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1.0 Introduction 

Ecorys is pleased to present this Final Report for the Study on Gender Behaviour 

and its Impact on Education Outcomes (with a special focus on the 

performance of boys and young men in education). This comparative study 

covering the 27 Member States of the European Union (EU) has been conducted 

during the period of negotiations between the EU and the Member States on the 

current EU long-term budget (also known as the Multiannual Financial Framework – 

MFF), running from 2021 to 2027, and on the strategic framework for cooperation in 

education and training towards the European Education Area and beyond 

(2021−2030). Addressing the issue of gender gaps in education and training is 

mentioned in the strategic framework as a key priority area for cooperation in the 

coming decade. This study, therefore, seeks to function as a discussion paper laying 

the foundations for future policy debate and work at EU and Member State level in this 

area, and encouraging policymakers and practitioners to also pay more specific 

attention to the challenges and wide-ranging set of societal implications related to the 

underperformance of boys and young men in education. 

1.1 Structure of the report 

The report is structured as follows: 

 The current Chapter 1 provides an introduction to the report, including an 

overview of the study aims, objectives and research questions (Section 1.2), 

our study methodology, which includes an overview of our overall method and 

the rationale for our case study country selection (Section 1.3), and key 

definitions, including the study scope and limitations (Section 1.4). The chapter 

concludes with an overview of the EU policy context on gender equality, and 

how our study fits within this wider policy framework at EU level (Section 1.5). 

 Chapter 2 on measuring the gender gap provides an overview of the main 

differences between boys and girls in terms of their participation in compulsory 

education (Section 2.1), their attainment rates in compulsory education 

(Section 2.2) – with a particular focus on reading, mathematics and science 

performance – and their educational choices (Section 2.3). 

 Chapter 3 on explaining the gender gap provides an overview of the factors 

which could explain some of the trends outlined in Chapter 2. After setting out 

our theoretical framework (Section 3.1), we discuss: the influence of individual 

attitudes and behaviour towards reading, learning and school on education 

outcomes (Section 3.2); the influence of family factors on school performance, 

which include family resources, parental support, expectations and interactions, 

and the role of early childhood education and care (Section 3.3); the influence 

of school factors, more specifically, the role played by a positive school climate, 

the teacher and school curricula/textbooks (Section 3.4); and the influence of 
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society more broadly on gender behaviour and education outcomes (Section 

3.5). 

 Chapter 4 on societal implications discusses the various implications of the 

gender gap in education on society and, more specifically, the implications 

related to the underperformance of boys and young men in education. The 

chapter has been divided into two broad sections. The first section on direct 

implications (Section 4.1) presents evidence of direct implications of the gender 

gap and boys’ underperformance on further education and the labour market. 

The second section on indirect implications (Section 4.2) presents evidence of 

wider societal implications, where a direct causal link with school performance 

is not always clearly visible. The areas covered in this section include 

implications on health and well-being, radicalisation and violent extremism, 

crime and custodial sentences, and demographic implications. The chapter 

concludes with a short appraisal of the influence of the COVID-19 pandemic on 

boys’ and girls’ school performance (Section 4.3). 

 Chapter 5 presents the study conclusions and recommendations. 

Each chapter presents a variety of policy and project examples from across all EU 

Member States, which seek to address some of the key issues underlying the gender 

gap in compulsory education and its societal implications. These are meant as 

inspiration and to illustrate different types of approaches. 

The annexes include: 

 Annex I: The tools informing our overall research design, including: our study 

research questions (Section 6.1.1) and intervention logic for tackling the 

underperformance of boys and young men in education (Section 6.1.2). 

 Annex II: Statistics by gender for: the Programme for International Student 

Assessment, PISA, (2012−2018); the Progress in International Reading 

Literacy Study, PIRLS, (2011 and 2016); and the Trends in International 

Mathematics and Science Study, TIMSS, (2015 and 2019). 

 Annex III: Case study reports for eight countries – Bulgaria (Section 6.3.1), 

Czechia (Section 6.3.2), Finland (Section 6.3.3), Germany (Section 6.3.4), 

Ireland (Section 6.3.5), Luxembourg (Section 6.3.6), Portugal (Section 6.3.7) 

and Sweden (Section 6.3.8) – and our approach for the selection of case study 

countries (Section 6.3.9). 

1.2 Aims, objectives and research questions 

The aim of this study was to provide insight into why boys and young men are 

increasingly falling behind in education and the consequences that this lack of 

educational success has on society. The study also sought to highlight initiatives that 

may have the potential to prevent this trend from escalating further. The specific 

requirements of the study, as set out in the tender specifications (p.2) were: 
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1. to conduct a mapping of countries based on desk research covering 

all 27 EU Member States to see the impact of gender on learning 

outcomes in primary and secondary education; 

2. to carry out a more in-depth analysis using primary research in 

Member States representing different geographical areas of the EU; 

3. to conduct an analysis of the findings (e.g. “what are the current 

initiatives?”) in view of offering policy recommendations (e.g. “which 

measures should Member States put into place to prevent further escalation 

of the challenge?”). 

The study was carried out by a team from Ecorys, led by François Staring, Vicki 

Donlevy and Laurie Day. The team has worked closely throughout the study with three 

external expert advisors: Prof Andrew Martin (Professor of Educational Psychology at 

the University of New South Wales in Sydney, Australia), Dr Margriet van Hek 

(Assistant Professor of Sociology at Radboud University in Nijmegen, the Netherlands) 

and Klas Hyllander (Independent Consultant). It has also drawn on the expertise of 27 

country experts who conducted the EU-wide desk research and case studies. 

1.2.1 Specific objectives of the study 

To meet the overarching study aims and specific requirements, the specific 

objectives for this study were further refined by Ecorys and DG EAC as follows: 

 Objective 1: To carry out a mapping of countries, based on desk research 

(secondary data collection) covering 27 Member States in order to assess the 

impact of gender on learning outcomes in primary and secondary education. 

 Objective 2: To carry out a literature review of existing analysis and good 

practices in selected Member States, examining measures to address gender 

stereotypes and change trends relating to boys’ underperformance in 

education. 

 Objective 3: To carry out primary research in selected Member States, based 

on interviews. 

 Objective 4: To seek to provide insight into the societal implications of boys’ 

underperformance in education, notably: educational implications, labour 

market implications, implications for health and well-being, as well as why 

more boys and men with little or no education support extremist movements 

(exploring the hypothesis that gender stereotypes, hampering the engagement 

of boys and young men in learning, contribute to this phenomenon). 

 Objective 5: To summarise and assess the information gained in the 

objectives set out above in a report that can contribute to the research basis in 

this area (i.e., “debunking the myths” and highlighting the complexity of the 

issue) and serve as a starting point for guidance to education institutions. 
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1.2.2 Study research questions 

Below we set out the four main research questions for the study, which are based on 

the specific objectives set out above. Our analytical framework, which expands on 

these four main research questions and has guided all our research activities, can be 

found in Annex I. Based on these research questions, we also developed an 

intervention logic model for tackling the underperformance of boys and young men in 

education, which can also be found in Annex I. 

The four overarching research questions (RQ) for our study are: 

 RQ 1: What is the impact of gender on learning outcomes in primary and 

secondary education in EU Member States? 

o What is the impact of gender on educational participation rates? 

o What is the impact of gender on educational attainment in reading, 

mathematics, science and other subjects? 

o What is the impact of gender on educational choices? 

 RQ 2: Which factors contribute to the challenges faced by boys and young 

men, which could explain why they are increasingly falling behind in education? 

o Individual factors (e.g. reading enjoyment, extracurricular activities, etc.) 

o Family-level factors (e.g. socio-economic and/or migrant background, etc.) 

o School-level factors (e.g. school climate, bullying, peer pressure, etc.) 

o System-level factors (e.g. gender stereotypes around masculinity, etc.) 

 RQ 3: What are the societal implications of the underperformance of boys in 

education? 

o What is the impact on men’s education outcomes? (e.g. participation in 

lifelong learning and tertiary education, etc.) 

o What is the impact on men’s labour market participation? (e.g. careers, 

income, employment rates, etc.) 

o What is the impact on men’s health and well-being? (e.g. physical and 

mental well-being, depression rates, substance abuse, etc.) 

o What are the wider societal implications of men’s underperformance in 

education? (e.g. demographic implications, crime levels, membership of 

extremist political movements, misogyny and violence, etc.) 

 RQ 4: Which policy measures and initiatives can prevent the trend of boys 

and young men underperforming in education from escalating further? 

o Initiatives to better engage boys and young men in education 

o Initiatives to prevent boys and young men from dropping out of education 
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1.3 Research methodology 

This section provides a brief overview of the key components of our methodology, 

which has been designed to gather and analyse evidence in relation to the four main 

research questions outlined above, closely following the tender specifications. 

Our research activities were based on a mixed methods design, structured around four 

main work packages (WPs). The activities carried out under each WP are described 

below: 

 WP 1 – Inception and scoping research (September−October 2020): 

This WP involved refining and further developing the methodology and 

overarching analytical framework for the study. This was done by conducting 

EU-level scoping interviews as well as an initial review of key literature and 

statistical datasets (mainly PISA) on the gender gap in education. All statistical 

datasets reviewed as part of our research are included in full in Annex II. 

 WP 2 – Desk research (November 2020−January 2021): This WP focused 

on desk research across all 27 EU Member States on the gender gap in 

compulsory education, the reasons which could potentially explain why boys 

are underperforming in education, and the societal implications of the 

underperformance of boys in education.  

 WP 3 – Case studies (February−March 2021): The case studies were 

conducted via primary research (i.e. interviews) in eight selected EU Member 

States (Bulgaria, Czechia, Finland, Germany, Ireland, Luxembourg, Portugal 

and Sweden), representing a variety of education systems and challenges in 

relation to gender equality in education. The research focused on the key 

trends and issues underpinning boys’ and girls’ performance in compulsory 

education, the societal implications, as well as policy attention and actions 

around these issues. The eight case studies, including our case study selection 

approach, are included in full in Annex III of this report.  

 WP 4 – Final analysis and reporting (April−June 2021): The main 

objective of this task was to conduct a transversal analysis of the findings 

collected through the EU-27 desk research (WP 2) and case studies (WP 3) to 

develop evidence-based conclusions and policy recommendations. These are 

presented in Chapter 5 of this report and are also based on the findings from a 

validation workshop organised with our three high-level expert advisors for this 

study. 

1.4 Key definitions, scope and study limitations 

In this section, we set out the scope of the study, define key concepts used 

throughout this study, and present some of the study’s key limitations. 
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are presented which seek to address various aspects of boys’ 

underperformance in school education or to tackle the gender gap in education 

more broadly. The scope of the study, as set out in the tender specifications, 

does not, however, comprise an assessment of the effectiveness of these 

measures. Given the limited availability of evaluative evidence on the impact of 

these measures and the lack of a common monitoring framework at EU level, 

the study cannot definitively state ‘what works’ to tackle the gender gap in 

education. It does, nonetheless, provide clear pointers for policy action by 

analysing the causes of boys’ underperformance and indicating examples of 

promising practice.  

 Limitations around factors influencing boys’ underperformance: It 

should be noted that Chapter 3 of this report, which presents various factors 

which could potentially explain the gender gap in primary and secondary 

education, does not seek to be exhaustive. In fact, as is discussed in the 

conclusions and recommendations in Chapter 5, there are still several areas on 

which more research is needed, in particular: the effect of peer culture on 

school performance for boys and girls; the challenge of ‘measuring’ masculinity 

norms; or the complex interaction between biology and social factors (which 

were beyond the scope of this study). 

 Limitations around the societal implications of boys’ 

underperformance: Caution is needed in Chapter 4 around the potential 

societal implications of the underperformance of boys in primary and secondary 

education. Only in some very distinct cases (e.g. further education or labour 

market outcomes), a direct causal link with performance in school education 

can be established. In many other cases, evidence is insufficient as to whether 

factors such as poverty or disadvantage are factors contributing to 

underperformance, or consequences of underperformance. The complex 

relationship between school performance and various societal implications 

should be seen as cyclical rather than linear.  

 The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic: It should be noted that this study 

was conducted in the middle of the second wave of the COVID-19 pandemic, 

which made the collection of primary data as part of the case studies 

particularly challenging. For education ministries especially, the priority over 

the past year has been on finding solutions to ensuring access to education for 

all and tackling growing inequalities, which made it particularly challenging to 

engage this group of stakeholders in the interview programme. In addition to 

this, the findings presented in this report will undoubtedly be skewed by the 

differential emerging impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on boys and girls. 

Although this was beyond the scope of this study, a short appraisal of the 

impact of the pandemic on boys’ and girls’ education outcomes has been 

included in Section 4.3, but more research in this area will be needed. 































































































 

55 
 

The following sections explore each of these sets of factors in turn. Section 3.2 covers 

individual attitudes and behaviours, followed by family factors in Section 3.3 and 

school factors in section 3.4. In Section 3.5, we look at societal factors. 
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3.2 Individual attitudes and behaviour 

Overview of key findings 

This section explores differences between boys and girls in terms of their individual 

attitudes and behaviours, while being mindful of the fact that boys and girls are not 

homogenous groups and that individual attitudes and behaviours are mediated by 

factors such as socio-economic status, family characteristics, cultures, and 

traditions. Some key findings are outlined below. 

 Boys spend less time reading on average, and also enjoy reading less 

than girls. The reasons underlying boys’ limited engagement (and interest) in 

reading are complex, ranging from reading being seen as a ‘feminine’ activity 

which boys should not engage in, to boys being less encouraged by their 

parents (and fathers especially) to read, due to gender stereotypes. Reading, 

however, is an important activity to develop functional literacy as a basic skill 

for learning, and therefore has wider implications for boys’ performance across 

other subjects.  

 Boys are more likely to outwardly display negative attitudes towards 

learning than girls, but do find it important to perform well at school. 

These attitudes have a direct impact on education outcomes and are influenced 

by what boys and girls ‘feel’ or ‘think’ they are (supposed to be) good at in 

school, and puts boys in a conflicting situation of having to perform well, 

without displaying any signs of effort. 

 Boys have a higher tendency to externalise problems in the form of 

challenging behaviour or violence. This has a direct impact on school 

performance and is influenced by the fact that boys have poorer socio-

emotional skills than girls and, from a very young age, are pressured to 

conform to traditional values and norms of masculinity (such as ‘acting tough’ 

or ‘being self-sufficient’). 

 Boys are more likely to engage in unproductive activities outside school 

(e.g. substance abuse), whereas girls spend more time on average 

doing homework and reading outside school. Boys also spend more time 

playing video games than girls, but there is no conclusive evidence of a positive 

correlation between playing video games and bad school results. Looking at 

children’s general health and well-being, boys report being ‘more satisfied with 

life’ than girls overall. 

 Few policy initiatives include a specific focus on changing unproductive 

attitudes and behaviour among boys. Many initiatives, though, such as 

support for teachers to deal with different forms of challenging behaviour, or 

policies aimed at improving young people’s health and well-being, aim to tackle 

unproductive attitudes and behaviour among children in general. 
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Box 3-2 European Research Network on Men in Europe – EUROPE 

Funded by the European Commission, the European Research Network on Men in 

Europe consisted of a group of male and female researchers, which carried out 

research in ten European countries between 2000 and 2003 on ‘The Social Problem 

and Societal Problematization of Men and Masculinities’. The countries studied were: 

Estonia, Finland, Germany, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Norway, Poland, the Russian 

Federation, and the UK. 

As part of the first phase of its work, the Network focused on analysing men’s 

relations to four thematic areas: home and work, social exclusion, violence, and 

health. It provided the following recommendations to tackle gender stereotyping 

and some of the challenges facing men in these areas: 

 Home and work: “To encourage men to devote more time and priority to 

caring, housework, childcare, and the reconciliation of home and paid work; 

to remove men’s advantages in paid work and work organisations, as with 

the persistence of the gender wage, non-equal opportunities practices in 

appointment and promotion, and domination of top level jobs; policies on 

men in transnational organisations and their development of equality 

policies; to encourage men’s positive contribution to gender equality; to 

remove discriminations against men, such as compulsory conscription of men 

into the armed forces, and discriminations against gay men.” 

 Social exclusion: “To reduce the social exclusion of men, especially young 

marginalised men, men suffering racism, and men suffering multiple social 

exclusions; reducing the effects of the social exclusion of men upon women 

and children; ameliorating the effects of rapid socio-economic change that 

increase the social exclusion of men; specifically addressing the transnational 

aspects of social exclusion of men, in, for example, transnational migration, 

and homosexual sexual relations; to change men’s actions in creating and 

reproducing social exclusions.” 

 Violence: “To stop men’s violence to women, children, and other men, 

assisting victims and survivors; enforcing the criminal law on clear physical 

violence, that has historically often not been enforced in relation to men’s 

violence to known women and children; making non-violence and anti-

violence central public policy of all relevant institutions – including a focus on 

schools within extensive public education campaigns; assisting men who 

have been violent to stop their violence, such as men’s programmes, should 

be subject to accountability, high professional standards, close evaluation, 

and not be funded from women’s services; and recognising the part played 

by men in forms of other violence, including racist violence.” 

 Health: “To improve men’s health; to facilitate men’s improved health 

practices, including use of health services; to connect men’s health to forms 

of masculinity, such as risk-taking behaviour; to focus on the negative 

effects of men’s health problems upon women and children; to ensure that 

focusing on men’s health does not reduce resources for women’s and 

children’s health.” 
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modified. This is why it is important to better understand how factors related to the 

family, school, and societal context influence gender behaviour, as well as if (and how) 

policymakers and practitioners across the EU can work to tackle gender stereotypes in 

these three areas to help tackle the gender gap in education. 

3.3 Family factors 

Overview of key findings 

This section explores the gendered effects of family factors on individual attitudes, 

behaviours, and education outcomes. Some key findings are outlined below. 

 Boys seem to be more affected by lack of parental support than girls. The 

evidence reviewed shows that involvement of a father figure is particularly 

important for boys, as they act as important role models. The educational and 

professional background of the mother is also important, as evidence shows that 

the expectations of mothers, in terms of school and learning, have a bigger 

impact on boys than girls. 

 Many parents also still hold gender stereotypical notions of what boys 

and girls ‘should’ or ‘are able to’ do at school, and in life. While parents 

are more likely to expect boys to work in STEM, they expect girls to work in 

caring or teaching professions. Such gender stereotypical notions also seem to 

be stronger among parents from low socio-economic backgrounds. 

 Several countries actively try to change gender stereotyping at home 

through specific policy interventions or initiatives. Examples include 

Belgium (Flanders), France, and Luxembourg, where the government is running 

large-scale awareness-raising campaigns to challenge gender stereotypes at 

societal level, including in the family environment. 

 Gender stereotyping in ECEC institutions is very common. More research in 

this area is needed, especially since ECEC has a key role to play in supporting 

parents in getting their children ‘school ready’ by developing key skills such as 

self-regulation, socio-emotional skills, and critical thinking. Already at this level, 

it seems many practitioners give more attention to girls than boys. 

 

The family context – in particular, parental background and the perpetuation (or 

weakening) of gender stereotypes at home – has a major influence on individual 

attitudes, behaviour, and education outcomes. Gender stereotyping at home was 

mentioned by almost all stakeholders interviewed as part of the case studies as the 

single most important factor influencing the behaviour and education outcomes of 

children. One interviewee from Luxembourg described the issue as follows: the 

most challenging is “changing what they [children] get for Christmas” (see 

Annex III, Section 6.3.6). Gender stereotyping at home covers a range of different 

areas, from the way parents interact with their children and their expectations, to the 

toys that children are given to play with. 
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3.4 School factors 

Overview of key findings 

This section explores the gendered effects of school factors on individual attitudes, 

behaviour, and education outcomes. Some key findings are outlined below. 

 Creating a positive and inclusive school climate is particularly important 

for boys. The evidence reviewed shows that: (1) Boys are more likely to be 

bullied (or be bullies) than girls, and there is a positive correlation between bad 

results at school and bullying. This suggests that anti-bullying policies and 

initiatives are particularly important for boys, but no specific policies or initiatives 

were identified focusing on the challenges facing boys. (2) Boys are particularly 

sensitive to ‘non effort’ and ‘anti-school’ peer cultures at school, which 

encourage disruptive behaviour and, in turn, poor education outcomes. (3) Boys 

also perform better in classrooms with at least 60% girls, as this contributes to a 

more positive climate. 

 Several Member States have policies in place to attract and retain more 

males in the teaching profession, as there is some evidence that male 

teachers can act as role models for boys. The majority of research, however, 

shows that the gender of the teacher does not have a significant impact on boys’ 

educational performance. Instead, it is more important for policies to focus on 

ensuring teachers present alternative and diverse images of masculinity and 

femininity to children, in order to change gender stereotypes. 

 Gender stereotypes are common among many teachers in the EU. 

Evidence shows that boys receive more attention from teachers than girls (both 

positive and negative) and are more severely punished for disruptive behaviour 

than girls. At the same time, boys receive less support from teachers when 

facing difficulties at school, which is correlated with poor education outcomes. 

‘Traditional’ teaching methods (e.g. blackboard instruction, requiring students to 

sit still) are also still the dominant form of teaching in many Member States, and 

evidence shows that this is less engaging for boys than girls. The systematic 

inclusion of gender issues in initial teacher education and continuing professional 

development is also lacking, although some NGOs are developing and 

disseminating tools for teachers and school leaders. 

 Certain features of education systems can contribute to deepening the 

gender gap in education. Evidence shows that boys’ education outcomes can 

be negatively affected by more standardised curricula and learning materials. 

Higher levels of differentiation (streaming or tracking) also contribute to the 

persistence – and sometimes deepening – of gender gaps. 

 Gender stereotypes in teaching material are dominant across the EU and 

have an important influence on perpetuating gender stereotypes at school and in 

wider society. A limited number of Member States (e.g. Lithuania) have specific 

regulations in place to ensure gender issues are taken into account during the 
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100), with large differences between Member States. 

 Greater gender equality in society does not automatically lead to better 

education outcomes. In societies where women play a more active role on the 

labour market, the ‘void’ left at home is often not filled by men. This means that, 

to achieve real gender equality, it is important to build societies where both 

women and men are equally engaged in the labour market and at home. 

 A total of 22 Member States have a gender equality action plan in place, 

covering a range of policy areas. Several Member States have gender 

mainstreaming policies in place to achieve greater gender equality in a range of 

different areas, from employment to the family sphere. As part of these action 

plans, many Member States are implementing wide-ranging awareness-raising 

campaigns to change the way citizens think about what is typically male or 

typically female.  

 Few Member States focus specifically on tackling gender stereotyping in 

education, although several countries do recognise the gender gap in education 

as an issue. In the countries which do focus on gender equality in education, the 

issue is most often approached through a ‘female lens’, focusing on tackling key 

challenges facing girls/women, in particular relation to attracting them to 

typically male study fields, such as STEM. 

 Even less Member States focus on the challenges facing boys in 

education, and policymakers and practitioners are generally ‘at a loss’ as 

to how these issues are best addressed. Even in countries such as Sweden 

or Finland, where specific initiatives have been developed focusing on boys, the 

effectiveness of these initiatives is often still unknown, and several other 

challenges remain unaddressed by current practice. 

 

The third major set of factors which influence children’s attitudes, behaviour and 

results at school are gender stereotypes at societal level. These are, in turn, 

influenced by gender stereotypes at the family and school level. In addition, the 

underperformance of boys at school has consequences on society (discussed in more 

detail in Chapter 4). This demonstrates the complex interplay between individual, 

family, school and societal factors, making it difficult to pinpoint cause and effect. 

Is it the underperformance of boys at school and the perpetuation of gender 

stereotypes in the family and at school which cause gender stereotypes to be 

perpetuated at societal level? Or is it society which perpetuates gender stereotypes at 

school and at home and, thereby, causes boys to perform worse at school than girls? 

Both processes are mutually reinforcing, and more research is needed to provide an 

answer to these questions. 

It is, of course, beyond the scope of this study to explore all the different layers of 

society where gender stereotypes exist. Instead, we propose in this section to focus 

on two main dimensions which have been explored in the research. First, we provide 

an overview of the extent to which the promotion and mainstreaming of gender 

equality at societal level is a priority for different EU Member States (Section 3.5.1). 

Next, we discuss whether the gender gap in education is recognised as an issue 
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between schools, the home, hobbies and working life should be strengthened. 

More information: Case study Finland (see Annex III, Section 6.3.3) 
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4.0 Societal implications 

This chapter explores the societal implications of the gender gap in education. It is 

structured around two main sections. 

Firstly, it examines the direct implications of underperformance of boys and 

young men in education (Section 4.1), where there is evidence of a direct link 

between low performance in compulsory education and subsequent choices, and 

performance in further and higher education as well as the labour market. In the area 

of further and higher education, issues such as male and female participation, subject 

choices and attainment rates in tertiary education will be discussed in relation to 

attainment levels and study choices in compulsory education, including participation in 

lifelong learning (Section 4.1.1). the section then examines the labour market 

implications of boys’ and girls’ choices and attainment levels in primary, secondary 

and tertiary education, looking at employment rates and occupational segregation 

more specifically (Section 4.1.2). 

Secondly, the chapter examines the indirect implications of the 

underperformance of boys and young men in education (Section 4.2). It looks 

into various areas where there is a difference in outcomes between males and 

females, but also where a strong causal link with education outcomes in compulsory 

education is missing, indicating that more research is needed to establish clearer links 

between these impacts and the educational performance of boys. The various 

implications and gender differences discussed do, however, highlight the need for a 

gender mainstreaming approach. The areas covered in this section include differences 

between men and women in terms of their health and well-being (Section 4.2.1), 

radicalisation, violent extremism as well as crime and custodial sentences (Section 

4.2.2), and demographic implications, such as family life (Section 4.2.3). 

This chapter concludes with an appraisal of the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic 

on boys’ and girls’ behaviour and education outcomes (Section 4.3). 

4.1 Direct implications 

Overview of key findings 

This section explores the educational and labour market implications of the 

underperformance of boys and young men in education. Some key findings are 

outlined below. 

 Traditional perceptions of gender role in society, at school and at individual 

level impact the higher education choices made by boys and girls, and their 

career choices. As a result of such stereotypes, boys typically choose STEM 

subjects at school and in higher education, and girls are more likely to choose 

social sciences. In the EU, women accounted for 59% of all tertiary graduates 

in 2012, but only represented 32% of all tertiary STEM graduates the same 
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year. 

 Women have a higher tertiary education participation rate than men. In 

2019, 35.1% of men and 45.6% of women participated in higher education. The 

gender gap in participation rates has also widened in the past decade, from 7.4 

percentage points in 2010 to 10.5 pp in 2019. In the Member States, there is 

wide variety in the tertiary education participation rate gap − it is highest in 

Estonia and lowest in Germany. There is a direct link here between low 

educational attainment and under-representation in tertiary education. 

 There are a number of policy actions in place to tackle gender segregation in 

tertiary education choices, although these tend to be focused on increasing 

the number of young women choosing STEM subjects. A number of countries 

(e.g. Austria and Germany) have Boys’ Days initiatives, which aim to encourage 

boys to choose study areas and careers in sectors that are female-dominated. 

 The difference between the participation rates of men and women in 

lifelong learning is small, but has been increasing over the past three years, 

from 1.7 pp in 2017, to 1.9 pp in 2018 and 2.1 pp in 2019. 

 Across the EU, the employment rate for men is higher than that for 

women, by 12 percentage points in 2018. The gender employment gap varied 

significantly across EU Member States, with the largest gaps recorded in Malta 

(22%) and Greece (21%), and the lowest in Lithuania (2%). 

 Occupational segregation remains a reality in the EU. The highest 

representation of women in the EU in 2016 was recorded in occupations related 

to personal care (89%), cleaners (84%), office clerks (80%), health technicians 

(78%) and teachers (71%). Conversely, men are over-represented among 

builders (97%), drivers and mobile plant operators (96%), metal workers 

(96%), science and engineering technicians (83%), and science and 

engineering professionals (74%). This is at least partly due to the choices made 

in secondary and tertiary education. 

 A lack of formal educational qualifications can hinder labour market 

participation, and this can have a greater impact on boys, given the greater 

difficulties they face in education. Low levels of skills and qualifications can also 

limit choice of work, pushing individuals into low-paid and low-skilled work. 

 There is a higher percentage of females who are not in employment, 

education or training (NEETs) compared to male NEETs for all years from 

2010 to 2019. Policy measures to reduce NEET levels usually focus on both 

young women and men and are often linked to ELET strategies. 

 Eurostat data shows that the risk of poverty or social exclusion in the EU 

was higher for women in 2019 than it was for men (22.0% compared with 

20.2%). The reasons are complex and include factors such as the gender pay 

gap and issues around employment, in addition to caring responsibilities. All 

these issues are likely to become more pressing in the future, as the labour 

market evolves. The number of low-skilled jobs is likely to decrease in the 

future, due to ongoing advances in automation and digitalisation. This will mean 

that low-educated men will find it even harder to gain access to the labour 

























 

137 
 

years for men. 

 Eurostat statistics show that men smoke more than women and that the 

likelihood of smoking is highest among those with intermediate educational 

levels and lowest among those with higher educational levels, although there are 

some exceptions. Eurostat statistics also show that men are more likely to 

engage in heavy episodic drinking at least once a month in all Member 

States. On average, the respective percentage for men was 2.3 times higher 

than that for women. Factors contributing to unhealthier lives for men include 

job content – men suffer from greater exposure to physical and chemical hazards 

than women and may also be prepared to take greater risks than women – and a 

reluctance on the part of men to seek help for physical and mental health. 

 Rates of depression are an important indicator of mental health. The main factor 

affecting rates of depression appears to be educational level across all Member 

States: the higher the level of education, the lower the overall rate of 

depression. Overall, women are more likely to suffer from depression and 

anxiety than men, although men are more likely to commit suicide than women. 

 Overall, there is evidence that boys seem to be more prone to physical 

aggression than girls and there is a link between reading difficulties and 

antisocial behaviour. The social impacts of this are associated with higher 

levels of crime, misogyny, violence and membership in extremist 

movements. 

 Our research shows that men are more likely than women to become 

involved in extremism and to be radicalised, as men are more likely to be 

lured into joining extremist groups when they are struggling to fulfil their 

perceived needs and identities as men. However, we found no clear evidence 

of any relationship between poor educational outcomes or low education 

levels and a willingness to support radical movements. This was consistent 

across all countries studied, except for Sweden, where there is some study 

evidence of a link. Interviewees in our case study research pointed to the greater 

weight of other, broader, factors, such as poverty and deprivation. 

 This study found some evidence of policy initiatives to prevent violence in 

schools and to counter extremism. Many Member States have plans in place to 

prevent radicalisation, although usually not specifically targeted by gender. 

Nonetheless, challenging violence among men is a key and emerging issue 

for youth policy across Europe. 

 In all EU Member States, men are more likely than women to commit 

violent crimes and to serve prison terms. Between 2008 and 2018, only 1 in 

20 adult prisoners in the EU-27 were women. There are a range of plans in place 

to try to tackle the root causes of violence and to engage with adolescents and 

young men to try to prevent violence. 

 The demographic implications include the fact that women with higher levels 

of education tend to have fewer children and tend to have them later in life. 

However, in the Nordic countries, childlessness is now highest among the least 
















