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Unfit or disliked: How descriptive and prescriptive
gender stereotypes lead to discrimination against
women
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Decades of research attest to the role of gender stereotypes in
the emergence of gender-based discrimination. Placing a
focus on recent studies, we provide evidence that gender
stereotypes continue to negatively affect women’s career out-
comes in jobs and fields that are seen as male in gender-type.
We identify two pathways through which gender stereotypes
bring about discrimination: Whereas descriptive gender ste-
reotypes lead to gender discrimination through negative per-
formance expectations produced by lack-of-fit perceptions,
prescriptive gender stereotypes lead to gender discrimination
through social penalties elicited by perceived stereotype
violation. We end by discussing how characteristics of women
and those evaluating them may amplify or ameliorate
discriminatory behavior, and by considering how organizations
and policymakers can leverage research to promote gender
equality.
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Introduction
Despite significant advances for women in the work-
place, disparities in opportunities, pay, and status be-
tween women and men persist, and women remain
underrepresented in many masculine fieldsdthat is, in
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occupations or fields that have traditionally been
dominated by men and/or are seen as male in gender-
type [1,2]. Decades of research on gender discrimina-
tion show that gender stereotypes play a major role in
perpetuating these discrepancies: Not only do gender

stereotypes create barriers for women attempting to
enter masculine fields, but they also generate diffi-
culties for women when they attain these positions (for
a review, see [3]). In this paper, we review long-standing
theories explaining how, when, and why gender stereo-
types promote gender discrimination. Focusing on
recent research, we illustrate how different discrimina-
tory processes continue to impede women’s career ad-
vancements in today’s workplace.
How gender stereotypes lead to
discrimination
Gender stereotypes are generalizations about the attri-
butes of women and men that are widely shared. These
attributes encompass two broad dimensions: commu-
nality (a general orientation towards social relationships)

and agency (a general orientation towards personal
achievement). Despite some signs of change, gender
stereotypes associating women with communality and
men with agency have stubbornly persisted [4*,5].

To better understand how stereotypes lead to discrim-
ination, it is important to distinguish between their
descriptive and prescriptive functions. Whereas
descriptive gender stereotypes designate what women
and men are like, prescriptive gender stereotypes
designate what men and women should be like. Both

descriptive and prescriptive gender stereotypes can
produce biased evaluations and discriminatory behavior
that hinder women’s career progress, albeit through
different pathways.

The descriptive pathway to gender discrimination
Descriptive gender stereotypes depictwomen as kind and
helpful (i.e., communal) and men as assertive and
competitive (i.e., agentic). In addition to being gender-
specific, gender stereotypes tend to be oppositional:
Women are seen as high in communality but low in agency
and men are seen as high in agency but low in commu-
nality. These shared characterizations of women and men

serve as shortcuts for forming impressions, influencing
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judgments often without perceivers’ awareness. Conse-
quently, how a particular woman is viewed can be deter-
mined not by her actual attributes or accomplishments,
but rather by beliefs about her gender group [6].

Stereotypes portraying women as communal but not
agentic are particularly harmful to women pursuing ca-
reers in masculine settings. Why? Because masculine

jobs and fields are thought to require attributes that are
consistent with stereotypes about men but inconsistent
with stereotypes about women. For example, invest-
ment banking, mathematics, and CEO positions are all
more strongly associated with men than women [7*],
and “star” performers in male-dominated occupations
are thought to possess more stereotypically masculine
than feminine traits [8]. This mismatch between
descriptive stereotypes about women and the attributes
believed necessary to succeed in masculine jobs results
in a perceived incongruity or “lack of fit,” which in turn

produces the expectation that women are not equipped
to adequately handle these jobs and are unlikely to
succeed at them [9,10]. Recent evidence supports the
idea that lack-of-fit perceptions lead to discrimination in
the workplace. Even today, women in masculine fields
face negative consequences for hiring [11*], starting
salary levels [12], job placement decisions [13], perfor-
mance evaluations [14], organizational rewards [15], and
career development opportunities [13].

Either of the components that contribute to lack-of-fit

perceptions e gender-typing of the field or stereo-
typing of the target (i.e., the woman being evaluated) e
can moderate whether and to what extent discrimination
occurs. Specifically, the more masculine the field or job is
thought to be, the greater the perceived lack of fit and
the more negative the outcomes likely to follow. For
example, women fare more poorly in occupations and
disciplines numerically dominated by men [11,14,16,17].
Similarly, the greater the degree to which a particular
woman is viewed in gender stereotypical terms, the
greater the perceived lack of fit and resulting conse-
quences. Individual attributes and/or contextual factors

that make a woman’s gender salient and therefore acti-
vate descriptive stereotypes, such as actual and potential
motherhood [18,19] and scarcity of women in the job or
field [20], have also been linked to discrimination against
women. In sum, as the perceived masculinity of the
context and/or the stereotyping of the woman increases,
so too do perceptions of lack of fit and the resulting ex-
pectations of inadequacy that foster discrimination.

Lack-of-fit perceptions are also most likely to ensue
when information about a person is scarce, conflicting,

or unclear. Such ambiguity fuels discrimination because
it allows people to “fill in the blanks” with stereotypic
beliefs [3]. For example, women’s outcomes are
impaired when evaluators have access to less (vs. more)
information about their capabilities [21,22], women in
Current Opinion in Psychology 2024, 60:101928
STEM fields are deemed less competent than equally
performing men when their performance varies over
time (vs. when it remains constant) [23], and women
academics are less likely than men to be credited for
their contributions when there is uncertainty regarding
who has done what on team projects [24].

In sum, descriptive stereotypes can impede women’s

career progress by promoting the expectation that
women lack “the right stuff” to succeed in masculine
fields and occupations. However, challenging descrip-
tive gender stereotypes by exhibiting agentic behavior
exposes women to another source of gender discrimi-
nation e one that derives from prescriptive
gender stereotypes.

The prescriptive pathway to gender discrimination
In addition to being descriptive, gender stereotypes
designate the behaviors that are appropriate and inap-

propriate for women andmen. These designations, which
function as gender norms, largely conform to the content
of gender stereotypes, with communal behaviors consti-
tuting “shoulds” for women (e.g., women should be kind)
and agentic behaviors “should nots” (e.g., women should
not be assertive). Unlike discrimination stemming from
descriptive stereotypes, discrimination stemming from
prescriptive stereotypes is produced not by a perceived
lack of fit but rather by perceived norm violations. When
women are thought to have defied prescriptive stereo-
types, their behavior is met with social penalties: they are

seen as interpersonally unpleasant and disliked [25].
These social penalties, in turn, result in discrimination
against women [3,10,26].

A host of stereotype-inconsistent behaviors have been
shown to elicit penalties and discrimination against
women. They include engaging in agentic behaviors that
are prescribed for men but discouraged for women. For
example, displaying dominance [25,27*] and signaling a
bottom-line mentality [28] result in more negative re-
actions towards women than men. They also include
failing to engage in prescribed communal behaviors.

Women, but not men, are punished for showing a lack of
support for subordinates’ family lives [29] or not helping
others when help is requested [30]. Even behaviors that
are deemed inappropriate for both women and men,
such as engaging in incivility [31], abusive supervision
[32], or interpersonal injustice [33], elicit more negative
reactions towards women than men due to greater
perceived norm violation.

Paradoxically, women’s success also can give rise to
negative reactions, particularly when the success is in

areas deemed “off-limits” for them. For instance, recent
research demonstrates that incoming women CEOs
receive more negative judgments from stakeholders
than incoming male CEOs when both have received
endorsements that accentuate their competence [34].
www.sciencedirect.com

www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/2352250X


Unfit or disliked Manzi et al. 3
Exhibiting success in masculine domains can imply that
gender prescriptions have not been adhered to e that
women have violated prescriptive stereotypes by
behaving agentically e leading to social penalties and
subsequent discrimination. Because their achievement
induces inferences that women lack the communal
qualities that they are supposed to possess, what is
celebrated in men is often punished in women, some-

times even earning them derogatory labels such as “iron
maiden”, “ice queen”, and “nasty woman”.

Prescriptive stereotype violationsdwhether actual or
inferreddlead to discrimination against women
throughout the work cycle. Women who are thought to
have behaved in stereotype-inconsistent ways receive
lower performance evaluations [31,32,35], are less likely
to receive rewards [36], have shorter tenures [34], and
obtain worse negotiation outcomes [37]. Stereotype-
violating women also face interpersonal consequences:

they are more likely to experience mistreatment [28],
and people are less likely to intervene when they are
sexually harassed [38].

Summary
In sum, these parallel pathways to gender discrimination
clearly demonstrate that women are caught in a double
bind in masculine workplaces. If descriptive stereotypes
Figure 1

Pathways from gender stereotypes t

www.sciencedirect.com
come to definewomen as communal but not agentic, then
lack-of-fit perceptions and negative performance expec-
tations ensue. If, however, women demonstrate the at-
tributes necessary for effective performance by engaging
in agentic behavior or succeeding in masculine roles, they
are penalized for violating prescriptive stereotypes.
Whichever the path, the consequence is discrimination
against women (Figure 1).
Counteracting the descriptive and
prescriptive pathways to gender
discrimination
The two pathways that we have identified are sugges-

tive of the kinds of interventions that would most
effectively reduce gender discrimination in the work-
place. The processes underlying the descriptive
pathway suggest that directly targeting either stereo-
types about women or perceptions of masculine fields
can mitigate lack-of-fit perceptions and the discrimi-
natory outcomes that follow [39]. Research demon-
strates various ways in which this can be accomplished
e whether by increasing the representation of women
in male gender-typed fields [40], avoiding diversity
interventions that inadvertently increase the salience

of gender [41], or eliminating gendered language from
job titles [42,43*].
o discrimination against women.
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Tempering the deleterious effects of prescriptive ste-
reotypes requires a different set of actionsdones that
target organizational norms, policies, and practices. For
example, deemphasizing highly masculine organiza-
tional norms such as dominance and aggressive compe-
tition can reduce perceptions of gender norm violation
by broadening the range of acceptable behaviors and
freeing women (and men) of the expectation that

agentic behavior is the only route to success [44,45].
Additionally, establishing policies that make it okay for
women to engage in stereotypically masculine behavior,
such as requiring all employees to submit self-
nominations for promotion and rewards [46], can pre-
clude perceptions of women as norm-breakers, thus
averting penalties for their gender-
inconsistent behavior.
Remaining questions and future research
directions
Whether and to what degree gender discrimination
occurs may further depend on characteristics of two key
players in the discrimination process: the target of
evaluation and the evaluator. Emerging work in these
areas offers not only new insight regarding additional

moderators of gender discrimination, but also new op-
portunities for extending theory development in
the future.

Characteristics of the target
The effect of women’s additional identities on gender
discrimination has been a topic of recent interest.
Research on intersectionality has shown that gender
interacts with other social identities (e.g., race, age,
sexual orientation) to differentially influence percep-
tions of women e sometimes exacerbating negative
outcomes, sometimes attenuating them, and sometimes
eliminating them altogether (see, for example, [47] in
this issue). Another growing body of work has begun to

look beyond binary gender identities (e.g., female vs.
male) to examine whether (and how) traditional models
of gender discrimination account for negative evalua-
tions of non-binary individuals (see, also, [48] in this
issue). In addition, women’s increasingly multifaceted
roles and professional identities (e.g., mother, athlete,
professor, entrepreneur) e and whether they influence
the degree of discrimination they encounter e present a
similar opportunity for exploration. As this research on
target characteristics continues to develop, it will help
to provide further understanding about how and in what

ways the intersection of different identities activates
descriptive or prescriptive pathways to discrimination.

Characteristics of the evaluator
Who the evaluator is can also have important implica-
tions for whether and to what extent gender discrimi-
nation ensues. Unsurprisingly, evaluators who hold
more traditional beliefs and/or show greater
Current Opinion in Psychology 2024, 60:101928
endorsement of gender stereotypes [49,50] are more
likely to discriminate against women in masculine do-
mains. The social identity of the evaluator also matters.
For example, meta-analytical findings suggest that
women evaluators are less likely to discriminate against
other women than evaluators who are men [51].
However, sharing a social identity such as gender does
not always preclude evaluators from becoming perpe-

trators of discrimination: Recent evidence shows that
there are conditions under which women evaluate
other women more harshly than men do [52,53] and
that gender discrimination is more likely to ensue when
both the evaluator and the target of evaluation share a
common racial identity [54]. Additional work exam-
ining whether and when commonalities between eval-
uators and targets increase or decrease perceptions of
lack of fit and/or gender norm violation will help to
identify instances that are most apt to promote sub-
sequent discriminatory behavior.
Conclusion
Decades of research demonstrate that gender stereo-
types lead to workplace discrimination against women
through both descriptive and prescriptive pathways.
Recent research has continued to support long-
established theories. It also has advanced prior work
by considering novel questions and contexts. Not only
do these new research efforts hold potential to further
our understanding of the pathways that produce gender
discrimination, but they also offer promising avenues for
effectively combatting the obstacles that impede
women’s career advancement.
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