159

How does study abroad experience influence
the gender wage gap?
Nicolai Netz, Cordua Fine, Frauke Peter

German Centre for Higher Education Research and Science Studies,
Hannover, Germany

Research Domains
Employability, enterprise and graduate careers (EE)
Abstract

We bring together two strands of literature: research on the gender
wage gap and on returns to study abroad experience (SAE). The first
strand demonstrates that women tend to earn less than similarly
qualified men. The resulting gender wage gap is particularly
pronounced among higher education graduates. The second strand
shows that SAE can positively influence graduates’ wages.
Considering that women are more likely to study abroad in most
industrialised countries, we shed light on gender-specific returns to
SAE, and thus on how SAE influences the gender wage gap. Using
entropy balancing and additionally accounting for selection on
unobservables, we analyse nationwide data capturing the early
career trajectories of higher education graduates from Germany. We
find that male graduates experience higher earnings’ gains after SAE
than female graduates. Consequently, gender-specific returns to SAE
constitutes a - so far largely ignored - determinant of the gender
wage gap.

Full paper

We bring together two strands of literature: research on the gender
wage gap and on returns to study abroad experience (SAE).[1] The
first strand amply demonstrates that women earn less than similarly
qualified men. The resulting gender wage gap is particularly



pronounced among higher education graduates (Francesconi & Parey
2018). The second literature strand shows that SAE positively
correlates with graduates’ wages (Netz & Cordua 2021; Waibel et al.
2017). What is striking here is that women are more likely to study
abroad in most industrialised countries (Cordua & Netz 2022; Van
Mol 2022). However, do they also benefit from SAE to similar extents
as men do?

Existing evidence on this question so far is rather a by-product from
robustness checks: Schmidt and Pardo (2017) find larger wage
effects of SAE for women among graduates of a liberal arts college in
the USA, albeit statistically insignificant. Takeuchi (2021) finds larger
effects of SAE among high-skilled women in several larger Asian
cities. Sorrenti (2017) finds that women benefit more from SAE,
when acquiring language skills, as these pay off a little more for
women in the Italian [abour market. Overall, these findings provide
an inconclusive picture, arguably resulting from differences in
samples, operationalisations, and methods.

Against this background, we examine gender-specific effects of SAE
on graduates’ earnings in the German labour market. We go beyond
existing research by approximating gender-specific (causal) effects
of SAE on earnings, and by examining how these returns unfold over
a time frame of ten years. As a theoretical advancement, we
examine SAE as a potential determinant of the gender wage gap.
Simultaneously, we expand the literature examining social
inequalities in the returns to SAE.

We complement the literature by estimating average treatment
effects on the treated (ATT) instead of local average treatment
effects (LATE). Many economic studies on SAE use IV approaches
(e.g. Di Pietro 2012, 2015; Messer & Wolter 2007; Oosterbeek &
Webbink 2011; Parey & Waldinger 2011; Schmidt & Pardo 2017).
Their conclusions are thus limited to individuals affected by the
respective instruments. Our analysis combines entropy balancing
with a method for measuring the stability on coefficients (Oster
2019) to address selection on observables and unobservables.

After thoroughly controlling for gender-specific selection into SAE
through entropy balancing and the method by Oster (2019), we find
that SAE has positive effects on the earnings for both female and



male graduates in the German labour market. Looking at the sub
sample estimates sof SAE on earnings shows that they hardly differ
by gender at one year and ten years after graduation. However,
female graduates with study abroad experience have lower earnings
five years after graduation compared to male graduates. This could
possibly reflect the so called first child penalty. Yet, compared to
female graduates without SAE they still earn more five years after
graduation.

Considering our results SAE may not be a determinant of the gender
wage gap in Germany. Both men and women benefit from their study
abroad experience with regards to earnings, suggesting that
participation in study abroad programmes is less likely to function as
inadvertent drivers of gender inequality. Given that SAE significantly
affects graduate earnings, it should nevertheless be considered more
broadly in the literature on gender wage gaps.

[1] SAE denotes stays outside the country where students obtained
their higher education entrance qualification or where they first
enrolled in higher education (e.qg. study periods, internships,
language courses, and other study-related stays abroad).
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