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Abstract

Gender differences in response to increased competition have been found in several prominent
experimental studies, based on specific tasks performed in laboratory settings. This paper
provides the first empirical evidence of such gender differences in a regular classroom setting.
It takes advantage of a major high school reform in Ontario that created a double cohort
of secondary school graduates, drastically increasing the number of university applicants in
September 2003. Given the limited number of places available in universities, the quality of
accepted students was far higher in that year than in previous years, significantly increasing
competition for high grades in the classroom. Examining student academic performance of
the 2001 and 2003 entering cohorts at one of North America’s largest universities, I find that
male students coped better with the increased competition than females. In particular, the
male university average increased relative to females, as did the proportion of male students
graduating ‘on time.” These results underline the presence of gender differences in the face of
increased competition in important settings outside the experimental laboratory.

Keywords: competition, gender, higher education, performance.

JEL classification: J16, I21.

*I would like to thank Michael Baker, Branko Boskovic, Pierre Brochu, Victor Couture, Fernanda Estevan, Nicole
Fortin, Caroline Hoxby, Josh Lewis, Robert McMillan, Hessel Oosterbeek, Richard Romano, Aloysius Siow, and
seminar and conference participants at the University of Ottawa, the University of Toronto, Wilfrid Laurier University,
the November 2009 NBER Education Program Meeting, and the 2010 EALE/SOLE Meeting for helpful comments.
I am grateful to George Altmeyer, Khuong Doan, Susan Pfeiffer, Pekka Sinervo, and the Faculty of Arts and Science
at the University of Toronto for making this project possible. All remaining errors are mine. Contact info: Louis-
Philippe Morin, Department of Economics, University of Ottawa, Ottawa, Ontario, Canada, K1N 6N5. Telephone:
(613) 562-5800 ext. 4867. Email: Imorin@Quottawa.ca

tDisclaimer: The views, opinions, findings, and conclusions expressed in this paper are strictly those of the author.
For confidentiality reasons, the data used in this paper cannot be released by the author. All requests about these
data should be directed to the Faculty of Arts and Science at the University of Toronto.



