intraclass correlations (ICCs) to assess the pro-
portion of variance between classes for each tested model (status, characteristics). 
As ICCs were relatively small (ICCstatus = 0.009; ICCcharacteristics = 0.019) and none of 
the random intercepts reached significance (p > 0.10, ns), we conducted single-level 
analysis.

3.2 � Main analyses

3.2.1 � Perceived status

To assess the evolution of the perceived status associated with the male and female 
groups, we conducted an analysis of variance (ANOVA) with the target context 
(middle school, high school, university and professional world) as a within-partic-
ipant variable. The participants’ gender (male vs. female), the target group (female 
vs. male group) and school level (sixth vs. eighth vs. tenth vs. twelfth grade vs. 
bachelor’s degree) were included as between-participants factors. As Mauchly’s 
test indicated a violation of the assumption of sphericity, χ2(5) = 140.63, p < 0.001, 
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Greenhouse–Geisser corrected tests are reported (ε = 0.89). All pairwise com-
parisons were computed using Bonferonni correction to account for multiple 
comparisons.

The analysis revealed a main effect of target group such that, overall, the par-
ticipants attributed a higher status to the female group (M = 7.62, SE = 0.06) than 
to the male group (M = 7.19, SE = 0.06), F(1,607) = 27.01, p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.043. 
There was also a main effect of target context, F(2.65,1611.07) = 8.15, p < 0.001, 
ηp

2 = 0.013. Pairwise comparisons showed that, regardless of the target group, the 
participants attributed a lower status to the high-school targets than to the middle-
school (p < 0.001), university (p = 0.018) and professional world targets (p = 0.002). 
These effects were qualified by a significant interaction between the two variables, 
F(2.65,1611.07) = 72.85, p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.107. The simple-effects analysis revealed 
that the participants attributed a higher status to the girls’ group than to the boys’ 
group in the educational contexts, that is in middle school, high school and univer-
sity (Fmiddle school(1,607) = 60.73, p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.091, Fhigh school(1,607) = 68.20, 
p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.101, Funiversity(1,607) = 34.36, p < 0.001, ηp
2 = 0.054). Con-

versely, they assessed the status of the men group as being higher than that of the 
women group in the professional world, Fprofessional world(1,607) = 43.60, p < 0.001, 
ηp

2 = 0.067, which is consistent with the awareness of a reversal of gender gap 
between academic and occupational contexts. This interaction was associated with 
a second-order interaction between the target group, target context and participants’ 
gender, F(2.65, 1611.07) = 11.86, p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.019. Both female and male stu-
dents’ ratings followed the previously described pattern. As illustrated in Fig. 1, they 
only differed in the amplitude of perceived status differences.

The results also revealed a main effect of participants’ school level, 
F(4,607) = 3.67, p = 0.006, ηp

2 = 0.024. Pairwise comparisons showed that, while 
other differences were not significant (p > 0.10, ns), undergraduate students 

Fig. 1   Male and female participants’ perceptions of the status of the boys and girls groups. Error bars 
denote the standard errors of estimated means
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tended to attribute lower status than sixth-grade (p = 0.037) and tenth-grade stu-
dents (p = 0.063). This main effect was associated with a significant interaction 
with participants’ gender, F(4,607) = 2.82, p = 0.024, ηp

2 = 0.018. The simple-
effect analysis only revealed significant gender differences for undergraduate 
students, with female undergraduates attributing higher status than male under-
graduates, F(1,607) = 8.94, p = 0.003, ηp

2 = 0.015. The results also showed a sig-
nificant interaction between participants’ school level and target context, F(10.62, 
1611.07) = 6.13, p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.039, which was associated with a second-order 
interaction with the target group, F(10.62, 1611.07) = 5.97, p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.038. 
Estimated means and test statistics for the simple effects are reported in Table 2. 
It appeared that, overall, all participants attributed a higher status to the girls’ 
group than the boys’ group in the middle-school, high-school and university con-
texts (see Table 2). Regarding the occupational context, participants from eighth 
grade to bachelor’s degree perceived men’s status as higher than that of women. 
Contrary to the older participants, the sixth graders attributed a higher occupa-
tional status to the women group, which suggests that they might not be aware of 
the traditional gender inequalities in the professional world. Finally, the results 
revealed a significant third-order interaction involving all the predictors, F(10.62, 

Table 2   Simple effects of target group on perceived status depending on target context and participants’ 
school level

Target context Estimated mean for 
girls’ group’s status

Estimated mean for 
boys’ group’s status

F p ηp
2

6th grade Middle school 7.91 7.21 6.75 0.010 0.011
High school 7.47 6.78 6.95 0.009 0.011
University 8.08 7.44 4.40 0.036 0.007
Professional world 8.28 7.68 4.27 0.039 0.007

8th grade Middle school 7.66 7.00 6.67 0.010 0.011
High school 7.49 6.49 16.27 0.000 0.026
University 7.76 7.20 3.71 0.055 0.006
Professional world 7.29 7.95 5.70 0.017 0.009

10th grade Middle school 8.17 7.02 18.72 0.000 0.030
High school 7.81 7.01 9.68 0.002 0.016
University 8.00 7.38 4.39 0.037 0.007
Professional world 6.94 8.31 23.09 0.000 0.037

12th grade Middle school 8.13 7.13 14.14 0.000 0.023
High school 7.79 6.68 19.02 0.000 0.030
University 7.33 6.88 2.26 0.133 0.004
Professional world 6.29 7.73 25.73 0.000 0.041

2nd year of 
bachelor’s 
degree

Middle school 7.98 7.11 20.83 0.000 0.036
High school 7.78 6.89 22.91 0.000 0.036
University 7.68 6.23 44.70 0.000 0.069
Professional world 6.60 7.73 29.87 0.000 0.047
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1611.07) = 1.95, p = 0.032, ηp
2 = 0.013. Simple effects are reported in Table  3. 

Overall, male and female participants’ ratings at the different school levels fol-
lowed the previously described pattern. The main differences were that, compared 
to their female peers, male students were less likely to acknowledge girls’ aca-
demic superiority, particularly in middle school (see S1 for a graphic representa-
tion). Undergraduate male students, for instance, did not report significant status 
difference in middle school and high school, p > 0.10, ns. Conversely, female stu-
dents were less likely than male students to perceive significant status differences 
in university (see Table 3).

In line with our prediction regarding the awareness of the reversal of the gen-
der inequalities, participants from eighth grade to bachelor’s degree attributed a 
higher status to the girls’ group than to the boys’ group in academic contexts and, 
conversely, rated the status of the men group as higher than that of the women 
group in the occupational context. Sixth graders, however, attributed higher sta-
tus to girls and women in both contexts, suggesting limited awareness of gender 
inequalities in occupational context. As our university subsample comprises stu-
dents from two different study fields (biology and sports), we conducted addi-
tional analyses to examine it more precisely.

Table 3   Simple effects of target group on perceived status depending on target context, participants’ gen-
der, and school level

Target context Male participants Female participants

F p ηp
2 F p ηp

2

6th grade Middle school 1.10 0.296 0.002 6.85 0.009 0.011
High school 5.14 0.024 0.008 2.16 0.143 0.004
University 9.07 0.003 0.015 0.01 0.978 0.000
Professional world 1.65 0.200 0.003 2.68 0.103 0.004

8th grade Middle school 1.49 0.223 0.002 6.71 0.010 0.011
High school 6.55 0.011 0.011 10.52 0.001 0.017
University 3.16 0.076 0.005 0.76 0.385 0.001
Professional world 2.33 0.127 0.004 3.63 0.057 0.006

10th grade Middle school 3.16 0.076 0.005 19.54 0.000 0.031
High school 3.40 0.066 0.006 6.68 0.010 0.011
University 3.30 0.070 0.005 1.27 0.260 0.002
Professional world 13.07 0.000 0.021 10.06 0.002 0.016

12th grade Middle school 1.29 0.257 0.002 21.83 0.000 0.035
High school 6.98 0.008 0.011 13.77 0.000 0.022
University 2.58 0.109 0.004 0.15 0.702 0.000
Professional world 2.31 0.129 0.004 39.86 0.000 0.062

2nd year of bach-
elor’s degree

Middle school 0.16 0.693 0.000 38.03 0.000 0.059
High school 0.26 0.614 0.000 40.63 0.000 0.063
University 22.48 0.000 0.063 22.23 0.000 0.035
Professional world 6.81 0.009 0.011 26.71 0.000 0.042
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We conducted an analysis of variance (ANOVA) only among undergraduate 
students with the target context (middle school, high school, university, and pro-
fessional world) as a within-participant variable. The participants’ gender (male 
vs. female), the target group (female vs. male group) and study field (biology vs. 
sports) were included as between-participants factors. As Mauchly’s test indi-
cated a violation of the assumption of sphericity, χ2(5) = 80.90, p < 0.001, Green-
house–Geisser corrected tests are reported (ε = 0.80).

The analysis revealed a main effect of the target group such that, overall, the 
status of the female group (M = 7.58, SE = 0.09) was perceived as higher than that 
of the male group (M = 6.97, SE = 0.09), F(1,190) = 23.91, p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.112. 
There was also a main effect of participants’ gender showing that, regardless of the 
target group, the female students attributed a higher status than the male students, 
F(1,190) = 7.89, p = 0.006, ηp

2 = 0.040. These effects were associated with a second-
order interaction between the target group, the participants’ gender and the study 
field, F(1,190) = 6.63, p = 0.011, ηp

2 = 0.034. The results showed that, unlike the 
other participants, the male sports students did not perceive any overall significant 
status differences between the male and female groups, F < 1, p > 0.10, ns. The anal-
ysis also revealed a main effect of target context, F(2.41,458.35) = 8.67, p < 0.001, 
ηp

2 = 0.044. Overall, pairwise comparisons showed that the participants attrib-
uted lower status as the target was older. There was also a significant interaction 
between the target group and the target context, F(2.41,458.35) = 41.85, p < 0.001, 
ηp

2 = 0.180. The undergraduate students rated girls’ status as higher than boys’ status 
in the three educational contexts, Fmiddle school(1,190) = 28.87, p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.132; 
Fhigh school(1,190) = 29.82, p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.136; Funiversity(1,190) = 54.64, p < 0.001, 
ηp

2 = 0.223. They also perceived that men have the highest status in the professional 
world, Fprofessional world(1,190) = 25.27, p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.117. These effects were 
associated with two second-order interactions. The first interaction involved the tar-
get group, the target context and the participants’ study field, F(2.41,458.35) = 4.40, 
p = 0.008, ηp

2 = 0.023. The simple-effects analysis revealed that, even if both the 
sports and biology students’ ratings followed the previously described pattern, they 
differed in the amplitude of perceived status differences (see Table  4). More pre-
cisely, biology students tended to report larger status differences than sports stu-
dents between the male and female groups in the middle-school, high-school and 
occupational contexts, whereas in the university context, by contrast, sports students 

Table 4   Simple effects of target group on undergraduates’ perception of status depending on target con-
text and students’ study field

Target context Biology students Sport students

MBoys Mgirls F p ηp
2 MBoys Mgirls F p ηp

2

Middle school 6.90 8.39 26.44 0.000 0.122 7.25 7.81 5.05 0.026 0.026
High school 6.83 8.11 20.01 0.000 0.095 6.84 7.61 10.05 0.002 0.050
University 6.60 7.75 14.19 0.000 0.069 5.86 7.68 48.69 0.000 0.204
Professional world 7.87 6.62 14.78 0.000 0.072 7.58 6.68 10.49 0.001 0.052
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seemed to perceive larger status differences than biology students. Finally, the sec-
ond interaction effect was between the target group, the target context and the par-
ticipants’ gender, F(2.41,458.35) = 7.26, p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.037. Although female 
undergraduates’ perceptions of status followed the previously described pattern, 
male undergraduates’ perceptions were different. Indeed, male undergraduates did 
not perceive significant status differences between the boys’ and girls’ groups in the 
middle-school and high-school contexts, ps > 0.10, ns. However, they rated the status 
of the girls group as the highest in the university context, Funiversity(1,190) = 24.48, 
p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.114, and, conversely, perceived the status of the men group 
as being higher than that of the women group in the occupational context, 
Fprofessional world(1,190) = 5.17, p = 0.024, ηp

2 = 0.026.
Although all the undergraduate students were aware of a reversal in gender gaps 

between university and occupational contexts, male and female undergraduates 
reported different perceptions of the target groups’ status in the context of secondary 
education. Indeed, unlike the female undergraduates, the male undergraduates did 
not attribute the highest status to girls in the middle-school and high-school con-
texts. Yet, biology and sports undergraduate students seemed to have similar percep-
tion of gender group status and their reversal.

3.2.2 � Perceived characteristics in the educational context

To determine how participants perceived male and female students in terms of com-
petence and warmth, the participants were asked to assess the extent to which they 
think that boys or girls are warm and competent at their school level (i.e., middle 
school, high school or university). We conducted a 2 (characteristics: competence 
and warmth, within-participant) × 2 (participants’ gender: male vs. female) × 2 (target 
group: male vs. female group, between-participants) × 5 (participants’ school level: 
sixth grade vs. eighth grade vs. tenth grade vs. twelfth grade vs. bachelor’s degree, 
between-participants) ANOVA on the overall sample. The analysis revealed a main 
effect of the characteristic assessed, with the participants rating the target (M = 5.56, 
SE = 0.03) as more competent than warm (M = 4.61, SE = 0.04), F(1,610) = 543.78, 
p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.471. This main effect was qualified by three second-order interac-
tions. First, there was a significant interaction between the characteristics and partic-
ipants’ gender, F(1,610) = 6.49, p = 0.011, ηp

2 = 0.011. It appeared that, even if both 
male and female participants perceived the target as more competent than warm, 
differences are larger among female participants (F(1,610) = 373.90, p < 0.001, 
ηp

2 = 0.380) compared to their male counterparts (F(1,610) = 191.18, p < 0.001, 
ηp

2 = 0.242). Second, the results showed a significant interaction between the char-
acteristics and participants’ school level, F(4,610) = 6.13, p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.039. 
Again, participants consistently perceived the target as more competent than warm. 
However, unlike competence, they perceived the target as warmer as they are 
older, F(4,610) = 6.35, p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.040. Third, the analysis revealed a signifi-
cant interaction between the characteristics and the target group, F(1,610) = 16.34, 
p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.026. Both boys’ and girls’ groups were perceived as more com-
petent (Mgirls = 5.87, SE = 0.05; Mboys = 5.25, SE = 0.05) than warm (Mgirls = 4.76, 



261

1 3

Turning the gender tables: evidence of students’ awareness…

SE = 0.06; Mboys = 4.46, SE = 0.06) but girls’ group was described as more compe-
tent and warmer than boys’ group, Fcompetence(1,610) = 87.23, p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.125; 
Fwarmth(1,610) = 11.16, p = 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.018.
Results also showed a significant second order interaction between the charac-

teristics, target group and participants’ school level, F(4,610) = 6.63, p < 0.001, 
ηp

2 = 0.042. Simple-effects analysis revealed that the girls’ group was perceived 
as more competent than the boys’ group in middle school, high school and uni-
versity (see Table 5). Participants also rated the girls’ group as warmer than the 
boys’ group in middle school, but the two groups were evaluated as equally warm 
in high school and university (see Table 5).

This interaction was qualified by a third-order interaction between the char-
acteristics, target group, participants’ gender and participants’ school level, 
F(4,610) = 2.67, p = 0.031, ηp

2 = 0.017. Male and female participants appeared 
to have different perceptions of the gender groups’ characteristics depending on 
their school level (see Figs. 2a and b). Simple-effects analysis showed that male 
participants perceived that the girls’ and the boys’ groups are equally competent 
in middle school, ps > 0.10, ns. They rated the girls’ group as more competent 
than the boys’ group in high school and university, even though the differences 
were only marginal for tenth graders (see Table 2a). Male sixth and twelfth grad-
ers also rated the girls’ group as warmer than the boys’ group in middle school 
and high school, respectively. However, male undergraduates perceived the boys’ 
group as warmer than girls’ group in university (see Fig. 2a). Regarding female 
participants, simple-effects analysis revealed that they perceived the girls’ group 
as more competent than the boys’ group in middle school, high school, and uni-
versity. Female participants rated girls’ and boys’ groups as equally warm in high 
school, whereas the girls’ group was perceived as warmer in middle school and 
university (see Fig. 2b). Overall, students rated girls as more competent than (or 
at least as competent as) boys at their respective school levels. Even though the 
perceptions regarding the gender groups’ warmth varied greatly across school 
levels, girls were more likely to be perceived as warmer than boys in the edu-
cational context. However, because they were also perceived as more competent 
than warm, female students did not seem to be in line with traditional gender ste-
reotypes related to social judgment.

Table 5   Simple effects of target group on perceived competence and warmth depending on participants’ 
school level

Participants’ school level Competence Warmth

MBoys Mgirls F p ηp
2 MBoys Mgirls F p ηp

2

Sixth grade 5.26 5.78 10.19 0.001 0.016 4.13 4.72 7.64 0.006 0.012
Eighth grade 5.25 5.70 8.48 0.004 0.014 3.99 4.65 10.50 0.001 0.017
Tenth grade 5.40 5.91 10.49 0.001 0.017 4.76 4.81 0.07 0.795 0.000
Twelfth grade 5.18 6.10 34.37 0.000 0.053 4.54 4.77 1.23 0.267 0.002
Undergraduate 5.16 5.89 41.13 0.000 0.063 4.90 4.84 0.13 0.716 0.000
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Fig. 2   a Male participants’ perceptions of the characteristics of the boys’ and girls’ groups. Error bars 
denote the standard errors of estimated means. b Female participants’ perceptions of the characteristics 
of the boys’ and girls’ groups. Error bars denote the standard errors of estimated means

Table 6   Bivariate correlations between the different dependent variables

Correlations for the boys’ group (N = 313) are reported above the diagonal whereas correlations for the 
girls’ group (N = 320) are reported below the diagonal
*p < .05, ** p < .01

1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Middle school status 0.40** 0.04 0.08 0.07 0.05
2. High-school status 0.66** 0.36** 0.24** 0.09 0.07
3. University status 0.40** 0.58** 0.43** 0.07 0.10
4. Professional status 0.14** 0.18** 0.36** 0.13* 0.16**
5. Competence 0.24** 0.18** 0.11* 0.17** 0.42**
6. Warmth 0.33** 0.34** 0.16* 0.09 0.52**
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3.3 � Exploratory analysis

Finally, we computed the correlations between the different dependent variables that 
are the (academic and occupational) status and the characteristics in the educational 
context, for each of the target groups. The objective was to examine, on the one 
hand, the perceived relationship between educational and occupational status and, 
on the other hand, the link between academic status and perceived characteristics. 
Correlations are reported in Table 6. They seem to differ greatly depending on the 
target group. Boys’ perceived status in middle school is positively correlated to their 
high-school status (r = 0.40), which is related to both university (r = 0.36) and occu-
pational (r = 0.24) status. For the girls’ groups, all perceived statuses are correlated 
to one another and the observed correlations are larger than the one reported for 
boys’ group (except for the correlation between university and occupational status). 
Interestingly, inconsistent with the notion of ambivalent beliefs developed in the lit-
erature, competence and warm are positively correlated, for both boys (r = 0.42) and 
girls (r = 0.52) groups. These two characteristics, even though they were measured 
in the educational context, are not significantly correlated with boys’ academic sta-
tus but appear to be (weakly) related to their occupational status (see Table 6). On 
the contrary, girls’ characteristics seem to primarily relate to their academic rather 
than occupational status. The higher their academic status, the more competent and 
the warmer girls were perceived to be (see Table 6).

4 � Discussion

In the academic context, girls outperform boys on many indicators (OECD 2015), 
but women still earn less money than men in the professional world (WEF 2017). 
The literature on young people’s perception of gender inequalities suggests that they 
might be aware of men’s favorable position in the occupational context and, less 
clearly, of girls’ academic superiority. Some ambiguity remained regarding whether 
young people perceive a reversal in the gender achievement gap between the educa-
tional and occupational contexts, especially because no study has so far examined 
these two domains simultaneously. The present study is therefore the first to examine 
the awareness of gender inequalities in both contexts, considering different stages of 
education (middle school, high school, university). To do so, we questioned young 
people–from early adolescents to young adults–on their perception of gender dif-
ferences in achievement. We hypothesized that young people would be aware of a 
reversal in gender groups’ status. In other words, they would attribute a higher status 
to girls compared to boys in the educational context and conversely rate men’s occu-
pational status as higher than that of women. The present findings supported this 
hypothesis. Overall, both female and male participants rated the status of the girls’ 
group as higher than that of the boys’ group in educational contexts (from middle 
school to higher education), which matches the reality of gender differences in aca-
demic achievement in France, as well as in most industrialized countries (DEPP 
2018; Voyer and Voyer 2014). These results are also consistent with previous studies 
highlighting the existence of gender stereotypes favoring girls at school (Latsch and 
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Hannover 2014; Martinot et al. 2012). With regard to the occupational context, all 
but the youngest participants (i.e., sixth graders) attributed the highest status to the 
men group based on the amount of money they earn. Again, these results reflect the 
gender pay gap observed in most nations around the world (United Nations 2015; 
WEF 2017). Interestingly, sixth graders did not share the same perceptions as older 
participants concerning gender gaps in the professional world. They attributed the 
highest status in the occupational context to women, in line with their ratings of 
boys’ and girls’ status in the educational contexts. As suggested by Liben, Bigler 
and Krogh (2001), even though children attributed a higher status to traditionally 
masculine jobs (e.g., engineer) compared to feminine jobs (e.g., nurse), they might 
not, at that age, understand the meaning of these differences in occupational sta-
tus for the gender hierarchy. Understanding of gender dynamics increases with age, 
so that, by mid-adolescence (i.e., eight grade), participants seem to be aware of the 
existence of two opposing achievement gaps: one favorable to girls in the educa-
tional context and one favorable to men in the professional world. Our findings sug-
gest that young people might first develop their awareness of gender inequalities in 
the educational context, which is more familiar to them, and later become aware of a 
reversed gender gap in the occupational context.

The present findings also revealed some differences between boys and girls in 
their perception of gender inequalities. First, even though they attributed a higher 
status to girls than to boys in the middle-school and high-school contexts, female 
participants were more likely than their male peers to attribute similar status to the 
gender groups in the university context. These findings suggest that, even if both 
female and male students perceive the existence of a reversal in gender gaps between 
academic and occupational contexts, female students tend to anticipate this rever-
sal. Second, unlike the female undergraduates, male undergraduate students did not 
perceive any difference in status between girls and boys when their ratings focused 
on secondary education (middle school and high school). However, they considered 
that girls had the highest status in the university context. More generally, it appears 
that male participants are more reluctant to acknowledge girls’ academic superiority 
in secondary education, and particularly in middle school. The absence of recogni-
tion of the superiority of girls’ status in secondary education might facilitate the 
justification of men’s domination in the professional world by removing a paradox. 
Illustrating the process of injunctification, Kay et al. (2009) showed that, when peo-
ple are motivated to justify the status quo, they adapt their perceptions of women in 
a way that fits with the status quo (Kay et al. 2009). For example, individuals who 
have been led to believe that there are few women in politics perceive women as 
less ideal and less desirable members of parliament compared to those who believed 
that many women are active in politics. We therefore suggest that their motivation 
to justify men’s dominance in society might lead male students to see girls as being 
less academically successful than they actually are. However, the process of injunc-
tification does not explain why the male undergraduates attributed the highest sta-
tus to girls in the university context rather than denying girls’ academic superiority, 
as they did in the case of secondary education. Injunctification might not be strong 
enough to make this gender gap, which university students witness daily, disappear. 
Besides, the fact that female students did not report an academic superiority of girls 
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in the university context could also help justify a reversed gender gap in society as it 
removes part of the paradox. Indeed, it becomes easier to justify men’s dominance in 
society if girls are no longer perceived as outperforming boys in university. If so, the 
present findings might illustrate two different strategies male and female students 
could use to justify the system. Future studies need to test these assumptions regard-
ing the role of system justification in explaining these results.

The second original feature of the present study was to investigate students’ per-
ceptions of boys’ and girls’ characteristics (competence and warmth) in the educa-
tional context to determine whether they corresponded with the relative position of 
gender groups on the dimension of academic achievement (i.e., their academic sta-
tus). Derived from the Stereotype Content Model (Fiske et al. 2002), girls, insofar 
as they are perceived as a high-status group on the dimension of academic achieve-
ment, would be more competent but less warm than boys. Overall, results revealed 
that girls are perceived as more competent but also warmer than boys in academic 
context. Participants ascribed to girls both competence, the characteristic of high sta-
tus groups, and warm, which is usually attributed to low-status group to compensate 
for their relative lack of competence (Cambon et al. 2015). Therefore, participants’ 
ratings are inconsistent with the assumption that people usually hold ambivalent 
beliefs towards social groups (Cuddy et  al. 2008). Male undergraduates, in rating 
boys as warmer and less competent than girls in university are the only ones to show 
a clear compensation pattern. The absence of a compensation effect might be related 
to at least two factors. First, compensation is more likely to occur when participants 
have the opportunity to rate both groups on the two dimensions (Kervyn et al. 2010). 
In the present study, the participants only rated the characteristics of one of the two 
groups. Second, Cambon, Yzerbyt, and Yakimova (2015) demonstrated that people 
tend to rely on compensation primarily when the distance between the groups is 
large and appears as legitimate and stable (Cambon et al. 2015). As most students 
perceived a reversal in gender status between academic and occupational contexts, 
differences in the status of the gender groups might have been perceived as unstable 
and somewhat illegitimate, thus creating conditions in which compensation is less 
likely to occur. In order to test this assumption, it would have been necessary to 
include a measure of the perceived stability and legitimacy of the gender hierarchy.

Male and female participants seem to hold different beliefs regarding the charac-
teristics associated with boys and girls in the educational context. In line with their 
perception of gender gap in achievement, female students consistently rated girls as 
the most competent group, at all school levels. By contrast, male students’ beliefs 
varied across school levels. They perceived boys as competent as girls in middle 
school but less competent than girls in high school and university, which is consist-
ent with their perceived gender gap. In an attempt to better understand the underly-
ing processes, we explored the correlations between the different measures. Results 
showed that participants perceived girls’ academic status in secondary education 
(middle school and high school) to be more strongly related to the occupational 
status than that of boys. These findings are consistent with the PISA report which 
showed that boys were more likely than girls to think that school did little to pre-
pare them for their adult life (OECD 2015). However, participants thought boys’ 
academic status in university as more strongly related to their occupational status 
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than that of girls. These results are consistent with the idea that girls’ occupational 
success is more likely to depend on factors other than their achievement in higher 
education (e.g., innate traits, their wish to have children). Therefore, the relation-
ship between academic achievement and occupational success seem more complex 
than we assumed and might be different for boys and girls. Exploratory analysis also 
revealed that, contrary to girls, boys’ academic status was perceived as unrelated 
to their competence in that same domain. Their academic competence was, how-
ever, seen as related to their occupational status. Such results suggest that students 
have a different representation of boys’ and girls’ competence in academic context. 
Consistent with our findings, research demonstrated that, even though academically 
successful girls could be described as more intelligent and hardworking than aca-
demically successful boys (Verniers et  al. 2016), their intelligence is perceived as 
less malleable than that of boys (Verniers and Martinot 2015a). Therefore, even if 
the results of the present study suggest students are aware that girls are more aca-
demically successful than boys, girls do not seem to be considered as possessing the 
characteristics of a high-status group in that context. The acknowledgement of their 
achievement appears to be strictly related to academic achievement, which seems 
weakly correlated with occupational success and might be related to stereotypical 
attributions.

This set of results lead to consider that female students could belong to a specific 
female subgroup. Several studies have shown that there are subgroups of men and 
women and the traits assigned to these subgroups depend on whether or not they 
respect traditional gender roles (Cuddy et  al. 2008; Eckes 2002; Glick and Fiske 
2001). On the one hand, traditional women (e.g., housewives) are usually associated 
with paternalistic beliefs, portraying them as highly warm but relatively incompe-
tent. On the other hand, non-traditional women (e.g., businesswomen) are perceived 
as cold but competent (Cuddy et  al. 2008; Eckes 2002). Participants’ description 
of female students as more competent than warm seems more consistent with the 
image of a non-traditional rather than traditional subgroup, which therefore suggests 
that female students might be considered as non-traditional women. Considering 
female students, whose academic superiority seem to be acknowledged by students, 
as a non-traditional subgroup might in fact help to remove the paradox induced by 
the reversal of gender status between academic and occupational contexts. The aca-
demic competence of female students can explain their academic achievement, but, 
as female students represent a non-traditional subgroup, they might be considered, 
like feminist or businesswomen, as one of the “exceptions” of the general female 
group. Competence would then be restricted to some subgroups and their corre-
sponding domain (academic competence for female students or business compe-
tence for businesswomen), without being characteristic of the superordinate group. 
This way, female students’ academic achievement appears as less conflicting with 
women inferior position in the professional world. However, another explanation is 
that gender stereotypes might have changed over time in so that women would be 
perceived as more competent than they were before (Eagly et al. 2019). The results 
of Eagly et al.’s study, which gathers US opinion polls from 1946 to 2018, shows 
that nowadays the majority of respondents thinks that women and men are equally 
competent. It is therefore possible that girls’ academic achievement has directly or 
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indirectly (through the opportunities offered by higher education) improved wom-
en’s general reputation in terms of competence. Yet, in this study (Eagly et al. 2019), 
men appeared to still be perceived as more agentic and less communal than women. 
Thus, even though gender stereotypes might have changed over time on the com-
petence dimension (i.e., possession of skills), they seem to remain relatively stable 
concerning the agency dimension (i.e., taking effective actions) (Eagly et al. 2019). 
Thus, to test whether female students truly represent a non-traditional subgroup of 
women, future studies will have to examine whether girls’ academic achievement 
might (or might not) influence both competence and agency people assign to them.

4.1 � Limitations and perspectives

A first limitation of this study is its cross-sectional design. We measured per-
ceived gender inequalities among different students at different school levels to 
examine their awareness of gender inequalities. This design allowed us to ques-
tion students from sixth grade to bachelor’s degree level in a relatively short 
amount of time, thus enabling us to work with a representative sample of young 
people. Although the present study provides us with interesting information about 
age-related changes in awareness of gender inequalities, we are conscious that its 
cross-sectional design has drawbacks for those concerned with the development 
of the awareness of gender inequalities. Since we compared different groups of 
students at different school levels, we cannot be certain that the observed dif-
ferences are not related to a cohort effect. Studies using a longitudinal design 
would complete our findings by controlling for individual differences. Our second 
limitation relates to the generalizability of the findings. The present study was 
conducted only among French students. However, gender inequalities in educa-
tion and the professional world can vary greatly across countries (OECD 2016; 
WEF 2018). Studies need to be conducted among students from different nations 
to assess the generalizability of our findings. Actual gender inequalities in educa-
tion and professional world might influence young people’s perceptions. Future 
research could replicate the present study in more (e.g., Iceland) or less (e.g., 
Spain) egalitarian countries and in nations where gender differences in educa-
tion are larger (e.g., Finland) or smaller (e.g., The Netherlands) than they are in 
France (OECD 2016; WEF 2018). Finally, in the present study, we investigated 
status as defined by Tajfel and Turner (1979) and Sachdev and Bourhis (1987), 
that is, as the outcome of social comparison which reflects the relative position 
of a group on a valued dimension of comparison in a specific context. For this 
reason, we investigated students’ perception of boys’ and girls’ status in the aca-
demic and occupational contexts by asking students to position these groups on 
a valued dimension of comparison within each of these contexts, respectively 
grades and income. As our operationalization corresponds to a context-specific 
definition of status, future research may also be needed to understand how gender 
status is perceived in general, i.e., in terms of social respect, recognition, impor-
tance and prestige (Fiske 2010).
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5 � Conclusion

The present study is one of the few that have examined the young people’s percep-
tions of gender inequalities. It is, to our knowledge, the first study to investigate 
awareness of a reversal in gender status between the academic and occupational con-
texts. The perception of such a reversal could have important implications for stu-
dents and these implications might be different for female and male students. On the 
one hand, female students seem to know that, even though they can be considered 
as academically superior to male students, they still have a lower status than men in 
the professional world. Therefore, female students might consider academic achieve-
ment as necessary but not sufficient to improve their in group status in adulthood. 
On the other hand, male students are likely to believe that they will benefit from 
the reversal of gender inequalities in achievement. Male students appear to be aware 
that, even though girls are academically superior to them, they will enjoy a higher 
social status than women. This could lead them to think that they do not need to be 
as academically successful as girls to succeed in later life. This assumption is sup-
ported by the non-significant correlations between the boys’ group’ perceived com-
petence and their academic status, irrespective of the participants’ academic level. 
In line with this idea, some studies have shown that boys are less engaged than girls 
are at school (Wang and Eccles 2012). Boys engage in more disruptive behaviors, 
have less positive attitudes towards academic work and spend less time doing their 
homework (Jones and Myhill 2004; OECD 2015; Van Houtte 2004). King (2016) 
showed that boys exhibit higher levels of work avoidance and emotional and behav-
ioral disaffection than girls (King 2016). Interestingly, boys also appeared to endorse 
less social status goals than girls do, meaning that they are less likely to consider 
that academic achievement will help them achieve a higher status in later life. As 
the awareness of a reversal in gender gaps might potentially have multiple reper-
cussions, future studies could investigate its causes and consequences for students’ 
educational and life experience. These studies could explore more closely whether, 
and how, female and male students perceive that academic and occupational suc-
cess are related. Understanding how young people justify the paradox between girls’ 
academic success and men’s domination in the professional world might help us 
understand how it persists or is likely to change. Perceiving female students as a 
non-traditional female subgroup could have particularly important implications for 
maintaining gender hierarchy.
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