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Abstract

Common examples of what is perceived as workplace
inequality–such as the “glass ceiling,” the “gender gap” in
compensation, and occupational segregation–cannot be well
understood if the explanation is limited exclusively to such social
causes as discrimination and sexist socialization. Males and females
have, on average, different sets of talents, tastes, and interests, which
cause them to select somewhat different occupations and exhibit
somewhat different workplace behaviors. Some of these sex
differences have biological roots. Temperamental sex differences are
found in competitiveness, dominance-seeking, risk-taking, and
nurturance, with females tending to be more “person-oriented” and
males more “thing-oriented.” The sexes also differ in a variety of
cognitive traits, including various spatial, verbal, mathematical, and
mechanical abilities. Although social influences can be important,
these social influences operate on (and were in fact created by)
sexually dimorphic minds.

It is almost axiomatic that substantial changes in the environment
of a complex organism will result in changes in its behavior.
Therefore, we should not be surprised when changes in the economy
or changes in the nature of work are followed by changes in
workforce behavior and hence changes in workplace outcomes. For
those keeping track of the “numbers,” these changes may be
characterized as either increasing or decreasing equality, depending
upon the particular definition of equality selected. Whether one views
a particular outcome as a harbinger of “the end of men” or a
reflection of continued sexual inequality of women may be a
consequence of whether the focus is on group averages or the tail end
of distributions, as it may turn out, for example, that even if women
may do better as a group on some measures, men may still dominate
at the top.
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INTRODUCTION

In recent years, a spate of publications have chronicled or predicted the
so-called decline of males and ascendancy of females. Most recently, Hanna
Rosin has contributed The End of Men,2 but at the end of the last century,
Lionel Tiger was lamenting The Decline of Males3 and Helen Fisher was
celebrating The First Sex,4 based largely on the same kinds of  trends that
Rosin describes today–changes in the workplace, in education, and in other
forces, such as increasing female control over reproduction and increasing
societal subsidy of child-raising. A decade ago, I acknowledged these trends
but suggested that reports of the demise of males were greatly exaggerated:

Nonetheless, men will continue to dominate the scarce positions at
the top of hierarchies as long as it is necessary to devote decades of
intense labor-market activity to obtain them, even if women come to
predominate in middle-management positions and even if men also
disproportionately occupy the bottom of hierarchies. Men will
similarly continue to dominate math-intensive fields, as well as fields
that expose workers to substantial physical risks.5

These residual areas of perceived inequality are ones commonly invoked to
prove the continued existence of sex discrimination against women. It is
seldom explained, however, why it is necessary to invoke discrimination to
explain areas of continued male dominance while areas of female ascendancy
are casually attributed to social forces or, indeed, to inherent female
superiority.

The complex nature of sex differences in the evolving workplace cannot
be appreciated without an understanding of inherent differences between men
and women. It is certainly fair to suggest that in some respects–in many
perhaps–changes in the contemporary workplace favor women, but it is
probably not correct to characterize this as a sea change that will so
overwhelmingly swamp men that any areas of remaining male advantage
must be laid at the doorstep of discriminating employers or residual
patriarchy. The fact is that the sexes differ somewhat–on average–in a
number of talents, tastes, and interests, which cause them to select somewhat
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different occupations and exhibit somewhat different workplace behaviors.
Discussions about sex differences in occupational outcomes typically

rest, at least implicitly, upon what has been called the “Standard Social
Science Model” (SSSM).6 This model assumes that the sexes are largely
identical psychologically and that such differences as do appear are purely
products of socialization rather than of a sexually dimorphic mind produced
by natural selection. Yet, reflexive assumptions of purely social causes
ignore the wealth of information about sex differences revealed in recent
decades. Over a decade and a half ago, Alice Eagly could write about the
literature on sex differences as follows: “Those who have immersed
themselves in this area of science have begun to realize that it is not cultural
stereotypes that have been shattered by contemporary psychological research
but the scientific consensus forged in the feminist movement of the 1970s.”7

Since that writing, the literature documenting sex differences has ballooned,
and psychologists have provided explanations of both their ultimate
evolutionary origins8 and their proximate hormonal causes.9 Sex differences
in temperament, interest, and ability play out in a particularly visible way in
the workplace, where such differences can lead to different workplace
outcomes for the two sexes.10 Much attention is paid to these differences in
outcome, and when they seem to favor men, they are typically viewed as
problems, while when they favor women, they are simply “facts,” and ones
to be celebrated at that.

Explanations based on purely extrinsic causes provide little insight into
the complexity of workplace patterns. To be sure, women are not
proportionately represented at the highest corporate levels; however, they
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have reached near-parity among new lawyers and doctors.11 Similarly,
women do not earn, on average, as much as men do, but women who perform
the same work and display the same workplace attachment as men earn
approximately the same as comparable men.12 Women have also not made
proportionate inroads in some occupations, with some, such as mechanics,
firefighting, and theoretical physics, continuing to have relatively few
women.13 On the other hand, women are rapidly taking over other
occupations, such as psychology, pharmacy, and veterinary medicine.14 An
account that recognizes inherent differences between the sexes provides a
more complete and nuanced explanation for these patterns than the entirely
sociological account, which typically relies on ad hoc, inconsistent, and
tautological explanations. The purpose of this paper is to describe some of
those differences and discuss their possible effects in the workplace,
concentrating on those areas in which men are often perceived as having
retained an advantage.

I.  OCCUPATIONALLY RELEVANT SEX DIFFERENCES

The sexes differ, on average, on a number of both psychological and
physical dimensions. Males score higher on measures of competitiveness,
dominance-seeking, and risk-taking, while females score higher on measures
of nurturance. Males substantially outperform females in mechanical ability
and on some spatial and mathematical tasks, while females outperform males
on other spatial and computational tasks, as well as in a number of verbal
abilities. Moreover, sex differences in physical strength continue to play a
role in some occupations, though their importance is greatly diminished in
the modern workplace.

A.. Competitiveness and Dominance-Seeking

Males score higher than females on most measures of direct
competitiveness, and competition tends to be a more positive experience for
males than it is for females.15 Adding a competitive component to a task
increases both the performance and the intrinsic motivation of males but not
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of females.16 Women also experience higher levels of stress associated with
competition.17 Sex differences in competition appear in early childhood.18

Boys display a more instrumental approach to competition than girls, being
more willing to compete against friends and cooperate with teammates they
do not like.19 As Eleanor Maccoby has observed, “even when with a good
friend, boys take pleasure in competing to see who can do a task best or
quickest, who can lift the heaviest weight, who can run faster or farther.”20

In contrast, girls often experience negative reactions to out-competing their
friends.21

Related to competitiveness is dominance-seeking. Males, from childhood,
engage in more dominance behaviors, that is, behaviors designed to achieve
or maintain a position of high relative status–to obtain power, influence,
prerogatives, or resources.22 When children get together, even in infancy,
dominance behaviors occur,23 and by preschool, boys end up
disproportionately at the top of the hierarchy in mixed-sex groups.24

B. Risk-Taking

The sexes also differ in risk-taking, another difference that exists from
childhood.25 Worldwide, boys have an almost two-fold higher rate of
accidental death than girls.26 By adulthood, the sex difference in risk-taking
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has increased. Men predominate in such risky recreational activities as car
racing, skydiving, and hang-gliding.27 Men are also disproportionately
represented in risky employment. From 1992 through 2007, men made up
approximately 92 percent of all workplace deaths in the United States each
year,28 a pattern reported in other countries as well.29 Females are more
averse not just to physical risk but also to social risk,30 including financial
risk.31 

C. Nurturance and Interest in Children

Females in all societies exhibit more nurturing behavior than males, both
inside and outside the family. Throughout the world, women are the primary
caretakers of the young, the sick, and the old.32 Among young children, girls
exhibit more nurturing behavior,33 and throughout adolescence, girls endorse
more caring, personal values.34 Girls’ interest in infants increases
substantially with puberty.35 The more social orientation of females is
reflected in a consistently found sex difference in “object versus person”
orientation. From infancy, girls are more “people-oriented” and boys more
“thing-oriented,”36 and this difference persists into adulthood.37 Even among
newborns, girls are measurably more “cuddly” than boys.38
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D. A Digression on the Magnitude of Sex Differences and Sex Differences
in Variability

Before turning to sex differences in some objectively measurable traits,
it is important to say a few words about how group differences are calculated
and about sex differences in variability. The magnitude of sex differences is
typically reported as the male mean minus the female mean divided by the
pooled standard deviation.39 This number is known as the “effect size”
(denoted as d). An effect size of 1.0, for example, indicates that the male
mean exceeds the female mean by a full standard deviation.40 In practical
terms, this means that the average male exceeds the performance of 84
percent of females, assuming that the two groups are equally variable.

The proportions described above would be different if one group is more
variable than the other.41 On most cognitive measures–especially ones that
favor males–male performance is more variable than female performance.42

If the male and female means are identical but males are more variable than
females, then at both the high and low ends of the distribution, males will
outnumber females.43 If the male mean is higher and male variability is
greater, the disproportion at the higher end will be even greater. 

Different characteristics of the male and female distributions are relevant
to different questions. For example, if we want to predict whether a male or
female chosen at random would be better along some dimension, say
mathematics, we would care primarily about group means. If the means are
identical (i.e., d=0), there would be no reason to think that a male chosen at
random would perform better–or worse–than a female chosen at random,
regardless of any sex difference in variability. However, if we wanted to
investigate the extent to which sex differences in mathematical ability are
responsible for sex differences in math-intensive occupations, we would
focus not on the center of the distribution but rather the extreme right tail of
the distribution, where the sex ratio is likely to be substantially more affected
by differences in variability than in group means.
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E. Spatial, Mathematical, and Mechanical Ability

Males outperform females on some spatial tasks, especially mental
rotation, spatial perception, spatial visualization, and targeting.44 A meta-
analysis of mental-rotation studies found an average effect size of .66 for
adults, and the effect size in many studies exceeds 1.0.45 Spatial rotation is
correlated with a variety of other abilities, such as mechanical ability, map
reading, way-finding, mathematical reasoning, and success as a pilot.46

Females, on the other hand, outperform males on the spatial task of “object
location,” that is, remembering where an object is located and identifying
which objects in an array have been moved from their prior location.47

The sexes also differ in mathematical performance. Males excel on tests
of mathematical reasoning, especially those involving abstract thinking, and
females outperform males, although by smaller margins, on tests of
computation.48 The sex difference is relatively small in nationally
representative samples, with effect sizes concentrating between .10 and .25.49

Because males are more variable in performance, however, they outnumber
females by almost two-to-one in the top 10 percent of math ability (and the
ratio becomes even greater at more rarified heights).50 Consequently, effect
sizes tend to be larger in more select samples. For example, on the
mathematics portion of the SAT, the effect size is about 0.3.51

The sexes exhibit substantial differences in mechanical ability, as well.
On the Differential Aptitude Test, male twelfth-graders outperform females
on mechanical comprehension, with an effect size of around .9.52 Similar
results (d=.95) have been obtained on the Air Force Officer Qualification
Test (AFOQT), which is used in the selection of candidates to be Air Force
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officers.53 In the top 10 percent of mechanical reasoning ability, males
outnumber females by approximately eight to one.54

F. Verbal Ability

Females outperform males on a number of verbal tasks, including
spelling, grammar, verbal fluency, and verbal memory. In fact, the female
advantage in verbal abilities exceeds the male advantage in mathematical
ability in broadly representative samples.55 In more select samples, however,
the female advantage often declines or, in some cases, disappears. On the
Critical Reading portion of the SAT, males regularly outperform females,
although the effect size is very small (ranging from d..02 to d.0.08 in recent
years), and on the new Writing portion, females outperform males by a small
amount (d..10-.12).56

G. Occupational Interests

Important sex differences are also found in traits more immediately
related to the workplace, specifically in occupational interest, as revealed by
such instruments as the Strong Interest Inventory. Reliable sex differences
are exhibited on at least five of the six Holland General Occupational
Themes measured by the Strong, which are aspects of “vocational
personality.”57 Males score substantially higher on the Realistic
(building/working outdoors and with things), Investigative (abstract
problems/science/math), and Enterprising (persuasion/selling/business)
themes. Females, in contrast, score higher on Artistic (art/drama/language)
and Social (helping/teaching). The sixth theme, Conventional
(organizing/clerical/processing data), shows little difference. One large study
found effect sizes (absolute values) on the General Occupational Themes
ranging from a very large 1.28 to a trivial .06:  Realistic (1.28), Investigative
(.56), Artistic (-.29), Social (-.29), Enterprising (.19), and Conventional
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(.06).58

Underlying the Holland Occupational Themes are two dimensions:
“People-Things” and “Ideas-Data.”59 Although sex differences on the “Ideas-
Data” dimension are not consistently found, large differences are found on
the “People-Things” dimension, with women tending to cluster toward the
“People” end and men toward the “Things” end,60 mirroring the more people-
oriented tendency of females previously described.  A recent meta-analysis
of studies spanning four decades concluded that “[t]hese sex differences are
remarkably consistent across age and over time.”61 

II.  ORIGINS OF SEX DIFFERENCES

The existence of the above-described differences, while not without
controversy, kindles less debate than their potential causes. Again, the
dispute is not about whether social factors play a role; everyone agrees that
they do. Instead, the debate centers on whether biology plays anything more
than a trivial role. Put another way, it is between those who think the human
mind is  inherently sexually monomorphic, so that in the absence of different
social inputs, the minds of males and females would operate identically,
thereby leading them to make the same choices, and those who think the
mind is naturally dimorphic. To those who believe the human mind is
sexually dimorphic, the ultimate cause is generally thought to be the selective
advantage that the sexually disparate traits conferred on members of the two
sexes, while the proximate cause is, to a large extent, a story of sex
hormones.

A full account of the ultimate evolutionary explanation for temperamental
and cognitive sex differences is beyond the scope of this paper.62 In short,
however, the explanation rests on different selective pressures that have acted
upon the two sexes. Human males, like most other mammalian males,
compete among themselves for access to mates. Therefore, males tend to be
physically stronger, more dominance-oriented, more competitive, and more
risk oriented than females, and those who succeed in the competition for



Page 11 Draft of September 28, 2012
(Please do not cite or quote without permission)

63 BUSS, 2011, supra note 8.
64 GEARY, 2010, supra, at 289-290.
65 Irwin Silverman et al., Evolved Mechanisms Underlying Wayfinding: Further Studies on the

Hunter-Gatherer Theory of Spatial Sex Differences, 21 EVOL. & HUM. BEHAV. 201 (2000).
66 LINDA MEALEY, SEX DIFFERENCES: DEVELOPMENTAL AND EVOLUTIONARY STRATEGIES 14

(2000).

mates leave more of their genes behind than those who are less successful.63

Moreover, men have likely garnered fitness advantages through skills
valuable in hunting and warfare, including the dynamic spatial perception
demanded by projectile weapons64 and spatial skills that allow a hunter to
navigate directly home from a hunt rather than retracing what may have been
a lengthy and circuitous route in search of prey.65

Whether or not the evolutionary account sketched out above is the
ultimate cause of sex differences, there is powerful evidence that the
differences do in fact have biological causes. Evidence supporting a link
between many sex differences in both morphology and behavior and the
actions of sex hormones is by now extremely strong, suggesting that identical
environments for the two sexes (that is, eliminating “sexist socialization” and
discrimination) will not result in identical behavior.  

A.  Hormones: A Proximate Cause of Many Sex Differences

One advantage that evolutionary psychologists who study sex differences
have over those who study other phenomena is that not only is an adaptive
account plausible (and consistent with abundant evidence from other
species), much is also known about the proximate mechanisms by which
these differences develop. Although the story is complex, and social factors
can be important, a major portion of that story comes from sex hormones.

Sexual differentiation of the brain is caused by the same sex hormones
that cause sexual differentiation of the body: male sex hormones, or
androgens, primarily testosterone; and female sex hormones, primarily the
estrogen estradiol. The female form, being the “default” form,66 will develop
in the absence of androgens. In fetuses, the primary source of androgens is
the testes of males, although smaller amounts are produced by the adrenal
glands of both sexes.

Sex hormones can affect the brain in two different ways. During a
critical period of fetal brain development, androgens exert an “organizing”
effect, causing the brain to become masculinized. Later in life, especially at
and after puberty, circulating hormones influence behavior more directly, the
“activational” effect.
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1. Organizing Effects 

Some of the earliest evidence for organizing effects of androgens came
from girls with congenital adrenal hyperplasia (CAH), a condition in which
the adrenal gland produces excessive levels of androgens during fetal brain
development. Girls with CAH have a more “masculine” behavioral pattern
than normal girls, tending to be tomboys who are more likely to play with
boys and with male-typical toys and who are less interested in infants and
marriage than unaffected girls.67 They perform better than unaffected girls on
targeting tasks,68 and they have higher levels of spatial ability.69 CAH girls
also have more male-like occupational preferences.70

Data supporting a hormonal explanation also come from differences in
hormonal levels in normal populations. For example, maternal testosterone
levels during pregnancy are associated with a daughter’s male-typical
behavior in both childhood 71 and adulthood.72 Spatial ability in seven-year-
old girls is correlated positively with prenatal testosterone levels in second
trimester amniotic fluid,73 as is sex-differentiated play in six- to ten-year
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2. Activational Effects
 

Circulating hormones have more immediately observable effects than the
organizational effects described above. A number of researchers have
reported an association between circulating testosterone and dominance
behaviors, although the direction of causation is not always clear.75 A much
larger body of data supports a relationship between hormones and cognitive
performance. For example, the optimal level of testosterone for high spatial
ability appears to be in the low-normal male range, so that among men, those
in the low-normal range have the highest ability, while among women, those
with the highest testosterone levels tend to have the highest performance
(because their levels are closest to the low-normal male range).76 Low-
testosterone women, for example, take longer to navigate the Virtual Water
Maze, a test of spatial performance, than do high-testosterone women.77

Changes in an individual’s hormone levels are associated with changes
in cognitive performance. For example, female performance on cognitive
tasks varies depending upon the phase of the menstrual cycle, with spatial
performance being highest in those phases when estrogen levels are low (and
therefore the testosterone/estrogen ratio is at its highest), and verbal
performance being the highest in the high-estrogen portions of the cycle.78

Treatment with exogenous hormones also produces effects consistent with
the hormonal explanation. Spatial performance in female-to-male
transsexuals increases after treatment with male hormones,79 and verbal
memory performance in male-to-female transsexuals increases after
treatment with female hormones. Cross-sex hormone treatments are also
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associated with an increase in aggression-proneness and sexual arousability
in females and a decrease in males.80 Even a single administration of
testosterone to women can enhance mental-rotation performance,81 while
administration of testosterone to normal men results in a reduction in spatial
performance,82 consistent with the finding that men in the low-normal range
perform best.

Although testosterone gets the lion’s share of attention, estrogen also has
substantial effects. In elderly men suffering from dementia, for example,
aggression levels are negatively correlated with estrogen levels (and
positively correlated with testosterone levels),83 and estrogen therapy has
been effective in decreasing their physical aggression.84 Moreover, women’s
risk-taking activities vary over the course of the menstrual cycle, with risk-
taking decreasing during the ovulatory phase of the cycle, when the woman
is fertile and has particularly high levels of estrogen.85 Estrogen also seems
to have a depressing effect on spatial ability,86 which may at least partially
explain both the increased sex difference in spatial ability observed after
puberty and the tendency of extremely feminine women to have relatively
low spatial ability.87

B. Biology or Society?

Appreciation of man’s place in nature makes the purely social view of
sex differences very difficult to accept, as it requires something akin to
“special creation” for humans to have slipped the bonds of connection to the
animal kingdom. Indeed, studies on nonhuman animals paint a picture
consistent with the human data. Female mammals in a variety of species are
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masculinized by exposure to testosterone in utero, and males who are
castrated, either chemically or surgically, prior to the critical period for
psychosexual differentiation develop stereotypic female behaviors.88 Female
monkeys show cognitive changes across the menstrual cycle similar to those
found in women,89 and young monkeys exhibit the same sex-typed toy
preferences that young children do.90

There are additional reasons to be suspicious of a purely sociological
account. Many sex differences appear early in life, some as early as infancy,
before a child has had an opportunity to absorb any social expectations of
sex-appropriate behavior.91 Moreover, across the globe, consistent sex
differences are found,92 and around the world, people hold the same
stereotypes of men and women.93 

III.  EFFECT OF SEX DIFFERENCES ON OCCUPATIONAL OUTCOMES

It should not be surprising that all of the above-described sex differences
can produce sex differences in occupational outcomes. According to the
“Theory of Work Adjustment,”94 two dimensions of correspondence between
the individual and the job are required for a successful match,
satisfactoriness and satisfaction. The former involves correspondence of the
individual’s abilities and the demands of the occupation, while the latter
entails correspondence of the occupational rewards (e.g., compensation,
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working conditions, type of work) and the individual’s values and interests.
The “theory” thus reflects the common-sense proposition that people
gravitate toward, and do best at, jobs for which they have the skills and
ability and that provide them the kinds of satisfactions they desire from a job.

A. The “Glass Ceiling”

It cannot be doubted that women are “under-represented” at the highest
level of occupations if proportional representation is the standard,95 and no
one could plausibly deny that sex discrimination against women exists,
although in today’s workplace, there is also no denying that there is much
discrimination in favor of women as organizations seek more “diverse”
workforces. Yet, even in the absence of nefarious causes, there is no reason
to assume there would be sexual parity among CEOs. Indeed, because of the
previously described sex differences, such an assumption would be highly
implausible.

The traits of high-level corporate executives are not randomly distributed
with respect to sex, as successful executives of both sexes tend to possess a
constellation of traits more characteristic of males than fem\ales. They tend
to be competitive, assertive, ambitious, strongly career-oriented risk-takers.96

Because achievement opportunities are often coupled with uncertainty and
the potential for loss, they may appear threatening to the risk-averse.97 Risk
preferences are well known to influence occupational choices,98 so it should
not be surprising that sex differences in risk aversion would have workplace
implications.

Achievement of the highest corporate positions requires more than just
the right personality. It frequently requires decades of devotion to one’s
career, long hours, frequent travel, and a willingness to subordinate other
things in one’s life–often including families. Women are less willing than
men to make these investments, both because of family issues and because
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the “payoff”–being “top dog”–is not valued by women as much as it is by
men.99 Women are also less willing to uproot themselves from networks of
friends and relatives to move off to a new city, a career move that is a
prerequisite to advancement in many organizations.100

Marriage and children have different impacts on men and women. When
women marry, and especially after they have children, they tend to reduce
their work involvement, whereas men tend to increase theirs.101 Many women
remain out of the work force for an extended time after childbirth,102 and if
they do return to work, many cut back on their work commitment to spend
more time with their children. To an observer with an evolutionary
perspective, it is unsurprising to find that mammalian mothers find it
emotionally difficult to separate from their young, but it is also unsurprising
that a reduction in work commitment and experience is associated with
diminished workplace rewards.

B. The “Gender Gap” in Compensation

Many of the same factors that cause women to be under-represented in
the executive suite also affect their compensation. In 2010, the female-to-
male annual earnings ratio was .77,103 and the weekly earnings ratio was
.81.104 Most of the pay gap occurs across occupations rather than within
them,105 suggesting that garden-variety pay discrimination–paying women
less for performing the same jobs–cannot account for much of the gap.

A great many factors, often having only relatively modest effect by
themselves, account for most of the gender gap. Many of these are relatively
straightforward, and, like contributors to the glass ceiling, appear to reflect
psychological sex differences (or physical differences, in the case of some
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blue-collar occupations). In general, men tend to invest more of themselves
in the workplace in order to attain both status and resources; women tend to
invest more of themselves in their families and less in the workplace. Much
of the wage gap, like the glass ceiling, is thus related either directly or
indirectly to marriage and families.106 Single women without children often
earn about the same (or more) than single men, while married mothers earn
substantially less than married men (or single women).107

Men earn more in part because they tend to work more hours,108 and they
tend to occupy riskier jobs.109 Indeed, the most dangerous occupations are
overwhelmingly dominated by males: fisherman, logger, airplane pilot, iron
and steel worker, roofer, and so forth.110 Each year, approximately 92 percent
of workplace deaths are men. Not surprisingly, all else being equal, the
compensation of risky jobs is greater than that of non-risky jobs.111

Moreover, men have a substantially higher preference for “tournament”
situations in which there are winners and losers,112 such as the “partnership
tournament” prevalent in large law firms, under which many associates
compete for a limited number of partnerships.113 Also, men are more likely
to be employed under wage schemes having a greater component of pay that
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is contingent on performance, such as sales commissions and performance
bonuses, meaning that they bear more of the risk of short-run variations in
performance.114 A study of over 500 MBA students found that high levels of
circulating testosterone among women were associated with low risk
aversion and with a higher probability of selecting a risky career in
finance.115

Men are also more likely than women to enter quantitatively demanding
fields, and there is a substantial correlation between the quantitative demands
of a field and its mean starting salary for college graduates.116 A recent study
found that approximately 95 percent of the sex difference in starting salaries
of new college graduates is accounted for by college major.117 Within fields,
starting salaries for males and females tend to be very close.118 It should be
emphasized that the foregoing does not rest solely on men’s higher ability.
Instead, highly able men tend to pursue employment in fields that actually
require high ability, while highly able women tend to distribute themselves
more widely among fields,119 a finding that is consistent with the view that
men are motivated by status concerns than women in selecting occupations.

The “gender gap” in compensation is largely an illusion. It mostly
disappears when variables that legitimately affect compensation–many of
which are related to the sex differences previously described. As will be seen
below, many of these same factors influence the occupations that individuals
choose.

C. Occupational Segregation: Women in “Persistently Male” Occupations

Despite changing social mores reflecting widespread agreement that
individuals should be free to pursue the occupations of their choice, a
substantial amount of occupational segregation persists. Over 90 percent of
receptionists, registered nurses, and pre-school and kindergarten teachers are
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female, for example, and over 90 percent of electrical and mechanical
engineers, firefighters, mechanics, and pest exterminators are male.120 Some
scientific fields, such as mathematics, physics, and engineering, continue to
be disproportionately male. In many respects, however, women have made
breathtaking advances in the past several decades. Professions such as law
and medicine are reaching parity among new entrants,121 and over 60% of
new pharmacists and over three-quarters of new veterinarians are women.122

This pattern–“progress” in some occupations but not in others–is what must
be explained by any comprehensive account of occupational segregation.

Concern about under-representation of women has focused primarily on
scientific, technical, and blue-collar occupations. The occupations of concern
are often referred to as “traditionally male” or “nontraditional,” although
these labels are misleading. Virtually all occupations not specifically
reserved for women were “traditionally” filled mostly by men, so history
alone cannot be the distinguishing factor. What does distinguish them is the
current representation of women. The U.S. Department of Labor, for
example, considers an occupation nontraditional if women comprise 25
percent or less of total employment.123 Thus, it would be more precise to label
these fields “persistently male.” The central question is what it is about these
occupations that has caused them to remain predominantly male at a time
when so many other occupations–even prestigious ones–have become fully
integrated or even predominantly female.

1. Women in Science and Technology

Although the scarcity of women in some scientific fields has been
attributed to a hostility so great that  it is “shocking . . . that there are any



Page 21 Draft of September 28, 2012
(Please do not cite or quote without permission)

124  Marguerite Holloway, A Lab of Her Own, 269 SCI. AM. 94, 95 (1993)  (quoting philosopher
Sandra Harding, and also describing science as a “well fortified bastion of sexism”).

125 Thomas D. Snyder & Sally A. Dillow, Digest of Education Statistics 2011 (2012), National
C e n t e r  f o r  E d u c a t i o n  S t a t i s t i c s ,  p .  4 3 3 ,  T a b l e  2 9 2 ,  a v a i l a b l e  a t
http://nces.ed.gov/pubs2012/2012001.pdf (last accessed 9/23/2012).

126 National Science Foundation, Science and Engineering Doctorate Awards: 2006 (2009),
available at http://nsf.gov/statistics/nsf09311/pdf/nsf09311.pdf (last visited 9/23/2012).

127 David Lubinski et al., Gender Differences in Engineering and the Physical Sciences among
the Gifted: An Inorganic-Organic Distinction, in INTERNATIONAL HANDBOOK OF GIFTEDNESS AND

TALENT 627 (Kurt A. Heller et al., eds, 2d ed. 2000).

women in science at all,”124 the reality is quite different. Women’s
representation in scientific fields is not uniformly low, and at the doctoral
level there is wide variation in female representation. In 2010, women earned
23 percent of the doctorates in engineering, 53 percent in biological sciences,
and 73 percent in psychology.125 In fact, there is substantial differentiation by
sex even within fields. For example, women were scarce among Ph.D.
recipients in mining/mineral, metallurgical, and mechanical engineering (0,
8, and 12 percent, respectively), but more heavily represented in
bioengineering, environmental health, and textiles science and engineering
(39, 46, and 56 percent, respectively). In biology, women earned 44 percent
of the Ph.D.s awarded in biochemistry but 81 percent of those in nutritional
sciences. In psychology, women earned 43 percent of the degrees in
physiological psychology and psychobiology but 78 percent of those in
developmental and child psychology and 84 percent in school psychology.
In the social sciences, women were “under-represented” in political science
(41 percent) but “over-represented” in anthropology and sociology (59
percent and 62 percent, respectively).126 In the humanities, women earned
only 28 percent of philosophy Ph.D.s but 80 percent of the Ph.D.s in French
language and literature.

It would be an odd hostility toward women that would produce this
variegated pattern of female representation, with each subfield being
differentially hostile to women. A more plausible explanation – an
explanation that does not rest on the view that women are puppets dancing
on the strings of puppeteers – is differential interest and ability. That is, sex
differences in occupational choice reflect average differences in temperament
and tastes. The disciplines and sub-disciplines in which there are relatively
few women tend to be those having the lowest social dimension–engineering,
physics, mathematics–while those attracting relatively large numbers of
women–such as anthropology, sociology, biology, developmental and child
psychology, environmental health, and bioengineering–have a higher social
dimension. David Lubinski and his colleagues have characterized this
distinction as being between the “organic” and the “inorganic.”127 The fields
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avoided by women tend also to be among the most mathematically
demanding. Given the relative positions of males and females on the “people-
things” dimension and the disproportion of men at the very highest levels of
mathematical ability, it would be surprising to find sexual parity in each of
these widely differing fields.

Part of the sex difference in mathematics and science participation
undoubtedly reflects the increasing sexual disparity in mathematical talent
at the extreme high end of ability. Although the “gifted” are often discussed
as if they were a homogeneous group, they are highly diverse in ability. The
range of the top one percent of scores on a typical IQ test (.135-200+) is as
broad as that of the middle 96 percent of scores (.66-134); that is, it accounts
for a full one-third of the entire score distribution.128 The combination of a
higher male mean and greater variability causes males to especially
outnumber females in the top quarter of the top one percent of mathematical
ability, a group from which a major portion of scientists in quantitative fields
is derived.129 Although it has been argued that “there is little evidence that
those scoring at the very top of the range in standardized tests are likely to
have more successful careers in the  sciences,”130 in fact there is powerful
evidence that they are.131 For example, in a large sample of the
mathematically gifted, the differences in outcome between those in the top
quarter of one percent and those in the bottom quarter of one percent were
substantial. Those in the top quarter of one percent were over eighteen times
as likely to have obtained a STEM doctorate and over seven times as likely
to have received tenure at a Top 50 university as those in the bottom quarter.

Even among those with very high ability, the sexes differ in their
commitment to math and science both because of differences in interests and
in patterns of ability. People who score high on the Social theme tend not to
thrive in the cloistered environment of laboratory science, while those
entering math-intensive fields tend to have a “low need for people
contact.”132 High-math males tend to gravitate strongly to math and inorganic
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sciences, and high-math females tend to spread out among math and
inorganic sciences, medical and organic sciences, and humanities and arts,
because their interests are “more evenly divided among investigative, social,
and artistic pursuits.”133 Moreover, another reason that high-math women
often find themselves in disciplines other than math and science is that they
have more options than high-math men. High-math men tend to have a
relatively “tilted” pattern of abilities, with substantially higher mathematical
ability relative to verbal ability, while high-math women tend also to be high
in verbal ability, leading them into fields requiring high verbal ability.134

Moreover, differences in spatial ability make an independent contribution,
as high math and verbal ability but (relatively) low spatial ability predict a
career in the humanities and social sciences, whereas high math and high
spatial ability but (relatively) low verbal ability predict a career in a STEM
field.135

 
2. Women in Blue-Collar Occupations

Despite substantial integration of women in many white-collar
occupations, including the most prestigious ones, women’s low
representation in blue-collar occupations has been relatively stable.136 The
percentage of women remains very low in many such occupations, including
firefighter (4.8% female), construction laborer (3.1%), aircraft pilot and
flight engineer (2.6%), auto mechanic (1.6%), carpenter (1.5%), electrician
(1%), and mason (0.4%).137 The conventional explanation is that society and
employers have created expectations about what is “appropriate” work for
women, so that women tend not to seek these jobs and that when they do,
they face both discrimination and sexual harassment. These are not altogether
false explanations, but they are grossly incomplete.

Women’s low participation rate in most blue-collar jobs results in
substantial part from the sex differences previously described. Some of the
largest sex differences revealed by the Strong Interest Inventory are on the
“Realistic” General Occupational Theme, which measures interest in
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building, repairing, and working outdoors. Most blue-collar occupations are
heavily oriented toward the Realistic dimension; indeed, the three-letter
Holland code for virtually all blue-collar jobs begins with R.138 Many blue-
collar occupations also require a high degree of mechanical ability, a
dimension for which very large sex differences exist.

Physical strength continues to be demanded by many blue-collar
occupations, and women have only one-half to two-thirds the upper-body
strength of men.139 In many studies, the effect sizes are greater than 2.0,
which means that there is very little overlap between the strength
distributions of the two sexes, even less overlap than there is between the
sexes in height.140 Although many jobs have changed in ways that diminish
the importance of women’s relative lack of strength,141 others have not.
Occupations such as heavy-equipment mechanic, for example, require
substantial upper-body strength, not to mention a high degree of mechanical
ability. The combination of these two requirements should lead one to expect
few women in that job, and that is just what one sees, with only about one
percent of such positions filled by women.142

CONCLUSION

Despite major changes in the workplace, many favoring women, some
worry about residual areas where men seem to have an advantage. There is
seems to be a double standard behind the worry. When women are seen as
doing well, it seems sufficient simply to assert that women are more suited
to the modern workplace than men, and it is their natural talents that are
responsible for their advances.143 When men are seen as doing well, however,
it seems to be viewed as borderline blasphemy to suggest that they may be
more suited to certain jobs and their natural talents may be responsible;
instead, the blame must rest on subtle or even invisible barriers. To do
otherwise is to “blame the victim.”

Most people probably appreciate that different individuals have different
strengths and interests and that different strengths and interests may take
them in different directions in the workplace. Most people probably have
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distinct images of corporate executives, used-car salesmen, nurses,
physicists, musicians, special-forces soldiers, kindergarten teachers, and trial
lawyers. We would expect such people to be quite different from one another
and would doubt that a single person would be drawn to, or excel at, all of
these positions. Instead, we would expect people to be attracted to, and
successful in, jobs for which they have the skills and ability and that provide
them with the satisfactions that they desire from a job. Because many of
talents and tastes that have workplace ramifications are ones that also vary
by sex, it would be odd if there were to be parity between the sexes in all
jobs.

To be sure, no set of workplace outcomes is foreordained or permanent.
Changes in the workplace will continue, and these changes are likely to have
somewhat different impacts on the two sexes. As both Neils Bohr and Yogi
Berra are reputed to have observed, however, predictions are difficult,
especially about the future, so I’ll leave it to others to tell us what the
workplace of the 2030's will look like.


