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Description and Prescription: How Gender
Stereotypes Prevent Women’s Ascent Up the
Organizational Ladder

Madeline E. Heilman*
New York University

This review article posits that the scarcity of women at the upper levels of
organizationsisa consequence of gender biasin evaluations. It is proposed that
gender stereotypes and the expectations they produce about both what women
are like (descriptive) and how they should behave (prescriptive) can result in
devaluation of their performance, denial of credit to themfor their successes, or
their penalization for being competent. The processes giving rise to these out-
comes are explored, and the procedures that are likely to encourage them are
identified. Because of gender bias and the way in which it influences evaluat-
ions in work settings, it is argued that being competent does not ensure that a
woman will advanceto the same or ganizational level asan equivalently perform-
ing man.

Why are women so scarce at the top level of organizations? It is proposed
herethat gender biasin evaluationisaprimary cause. The“glassceiling,” which
presents an impenetrable barrier at some point in awoman’s career (Morrison,
White, & Van Velsor, 1987), is viewed as a natural consequence of gender ste-
reotypes and the expectations they produce about what women are like and how
they should behave. Because of gender bias and the way in which it influences
evaluationinwork settings, being competent providesno assurance that awoman
will advance to the same organizational levels as an equivalently performing
man.

* Correspondence concerning thisarticle should be addressed to Madeline E. Heilman, Department
of Psychology, New Y ork University, 6 Washington Place, Room 576, New Y ork, NY 10003 [e-mail:
mh@psych.nyu.edu].
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The claim that gender stereotypes are responsible for biased evaluations in
organizationsis not new. Gender stereotypes have frequently been used to explain
why women are not hired into positions|eading to organizational power and pres-
tige. |, however, am positing that the effects of gender stereotypes continue to dog
women as they climb the organizational ladder. These ideas contrast sharply with
other explanations of why there are so few women at the top organizational levels,
such as “pipeling” theories that lay the blame on time and supply (e.g., Forbes,
Piercy, & Hayes, 1988), and “ deficit” theoriesthat presumewomen to be deficient
inthe characteristicsnecessary tofulfill traditionally maleroles(e.g., Feuer, 1988).
They also expand our thinking about thewaysin which gender stereotypescontrib-
ute to the discriminatory treatment of women in work settings.

Key to the assertion that gender stereotypes and the biased evaluations they
produceinhibit women from progressing upward to thetop of organizationsarethe
stereotyped conceptions of what women are like and how they should behave. A
consideration of these two aspects of gender stereotypes follows.

Gender Stereotypes
Gender-Sereotypic Attributes

Stereotyped beliefs about the attributes of men and women are pervasive and
widely shared. Moreover, these stereotyped beliefs have proved very resistant to
change (see Dodge, Gilroy & Fenzel, 1995; Leuptow, Garovich, & Leuptow,
1995). To summarize briefly, men and women arethought to differ both in termsof
achievement-oriented traits, often labeled as“ agentic,” and in terms of social- and
service-oriented traits, often labeled as“ communal” (Bakan, 1966). Thus, men are
characterized as aggressive, forceful, independent, and decisive, whereas women
are characterized as kind, helpful, sympathetic, and concerned about others. Not
only are the conceptions of women and men different, but they also often are
oppositional, with members of one sex seen as lacking what is thought to be most
prevalent in members of the other sex.

Thereisevidencethat traditional stereotypes of women and men predominate
inwork settingsaswell asnonwork settings. Research hasdemonstrated, for exam-
ple, that even when they are depicted as managers, women are characterized asless
agentic than men (Heilman, Block, & Martell, 1995). Although in Heilman, Block,
and Martell’s study, working managers from a range of industries described
women managers as more competent, active, and potent than women in general,
they described women managers as decidedly more deficient in these same attri-
butes than men managers. It was only when the women managers were depicted as
highly successful that thisgender differencein trait characterizations wasfound to
abate. Thus, the increased presence of women in the workplace and their assump-
tion of new roles do not appear to preclude gender-stereotypic perceptions.
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Implications for Prescription as Well as Description

Not only are gender stereotypesdescriptive, they also areprescriptive. That is,
they denote not only differences in how women and men actually are, but also
norms about behaviors that are suitable for each—about how women and men
should be (Burgess & Borgida, 1999; Eagly, 1987; Terborg, 1977).

Thereis agreat deal of overlap between the content of the prescriptive and
descriptive elements of gender stereotypes, with the behavior that is prescribed
directly related to the attributes that are positively valued for each sex. Thus, the
communal traits for which women are so positively valued (Eagly, Mladinic, &
Otto, 1991) are a central part of their “shoulds.” But gender stereotype—based
norms also include “should nots.” Typically, these include behaviors associated
with the opposite sex that are seen asincompatiblewith the behavior deemed desir-
ablefor one’ sown. Thus, in many cases the agentic tendencies for which men are
so positively valued are prohibited for women. This, too, is part of their normative
prescription.

The following sections discuss the way in which the descriptive and the pre-
scriptive aspects of gender stereotypes can produce conseguences that thwart the
aspirations of women to reach the upper echelons of organizations. But first isa
consideration of how each of these elements of gender stereotypes can giveriseto
gender biasin work settings.

How Gender-Stereotypic Descriptions and Prescriptions
Produce Biased Evaluations

Essential to understanding how the female gender stereotype can obstruct
women from advancing up the organizational hierarchy is the realization that top
management and executivelevel jobsareamost alwaysconsidered to be“male” in
sex-type. They are thought to require an achievement-oriented aggressiveness and
an emotional toughnessthat is distinctly malein character and antithetical to both
the stereotyped view of what women are like and the stereotype-based norms spec-
ifying how they should behave. There no doubt isvariability inthe degreeto which
aparticular job is defined as male in sex-type, based on factors such as the work
sector or domain, work product, or specific functional area of management. But
with few exceptions, upper level managerial positionsappear to be characterizedin
masculine terms.

Empirical evidence supportsthis assertion. Consistent findingsindicate that a
good manager is described predominantly by masculine attributes (Heilman,
Block, Martell, & Simon, 1989; Powell & Butterfield, 1989; Schein, thisissue) and
that stereotypically malequalitiesarethought necessary to being asuccessful exec-
utive (Martell, Parker, Emrich, & Crawford, 1998). It thus seemsthat not only are
most upper level managers men, but good management is also thought to be a
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manly business. This view, together with stereotypic conceptions about what
women are and should be like, is at the heart of gender biasin evaluations.

Description-Based Bias

Stereotyped views of what women arelike and the mal e sex typing of manage-
rial roles and positions combine to elicit gender bias from evaluators. Together
they produce the perceived lack of fit responsible for many types of biased judg-
ments about women in work settings.

The Lack of Fit model (Heilman, 1983, 1995) is based on the idea that expec-
tations about how successful or unsuccessful a person will be in working at a par-
ticular job are adriving force underlying personnel decisions. It further specifies
that the perceived fit between theindividual’ sattributes and thejob’ srequirements
in terms of skills and abilities determines these performance expectations. If the
perceived fitisgood, then successwill be expected; if the perceived fitispoor, then
failurewill be expected. Thesefit-derived performance expectations, whether pos-
itive or negative, profoundly affect evaluation processes.

It is clear from our discussion that the skills and attributes presumed to be
required to handle male sex-typed roles effectively do not correspond to the attri-
butes believed to characterize women asagroup. The perceived lack of fit between
the requirements of traditionally male jobs and the stereotypic attributes ascribed
to women is therefore likely to produce expectations of failure. Moreover, the
greater the degree of stereotyping or the more masculine in sex-type the job, the
worsethe perceived fit and the more negative the expectations are apt to be. These
expectations of failure give rise to a clear bias toward viewing women as ill
equipped to perform the job competently.

The effects of these negative performance expectations have been demon-
strated when women seek entry into organizations. Indeed, research hasrepeatedly
demonstrated sex bias in employee selection processes (see Davison & Burke,
2000; Dipboye, 1987; and Olian, Schwab, & Haberfeld, 1988, for reviews), with
mal eapplicantsgenerally recommended for hireand seen asmorelikely to succeed
than female applicants with the identical credentials when jobs are male in
sex-type. But negative performance expectationsthat arise from thediscrepancy in
how women are depicted in gender stereotypes and the qualities thought to be
essential in an upper level manager are apt to have effects far beyond selection
decisions. They create a predisposition toward negativity that colors perceptions
and judgments. How these expectations prevent the recognition of women’s com-
petence will be considered in subsegquent sections.

Prescription-Based Bias

When women are acknowledged to have successfully performed male sex-
typed jobs, they are, by definition, perceived to have the attributes that are
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necessary to effectively execute the tasks and responsibilities required. These
women are seen as having what it takes to succeed at “man’swork,” eradicating
any perceived lack of fit deriving from the descriptive aspect of gender stereo-
types. But now there is a different problem. Their success is a violation of the
prescriptive norms associated with gender stereotypes. Although thereisagood
fit between what a woman is perceived to be like and what the job is perceived
to entail, there is a bad fit between what the woman is perceived to be like and
conceptions of what she should be like. This perceived violation of the stereo-
typic prescription islikely to induce disapproval—disapproval that can result in
penalties for the violator. This formulation is consistent with the more general
proposition that counternormative behavior arouses disapproval (Cialdini &
Trost, 1998).

Evidence of disapprova for violations of gender-stereotypic prescrptions
comes from many sources. Women who do not display “womanly” attributes and
men who do not display “manly” attributesarejudged less psychologically healthy
and are evaluated less favorably than those who do (Costrich, Feinstein, Kidder,
Marecek, & Pascale, 1975). Similarly, descriptions of nontraditional woman are
evaluated less favorably than descriptions of more traditional women (Haddock &
Zanna, 1994). Negative reactions al so have been found when women exhibit styles
of behavior typically reserved for men. Thus, women who present themselvesin a
self-promoting manner are not as well received as those who do not (Rudman,
1998). Because advancement in organizations depends not only on competence
assessments but also on social acceptance and approval, the negativity that is a
likely reaction to women who prove themsel vesto be competent in areasthat tradi-
tionally are off limits to them can be lethal when they strive to get ahead.

Thefollowing section examines the consegquences of both the descriptive and
prescriptive elements of gender stereotypes and a consideration of how these two
sources of gender bias play themselves out in work settings, affecting the evalua-
tion of women who are on their way up the organizational ladder. The focusison
three specific outcomes of gender stereotyping that beleaguer women as they
attempt to advance their careers: devaluation of their performance, denying of
credit to them for their successes, and penalization for their proven competence.
The first two of these derive from the descriptive aspect of the female gender
stereotype, and the third derives from its normative prescription.

Consequences of Gender-Stereotypic Descriptionsin Work Settings
Devaluation of Performance
If women areto advanceto the upper level sof organizations, then they must be

seen as producing excellent work. But stereotypes about women suggest that they
will not be successful whenthey engagein activitiestraditionally reserved for men.
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These expectations have a tendency to perpetuate themselves and therefore are
likely to affect how performance information is attended to and interpreted. The
acceptance of disconfirming information necessitates a restructuring of beliefs,
and the easiest response isto reject it. Thus, very often, the performance expecta-
tionsact to create self-fulfilling prophecies, and evaluatorsengagein cognitivedis-
tortion that enablesthem to see precisely what they expect to see. It isthistendency
for self-perpetuation that creates problematic consequences.

Research has shown that despite producing the identical work product as a
man, awoman’ swork is often regarded as inferior. In fact, there have been many
investigations in organizational psychology that attest to the fact that unless the
quality of the work product is incontrovertible, women’s accomplishments are
undervalued as compared to those of men (see Heilman, 1983, 1995; and Nieva &
Gutek, 1980). Moreover, it appearsthat the more women are viewed in stereotypic
terms, the more likely thisisto occur (Heilman & Stopeck, 1985a).

Also contributing to the deval uation of women'’ s performanceisthe tendency
to interpret the same behavior differently depending upon who the actor is. It has
been demonstrated that when actors are of different sexes, the implications drawn
from their behavior is quite different (Taylor, Fiske, Etcoff, & Ruderman, 1978).
Thus, in work settings a behavior such as frequent phone conversation is a good
deal more likely to be seen as slacking off for awoman but productive for a man.
Similarly, waiting to make a decision rather than acting immediately may seem
passive coming from a woman but prudent coming from a man. Consequently,
disconfirming performance information, rather than prompting a revision of the
negative expectations held for women, can serve to maintain or even reinforce
them.

Thusthere are several waysin which the descriptive aspect of the femal e gen-
der stereotype and the negative expectations to which it gives rise prevent a
woman'’ s accomplishments from being evaluated in an unbiased manner. Aslong
asthereisalack of clarity about the quality of performance, it is possibletoignore
or dismiss the information that performance provides about women and maintain
the expectation that they are not competent to execute amale sex-typed job or task.
Thisis suggestive of the type of organizational conditions that would facilitate the
devaluing of women’s performance.

Organizational Conditions That Facilitate the Deval uation of \\omen's Performance

Ambiguity in evaluation criteria. Given that cognitive distortion iskey to the
biased devaluation of women’'s work at male sex-typed tasks, one factor that is
likely to play arolein regulating when it occursis the ambiguity of the evaluative
criteria. Thisideanot only is supported by reviews of the organizational psychol-
ogy literatureinthisarea(e.g., Nieva& Gutek, 1980; Tosi & Einbender, 1985), but
alsoissupported by work in social cognition, inwhichit isgenerally accepted that
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the more vague the judgment criteria, the more easily information can be distorted
to fit preconceived ideas (Fiske & Taylor, 1991). In the case of gender bias, the
preconceived ideas are expectations about the lesser capability of women to per-
form competently. Thus, itismoredifficult to distort concrete, obj ective outcomes,
such as test performance or dollar earnings, than to distort vague and subjective
outcomes, such as being ateam player or being an inspiring boss. It also is more
difficult to distort judgments of aperson’sexplicit accomplishmentsthan to distort
judgments of hisor her character or personality. As Nieva and Gutek (1980) have
pointed out, the moreinferenceisrequired to draw implications from performance
information, the more likely bias will enter into evaluative judgments. In the
absence of concrete criteria, expectations based on stereotypes about women tend
to dominate in the structuring of judgments, allowing for an orderly, if not neces-
sarily accurate, judgment process.

Unfortunately, the criteria for judging the performance of most upper level
positionsin organizations are vague and nonspecific. There seem to be few quanti-
fiable or objective measures of success for such jobs, and judgments more often
than not rest on personality descriptors, such as “charismatic,” “individualistic,”
“courageous,” and “resilient.” Moreover, performance standardstypically are sub-
jectiverather than objective, because the character of the outcome or work product
isqualitativerather than quantitative. Thisislikely to be even more of aproblem at
the top of the organizational hierarchy where, because of the complexity inherent
inthese positions, thecriteriafor effective performancetend to be particularly sub-
jective and vague (Stumpf & London, 1981). Thisambiguity in performance crite-
ria provides ample opportunity for the cognitive distortion that acts to maintain
stereotypes, casting women as unsuccessful in their accomplishmentsregardl ess of
their actual performance quality.

Lack of structurein evaluation processes. Thereisno questionthat if evalua-
tion processes are unstructured, they leave more room for cognitive distortion to
occur. Thelack of structure does not force the consideration of multiple sources
of information nor a predetermined set of criteria. Different elements of perfor-
mance may be central in the evaluation of different individuals, similar elements
of performance may be given different weightingsin thefinal judgments, and the
standardsfor judging performance need not necessarily be uniformintheir appli-
cation. In short, lack of structure in decision making eases the way for the reli-
ance on stereotype-based expectations in making inferences about performance
excellence.

Becausethereisnot agreat deal of consensus about what makes a senior man-
ager successful, evaluation of managers in organizations is often less structured
than would be optimal. Infact, there often isaconcerted effort not to berigid but to
remain open to uniqueindicators of managerial talent. No doubt thereisgreat com-
plexity and variability in the responsibilities a senior manager has to handle.
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Nonetheless, even minimal structuring of the evaluation and promotion decision
process at the senior management level would unquestionably go a long way
toward leveling the playing field for women vying for these positions. The absence
of astructured process in which designated criteria are considered in a systematic
fashion encourages the use of expectations as a filter for reality. This situation
escalates the potential for gender biasin decision making, culminating in the judg-
ment that women are not competent in fulfilling traditionally male work roles.

The Denying of Credit to Women for Their Successes

Despite the many obstacles blocking the acknowledgment of awoman’s suc-
cessful performance in traditionally male work domains, there are times when her
success is undeniable. But even then, a woman may not be viewed as competent.
Rather, the expectation that she will fail is maintained by treating the success as not
being dueto thewoman herself. Attributing responsibility inthisway designatesthe
woman's success as an exception, unlikely to have happened without special cir-
cumstances. This can have detrimental effects on her future prospects. If the rosy
glow of successisto extend to how sheisevaluated and rewarded, then the success
must beattributed to her ability and skill and therefore be seen as predictive of future
performance (Greenhaus & Parasuraman, 1993; Heilman & Guzzo, 1978).

It has been more than 25 years since Deaux and Emswiller (1974) subtitled
their article “What Is Skill for the Male Is Luck for the Female.” In that and other
studies Deaux and her colleagues demonstrated that even when equally successful
at amale sex-typed task, awoman isviewed asless skilled than aman (see Deaux,
1976). A woman's successful performance at male work also can be attributed to
others in the work setting or to idiosyncrasies of a particular task or position. In
each case, the successful performanceistreated as not very informative about the
woman’ s competence, because it has been explained away by factorsthat havelit-
tleto do with thewoman’ senduring capacity to repeat and/or sustain such success.

Aslong asthere is a question about who or what is truly responsible for her
apparent success, awoman’ srolein bringing it about can be denied, and aview of
her that is consistent with the expectation that she is not competent can be main-
tained. If thishappens, her skillsand ability are neither recognized nor appreciated.
Conditionsthat foster these attributional processesin organizations are considered
below.

Organizational Conditions That Facilitate the Denial of Credit for Success

Ambiguity about the source of successful performance. Conditionsin organi-
zations that blur the contribution of individualsto afinal product are particularly
conduciveto attributionsthat placeresponsibility for successelsewherethan onthe
woman. They provide areadily available explanation for the success that does not
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necessitate seeing the woman as competent. The current emphasis on teamsiis a
case in point. Since teamwork, by its nature, obscures the visibility of individual
contributions, itislikely to encourage, or at the very least make possible, the use of
attributional rationalizationsto contend with the challenge to stereotyped expecta-
tions that a woman’s success presents. A recent set of studies supports this idea
(Heilman, Haynes, & Goodman, 2001) indicating that women, but not men, are
judged to be less competent when group rather than individual level feedback is
provided.

If working in groups encourages attributional explanations that limit the
degree to which women are seen as responsible for their successes, then the same
conseguence might also result from other structural arrangementsin organizations
that obscure who is responsible for a work outcome. Mentoring programs, for
example, although often set up to mitigate against sex bias in organizations, may
inadvertently promote it by providing onlookerswith aplausible explanation for a
woman'’ ssuccessthat doesnot involve her competence. Inthe event of success, the
mentor might well be credited with being the“ brains’ behind the performance, and
thewoman, despite her success, may well betheloser. A similar processmight also
occur when the woman has been the beneficiary of “executive coaching” or other
programs that imply that the woman has received assistance in her work role.
Whether thisin fact occurs remains to be explored.

Ambiguity about thereason for successful upward mobility. Intoday’ sorgani-
zationsthereis plenty of reason to question why awoman has enjoyed success and
attained a high-level position. Thereis much talk of affirmative action for women
and minorities, and women often are assumed to have been beneficiaries of affir-
mative action, even if thisis not the case (Heilman & Blader, 2001). But in the
minds of many, affirmative action has become strongly associated with preferen-
tial treatment (Kravitz & Platania, 1993), which suggests lowered quality stan-
dards. Research indeed indicates that individuals associated with affirmative
action are tainted with a stigma of incompetence and are not seen as worthy of the
positions that they occupy (Heilman, Block, & Lucas, 1992; Heilman, Block, &
Stathatos, 1997). Presuming a connection between women and affirmative action
therefore provides an attributional “out” for explaining away the existence of
women at high levels. It suggests that it is not because of their accomplishments
that they have been successful in advancing their careers but because of their mem-
bership in aprivileged group.

Affirmativeactionisonly oneorganizational program that triggersthe percep-
tion of preferential treatment of women in organizations. Outreach programs,
diversity programs, and other programsthat target women all arelikely to havethe
same consequences. | nfact, recent research has demonstrated adecidedly negative
effect of association with diversity initiatives on reactions to female group mem-
bers (Heilman & Welle, 2001). When a work group was said to have been
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composed so as to maximize diversity, women in the group were viewed as more
incompetent than when either merit or arandom factor such aswork scheduleswas
said to have been the rationale for composition.

Programsand effortsthat have put apremium on the recruiting and training of
women for positions that have traditionally been off limits to them are often
heavily publicized in the general press. This makes them particularly salient
attributional explanations for a woman’s success. But regardless, there are some
organizationsthat are more conduciveto such attributionsthan others. The key dif-
ferenceisthe degreeto which the organization holdsitself out to itsemployeesasa
meritocracy. It is when organization members are convinced that merit does not
play the primary role when personnel decisions about women are made and that
qualifications are not of great importance when women are considered for place-
ment and promotion that the potential for attributional rationalizations abounds.

Lastly, remedia efforts to bring women into the workplace are not the only
source of beliefs that women have benefited from preferential treatment. Women
often are burdened with the assumption on the part of othersthat they have gottento
where they have in the organizational hierarchy because of specia relationships
withthosein power. Thisisparticularly problematic for attractivewomen (Heilman
& Stopeck, 1985b). Such assumptions can have detrimental effects on the way in
which awoman’ s successin an organizational setting isinterpreted. Whether sheis
seen as the recipient of “cushy” positions, lots of help, or access to information
and/or resourcesthat othersdo not have, her successat attaining important positions
inthe organizationisnot likely to be attributed to her work competence. The condi-
tions that encourage this view of a woman’s work success may be quite idiosyn-
cratic, but certainly situationsin which awoman has special accessto important and
powerful senior level managers are ripe for such attributional rationalization.

Consequences of Gender-Stereotypic Prescriptionsin Work Settings
Penalizing Women for Being Competent

Despitethe proclivity to devalue women’ saccomplishments and to deny them
credit for their successes, sometimes awoman’ swork accomplishments are unde-
niably excellent and there is no opportunity to attribute responsibility for the suc-
cess elsewhere. In these cases, women are accepted as competent. In fact, thereis
some evidence that in such circumstances, women are actually rated as more com-
petent than are men. As Feldman (1981) and Weber and Crocker (1983) have
pointed out, when behavior contrasts so sharply with a stereotypically derived
expectation that it exceeds a critical threshold, the break with the stereotype can
cause a boomerang effect. In fact, overvaluation of women has been found in a
number of instances when performance success on a male sex-typed task is both
undeniable and clearly due to the woman's skill (Heilman, Martell, & Simon,
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1988; Kryger & Shikiar, 1978). But even with this acknowledgment of their com-
petence, women still arein jeopardy. The violation of the prescriptionsinherent in
gender stereotypesis likely to bias how they are evaluated and how their careers
progress.

Gender stereotypes dictate that women should behave differently than men—
that women should be nurturing and service-oriented (communal), but not tough
and achievement-oriented (agentic). Deviationsfrom these prescribed behaviorsin
work settings spark disapproval and negative reactions. For example, female man-
agersexhibiting amasculine rather than afeminineleadership style havelong been
found to elicit less enthusiasm and to produce expectations of less satisfaction
among employees (e.g., Bartol & Butterfield, 1976; Jago & Vroom, 1982). These
findings suggest that negative sanctions are brought to bear when women merely
exhibit behavioral tendenciesthat do not adhere to normative prescriptions. |mag-
ine what happens when their “deviant” behaviors actualy prove to be effective!
The negative consequences are apt to be even more severe aswell as more certain
to occur.

If this is so, then the violation of gender-stereotypic prescriptions is highly
likely to have consequencesfor women intraditionally malework settingswho are
recognized to be competent. Women, quite ssmply, are not supposed to excel at
jobs and tasks that are designated as male in our culture. Although these women
may move with ease through an organization’s lower ranks and appear poised to
piercethe glass ceiling to the upper strata of the organization, their success may be
hindered by the disapproval their competence evokes because it violates prescrip-
tive norms. Asaresult they may be disadvantaged relative to men who are at their
level when career-defining decisions about promotion are made. A recent 3-year
study conducted by Lyness and Judiesch (1999) that tracked the advancement of
30,000 managers showed that as women ascended the corporate hierarchy, their
likelihood of being promoted was much poorer than that of their male counterparts.
Our ideas suggest that although allowed to achieve some degree of success, com-
petent women may pay a price for their competence. They may be penalized for
treading where women are not supposed to go and may ultimately be blocked from
achieving the level of success that would be afforded to comparable men.

The disapproval aroused by the violation of normative prescriptions has been
found to prompt two separate but related reactions to women who have deviated
from how they are supposed to behave by proving themselves to be competent at
“man’swork.” They are personally derogated, and they are disliked.

Personal derogation. Research has demonstrated that the same competence
applauded in men isregarded as unattractivein women (Horner, 1972). Moreover,
the competent woman as compared to the competent man isregarded as cold (Por-
ter & Geis, 1981) and undesirable as a group member (Hagan & Kahn, 1975) and
elicits visible cues of negative affect (Butler & Geis, 1990). The significance of
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these findings in chronicling how competent women can be penalized for their
competenceis bolstered by the everyday use of termsfor successful women, such
as“bitch,” “icequeen,” and“ battleaxe,” that are so derogatory in termsof personal
attributes.

Research also has been conducted that directly explores how working people
view women who have been successful in organizational life. One study, inwhich
alarge and heterogeneous group of male managers were asked to describe a suc-
cessful manager who was said to be amale, afemale, or of unknown gender, viv-
idly demonstrated the plight of upwardly aspiring women (Heilman et al., 1989).
Ratings of the successful managers were made on alengthy list of adjectivesfirst
used by Schein (1973). Although femal e managers who were depicted as success-
ful were described as highly competent and endowed with the agentic qualities
necessary to ensure success in corporate life, they also were described as inter-
personally wanting. Descriptors such as “bitter,” “quarrelsome,” and “selfish”
were rated as highly characteristic of the women, but not the men, who were
depicted as successful managers.

These results were subsequently supported by research in which successful
women managers were found to be described as decidedly more interpersonally
hostile (i.e., devious, vulgar, quarrelsome, selfish, bitter, and deceitful) than their
mal e counterparts, although there were no differences on measures of competence,
activity/potency, emotional stability, and independence (Heilman et al., 1995).
Importantly, these same differences were not apparent when the stimulus person
was depicted simply as a man or woman manager, without indication of success.
Apparently, when awoman is clearly competent at handling amalerole, the tradi-
tionally favorable interpersonal image of women no longer holds sway.

The interpersonal derogation directed at competent women seems to be of a
very particular sort. The negativity isalong the communal dimension. Unlike com-
petent men, who tend to be seen merely as noncommunal, competent women are
seen as countercommunal. So rather than being seen aswarm, they are seen ascold.
And rather than being seen as selfless, they are seen as selfish. And rather than
being seen as sweet and conciliatory, they are seen as bitter and quarrelsome. The
enforcing of gender-stereotypic prescriptions appearsto relegate thesewomen to a
subtype characterized by attributes that not only are unfeminine but also are inter-
personally abhorrent.

Didlike. There also is evidence that when considered to be competent at male
sex-typed work, women are disliked more than men are. In the first of a recent
series of three studies (Heilman, Wallen, Fuchs, & Tamkins, 2001), it was demon-
strated that when it was unclear whether awoman had been successful, because her
performance had not yet been reviewed, she was seen as less competent than an
identically presented male manager, but she was thought to be more likeable.
When, however, it was clear that she had been highly successful and designated as
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atop performer, shewas seen as equally competent as her mal e counterpart but was
thought to be far less likable. The tendency for women managers who are clearly
successful to be disliked was shown in a second, subsequent study to be limited to
situations in which the managerial job was male sex-typed and therefore the
woman'’s success was a violation of stereotype prescribed behavior. In the third
study, likeability was shown to affect decisions regarding organizational rewards.
Thislatter study, becauseit took likeability ratings asthe independent variable and
systematically varied them, lends strong support to our argument that in addition to
the negative reactions directed at women who have proven themselves to be com-
petent, there are unfavorable consequences for their career prospects.

Thus it appears that there are indeed social sanctions brought to bear against
women who haveviolated the prescriptions of gender stereotypesby being compe-
tent. There seem to betwo formsof personally directed negativity, neither one nec-
essarily separable from the other. First, women who are successful at male
sex-typed roles are personally derogated and viewed as countercommunal. Sec-
ond, they are disliked. It is not clear if the disapproval aroused by norm violation
aloneproducesthedislikeor if the deviant women are disliked because the constel -
lation of traits ascribed to them is so intensely distasteful. Further research
designed to disentangle this causal sequenceis currently underway.

Organizational Conditions That Facilitate Penalizing Women for Being Competent

Unlike sex bias resulting from descriptive aspects of gender stereotypes, sex
bias resulting from prescriptive aspects of stereotypesarisesfrom valuesthat spec-
ify ideal states. This suggests that prescription-based biasisless amenableto con-
textual influence. Even conditions that affect the motivation to be accurate in
evaluation (e.g., forced accountability or anticipated interdependence) arelikely to
have little consequence on these types of biased judgments. The issue is not the
constraining of more careful information processing, but rather the undercutting of
reactions that derive from disapproval for norm violation.

Thisis not to say that there are not critical moderators. Certainly, situational
elementsthat influencethe degree of incompatibility perceived between the gender
prescription and the behavior of the successful woman should affect the amount of
bias evidenced. For example, the masculine ethos of certain work domains (e.g.,
themilitary) or positions (e.g., bond trader) increasesthe extent to which thejobis
perceived to require stereotypically masculine agentic attributes for success and
thereforeislikely to exaggerate the perceived violation of female gender role pre-
scriptions. And what is known about a particular woman other than her compe-
tence also is likely to have an effect. Physical attractiveness, for example, may
heighten negative reactions, because the violation of normative prescription may
be seen as more egregious when enacted by awoman considered to be very femi-
nine. Alternatively, aspects of theindividual that provide direct information about
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communality, such as having traditionally feminineinterests, may soften theinter-
personal negativity associated with stereotype-based norm violation (Rudman &
Glick, thisissue). But in any particular situation or setting, these factors most often
arefixed and not under the control of the organization. The problem of combating
negative reactionsto awoman’ s success therefore seems moreimperviousto orga-
nizational change efforts than the problem of preventing the cognitive distortion
that fosters images that women are not competent.

Thesefindingssuggest that, paradoxically, womenin nontraditional rolesmay
be penalizedif they do their jobswell and are applauded as competent and success-
ful. Moreover, they suggest that violation of the prescriptive component of gender
stereotypes influences evaluations of an interpersonal nature and is likely to take
the form of negative characterizations and social rejection. Such reactions to suc-
cessful women can no doubt affect career-determining decisions. People do not
want to work with or be associated with those who are deemed to be socially want-
ing. Upper management is sometimes referred to colloquialy as a“club.” Mem-
bers of such clubsare apt to blackball the entry of those who seem inappropriate or
distasteful. Simply put, if awomanisperceived asequally competent to amale col -
league but seen as less interpersonally appealing and suitable as a member of the
upper management team, there arelikely to be unfavorabl e consequencesfor her in
terms of rewards and advancement.

Summary and Conclusions

Inthisarticle | have identified two different aspects of gender stereotypes—
the descriptive and the prescriptive—and examined how they each contribute to
gender biasin evaluations. | furthermore have explored the consequences of these
two aspects of gender stereotypes in organizational settings and considered how
they can potentially thwart women’s career progress, preventing them from rising
to the upper levels of work organizations.

| have proposed that the descriptive aspect of gender stereotypes promotes
gender bias because the discrepancy between the stereotyped conception of what
women as agroup are like and of what upper level managerial jobs entail leads to
expectations that women will be unable to perform such jobs effectively. These
expectations create a predisposition toward negativity that precludes the recogni-
tion of awoman’s competence, either through the devaluing of her work accom-
plishments or through attributing responsibility for her successful performance to
something other than her skill and ability. | furthermore identified organizational
conditions that, because they promote ambiguity about either the nature of the
performance outcomes or the source of performance success, open the door to the
cognitive distortion that fuels this type of gender bias.

| also have proposed that the prescriptive aspect of gender stereotypes pro-
motes gender bias, but of a very different sort. The prescriptive aspect of gender
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stereotypes dictates not what women asagroup are like, but rather what women as
agroup should be like. Women who prove to be competent and to have succeeded
at “male” work violate this normative prescription and therefore arouse disap-
proval and are penalized; they areregarded very differently than men who engage
in the precisely the same behavior. The penalties come in the form of negative
social sanctions and include both personal derogation and dislike, each of which
can giverisetojudgmentsand decisionsthat halt the upward advancement of com-
petent women. Moreover, because the eval uations underlying these judgments and
decisions derive from values that designate what isideal, | have argued that they
are not particularly responsive to contextual influence or organizational control.

Thethesis guiding this article is that gender stereotypes are the foundation of
gender biasin work settings and the root cause of the discriminatory treatment of
women in organizations, which limitstheir upward mobility. By understanding the
psychological processes that regulate how others in the work setting react to
women and by identifying some key organizational practices and procedures that
encourage biased evaluation, it may be possibleto make theworkplace amore hos-
pitable place for aspiring career-oriented women. And even when change seems
beyond the reach of organizations, cognizance of the processes that produce gen-
der bias may serve to temper some of itsill effects.

It is clear that despite their great gains in attaining manageria positions in
recent years, women in such positions are not yet out of the woods. If thereis any
ambiguity about their competence, they arelikely to beviewed asincompetent, and
if their competence is unquestionable, they are apt to be socially rejected. Neither
of these reactions bodes well for women’ s advancement to the highest echel ons of
organizations. Gender stereotypes, it appears, can derail even the most competent
woman'’s ascent to the top.
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