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Seeing something that isn’t there: Gender bias in the evaluation of junior talent in science and technology
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The concept of a boundaryless career promises independence, mobility between organizations and professions and enhanced career opportunities for the agentic individual, who builds knowledge, skills, a boundaryless mindset and a network Arthur 1994(; DeFillippi and Arthur 1994)
. A precondition for such a boundaryless career aside “having what it takes”, skill-wise, is the availability of opportunities unbound by socio-demographic disadvantage. The concept neglects conditions women face when crossing professional boundaries into extremely male-dominated fields like science and technology: Academia, especially the technological and engineering sciences, is sex-typed masculine as a profession (Acker 1990, Gilbert 2007) and women remain pronouncedly underrepresented in numbers (European Commission, 2009). Gender stereotypes are known to be further heightened in highly male-dominated environments (Heilman et al. 1989, Schein 2001). Stereotypical ascription of qualities and skills may influence the assessment of candidate suitability as shown previously for women in management (Eagly et al 1995) and in engineering: Incongruity with established ideals of “the engineer” harms women’s chances to be considered for an engineering position (Shantz et al. 2011). Homophilous ties (Gilbert 2007) are expected to further work to the disadvantage of women and enhance misjudgments of talent and potential. This study contributes to existing research by examining the influence of decision-makers’ implicit gender bias and homophilous preferences on qualified women’s job opportunities when they attempt to cross over into technological and engineering science in direct comparison with male peers:


A personnel selection experiment at Vienna University of Technology strives to understand implicit personnel selection criteria applied to candidates of both genders by actual and future decision-makers at the institution. Based on Petersen and Kring’s (2009) recruitment experiment, six meaningfully varied CVs are presented to a total sample of 296 full professors, senior scientists and students for an advertised fictitious, prestigious junior scientist position. Resumes are to be evaluated on a scale for suitability first, then three out of six candidates are ranked for the invitation to a job interview. This rank has to be defended in writing. A control treatment randomly assigned has participants evaluate and rank “gender-blind”, but otherwise identical CVs. Results show women of excellent and good qualification are at a significant disadvantage in ranking compared with equally qualified male peers by the visibility of their gender alone. A homophily incentive introduced in a third treatment exercises additional significant influence to the detriment of women. Written defenses of selection decisions subject to content analysis reveal striking use of gender-stereotypical ascriptions of qualities and skills once gender is revealed. Women hence face pronouncedly disadvantageous outcomes both in the ranking for interviews and in the assessment of their qualities and skills compared with equally or worse qualified males. Decision-makers’ gender bias constitutes a boundary in the admission of qualified females to a career in science and technology.
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