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For most of us, thinking about gender and management immediately brings to
mind what are commonly thought of as “women’s issues”: sexual harassment, sex
discrimination, work–family policies and, of course, the glass ceiling. In other
words, thinking about gender usually gets us thinking about how doing business as
usual creates problems for women. What kinds of problems, why, and what might
be done to address them, has been the subject of much debate among scholars and
practitioners alike. In this book, we use these debates as a way to explore conven-
tional scholarly wisdom on the role of gender at work and for explicating an alter-
native point of view – one that a number of us at the Center for Gender in
Organizations have been developing in collaboration with others for the past 10
years.1 From this point of view, we move away from the notion of gender as pri-
marily a women’s issue and instead see gender as a central organizing feature of
social life, with implications for women, men, and how we get work done.

In particular, we find it useful to conceptualize gender as having two interrelated
parts (Ely, 1999). There is an individual component, called gender identity, which
is the sense one makes of the fact that one is male or female – the story that a
woman, for example, tells herself about what it means to be female, how being
female shapes who she is and what happens to her. And there is a structural com-
ponent, called gender relations, which is the way the social world is built, in part,
by making distinctions between men and women, thus shaping differentially the
material conditions of our lives – for example, the power and status women as a
group have relative to men as a group, or the roles in a society that men and women
play. Gender identity has no inherent content outside of gender relations: gender
relations are the structural arrangements that give meaning to the categories male
and female and shape people’s experiences as members of those groups. They are
influenced in part by all other social relations, including race, ethnicity, class,
nationality, religion, and sexual identity. Although the nature of gender relations
is culture-specific and has changed over time, it appears from what we know cur-
rently that they have been more or less relations of power: “gender relations have
been (more) defined and (imperfectly) controlled by one of their interrelated
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aspects – the man” (Flax, 1990: 45). Thus power is a core element of gender as we
know it. This more expansive view of gender positions organizations as central to
shaping the meaning of gender, enabling us to reflect more critically on current
organizational life and how it could be different.

This book is a collective effort. Different faculty at, or affiliated with, the Center
have taken responsibility for moving this perspective on gender forward as it relates
to their specific areas of expertise – leadership, negotiation, organizational change,
diversity, human resources management, and globalization – all traditional topics
in organizational behavior. In this way, we hope to broaden not only our under-
standing of gender, but also our understanding of these topics. We have selected
readings that, to varying degrees, illustrate the range of approaches previous schol-
ars have taken to understanding how gender relates to the topic at hand. Each of
us then moves the discussion of her topic onto new terrain in some way related to
the more expansive view of gender we have been developing. In Part I, we present
several foundational readings on which we draw in our subsequent treatment of
these topics.2

THE FOUR FRAMES

We capture the conventional scholarly wisdom about gender in three traditional
approaches to gender in the workplace. We conceptualize each approach as a
“frame” for understanding what gender is and why inequities exist between men
and women at work. These three frames are rooted in the common tendency to
think of gender as an individual characteristic, and gender issues as stemming pri-
marily from differences between men and women, either in the traits and skills they
possess or in the ways they are treated. Each frame implies a vision of gender equity
and an approach for achieving that vision. While interventions derived from these
approaches, such as training and executive development, affirmative action, and
work–family policies, have achieved significant equity gains for women, their impact
has been limited. We argue that this is due in large part to their limited concep-
tions of gender. To augment these efforts, we depart from these more traditional
approaches and introduce a fourth frame for understanding and addressing the
problem.

Understanding the four frames and how they differ from one another is critical
to understanding many of the topics we cover in succeeding parts of this book. The
first article in Part I, “Making change: A framework for promoting gender equity
in organizations,” authored by faculty from the Center for Gender in Organiza-
tions, summarizes the frames, their contributions, and their limitations.3 (The four
frames are also summarized in Table O1.1.) Three readings follow, each a classic
treatment of gender in the workplace, representing the first three frames, respec-
tively. According to the first frame, women have lagged behind men in their
achievements because they lack the kinds of socialization experiences one needs in
order to develop the traits and skills requisite for success. The route to sex equity,
therefore, is to eradicate sex differences through education, exposure, and 
training. This perspective is represented in an excerpt from Margaret Hennig 
and Anne Jardim’s now classic The Managerial Woman. Although the research on
which this book is based is clearly dated, and many may balk at the stereotyped
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characterizations of men and women, its perspective still pervades much of the
common parlance on gender in organizational life today.

The second frame is nearly the opposite of the first. Its proponents argue that
socialized differences between men and women should not be eliminated, but cel-
ebrated. In this frame, it is precisely “women’s difference” from men, in particular,
their “relationship orientation,” that organizations need. Recognizing sex differ-
ences and the unique value women bring to the table is central to this frame’s
approach to achieving gender equity. We include an excerpt from Sally Helgesen’s
The Female Advantage to represent this point of view.

The third frame focuses on structural barriers to women’s recruitment and
advancement. From this perspective, gender is still framed as differences between
men and women, but they result from differential structures of opportunity and
power that block women’s access and advancement, rather than from socialization
processes. This frame advocates policies designed to create equal opportunities for
men and women. Excerpts from Rosabeth Moss Kanter’s classic book, Men and
Women of the Corporation, represent this perspective.

The fourth frame offers a conceptual leap from thinking about gender as an
individual characteristic to thinking about it as a systemic factor, influencing not
only men and women, but also the very knowledge that underlies our beliefs about
what makes for good workers, good work, and successful organizations (chapter 17,
this volume). For example, when we think of management – an ostensibly gender-
neutral activity – whose image comes to mind? Research suggests that, for most of
us, it is still the image of a man – and more than likely, a white, middle- or upper-
middle-class, heterosexual-appearing man. Why does this image persist even at a
time when US census figures show that a full 46 percent of managers are women?
One reason is that “management” evokes power, and senior managers – those with
the real power – are still largely white men. But also at play is a far more subtle and
insidious fact of organizational life, a fact that we believe lies at the heart of many
of the divisions and disparities we see in the workplace today: the very model for
organizing that has evolved in the Western world was created by and for a certain
subset of men – white, middle-class professionals. Because these men were the 
architects of early industrialized efforts to systematize the workplace, the basic
organizing principles that govern workplace practice – indeed, many of the implicit
rules for success that influence individual and organizational action – are closely
aligned with idealized masculine interests, attributes, and life situations. We believe
that this history has far-reaching implications today, not only for women’s ability 
to progress but for many men’s as well (Rapoport, Rapoport, & Strelitz, 1977), 
and for our very sense of what organizations can be and can accomplish. We refer
to our concerns for both equity and organizational functioning as the “dual
agenda” (Fletcher, 1999; 2001), and devote much of this book to exploring these
implications.

Thus, Frame 4 follows on Frame 3, emphasizing power as a central dimension
of gender, but is grounded in a somewhat different set of theoretical and episte-
mological positions. From this perspective, gender is neither an individual charac-
teristic nor simply a basis for categorization and discrimination. Rather, it is a
complex set of social relations enacted across a range of social and institutional
practices that exist both within and outside of formal organizations. Excerpts from
the classic article by Joan Acker, “Hierarchies, jobs, bodies: A theory of gendered
organizations,” explore how these practices in organizations create idealized images
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of work, workers, and success, indirectly maintaining gender segregation and
gender inequity while at the same time appearing to be gender-neutral.

The next reading, excerpts from “Doing gender,” by Candace West and Don H.
Zimmerman, highlights the microprocesses by which the macrogendering of orga-
nizations is achieved. It starts from the basic premise that, to some degree, we enact
our identity in all of our interactions with others. Since gender is a major part of
identity, we end up “doing gender” whenever we “do” anything else, including
“doing business,” “doing competence,” or even “doing nice.” Introducing this
concept allows for a discussion of what it means to “do masculinity” or “do femi-
ninity” in the workplace and sets the stage for further discussions about how “doing
masculinity” and “doing work” are often conflated (Fletcher, 1999; 2001). This
article also introduces the notion, central to the fourth frame, that the body
matters: perceptions of behavior are not gender-neutral. In perceiving and inter-
preting our actions and interactions, others wittingly or unwittingly take our sex
into account. We all know this, of course. A man who raises his voice in a meeting
to make a point is perceived quite differently from a woman who does the same
thing. Nonetheless, this commonsense truism is often ignored in the management
literature and, as a result, much of the managerial advice women receive is less than
useful.

It is easy to see how gendered work practices and notions of ideal workers would
be a problem for women who are either unable or unwilling to conform to these
idealized images. More difficult to see is that relying on these images as workplace
ideals is also a problem for many men who do not fit the image either, whether in
personal attributes or life situations. In other words, the gendered nature of the
workplace – although an especially important issue for women – also affects men.
The reading by David Collinson and Jeff Hearn includes excerpts from two of their
articles, “Breaking the silence: On men, masculinities, and managements,” and
“Naming men as men: Implications for work, organization and management.”
Together the excerpts contribute to an explanation of how organizations are gen-
dered and help to broaden our view beyond the notion of gender as a “women’s
issue.”

COMPLICATING GENDER

So far, these readings have focused on gender as a central concept for under-
standing organizations. But gender does not exist in isolation from other dimen-
sions of difference, such as race, ethnicity, class, sexual identity, religion, age, and
nationality. We all inhabit, enact, and respond to many different social identities
simultaneously. Similarly, organizations are not only gendered, they reflect and
reinforce divisions along other axes of difference as well. These divisions operate
simultaneously to create interlocking systems of power; gender is only one relevant
strand among many (Collins, 1995). Thinking at the individual level, most schol-
ars and practitioners interested in gender today would agree that a focus on gender
alone inappropriately masks important diversity in men’s and women’s experiences
at work. We know, for example, that white women and women of color experience
different forms of sex discrimination (Bell & Nkomo, 2001; Hurtado, 1996); that
social class influences men’s displays of masculinity (Fine, Weis, Addelston, &
Marusza, 1997); and that the idealized images of masculinity we are often expected
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to emulate at work are modeled on idealized images of white, middle-class, het-
erosexual men (Ely & Meyerson, 2000; Rapoport, Bailyn, Fletcher, & Pruitt, 2002).
Thinking at the social and institutional level, researchers increasingly recognize
that a singular focus on gender occludes the role that other power relations play
(Collins, 1995). For these reasons, we find that gender is incomplete as a lens for
analyzing organizations: we cannot adequately understand – or challenge – gender
arrangements without considering the simultaneous effects of other social and
power relations as well.

Yet most research on gender in organizations ignores these effects. Race, class,
and other aspects of social identity, when considered, are rarely more than add-on
concerns. For example, in a survey of studies on gender and organizations pub-
lished in four major academic journals between 1986 and 1995, Ely (1999) noted
that only 17 percent included analyses of race or ethnicity. Without information to
the contrary, it is reasonable to assume that research participants are white. Nev-
ertheless, the results of these studies are commonly stated as if generalizable to all
men and women. This practice supports the myth of men and women as mono-
liths. Moreover, when we describe a voice for women and “do not specify which
women, under which specific historical circumstances, have spoken with the voice
in question” (Fraser & Nicholson, 1990: 32), we invite the same charge of false gen-
eralization leveled at theories constructed by and about men. And, when we fail 
to specify the racial identity of white women, we obfuscate their experiences as
members of the dominant racial group and position them as the norm against
which other women are measured (Bell & Nkomo, 2001; Ely, 1995). To the extent
that women of color deviate from this norm, they are often viewed as less effective
or unfeminine, or are simply invisible altogether (Hurtado, 1989). Parallel prob-
lems exist when we ignore or leave unstated other dominant identity categories that
likely influence people’s experiences in significant ways. The last reading in Part I
addresses this set of issues. In this excerpt from “Complicating gender: The simul-
taneity of race, gender, and class in organization change(ing),” Evangelina Holvino
demonstrates the limitations of the liberal feminist and functionalist paradigms that
dominate the literature on gender in organizations and argues instead for address-
ing race, gender, and class simultaneously.

NOTES

1 The original core group of collaborators included Lotte Bailyn, Gill Coleman, Robin Ely,
Joyce Fletcher, Deborah Kolb, Deborah Merrill-Sands, Debra Meyerson, and Rhona
Rapoport.

2 For a primer on gender and work, which summarizes much of the most up-to-date liter-
ature in the field, we recommend Padavic and Reskin (2002).

3 See Ely and Meyerson (2000) for a more extensive treatment of the four frames.
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Suppose your organization is committed to becoming more gender equitable. What
kind of change initiative should it undertake? Recent research in the social sciences
suggests that the answer to this question is far from simple. The problem is that
there are many different theories about the role gender plays in organizational life
and about the causes of gender inequity. Each theory has its own perspective on
the problem and its own view of the appropriate remedy. Some remedies focus on
eliminating overt discrimination in hiring and promotion practices, some focus on
reducing the wage gap between men and women, and some focus on training and
executive development. While many of these initiatives have achieved significant
equity gains for women, each has its limitations, each focuses on a different defin-
ition and symptom of the problem, and none, on its own, has been able to address
the issue comprehensively.

For organizations interested in addressing the issue of gender equity in a com-
prehensive and sustainable manner, we offer a comparative framework that illus-
trates why most approaches to gender equity are partial solutions and do not
achieve lasting gains. Drawing on existing frameworks1 that compare and contrast
theoretical perspectives on gender in the workplace, we propose four frames
through which to understand gender equity and organizational change. The first
three are descriptions of traditional approaches. The fourth frame is an integrated
perspective that acknowledges the complex role gender plays in organizational life.
It offers a new category of organizational intervention as well as a way of recasting
traditional equity initiatives.

FRAME 1: FIX THE WOMEN

The first, and probably most common approach to promoting gender equity rests
on a liberal and individualistic vision of society and organizations. It assumes that
individuals rise and fall on their own merits. Gender translates into biological sex,
i.e., men and women. In this view, men and women are assumed to have equal

CHAPTER

1
MAKING CHANGE: 
A FRAMEWORK FOR 
PROMOTING GENDER 
EQUITY IN ORGANIZATIONS

DEBORAH KOLB, JOYCE K. FLETCHER, DEBRA E. MEYERSON,
DEBORAH MERRILL-SANDS, AND ROBIN J. ELY

From CGO Insights, Briefing Note #1 (1998) Boston, MA: Center for
Gender in Organizations, Simmons School of Management



access to opportunities. Women’s lack of achievement in organizations relative 
to men’s is attributed to differences in experience. A basic assumption of this
approach is that women have not been socialized to the world of business and,
therefore, do not know the “rules of the game.” They lack the requisite training
and skills to compete in the workplace or assume positions of leadership.

The goal of this approach – and thus its vision of gender equity – is to minimize
these differences between women and men so that women can compete as equals.
Executive development programs for women represent the hallmark of this ap-
proach. Leadership programs, assertiveness training, and workshops on presenta-
tion skills and negotiation are important interventions.

Many women have learned valuable skills from these programs. They have
learned to succeed at the game as well as – or better than – many men. This has
helped certain women move into positions of leadership where they serve as role
models for others. However, as important as these programs are, on their own, they
contribute only marginally to promoting gender equity. They may help certain
women play the game, but they leave in place the structures and policies of the
game itself. These programs deal with the issue on an individual level, but do little
to change the systemic factors within organizations that create an uneven playing
field for women.

FRAME 2: CELEBRATE DIFFERENCES

The second frame shifts the focus from eliminating difference to valuing differ-
ence. This perspective conceptualizes gender as socialized differences between men
and women, embodied in different masculine and feminine styles or “ways of
being.” Masculine and feminine identities are seen to be shaped by different life
experiences and social roles. In this frame, however, the route to equity is not to
eliminate or deplore these differences, but to celebrate them. From this perspec-
tive, women are disadvantaged because work styles, skills, and attributes associated
with “the feminine” are not recognized or valued in the workplace.2

Framing the problem of gender inequity in this way points to corrective mea-
sures that focus on acknowledging differences and valuing them. This frame often
places gender equity within a broader diversity initiative, acknowledging gender as
one of many important differences among workers. Intervention strategies include
consciousness-raising and diversity training to promote tolerance and understand-
ing of difference. Other initiatives focus on demonstrating how tradionally 
feminine activities or styles, such as listening, collaborating, nurturing, and behind-
the-scenes peacemaking, are a beneficial addition to an organization’s skill set.
These insights can lead to important changes in cultural norms and practices –
such as changes in performance evaluation criteria – that recognize talents and
contributions that women often bring to the workplace.

There is no question that interventions to value gender differences have raised
awareness and created workplaces that are more tolerant and flexible. While this
is an important step in expanding opportunities for women, it too has its limita-
tions. By concentrating on differences, the approach can actually reinforce gender
stereotypes rather than break them down. Also, by focusing on recognition and
inclusion, there is the assumption that simply naming something as valuable will
make it so. It ignores the power of the masculine image that underlies most gen-
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erally accepted models of success, leadership, and managerial acumen. Women 
who enact a feminine style, even when its contributions are recognized and
applauded, find their efforts (and often themselves) rendered invisible or valued
only in the most marginal sense.3 For example, including interpersonal skills, team
building, or consensus-building management styles in a performance evaluation
may increase awareness that “people skills” are important in the workplace.
However, it does little to challenge the way assertiveness, competition, decisiveness,
and rugged individualism are assumed to be critical factors for getting organiza-
tional results. Thus, the biggest barrier to achieving gender equity in this frame is
that it does not challenge the differential and hierarchical valuing of difference
between the masculine and the feminine.

FRAME 3: CREATE EQUAL OPPORTUNITY

The third perspective on gender equity focuses on structural barriers. Gender in
this frame is still defined in terms of differences between women and men, but it
redirects attention from differences in their personal characteristics to the differ-
ential structures of opportunity that create an uneven playing field.4 This frame
points to the gender segregation of occupations and workplaces and the many ways
hiring, evaluation and promotion processes are biased against women and impede
their advancement – what many refer to as the “glass ceiling.” The goal of this
approach is to create equal opportunity by eliminating discriminatory structural
and procedural barriers.

Interventions in this frame tend to be legalistic and policy-based. They include,
for example, affirmative action initiatives, revised recruiting procedures, more
transparent promotion policies designed to ensure fairness, sexual harassment
guidelines, as well as the provision of work and family benefits such as child care,
flexible arrangements, or alternative career track options. This approach can 
be thought of as reducing organizational constraints on women’s ability to achieve
or providing accommodations for what are recognized as structural disadvantages.

There is no question that these structural and policy-based interventions have
contributed to improving women’s opportunities. They have made it possible to
recruit, retain, and promote greater numbers of women. As numbers of women
increase, options for women expand and the constraints and stresses of tokenism
decrease, creating an environment where women can compete on a more level
playing field.5

These structural and policy interventions are a critical part of any gender equity
initiative. Nonetheless, they too have proved insufficient in achieving lasting gains,
because they have little direct effect on the informal rules and practices that govern
workplace behavior. For example, applicant pools might be required to have a
certain number of women candidates, but the informal selection criteria may con-
tinue to rule out those who do not fit the accepted image of the position or whose
resumes have employment gaps during childbearing years. Or organizational
norms may not align with the new policies. Flexible work benefits might be on the
books, but using them may have negative career consequences or create backlash.6

In the absence of cultural change in the organization, structures and policies
cannot, on their own, create equitable organization.
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FRAME 4: REVISE WORK CULTURE

Gender equity in the fourth frame focuses on the underlying systemic factors in
organizations that lead to workplace inequity. Gender in this frame is not so much
a biologic concept as it is a social construct – an organizing principle that under-
lies organizational life. In other words, gender in this frame is not about women
or discrimination, but is about the organization itself.

This frame starts from the premise that organizations are inherently gendered.7

Having been created largely by and for men, organizational systems, work practices,
structures, and norms tend to reflect masculine experience, masculine values, 
and masculine life situations. As a result, everything we come to regard as normal
and commonplace at work tends to privilege traits that are socially and culturally
ascribed to men while devaluing or ignoring those ascribed to women. This in-
cludes, for example, cultural norms and assumptions in the workplace that value
specific types of products and work processes, define competence and excellence
of staff, and shape ideas about the best way to get work done. It also includes, for
example, systems of reward and recognition that promote specific kinds of behav-
ior as well as systems of communication and decision-making that bestow power
and influence on some staff while excluding others.

The gender equity problem in the fourth frame is grounded in deeply held, and
often unquestioned assumptions, that drive behavior and work practice in the orga-
nization. These assumptions appear neutral and inconsequential on the surface,
but often have a differential impact on men and women. For example, a gendered
assumption that undergirds much of organizational life is the informal rule that
time spent at work, regardless of productivity, is a measure of commitment, loyalty,
and organizational worth. The most valuable worker is one who is able, willing, and
eager to put work first. This norm inherently gives privilege to those workers who
do not have responsibilities in the private sphere of their lives that impede them
from accepting unbounded work responsibilities.

Furthermore, in a situation where attributes and life situations that are socially
ascribed to men and masculinity are perceived as normal and neutral, and those
socially ascribed to women and femininity are perceived as different or deviant, not
only do gender inequities arise, but the organization itself suffers from a narrow,
conscripted view of its options for how to do its work. Displays of masculinity often
get conflated with images of working, in a way that hurts many women, some men,
and the work.8 To take the example above, the image of an ideal worker as someone
who has no outside responsibilities to interfere with a commitment to work can
result in formal and informal work norms that make it difficult not only for women
to achieve, but also many men. What is rarely recognized, however, is that it may
also have significant negative consequences for organizational performance as well.
This kind of assumption can lead to ineffective, costly, or inefficient work practices,
such as a self-perpetuating crisis mode of operating, where working through the
night or holding emergency after-hours meetings becomes the norm rather than
the exception.

Gender equity interventions from the fourth frame perspective engage with basic
work practices and processes, and the norms that underlie them, in order to revise
them in ways that are less gendered and more effective for the organization. It is
important to underscore that interventions from the fourth frame are not formu-



laic or procedural. Rather they are based on an ongoing process of inquiry, experi-
mentation, and learning. This process is not a one-time fix. Instead, it is an itera-
tive process, much like peeling an onion, where each layer reveals yet another to
be explored and examined.

What are the limitations of this approach? We see two principal challenges. First,
it engages the organization in a long-term process of organizational change and
learning. While this can yield significant benefits both for gender equity and orga-
nizational performance, not all organizations are ready to make this level of com-
mitment at the beginning of their work on gender equity. Secondly, we have learned
that it can be difficult to keep the goal of gender equity in the forefront. It can be
easily overshadowed by the more familiar – and for some, the more compelling –
goal of improving organizational effectiveness. Careful and sustained attention has
to be given to ensuring that staff and managers recognize and understand the
gender equity implications of changes introduced.9

CONCLUSION

Experience has shown that promoting gender equity in organizations is a chal-
lenging task. We need to consider the unique contributions of each frame when
we make interventions. It is important to recognize, however, that the first three
frames can benefit from fourth frame thinking and result in more comprehensive,
integrative gender equity programs. For example, executive development programs
for women are still an important way to change the leadership demographics 
of organizations. Adding the fourth frame perspective to these initiatives can
strengthen their effect. Rather than addressing women as deficient, these efforts
would help women understand the larger, systemic effects of gender in organiza-
tions. “Fix the women” in this sense would mean supplementing training in man-
agement skills with training in the strategies to use when women find themselves
in gendered situations that inhibit their ability to be effective.

Adding a fourth frame perspective to the second frame would mean that, rather
than simply valuing difference, gender equity interventions would focus on how to
claim space for a different model of work practice. It would, for example, focus on
developing a language of competency to name alternative strategies for success and
would challenge some of the unwritten and unspoken images of ideal workers,
strong leaders, and exemplary managers. The interventions would not stop at iden-
tifying difference. Instead, they would challenge the way some aspects of work are
overvalued simply because of their association with masculinity, while others are
devalued because of their association with femininity and not because of the rela-
tive contribution they make to the final product.

It is important to continue structural and policy interventions characteristic of
the third frame. Increasing the hiring, retention, and promotion of women is criti-
cal to any gender equity initiative. But adding a fourth frame perspective would
mean focusing not just on policies, but on how these policies are used in practice.
For example, an intervention designed to improve the recruitment of women
would go beyond developing mechanisms to “cast the net widely” in distributing
job announcements. It would also review the job descriptions to see how they 
may preclude or prejudice consideration of women, and revise them to be more
inclusive.
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A pure fourth frame approach builds on interventions typical of the other three
frames, but it is broader and deeper and focuses on systemic changes in work
culture and practices that will benefit women, men, and the organization. We
believe that this level of change is essential for creating organizations that are both
effective and truly gender equitable.
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