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BUT I’M NOT SEXIST – RIGHT? 

 
In the past year, gender inequality has made 
headlines.  As major technology companies release 
internal diversity statistics, we’ve learned that 
women typically occupy fewer than 20% of 
technical roles. Those numbers plummet moving 
up the managerial ladder.  Just 4.1% of Fortune 500 
CEOs are women, and only four countries – 
Finland, Norway, Sweden and the United 
Kingdom – average more than 20% female 
representation on corporate boards. According to 
the Institute for Women’s Policy Research, at 
current rates, US women will not achieve pay 
equity until the year 2058.   
 
Despite these dismal numbers, many people 
remain outright disinterested in the issue. They 
support equal opportunity, but don’t see a personal 
role in helping to solve the problem.  
In the industrialized world, women have equal 
educational opportunities and plenty have broken 
through the fabled glass ceiling. With legal 
protections to prevent discrimination, business is 
seen as a meritocracy in which the most talented, 
educated and hardworking person gets the 
promotion. Perhaps women, the argument goes, 
just aren’t as interested in technology careers or 
making life choices that ultimately result in 
promotion to top leadership.   
 
At the center of this view is a critically flawed 
assumption: people act on rational, conscious and 
values-driven criteria. By contrast, modern 
neuroscience shows that most decisions are 
influenced by crude shortcuts that exist outside our 
conscious awareness. As we move through our day, 
our brains are constantly scanning the 
environment for repeating patterns. The 

information we are exposed to in the external 
world becomes our internal template for ‘normal’. 
These templates, which show up as biases, can have 
far-reaching consequences, affecting which career 
we choose, who we hire and promote, and our 
sense of self-worth and confidence.   
 
The most damaging source of inequality involves 
no conscious intent to hinder female success. All of 
us, male and female, are unconsciously gender 
biased. And these biases lead well-meaning men 
and women to act in ways that preserve the status 
quo without knowing they are doing so.   
 
How do we acquire these biases? We are immersed 
in a society that equates masculine characteristics 
with leadership and that represents women in 
supporting roles or not at all. In 2014, only 12% of 
lead roles in movies were female. The Geena Davis 
Institute analyzed the 21 G-rated films produced 
between 2006 and 2009, finding that men were 
four times more likely to be portrayed as working 
professionals.  Significantly, no women were 
shown in law, medicine, politics or executive 
leadership. To contrast this with reality, women in 
the US represent 40% of primary wage earners and 
earn nearly 60% of college degrees. 
 
Next time you attend a conference, pay attention to 
who’s on stage. It’s common for to women 
comprise 25% or fewer of speakers. The gender 
ratio at the registration desk likely tells a different 
story. In stock photography, men are 
disproportionately represented in the active role.  
Note-takers are usually female.  The easiest way to 
see the phenomenon is to Google a profession – 
politician, computer scientist, executive, nurse, 
caregiver, assistant – and add the word “image” to 
the search. The results are illuminating. 
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How does what we see affect our brains? Over 16 
million people have taken a measure of 
unconscious bias called the Implicit Association 
Test. In the case of gender, the test asks 
participants to perform tasks involving rapid 
association of select words with the image of either 
a man or a woman.   Both male and female subjects 
have an easier time associating male images with 
words like “executive” and “president,” while 
female images are easier to pair with “assistant” 
and “secretary.”  In other words, our unconscious 
templates say men are the leaders and women, the 
helpers.   
 
Extensive academic research demonstrates that 
these associations have a pronounced real life effect 
on our automatic calculations of competence and 
who belongs where. A New York University study 
found that mothers underestimate the crawling 
ability of girl infants while overestimating that of 
boys.  A study conducted through the University of 
Tel-Aviv found that teachers graded identical math 
tests differently depending on the gender of the test 
taker, with girls receiving less credit for partial 
answers and work shown.    
 
Numerous academic studies have found gross 
disparities in the evaluation of identical resumes, 
depending on whether they bear a male or female 
name.  In professional settings, women are more 
likely to be interrupted and to have their ideas 
attributed to someone else.  
 
Sadly, this competence bias affects women’s 
assessment of their own capabilities. Women tend 
to attribute their success to luck, while men credit 
their expertise and hard work.  When you don’t 
believe in your own competence, you’re unlikely to 
“lean in” when the opportunity for promotion 
arises. 
 
Even very small amounts of bias result in dramatic 
differences in the number of women reaching the 
top. Until bias is made visible, it trumps conscious 

values. What might at first glance appear to be an 
even playing field is anything but that. So what can 
we do?   
 
Build your awareness  

! Make it a regular practice to count how 
many women are represented and in what 
capacity  

! Make it a topic of conversation 
! When looking at a photo, ad or story, 

imagine how your interpretation and 
experience would be altered if the genders 
were reversed 

! Look for patterns of bias and devise 
reminders to bring them to awareness 

 
Use your positional and consumer power  

! Contact advertisers about gender 
representation, both with criticism and 
praise. Support progressive companies 

! Give feedback to conference organizers 
about speaker and participant ratios   

! Check your company website and 
marketing copy for balance 

 
Examine your company culture 

! Are team-building events slanted toward 
predominantly masculine interests? 

! Are job announcements written to favor 
masculine wording? 

! Are the criteria used for hiring and 
promotion explicit and monitored? 

! Are collaborative, inclusive and facilitative 
behaviors rewarded and encouraged? 

 
These are only a few possibilities. Ending gender 
inequity is a challenge that involves us all.  We may 
not be to blame for the problem, but we are all 
responsible for the solution. 
 


