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WHAT MOST PEQPLE
GET WRONG ABOUT

MEN AND WOMEN

RESEARCH SHOWS THE SEXES AREN’T SO DIFFERENT.
' AND ROBIN J. ELY

THE CONVERSATION ABOUT the treatment
of women in the workplace has reached
a crescendo of late, and senior leaders—
men as well as women—are increasingly
vocal about a commitment to gender par-
ity. That’s all well and good, but there’s
an important catch. The discussions,
and many of the initiatives companies
have undertaken, too often reflect a
faulty belief: that men and women are

fundamentally different, by virtue of
their genes or their upbringing or both. Of
course, there are biological differences.
But those are not the differences people
are usually talking about. Instead, the
rhetoric focuses on the idea that women
are inherently unlike men in terms of dis-
position, attitudes, and behaviors. (Think
headlines that tout “Why women do X at
the office” or “Working women don’t Y.”)
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IN BRIEF
—

THE BELIEF
There's a popular
notion that men

and women are
fundamentally
different in important
{(nonbiological)
ways—and those
differences are cited
to explain women's
lagged achievement.

THE TRUTH

According to
numerous meta-
analyses of published
research, men and
women are actually
very similar with
respect to key
attributes such as
confidence, appetite
for risk, and
negotiating skill.

WHY IT MATTERS
Too many managers
try to “fix” women
or accommaodate
their supposed
differences—and
that doesn’t work.
Companles must
instead address
the organizational
conditions that
lead to lower rates
of retention and
promation for
Waomen.

sumecl differerices s marshaleci to explaln

‘ lure to dchieve parity w1th men: Women
negott orIy ack confidence, are oo risk-averse,
iin the requ151te hours at woik because they
value famil¥more thar their careers, Simultaneously,
other assumed differences—that women are more
caring, cooperative, or mission-driven—are used as
a rationale for companies to invest in women’s suc-
cess. But whether framed as a barrier or a benefit,
these beliefs hold women back. We will not level the
playing field so long as the bedrock on which it rests
is our convicton about how the sexes are different.

The reason is simple: Science, by and large, does not
actually support these claimns. There is wide variation
among women and among men, and meta-analyses
show that, on average, the sexes are far more similar
in their inclinations, attitudes, and skills than popular
opmwn wotld have us believe. We do see sex differ-
ences in various settings, including the workplace—but
those differences are not rooted in fixed gender traits.
Rather, they stem from organizational structures,
company practices, and patterns of interaction that
position men and women differently, creating system-
atically different experiences for them. When facing
dissimilar circumnstances, people respond differently—
not because of their sex but because of their situations.

Emphasizing sex differences runs the risk of mak-
ing them seem natural and inevitable. As anecdotes
that align with stereotypes are told and retold, with-
out addressing why and when stereotypical behaviors
appear, sex differences are exaggerated and take on a
determinative quality. Well-meaning but largely inef-
fectual interventions then focus on “fixing” women
or accommeodating them rather than on changing the
circumstances that gave rise to different behaviors
in the first place.

Take, for example, the common belief that women
are more committed to family than men are. Research
simply does not support that notion. In a study of
Harvard Business School graduates that one of us
conducted, nearly everyvone, regardless of gender,
placed a higher value on their families than on their
work (see “Rethink What You ‘Know’ About High-
Achieving Wornen,” HBR, December 2014). Moreover,
having made career decisions to accommodate
family responsibilities didn’t explain the gender
achievement gap. Other research, too, makes it clear
that men and women do not have fundamentally
different priorities.

Numerous studies show that what does differ is the
treatment mothers and fathers receive when they start
a family. Women (but not men) are seen as needing
support, whereas men are mote likely to get the mes-
sage—either explicit or subtle—that they need to “man
up” and not voice stress and fatigue. If men do ask,
say, for a lighter travel schedule, their supervisors may
cut them some stack—but often grudgingly and with
the clear expectation that the reprieve is temporary.
Accordingly, some men attempt an under-the-radar
approach, quietly reducing hours or travel and hoping
it goes unnoticed, while others simply concede, limit-
ing the time they spend on family responsibilities and
doubling down at work. Either way, they maintain a
reputation that keeps them on an upward trajectory.
Meanwhile, mothers are often expected, indeed en-
couraged, to ratchet back at work. They are rerouted
into less taxing roles and given less “demanding”
(read: lower-status, less career-enhancing) clients.

To sum up, men’s and women’s desires and chal-
lenges about work/family balance are remarkably sim-
ilar. It is what they experience at work once they be-
come parents that puts them in very different places.

Things don’t have to be this way. When compa-
nies observe differences in the overall success rates
of women and men, or in behaviors that are critical
to effectiveness, they can actively seek to understand
the organizational conditions that might be respon-
sible, and then they can experiment with changing
those conditions.

Consider the example of a savvy managing director
concerned about the leaky pipeline at her professional
services firm. Skeptical that women were simply “opt-
ing out” following the birth of a child, she investigated
and found that one reason women were leaving the
firm stemmed from the performance appraisal sys-
tem: Supervisors had to adhere to a forced distribu-
tion when rating their direct reports, and women: who
had taken parental leave were unlikely to receive the
highest rating because their performance was ranked
against that of peers who had worked a full year.
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Getting less than top marks not only hurt their chance,
of promotion but also sent a demoralizing message
that being a mother was incompatible with being on
a partner track. However, the fix was relatively casy:
The company decided to reserve the forced distribu-
tion for employees who worked the full year, while
those with long leaves could roll over their rating from
the prior year, That applied to both men and women,
but the policy was most heavily used by new moth-
ers, The change gave women more incentive to return
from matemity leave and helped keep them on track
for advancement. Having more mothers stay on track,
in turn, helped chip away at assumptions within the
firm about wormen’s work/family preferences.

As this example reveals, companies need to dive
deeper into their beliefs, norms, practices, and poli-
cies to understand how they position wormen relative
to men and how the different positions fuel inequality.
Seriously investigating the context that gives rise to
differential patterns in the way men and women expe-
rience the workplace—and intervening accordingly—
can help companies chart a path to gender parity.

Below, we address three popular myths about how
the sexes differ and explain how each manifests itself
in organizational discourse about women’s lagged
advancement. Drawing on years of social science re-
search, we debunk the myths and offer alternative
explanations for observed sex differences—explana-
tions that point to ways that managers can level the
playing field. We then offer a four-pronged strategy
for indertaking such actions.

POPULAR MYTHS

We’ve all heard statements in the media and in com-
panies that women lack the desire or ability to nego-
tiate, that they lack confidence, and that they lack an
appetite for risk. And, the thinking goes, those short-
comings explain why women have so far failed to
reach parity with men.

For decades, studies have examined sex differences
on these three dimensions, enabling social scientists
to conduct meta-analyses—investigations that reveal
whether or not, on average across studies, sex differ-
ences hold, and if se, how large the differences are.
(See the sidebar “The Power of Meta-Analysis.”) Just
as importantly, meta-analyses also reveal the circum-
stances under which differences between men and
women are more of less likely to arise. The aggregated
findings are clear: Context explains any sex differences
that exist in the workplace.

Take negotiation. Over and over, we hear that
women are poor negotiators—they “settle too easily,”
are “too nice,” or are “too cooperative,” But not so,

according to research. Jens Mazei and colleagues re-
cently analyzed more than 100 studies examining
whether men and women negotiate different out-
comes; they determined that gender differences were
small to negligible, Men have a slight advantage in
negotiations when they are advocating exclusively for
themselves and when ambiguity about the stakes or
opportunities is high. Larger disparities in outcomes
occur when negotiators either have no prior expe-
rience or are forced to negotiate, as in a mandated
training exercise. But such situations are atypical, and
even when they do arise, statisticians would deem the
resulting sex differences to be small. As for the notion
that women are more cooperative than men, research
by Daniel Balliet and colleagues refurtes that.

The belief that women lack confidence is another
fallacy. That assertion is commonly invoked to ex-
plain why women speak up less in meetings and do
not put themselves forward for promotions unless
they are 100% certain they meet all the job require-
ments. But research does 1tot corroberate the idea that
women are less confident than men. Analyzing more
than 200 studies, Kristen Kling and colleagues con-
cluded that the only noticeable differences occurred
during adolescence; starting at age 23, differences
become negligible.

What about risk taking—are women reajly more
conservative than men? Many people believe that’s
true—though they are split on whether being risk-
averse is a strength or a weakness. On the positive
side, the thinking goes, women are less likely to get
caught up in macho displays of bluff and bravado and
thus are less likely to take unnecessary risks. Consider
the oft-heard sentiment following the demise of
Lehman Brothers: “If Lehman Brothers had been
Lehman Sisters, the financial crisis might have been
averted” On the negative side, women are judged
as too cautious to make high-risk, potentially high-
payoff investments.

But once again, research fails to support either of
these stereotypes. As with negotiation, sex differences
in the propensity to take risks are small and depend on
the context. In a meta-analysis performed by James
Bymes and colleagues, the largest differences arise in
contexts unlikely to exist in most organizations (such
as among people asked to participate in a game of
pure chance), Similarly, in a study Peggy Dwyer and
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colleagues ran examining the largest, last, and riskiest
investments made by nearly 2,000 mutual fiind inves-
tors, sex differences were very small. More importantly,
when investors’ specific knowledge about the invest-
ments was added to the equation, the sex difference
diminished to near extinction, suggesting that access
to information, not propensity for risk taking, explains
the small sex differences that have been documented.

In short, a wealth of evidence contradicts each
- of these popular myths. Yet they live on through
oft-repeated narratives routinely invoked to explain
women’s lagged advancement.

MORE-PLAUSIBLE
EXPLANATIONS

The extent to which employees are able to thrive and
succeed at work depends partly on the kinds of oppor-
tunities and treatment they receive. People are more
likely to behave in ways that undermine their chances
for success when they are disconnected from infor-
mation networks, when they are judged or penalized
disproportionately harshly for mistakes or failures, and
when they lack feedback. Unfortunately, women are
more likely than men to encounter each of these situ-
at1ons And the way they responid—whether that’s by
drive a hard bargain, to speak up, or to take
fairly attributed to “the way women are”

e culprit is very hkely the chfferennal

Multiple studies show, for example, that women
are Jess embedded in networks that offer opportuni-
ties to gather vital information and garner support.
When people lack access to useful contacts and in-
formation, they face a disadvantage in negotiations.
They may not know what is on the table, what is
within the realm of possibility, or even that a chance
to strike a deal exists. When operating under such
conditions, women are more likely to conform to the
gender stereotype that “women don’t ask”

We saw this dynamic vividly play out when com-
paring the experiences of two professicnals we’ll call
Mary and Rick. (In this example and others that fol-
low, we have changed the names and some details to
maintain confidentiality.) Mary and Rick were both
midlevel advisers in the wealth management division
of a financial services firm. Rick was able to bring in
more assets to manage because he sat on the board of
a nonprofit, giving him access to a pool of potential
clients with high net worth. What Mary did not know
for many years is how Rick had gained that advantage.
Through casual conversations with one of the firm’s
senior partners, with whom he regularly played ten-
nis, Rick had learned that discretionary funds existed
to help advisers cultivate relationships with clients,
So he arranged for the firm to make a donation to the
nonprofit. He then began attending the nonprofit’s
fund-raising events and hobnobbing with key players,
eventually parlaying his connections into a seat on the
board. Mary, by contrast, had no informal relation-
ships with senior partners at the firm and no knowl-
edge of the level of resources that could have helped
her land clients,

When people are less embedded, they are also less
aware of opportunities for stretch assignments and
promeotions, and their supervisors may be in the dark
about their ambitions. But when women fail to “lean
in” antd seek growth opportunities, it is easy to assume
that they lack the confidence to do so—not that they
lack pertinent information. Julie’s experience is illus-
trative. Currently the CEQ of a major investment fund,
Julie had left her previous employer of 15 years after
learning that a more junior male colleague had leap-
frogged over her to fill an opening she didn’t even know
existed. When she anniounced that she was leaving and
why, her boss was surprised, He told her that if he had
realized she wanted to rove up, he would have gladly
helped position her for the promotion. But because
she hadn’t put her hat in the ring, he had assumed she
lacked confidence in her ability to handle the job.

How people react to someone’s mistake or failure
can also affect that person’s ability to thrive and suc-
ceed. Several studies have found that because women
operate under a higher-resclution microscope than
their male counterparts do, their mistakes and failures
are scrutinized more carefully and punished more se-
verely. People who are scrutinized more carefully will,
in turn, be less likely to speak up in meetings, particu-
larly if they feel no one has their back. However, when
women fail to speak up, it is commonly assumed that
they lack confidence in their ideas.

We saw a classic example of this dynamic at a bio-
tech company in which team leaders noticed that
their female colleagues, all highly qualified research
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scientists, participated far less in team meetings than
their male counterparts did, yet later, in one-on-cne
conversations, often offered insightful ideas germane
to the discussion, What these leaders had failed to
see was that when women did speak in meetings,
their ideas tended to be either ignored until a man
1restated them or shot down quickly if they contained
even the slightest flaw. In contrast, when men’s ideas
were flawed, the meritorious elements were salvaged.
‘Women therefore felt they needed to be 110% sure of
their ideas before they would venture to share them.
In a context in which being smart was the coin of the
realm, it seemed better to remain silent than to have
one’s ideas repeatedly dismissed.

It stands to reason that people whose missteps are
more likely to be held against them will also be less
likely to take risks. That was the case at a Big Four
accounting firm that asked us to investigate why so
few women partners were in formal leadership roles.
The reason, many believed, was that women did not
want such roles because of their family responsibil-
ities, but our survey revealed & more complex story.
First, women and men were equally likely to say they
would accept a leadership role if offered one, but men
were nearly 50% more likely to have been offered one.
Second, women were more likely than men to say
that worries about jeopardizing their careers deterred
them from pursuing leadership positions—they feared
they would not recover from failure and thus could
not afford to take the risks an effective leader would
need to take. Research confirms that such concerns
are valid. For example, studies by Victoria Brescoll and
colleagues found that if women in male-dominated
occupations make mistakes, they are accorded less
status and seen as less competent than men making
the same mistakes; a study by Ashleigh Rosette and
Robert Livingston demonstrated that black women
leaders are especially vulnerable to this bias.

Research also shows that women get less frequent
and lower-quality feedback than men. When people
don’t receive feedback, they are less likely to know
their worth in negotiations. Moreover, people who
receive little feedback are ill-equipped to assess their
strengths, shore up their weaknesses, and judge their
prospects for success and are therefore less able to
build the confidence they need to proactively seek
promotions or make risky decisions.

An example of this dynamic comes from a con-
sulting firm in which HR staff members delivered
partners’ annual feedback to associates, The HR folks
noticed that when women were told they were “do-
ing fine;” they “freaked out,” feeling darnned by faint
praise; when men received the same feedback, they
left the meeting “feeling great” HR concluded that

WHY THE SEX-DIFFERENCE
NARRATIVE PERSISTS

Beliefs in sex differences have staying power partly because they
uphold conventional gender norms, preserve the gender status
quo, and require no upheaval of existing organizational practices
or work arrangements. But they are also the path of least
resistance for our brains. Three well-documented cognitive errors
help explain the endurance of the sex-difference narrative.

First, when seeking to explain others’ behavior, we gravitate
o explanations based on intrinsic personality traits—including
stereotypically “male” traits and stereotypically “female” traits™—
rather than contextual factors. (Social psychologists call this “the
fundamental attribution error.”) For example, if a man speaks
often and forcefully in a meeting, we are more likely to conclude
that he is assertive and confident than to search for a situational
explanation, such as that he’s been repeatedly praised for his
contributions. Likewise, if a worran is quiet in a meeting, the
easier explanation is that she’s meek or underconfident; it takes
more cognitive energy to construct an alternative account, such
as that she is used to being cut off or ignored when she speaks.
In short, when we see men and women behaving in gender-
stersotypical ways, we tend to make the most cognitively simple
assumption—that the behavior reflects who they are rather than
the situation they are in.

second, mere exposure to a continuing refrain, such as
“Women are X, and men are ¥,” makes people judge the
statement as true. Many beliefs—that bats are blind, that fresh
produce is abways more nutritious than frozen, that you shouldn't
wake a sleepwalker—are repeated so often that their mere
familiarity makes them easier for our minds to aceept as truth.
{This is called the “mere exposure effect.”)

Third, once people believe something is true, they tend to seek,
notice, and remember evidence that confirms the position and to
ignore or forget evidence that would challenge it. (Psychologists
call this “confirmation bias.”) If we believe that gender stereotypes
are accurate, we are more likely to expect, notice, and remember
times when men and women behave in gender-stereotypical ways
and to overlook times when they don't.

womer lack self-confidence and are therefore more
sensitive to feedback, so the team advised partners
to be especially encouraging to the women associ-
ates and to soften any criticism. Many of the part-
ners were none too pleased to have to treat a subset
of their associates with kid gloves, grousing that “if
women can’t stand the heat, they should get out
of the kitchen.” What these partners failed to real-
ize, howevaer, is that the kitchen was a lot hotter for
women in the firm than for men. Why? Because the
partners felt more comfortable with the men and so
were systematically giving them more informal, day-
to-day feedback. When women heard in their annual
review that they were doing “fine,” it was often the
first feedback they’d received all year; they had noth-
ing else to go on and assumed it meant their perfor-
mance was merely adequate, In contrast, when men
heard they were doing “fine,” it was but one piece of
information amidst a steady stream. The upshot was
disproportionate turnover among women associates,
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many of whom left the firm because they believed
their prospects for promotion were slim.

AN ALTERNATIVE
APPROACH

"The problem with the sex-difference narrative is
that it leads companies to put resources into “fixing”

.~ women, which means that women miss out on what

they need—and what every employee deserves: a
context that enables them to reach their potential and
maximizes their chances to succeed.

‘Managers who are advancing gender equity in their
firms are taking a more inquisitive approach—rejecting
old scripts, seeking an evidence-based understanding
of how women experience the workplace, and then cre-
ating the conditions that increase women’s prospects
for success. Their approach entails four steps:

1. Question the narrative. A consulting firm we
worked with had recruited significant nunibers of tal-
ented women into its entry ranks—and then struggled
to promote them. Their supervisors’ explanations?
Women are insufficiently competitive, lack “firein the
belly;” or don't have the requisite confidence to excel
in the job. But those narratives did not ring true to
Sarah, aregional head, because a handful of women—
those within her region—were performing and ad-
vancing at par. So rather than accept her colleagues’
explanations, she got curious.

2. Generate a plausible alternative explana-
tion. Sarah investigated the factors that might have
helped women in her region succeed and found that
they received more hands-on training and more at-
tention from supervisors than did women in other re-
gions. This finding suggested that the problemn lay not
with women’s deficiencies but with their differential
access to the conditions that enhance self-confidence
and success.

To test that hypothesis, Sarah designed an ex-
periment, with our help. First, we randomly split 60
supervisors into two groups of 30 for a training ses-
sion on coaching junior consultants. Trainers gave
both groups the same lecture on how to be a good
coach. With one group, however, trainers shared re-
search showing that differences in men’s and wom-
er’s self-confidence are minuscule, thus subtly giv-
ing the members of this “treatment” group reason
to question gender stereotypes. The “contrel” group
didn’t get that information. Next, trainers gave all
participants a series of hypotheticals in which an em-
ployee—sometimes a man and sommetimes a worman—
was underperforming. In both groups, participants
were asked to write down the feedback they would
give the underperforming employee.

Clear differences emerged between the two groups.
Supervisors in the control group took different tacks
with the underperforming man and worman: They were

far less critical of the woman and focused largely on
making her feel good, whereas they gave the man feed-
back that was more direct, specific, and critical, often
with concrete suggestions for how he could improve.
In contrast, the supervisors who had been shown re-
search that refuted sex differences in self-confidence
gave both employees the same kind of feedback; they
also asked for more-granular information about the
employee’s performance so that they could deliver
constructive comments. We were siruck by how the
participants who had been given a reason to guestion
gender stereotypes focused on learning more about
individuals’ specific performance problems.

The experiment confirmed Sarah’s sense that
women'’s lagged advancement might be due at least
partly to supervisors’ assumptions about the train-
ing and development needs of their female direct
reports. Moreover, her findings gave supervisors a
plausible alternative explanation for women’s lagged
advancement—a necessary precondition for taking
the next step. Although different firms find differ-
ent types of evidence more or less compelling—not
all require as rigorous a test as this firm did—Sarah’s
evidence-based approach illustrates a key part of the
strategy we are advocating.

3. Change the context and assess the results.
Once a plausible alternative explanation has been de-
veloped, companies can make appropriate changes
and see if performance improves. Two stories help
illustrate this step. Both come from a midmarket pri-
vate equity firm that was trying to address a problem
that had persisted for 10 years; The compary’s promo-
tion and retention rates for white women and people
of color were far lower than its hiring rates.

The first story involves Elaine, an Asian-American
senior associate who wanted to sharpen her financ-
ing skills and asked Dave, a partner, if she could as-
sist with that aspect of his next deal. He invited het
to lunch, but when they met, he was underwhelmed.
Elaine struck him as insufficiently assertive and
overly cautious. He decided against putting her on
his team—but then he had second thoughts, The part-
ners had been questioning their ability to spot and
develop talent, especially in the case of associates
who didn’t look like them. Dave thus decided to try
an experiment: He invited Elaine to join the team and
then made a conscious effort to treat her exactly as he
would have treated somecne he deemed a superstar.
He introduced her to the relevant players in the indus-
try, told the banks she would be leading the financing,
and gave her lots of rope but also enough feedback
and coaching so that she wouldn’t hang herself, Flaine
did not disappeint; indeed, her performance was stel-
lar. While quiet in demeanor, Dave’s new protégée
showed an uncanny ability toread the client and come
up with creative approaches to the deal’s financing.

A second example involves Ned, a partner who was
frustrated that Joan, a recent-MBA hire on his team,

120 HARVARD BUSINESS REVIEW MAY-JUNE 2018



didn’t assert herself on management tearn calls. At
first Ned simply assumed that Joan lacked confidence.
But then it occurred to him that he might be falling
back on gender stereotypes, and he took a closer look
at his own behavior. He realized that he wasn't doing
anything to make participation easier for her and was
actually doing things that made it harder, like taking
up all the airtime on calls. So they talked about it, and
Joan admitted that she was afraid of making a mistake
and was hyperaware that if she spoke, she needed to
say something very siart. Ned realized that he, too,
was afraid she would malke a mistake or wouldn’t add
value to the discussion, which is partly why he took
over. But on reflection, he saw that it wouldn’t be the
end of the world if she did stumbie—he did the same
himself now and again. For their next few calls, they
went over the agenda beforehand and worked out
which parts she would take the lead on; he then gave
her feedback after the call. Ned now has a junior col-
league to whom he can delegate more; Joan, mean-
while, feels more confident and has learned that she
can take risks and recover from mistakes.

4. Promote continual learning. Both Dave and
Ned recogmnized that their tendency to jump to conclu-
sions based on stereotypes was robbing them—and the
firm--of vital talent, Moreover, they have seen first-
hand how questioning assumptions and proactively
changing conditions gives women the opportunity to
develop and shine. The lessons from these small-scale
experiments are ongoing: Partners at the firm now
meet regularly to discuss what they’re leaming. They
also hold one another accountable for questioning and
testing gender-stereotypical assessments as they arise,
As a result, old narratives about women’s limitations
are beginning to give way to new narratives about how
the firm can better support all employees.

THE FOUR STEPS we've outlined are consistent with re-
search suggesting that on difficult issues such as gen-
der and race, managers respond more positively when
they see themselves as part of the solution rather than
simply part of the problem. The solution to women’s
lagged advancement is not to fix women or their man-
agers but to fix the conditions that undermine women
and reinforce gender stereotypes. Furthermore, by
taking an inquisitive, evidence-based approach to
understanding behavior, companies can not only ad-
dress gender disparities but also cultivate a learning
orientation and a culture that gives all employees the
opportunity to reach their full potential. @
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