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the challenge of gender
diversity

Sarah Kaplan

In June 2001, Betty Dukes, a Walmart worker in Califor-
nia, filed a class-action lawsuit claiming sex discrimination
on behalf of 1.6 million women currently or previously
employed at Walmart. The potential liability for the giant
retailer was considerable: more than $1 billion.1 Over the
next decade, the company found itself fighting all the way
through to the US Supreme Court, which eventually ruled
in 2011 in the retailer’s favor. Still, Walmart suffered sub-
stantial hits to its bottom line as well as to its reputation.
The estimated total legal costs of the lawsuit and related
gender-discrimination settlements—which continue to this
day in various class actions at the state level—exceed several
hundred million dollars. The cost to the company’s brand
is hard to calculate, but by the mid-2000s, when media
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and activist attention were at their height, Walmart’s public
favorability rating was falling; the number-one reason was
“bad labor practices, not good to employees.”2

       Walmart was hardly alone in its struggles with gender
equality. In the fall of 2014, Microsoft CEO Satya Nadella
was at a conference celebrating women in computing when
he advised women to “trust in karma” when hoping for a
raise. This set off an Internet firestorm in which both he
and Microsoft were criticized for their poor record on at-
tracting, retaining, and promoting women. Indeed, just a
week earlier, Microsoft had published data indicating that
its global female workforce stood at only 29 percent overall,
with much of that in the retail segment, only 17 percent
in technology jobs, and just 17 percent in leadership roles.
The backlash in social media prompted swift apologies
from Nadella, both to the public and to his more than
100,000 employees. Less than a year later, though, Mi-
crosoft was hit with its own class-action lawsuit brought
by Katie Moussouris on behalf of female technical employ-
ees who claimed that the company’s systems for evaluation
led to discriminatory outcomes. Recent similar lawsuits
have buffeted the world of technology, from Ellen Pao’s
well-publicized suit against Kleiner Perkins Caufield &
Byers, to legal actions taken against Facebook and Twitter.
       Whether in retail, high tech, or another industry,
companies are vulnerable to attack if their actions, in-
tended or not, lead to discriminatory processes and out-
comes. These attacks can be quite detrimental to an
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organization’s objectives, from the direct legal costs, to the
impact on brand and reputation, to the inability to attract
and retain the best talent. And on the flip side, there’s
mounting evidence that gender diversity is associated with
positive outcomes such as increased innovation, risk miti-
gation, and improved financial performance.
       Most companies are aware of these issues and recog-
nize that even beyond the business case, gender diversity
is an important objective in its own right, yet even in 2017,
organizations have struggled to make progress. In fact,
many efforts have not only failed to improve gender diver-
sity but have sometimes backfired, leading to stagnation
or negative outcomes. In this chapter, I outline the under-
lying reasons that discriminatory outcomes occur even with
the best of intentions. I then examine the paradoxes asso-
ciated with many efforts to effect change, and I outline
some of the more promising solutions suggested by the re-
search.

a stubborn problem

       If so many companies are well-intentioned in their ef-
forts, why has the gender gap been so difficult to close?
There are three reasons.
       First, it’s important to recognize that gender is a pri-
mary frame through which we all see the world. Whether
or not we personally endorse particular stereotypes about
male and female behavior or characteristics, these frames
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will still influence our actions. According to sociologists,
this is because we need these common cultural beliefs in
order to coordinate our actions. For psychologists, these
are unconscious biases built into our thinking from the
time we enter the social world.3 For most of us (men and
women alike), our attitudes and responses are shaped in-
stantaneously by these frames. In other words, we are on
autopilot.
       Second, gender shapes how we value and evaluate
women’s contributions, and in many contexts, gender has
become a status marker devaluing that which is female. Re-
search has shown time and again that simply adding in a
marker for the female gender can lead to lower valuations
and evaluations, whether in placing investments or in hir-
ing and promotion decisions. Specifically, equal business
plans get half the money if the pitch is narrated by a
woman. Equivalent résumés get fewer callbacks if the name
at the top is female. Indeed, in many male-dominated con-
texts such as business and finance, feminization can actu-
ally be used as a weapon against men who transgress or
upset the social order.4

       Third, gendered frames are embedded in a socially
complex system, such that these biases are built into all of
the ways we do business. What appears to be neutral can
in fact be gendered. We think, for example, that the pitch
process for picking investments in new ventures is merito-
cratic, with the best ideas receiving the most funding. But
if pitching is seen as a typically male activity, then men are
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likely to be seen as inherently more successful at doing it.
And, women, even (or especially) if they “pitch like a man,”
may still be seen as less competent. Or consider the recent
class-action lawsuit against Microsoft, which focuses on
the “stacking” process for ranking employees. Unfortu-
nately, such forced ranking procedures may conflate self-
confidence with competence and, because men are
socialized to act more self-confidently (whether they actu-
ally are more self-confident is a different matter), they are
likely to get ranked higher in the stack.
       For the above three reasons, companies have found it
difficult to make progress in gender equality. In the 1970s
and 1980s, both North America and Europe saw consid-
erable advances in achieving workplace equality for
women, but progress has since stagnated. The lowest-hang-
ing fruits—such as ensuring that women could have their
own checking accounts or eliminating the distinction be-
tween “jobs for women” and “jobs for men” in the help-
wanted ads—have already been harvested. What’s left is
the tough work of rooting out the effects of gendered
frames in the systems in which we operate.

slow progress

       A major reason progress has been slow is the unin-
tended consequences of the recommendations that people
have made and the policies that organizations have imple-
mented. Let’s start with “leaning in.” Sheryl Sandberg’s
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bestselling book Lean In has helped focus the conversation
around gender in the workplace. Its primary advice is for
women to lean in: ask for raises, put themselves up for pro-
motions, seek out job opportunities, and so on. These rec-
ommendations emerge from research showing that
“women don’t ask.”5 Said differently, women are socialized
not to ask. Although the message to lean in has resonated
with many women who have felt disempowered in the
workplace, the challenge with this recommendation is that
it focuses on asking women to buck the system rather than
targeting how companies could change the system. This can
be problematic because the system is designed to push
back. Remember that gender is a primary frame and that
we are socialized to see women as pushy or strident when
they make requests that would seem reasonable coming
from men. Research has shown that when women do not
conform to gender expectations, they pay a penalty. They
are accused of having “sharp elbows” or are subject to sex-
ual harassment. Perhaps this is why Satya Nadella, the Mi-
crosoft CEO, recommended that women place their trust
in karma for raises. He must have at least suspected how
fraught “leaning in” can be.6

       An obvious recommendation, then, is for companies
to help people become aware of their unconscious biases
to safeguard against them. This solution has become very
popular in top corporations, with massive investments in
unconscious bias training. More than 17 million people
have taken Harvard’s Implicit Association Test, and the re-
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sults show that three-fourths of us have at least some un-
conscious association of men with careers and women with
family life. It would seem like a positive step to help people
become aware of these frames through which they see the
world.
      What could be wrong with such an initiative? Re-

search has shown that, unaccompanied by other, more
substantive, measures, diversity training (including un-
conscious bias testing) is mainly ineffective. Some studies
have even found a negative backlash because people
often have adverse reactions to this type of training. Even
trickier, diversity training has become a catchall for every
kind of difference in an organization, from background
to race and ethnicity, to gender, to education, and to
functional experience. Again, on its face, that might not
seem problematic, but research suggests that focusing on
such a broad set of diversity characteristics means that
diversity training may actually draw attention away from
gender.7

       Firms can also try to shape individual action through
compelling statements about the importance of diversity
to their organizations. These statements are meant to signal
both internally and externally that diversity is a priority in
the organization’s efforts to attract, retain, and promote
people. The hope is that these statements will create a set
of norms that will shape the actions of employees.
       Research suggests, however, that what companies say
and what they do are often decoupled. One reason is that
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the mere presence of a diversity statement may lead people
in positions of privilege to lower their guard against bias.
That is, when people believe they are working in a merito-
cratic environment, they will be less likely to consider
whether they, themselves, might be making biased deci-
sions. Further, under these conditions, those in privilege
(whites and men) tend to have harsher reactions to claims
of discrimination. The claims may even feel outrageous to
those who believe they are operating in a gender- or race-
blind meritocracy.
       On the other side, people who might benefit from
policies promoting diversity can take diversity statements
as a signal that they do not need to have their guard up ei-
ther. For example, although many people of color “whiten”
their résumés when applying for jobs, they tend to do it
less when the employer has a powerful diversity statement.
If firms do not practice what they preach, these applicants
will, ironically, experience more discrimination from a firm
with a diversity statement than from a firm without one.
Applicants don’t whiten their résumés so biased employers
are therefore more likely to discriminate against them.8

       So, if solutions focusing on individuals are not partic-
ularly effective, what about solutions that address the sys-
tem directly? There are two classes of interventions: those
that use affirmative action to give greater consideration to
disadvantaged groups, and those that focus on making
management systems and structures more truly “objective”
to curb the effects of biases without giving any social

58

survive and thrive



groups what can be perceived as special advantages. Each
has its limitations.
       Affirmative-action programs have been a primary
and often useful structural solution to bias. The goal of
such initiatives (also known as employment-equity pro-
grams) is to create a level playing field for women and
other protected classes through procedures designed to
eliminate unlawful discrimination. But here too, the im-
plementation of such approaches has been troubled when
not framed correctly. Affirmative-action approaches may
be useful in uncovering implicit biases in evaluation cri-
teria and in encouraging more creative approaches to at-
tracting and retaining talent, but research has shown that
those in positions of privilege (men when it comes to gen-
der, and whites when it comes to race) tend to dislike
these programs because they interpret the programs as
threats. This has led, in the United States especially, to
many high-profile legal challenges to good-faith efforts
to achieve diversity.
       On the other side of the equation, women who ben-
efit (or are seen to benefit) from such programs can suffer
from workplace stigma. The logic goes something like this:
The women must not be as good as their male counter-
parts, because they got their jobs only because they are fe-
male—especially if these women were recruited based on
quota and not on merit.9 These effects are based on per-
ceptions, but, evidence suggests, not on reality. For exam-
ple, a study of political quota systems in Sweden shows that
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quotas actually increased the average quality of everyone—
men and women—in the talent pool (in part by weeding
out mediocre men who had previously benefited from the
bias against women in the system).10

       Other solutions that have sought to limit managerial
discretion in hiring and promotion—the use of job tests
for selecting employees, strict interview guidelines for ques-
tioning job candidates, performance evaluations for iden-
tifying employees to promote, and grievance procedures
for stopping discriminatory managers—can also be subject
to backlash. These kinds of more “data driven” and proce-
dural approaches are seen to be important solutions to dis-
criminatory outcomes. Indeed, grievance systems are
recommended as a remediation in more than one-third of
discrimination lawsuit settlements, yet when organizational
policies and procedures are seen as infringing on job au-
tonomy, managers are more likely to resist their implemen-
tation and will even sabotage the results.11

what to do

       So, what does this mean for Walmart or Microsoft or
any company that would like to make progress on gender
equality? It seems that every well-meaning intervention,
on either the individual or organizational level, is fraught
with pitfalls.
      Let’s start with a caveat: There are no silver bullets.

When sociologist Bill Bielby served as an expert witness
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on the side of the claimants in the Dukes v. Walmart case
and the American Sociological Association subsequently
filed an amicus brief with the US Supreme Court in sup-
port of the use of sociological research as valid evidence,
a controversial debate ensued: Did scholars really know
what policies and practices would reduce bias? The an-
swer, as can be seen from the evidence on pitfalls above,
is a partial “no.”12 That is, there’s no “one size fits all” so-
lution, because organizational context and culture mat-
ter. Further, each country or locality may have different
legal constraints on action. What is possible in Canada
regarding affirmative action (employment equity) may
no longer be possible in the United States because of a
series of recent court cases constraining these types of
policies.
       Moreover, even if some policies do seem, on average,
to have positive effects, we also have to recognize that those
same policies can have unintended consequences unless
they are actively monitored and managed. It’s not that
women should refrain from leaning in; it’s also that man-
agement should recognize that the system needs to be
changed so that leaning in doesn’t lead to retribution. It’s
not that firms should eschew diversity training; it’s also that
without complementary organizational changes, such
training could be detrimental. And it’s not that firms
should avoid proclaiming that diversity is valued in their
organizations; it’s also that these statements should be
matched with real actions.
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       Those caveats notwithstanding, recent research sug-
gests that the following actions can have positive effects on
increasing gender equity in organizations.13

       
1.   Ensure networking, mentorship, and sponsorship.
Networks are an important source of social capital. People
get jobs and promotions in part because of their formal
and informal connections. Mentorships can also help
build social capital by giving women or other minorities
access to guidance that they may not have otherwise re-
ceived because of their weaker networks. Even more pow-
erfully, sponsorships can get women and minorities
considered for jobs, projects, and promotions. Many firms
have developed “employee resource groups” around gen-
der, ethnicity, and other categories. These are aimed at cre-
ating the powerful networks, mentorships, and
sponsorships that are valuable in career development. The
latest research suggests that these groups are not the solu-
tion to inequity but that they do have modestly positive
effects on reducing discrimination and creating opportu-
nity.14

2.   Engage managers in promoting diversity. Although
managers tend to resist constraints on their autonomy,
they are much more likely to be supportive of special re-
cruitment and training programs. Often known as “soft”
affirmative action, efforts to encourage women to apply
to certain programs or to receive training in specific skills
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tend to be viewed more favorably by those in privileged
positions. In addition, research suggests that engaging men
in such efforts will make them more likely to support di-
versity. One reason is cognitive dissonance: When some-
one becomes involved in these programs, it becomes
difficult for that individual to simultaneously believe that
the programs are not useful. Another reason is knowledge:
Being involved in programs helps men understand the dy-
namics at play that lead to women being at a disadvantage.
These initiatives work particularly well if they are posi-
tioned not as giving women (or minorities) special advan-
tages but rather as correctives to privileges that men (or
whites) have.
       
3.   Increase transparency for job seekers and man-
agers. Transparency has two positive effects. First, it pro-
vides those seeking jobs or promotions with more
information about opportunities. In the Walmart class-ac-
tion suit, one of the claims focused on the lack of trans-
parency in job postings such that women reportedly didn’t
even know to apply and therefore would not be considered
for promotions. When job postings are made available to
all, it becomes less likely that the privileged networks of
those in leadership will be the only sources of potential
workers to fill positions. Second, transparency makes
managers accountable for their actions. When people
know they are being measured or monitored for their
choices, they tend to work actively to control their own
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biases, whether conscious or unconscious. Transparency
also opens up the possibility for discussion around why
progress is or is not being made.

4.   Monitor results. Research has shown that most re-
forms work better with monitoring, which can come in
many forms. Within firms, the creation of a high-level role
of diversity manager can increase compliance and improve
progress because there’s now a person with clear authority
to track results. Studies have also shown that companies
subject to regulations because they are government con-
tractors also do better because the government monitors
their diversity performance. Similarly, pressure from the
public can lead to greater compliance. The recent push for
technology firms such as Google, Facebook, and Microsoft
to publish their statistics on gender, race, and employment
incentivizes them to do better. Once it is known that only
17 percent of women are in leadership roles (as at Mi-
crosoft), the company will feel pressure to report better
results in subsequent years. In each case, monitoring acts
as a catalyst. Studies have shown that even when certain
policies might limit managerial discretion and thus be sub-
ject to resistance by managers, these policies might still
have a positive outcome if they are accompanied by some
form of monitoring.15

       
       Thus far, this chapter on gender equality hasn’t men-
tioned maternity and paternity leave. Recently, there’s been
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a great deal of attention focused on improving access to
paid maternity leave in places like the United States (the
only developed country to not have guaranteed paid leave
of any kind) and on increasing the availability and use of
paternity leave. Recognizing the biological reality that
women are the ones who bear children and are most phys-
ically involved in childcare in the earliest days (through
breastfeeding), it’s clear that work policies need to accom-
modate this reality, through both adequate maternity leave
and access to appropriate facilities for pumping milk when
back at work. The challenge, of course, is that such accom-
modations become highly gendered and therefore associ-
ated with lower status. This means that because of the
status implications, men are less likely to take advantage
of any policies that would allow them to take a leave. A so-
lution proposed by many is to ensure that men also have
real access to paternity or family-leave accommodations
and perhaps make it a requirement (as has been done in
Sweden, where the mother cannot take the extra days re-
served for the father) so that the status implications are
lessened.
       There’s no doubt that family-leave policies and other
efforts to take into account people’s responsibilities outside
their jobs are crucial foundations for achieving gender eq-
uity at work. Sweden ranks at the top of gender equity in
the world, so these policies, though not silver bullets, do
help. We know, however, that this is not the full solution.
Even in Sweden, the gender pay gap of 14 percent is close
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to the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and De-
velopment (OECD) average of 15 percent, and it’s even
larger among parents (21 percent). Further, in Sweden,
only 10 percent of CEO positions of the top 1,000 com-
panies are held by women and only 24 percent of board
members are women.16 This demonstrates the pernicious-
ness of gender as a primary frame: Even in contexts that
for years have had family-friendly policies in place for
women and men, discriminatory outcomes persist.
       This is where the four recommendations come into
play. Without active policies for promoting sponsorship,
engaging managers in diversity objectives, increasing trans-
parency, and monitoring results, we are unlikely to achieve
much change. Knowledge of the pitfalls should not be used
as an excuse for inaction. Instead, awareness of the poten-
tial unintended consequences can help any organization
innovate in developing an approach that is tailored to its
own culture and context, resulting in true progress toward
greater gender equality.

endnotes

1. 1. A. Zimmerman and N. Koppel, “Bias Suit Advances Against
Wal-Mart,” Wall Street Journal (April 27, 2010), available at
http://www.wsj.com/articles/SB1000142405274870346520457520
8280035548858 (last accessed April 26, 2016).

2. “Results of Wal-Mart Watch/Westhill 2007 Public Opinion Survey,”
Wal-Mart Watch, available at http://walmartwatch.com/wp-con-
tent/blogs.dir/2/files/pdf/polling_summary.pdf (last accessed April
26, 2016).

66

survive and thrive



3. See M.R. Banaji and A.G. Greenwald, Blindspot: Hidden Biases of
Good People (New York: Delacorte Press, 2013); and C.L. Ridgeway,
“Framed Before We Know It: How Gender Shapes Social Rela-
tions,” Gender & Society 23, no. 2 (2009): 145–160.

4. See A.W. Brooks, L. Huang, S.W. Kearney, and F.E. Murray, “In-
vestors Prefer Entrepreneurial Ventures Pitched by Attractive Men,”
Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the United States of
America 111, no. 12 (2014): 4427–4431; R.E. Steinpreis, K.A. An-
ders, and D. Ritzke, “The Impact of Gender on the Review of the
Curricula Vitae of Job Applicants and Tenure Candidates: A Na-
tional Empirical Study,” Sex Roles 41, nos. 7–8 (1999): 509–528;
and C.H. Enloe, Seriously!: Investigating Crashes and Crises as if
Women Mattered (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press,
2013).

5. See S. Sandberg, Lean In: Women, Work, and the Will to Lead (New
York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2013); and L. Babcock and S. Laschever,
Women Don’t Ask: Negotiation and the Gender Divide (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 2003).

6. See A.H. Eagly and S.J. Karau, “Role Congruity Theory of Preju-
dice Toward Female Leaders,” Psychological Review 109, no. 3
(2002): 573–598; M.E. Heilman, A.S. Wallen, D. Fuchs, and M.M.
Tamkins, “Penalties for Success: Reactions to Women Who Succeed
at Male Gender-Typed Tasks,” Journal of Applied Psychology 89, no.
3 (2004): 416–427; and J.L. Berdahl, “The Sexual Harassment of
Uppity Women,” Journal of Applied Psychology 92, no. 2 (2007):
425–437.

7. A. Kalev, F. Dobbin, and E. Kelly, “Best Practices or Best Guesses? As-
sessing the Efficacy of Corporate Affirmative Action and Diversity
Policies,” American Sociological Review 71, no. 4 (2006): 589–617.

8. D. Pager and L. Quillian, “Walking the Talk? What Employers Say
Versus What They Do,” American Sociological Review 70, no. 3
(2005): 355–380; C.R. Kaiser, B. Major, I. Jurcevic, T.L. Dover,
L.M. Brady, and J.R. Shapiro, “Presumed Fair: Ironic Effects of Or-
ganizational Diversity Structures,” Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology 104, no. 3 (2013): 504–519; and S.K. Kang, K.A. De-
Celles, A. Tilcsik, and S. Jun, “Whitened Résumés: Race and Self-
Presentation in the Labor Market,” Administrative Science Quarterly
(forthcoming).

9. See M.E. Heilman, “Sex Stereotypes and Their Effects in the Work-
place: What We Know and What We Don’t Know,” Journal of Social
Behavior and Personality 10, no. 6 (1995): 3–26; M.E. Heilman,
J.A. Lucas, and C.J. Block, “Presumed Incompetent—Stigmatiza-
tion and Affirmative-Action Efforts,” Journal of Applied Psychology

67

the challenge of gender diversity



77, no. 4 (1992): 536–544; and M.M. Unzueta, A.S. Gutierrez, and
N. Ghavami, “How Believing in Affirmative Action Quotas Affects
White Women’s Self-Image,” Journal of Experimental Social Psychol-
ogy 46, no. 1 (2010): 120–126.

10. See T. Besley, O. Folke, T. Persson, and J. Rickne, “Gender Quotas
and the Crisis of the Mediocre Man: Theory and Evidence from
Sweden,” American Economic Review (forthcoming).

11. See F. Dobbin, D. Schrage, and A. Kalev, “Rage Against the Iron
Cage: The Varied Effects of Bureaucratic Personnel Reforms on Di-
versity,” American Sociological Review 80, no. 5 (2015): 1014–1044.

12. See J.B. Sorensen and A.J. Sharkey, “The Perils of False Certainty: A
Comment on the ASA Amicus Brief in Dukes vs. Wal-Mart,” Socio-
logical Methods & Research 40, no. 4 (2011): 635–645.

13. Much of this list is drawn from F. Dobbin, D. Schrage, and A.
Kalev, “Rage Against the Iron Cage: The Varied Effects of Bureau-
cratic Personnel Reforms on Diversity,” American Sociological Review
80, no. 5 (2015): 1014–1044.

14. F. Briscoe and S. Safford, “The Nixon-in-China Effect: Activism,
Imitation, and the Institutionalization of Contentious Practices.”
Administrative Science Quarterly 53, no. 3 (2008): 460–491; and A.
Kalev, F. Dobbin, and E. Kelly. “Best Practices or Best Guesses? As-
sessing the Efficacy of Corporate Affirmative Action and Diversity
Policies,” American Sociological Review 71, no. 4 (2006): 589–617.

15. F. Dobbin, D. Schrage, and A. Kalev, “Rage Against the Iron Cage:
The Varied Effects of Bureaucratic Personnel Reforms on Diversity,”
American Sociological Review 80, no. 5 (2015): 1014–1044.

16. “Gender Equality in Sweden,” website of the Swedish government,
available at https://sweden.se/society/gender-equality-in-sweden/
(last accessed April 26, 2016).

68

survive and thrive


