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Spotlight

WOMEN
IN THE
WORKPLACE
A RESEARCH
ROUNDUP
WE ALL EXPECT TO BE JUDGED ON OUR MERITS AT WORK—
to be recognized for our accomplishments and our unique
talents, insights, and efforts. But does that actually happen?
A variety of recent research by business, psychology, and
sociology scholars offers a window into women’s collective
experiences in the workplace, confirming some intuitive
notions (that men get the better assignments, for instance)
and calling others (are women leaving work to care for
their children?) into question.
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HIGH POTENTIALS

AND THE PLUM
ASSIGNMENT
GOES TO…

Men get more of the critical assignments that lead
to advancement than women do, according to a
recent Catalyst study of 1,660 business school
graduates, which examined the nature of projects
given to high-potential employees. On average the
men’s projects had budgets twice as big and three
times as many staffers as the women’s. Only 22%
of the women, but 30% of the men, were given
budgets of more than $10 million, and just 46% of
the women, versus 56% of the men, received P&L
responsibility. Even more telling, while more than
a third of the men reported that their assignments
garnered them a great deal of attention from the
C-suite, only about a quarter of the women could
say the same.

THE CORPORATE LADDER

THE LADIES VANISH

Data from McKinsey’s most recent survey of 60 major corporations show that both
the number and the percentage of women fall off dramatically in the higher ranks of
organizations.
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SOURCE “UNLOCKING THE FULL POTENTIAL OF WOMEN AT WORK,” BY JOANNA BARSH AND LAREINA YEE,
MCKINSEY & COMPANY, 2012.

SOURCE “GOOD INTENTIONS, IMPERFECT EXECUTION? WOMEN GET FEWER
OF THE ‘HOT JOBS’ NEEDED TO ADVANCE,” BY CHRISTINE SILVA, NANCY M.
CARTER, AND ANNA BENINGER, CATALYST, 2012.

WORK/LIFE BALANCE

WHY WOMEN
REALLY LEAVE

If high-potential women are leaving their careers to
care for their families, they’re not doing it on purpose. That’s the conclusion Hunter College professor Pamela Stone drew from a study of 54 female
high achievers, recruited mostly from alumnae of
four selective colleges and universities. The women
pursued their careers an average of 11 years; 60%
worked well past the birth of their second child.
None was pushed out. Fully 90% left not to care
for their families but because
of workplace problems,
chiefly frustration and long
hours. Two-thirds of those
OF THE WOMEN
WORKED WELL PAST
who left tried part-time work THE BIRTH OF THEIR
SECOND CHILD
but found it problematic;
since they’d been putting in
long weeks, part-time tended
LEFT BECAUSE
to mean 40 hours of work
OF WORKPLACE
PROBLEMS
for 20 hours’ worth of pay.
Factoring even more into decisions to opt out entirely, though, was the inability
to work part-time without being marginalized.
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SOURCE “‘OPTING OUT’: CHALLENGING STEREOTYPES AND CREATING
REAL OPTIONS FOR WOMEN IN THE PROFESSIONS,” BY PAMELA STONE,
GENDER & WORK: CHALLENGING CONVENTIONAL WISDOM, HARVARD
BUSINESS SCHOOL, 2013.

ETHICS

THAT’S NOT OK

Would you assign a talented subordinate to a peripheral
project and publicize his mistakes to prevent him from
receiving too much admiration? How about using a cheaper
ingredient known to cause lethal allergic reactions in some
people in a product so you could meet a financial projection
and get a bonus? These and other ethical dilemmas were
considered by 65 women and 38 men recruited at large
through Amazon’s Mechanical Turk service. The women
displayed far more outrage over these morally questionable
decisions—and also thought they made less business
sense—than the men in this small but disturbing experiment
conducted by Jessica Kennedy of Wharton and Laura Kray
from the Haas School of Business.
In a second experiment, Kennedy and Kray presented 84
female and 94 male college students with descriptions of
job openings in consulting, private equity, and wealth
management. The women were just as keen as the men to
pursue those positions—unless the descriptions specified
they’d be expected to, say, suppress their advice to collect
a fee or fund a company that made its profits through some
wholly unethical business practice.
SOURCE “WHO IS WILLING TO SACRIFICE ETHICAL VALUES FOR MONEY AND SOCIAL STATUS? GENDER DIFFERENCES
IN REACTIONS TO ETHICAL COMPROMISES,” BY JESSICA A. KENNEDY AND LAURA J. KRAY, SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGICAL &
PERSONALITY SCIENCE, 2013.
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COMPENSATION

THE NASTINESS
PREMIUM

Whether or not women become less likable as
they rise through the ranks, research reveals that
being disliked is not the penalty some people
think it is. In examining a series of longitudinal
studies of U.S. workers, stretching back as far
as 1957 and continuing through 2008, Timothy
Judge of Notre Dame, Beth Livingston of Cornell,
and Charlice Hurst of the Ivey School of Business found that disagreeable people consistently
earned more than agreeable people. This was
true for both men and women, regardless of
occupational status and job responsibility (suggesting that not only disagreeable lawyers and
engineers but also disagreeable teachers and
social workers earn more than their nicer colleagues). And sadder to say, over time both men
and women paid a further wage penalty if they
mellowed and became more likable, with those
moving from sort-of to really nice paying a higher
price than complete jerks who mellowed into
mere slimeballs.
SOURCE “DO NICE GUYS—AND GALS—REALLY FINISH LAST? THE JOINT
EFFECTS OF SEX AND AGREEABLENESS ON INCOME,” BY TIMOTHY A. JUDGE,
BETH A. LIVINGSTON, AND CHARLICE HURST, JOURNAL OF PERSONALITY
AND SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY, 2012.

CAREER CHOICES

YOU CAN’T WIN IF
YOU DON’T PLAY

When management professors Matthew Bidwell
of Wharton and Roxana Barbulescu of McGill
surveyed the students who were beginning an
elite one-year international MBA program, they
found the women to be as confident as the men
of getting a job offer upon graduation—in general
management and consulting, but not in finance.
That lack of confidence may explain why later
surveys of the program’s participants showed that
fewer women eventually applied for finance positions. However, the women who did apply were
just as likely to get offers as the men. The researchers discovered that for MBAs, the playing field is
completely level at the start, concluding: “We find
no evidence that women are less likely to receive
job offers in any of the fields studied.”
SOURCE “DO WOMEN CHOOSE DIFFERENT JOBS FROM MEN? MECHANISMS OF
APPLICATION SEGREGATION IN THE MARKET FOR MANAGERIAL WORKERS,” BY
ROXANA BARBULESCU AND MATTHEW BIDWELL, ORGANIZATION SCIENCE, 2012.
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BIAS, EXPLICIT

THAT PERSISTENT
MOTHERHOOD PENALTY

In a classic discrimination experiment, sociology professors
Shelley Correll, Stephen Benard, and In Paik asked college
students to rate a pair of job applicants after examining information packets that included résumés, personal fact sheets,
and notes from screening interviews. After establishing that
the application materials presented the candidates as equally
qualified, the researchers altered them to indicate that one
applicant was a parent. When being considered for the same
job, mothers were significantly less
likely to be recommended for hire,
and when they were, they were
offered $11,000 less in starting
THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN WHAT
MOTHERS AND CHILDLESS WOMEN
WERE OFFERED IN STARTING SALARY
salary, on average, than childless
women. Fathers were not penalized at all. The raters, displaying a clear form of status-based
discrimination, revealed that they assumed the mothers to be
inherently less competent and less committed.
Status bias could be overcome, Correll and Benard found in
a similar follow-up experiment, if the raters were given copies
of a performance review showing that a mother had demonstrated a heroic level of commitment to a previous job (by,
say, describing her as “one of the most productive employees
our division has hired in recent memory”). When that was
the case, mothers were not seen as significantly less competent and committed. However, female raters (though, interestingly, not the male ones) judged the mothers to be less
likable than the fathers and the childless women, and this
normative discrimination produced the same result—fewer
offers, less money.

$11,000

SOURCE “MINIMIZING THE MOTHERHOOD PENALTY: WHAT WORKS, WHAT DOESN’T AND WHY?” BY SHELLEY J. CORRELL,
GENDER & WORK: CHALLENGING CONVENTIONAL WISDOM, HARVARD BUSINESS SCHOOL, 2013.
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STACKING THE DECK

UNMERITED PAY

The latest figures from the Bureau of Labor Statistics show
that the largest gaps in wages between men and women
are in sales. In insurance, for example, saleswomen make
only 62.5% of what their male colleagues earn, in retail
just 64.3%, and in real estate only 66%. This is surprising
considering that sales pay has long been thought to be less
political and more merit-based. But in a study of two large
stockbrokerages, Wharton professor Janice Madden found
that saleswomen earned less than salesmen because they’d
been systematically given inferior accounts that generated smaller commissions and then denied support staff,
mentors, and other amenities that would have helped them
perform better, suggesting that outright discrimination can
be disguised as merit pay.

BIAS, IMPLICIT

BS AT WORK

A host of research points to the insidious effect of
benevolent sexism—the view that women are inherently
in need of protection and special consideration—on
women’s advancement.
When George Mason psychology professor Eden King
and five colleagues surveyed energy industry managers,
for instance, the women reported receiving less criticism—but also less challenging developmental assignments—than their male counterparts. Similar results
from a subsequent study the same team conducted with
thousands of managers in England’s National Health
Service suggest that rather than a mark of favor, less
criticism was a sign of condescension.
A trio of researchers—
WOMEN RECEIVED MORE
Monica Biernat of the
POSITIVE COMMENTS THAN
MEN DID, BUT ONLY
University of Kansas,
consultant M.J. Tocci, and
Joan Williams of the Hastings College of the Law—
found the same dynamic in OF WOMEN WERE MENTIONED
their study of performance AS PARTNERSHIP MATERIAL
evaluations at a Wall Street
law firm. The women received more positive comments
(excellent! stellar! terrific!) than the men, but only 6% of
the women (as opposed to 15% of the men) were mentioned as potential partner material, reflecting, the researchers concluded, the application of lower standards
to the women and (self-fulfilling) lower expectations.

6%

SOURCES “BENEVOLENT SEXISM AT WORK: GENDER DIFFERENCES IN THE
DISTRIBUTION OF CHALLENGING DEVELOPMENTAL EXPERIENCES,” BY EDEN B. KING,
WHITNEY BOTSFORD, MICHELLE R. HEBL, STEPHANIE KAZAMA, JEREMY F. DAWSON,
AND ANDREW PERKINS, JOURNAL OF MANAGEMENT, 2012. “THE LANGUAGE OF
PERFORMANCE EVALUATIONS: GENDER-BASED SHIFTS IN CONTENT AND CONSISTENCY
OF JUDGMENT,” BY MONICA BIERNAT, M.J. TOCCI, AND JOAN C. WILLIAMS, SOCIAL
PSYCHOLOGICAL & PERSONALITY SCIENCE, 2012.

WOMEN’S SALES PAY, AS A % OF MEN’S
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SOURCE “PERFORMANCE-SUPPORT BIAS AND THE
GENDER PAY GAP AMONG STOCKBROKERS,” BY JANICE
FANNING MADDEN, GENDER & SOCIETY, 2012.

OFFICE POLITICS

ARE THE
BEST PEOPLE
BEING PROMOTED?
In late 2011 consultants Jack
Zenger and Joseph Folkman analyzed the 360-degree leadershipeffectiveness evaluations of more
than 7,280 executives, which had
been filled out by their peers,
bosses, and subordinates. The
analysis revealed that at every
management level, the women
were rated higher than the men—
and the higher the level, the wider
the gap. At the same time, the
data showed, the higher the level,
the higher the proportion of men.
Not only were the women
judged to be superior in areas
where women are traditionally thought to excel, such as
developing others and building
relationships, but their ratings
were significantly higher, statistically speaking, on 12 of the 16
traits Zenger and Folkman had
identified, in more than 30 years
of research, as most important to
overall leadership effectiveness.

THE 16 COMPETENCIES
TOP LEADERS EXEMPLIFY MOST
TAKES INITIATIVE
PRACTICES SELF-DEVELOPMENT
DISPLAYS HIGH INTEGRITY AND HONESTY
DRIVES FOR RESULTS
DEVELOPS OTHERS
INSPIRES AND MOTIVATES OTHERS
BUILDS RELATIONSHIPS
COLLABORATION AND TEAMWORK
ESTABLISHES STRETCH GOALS
CHAMPIONS CHANGE
SOLVES PROBLEMS AND ANALYZES ISSUES
COMMUNICATES POWERFULLY
AND PROLIFICALLY
CONNECTS THE GROUP TO
THE OUTSIDE WORLD
INNOVATES
TECHNICAL OR PROFESSIONAL EXPERTISE
DEVELOPS STRATEGIC PERSPECTIVE
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SOURCE “A STUDY IN LEADERSHIP: WOMEN DO IT BETTER THAN MEN,” ZENGER FOLKMAN, 2012.

September 2013 Harvard Business Review 89

Harvard Business Review Notice of Use Restrictions, May 2009
Harvard Business Review and Harvard Business Publishing Newsletter content on
EBSCOhost is licensed for the private individual use of authorized EBSCOhost users. It is not
intended for use as assigned course material in academic institutions nor as corporate learning
or training materials in businesses. Academic licensees may not use this content in electronic
reserves, electronic course packs, persistent linking from syllabi or by any other means of
incorporating the content into course resources. Business licensees may not host this content
on learning management systems or use persistent linking or other means to incorporate the
content into learning management systems. Harvard Business Publishing will be pleased to
grant permission to make this content available through such means. For rates and permission,
contact permissions@harvardbusiness.org.

