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Abstract:
This study examines how individuals evaluate potential employers, focusing on how such evaluations vary across gender and field of study, particularly between students in the humanities and social sciences and those in STEM fields. Rather than treating differences in job choice across gender and field of study as reflecting stable preferences, this paper conceptualizes them as differences in evaluative structures—namely, how individuals weight and interpret various attributes of firms when forming job preferences.
The study is situated in Japan’s graduate labor market, where university students evaluate and apply to multiple firms under a relatively standardized system of simultaneous recruitment (Senoo, 2023). This setting allows for direct comparison of firms based on similar information.
Drawing on economic sociology and social psychology, this paper argues that differences in job preferences may arise not only from tastes, but also from evaluative processes shaped by social norms and structural constraints (Pager & Pedulla, 2015; Thébaud & Charles, 2018; Xu, 2017). Prior studies have shown that gender operates as a diffuse status characteristic that can influence evaluations even when it is normatively rejected in explicit attitudes. Moreover, research on gender segregation in higher education and occupations has shown that men and women often pursue different career paths even within the same field of study. This suggests that evaluative processes may vary across fields, depending on their institutional and occupational contexts.
To investigate these issues, the study uses a vignette experiment embedded in a survey. Respondents evaluate hypothetical firms that differ in salary, working hours, job stability, and benefits. This method is particularly appropriate because it allows multiple firm attributes to be randomly varied across hypothetical employers, thereby enabling a systematic examination of how respondents weigh and respond to different elements in the evaluation process (Schachter & Weisshaar, 2025). The sample consists of university students in Japan, allowing for a comparison across four groups: men and women in the humanities and social sciences, and in STEM fields.
The empirical strategy focuses on comparing the structure of evaluation across groups. Specifically, regression models are estimated separately for each subgroup to assess how strongly different firm attributes predict overall evaluations and application intentions. This approach makes it possible to identify whether individuals differ not only in average preferences but also in the relative weight they assign to different job characteristics.
The analysis will examine whether differences across gender and field of study are reflected in the relative importance assigned to firm attributes such as salary, working hours, and job stability. It will also examine whether observed differences in evaluations can be explained by these observable attributes or whether they persist beyond them. If these expectations are supported, the findings would suggest that differences in job choice are shaped by distinct evaluative structures rather than by stable preferences alone.
By focusing on preference formation rather than observed outcomes, this study contributes to research on labor market inequality in two ways. Empirically, it provides evidence on how gender and field of study shape the evaluation of firms at the point of labor market entry. Theoretically, it advances our understanding of how status beliefs and institutional contexts interact to produce structured patterns of job choice. More broadly, the study highlights the importance of examining not only what individuals choose, but how institutional contexts shape the way they evaluate available options.
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