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 	Today, women who work full time, year round are paid 
only 77 cents on average for every dollar paid to their 
male counterparts.i  That’s shortchanging women and 
their families more than 10,000 dollars per year.ii  This 
wage gap—which hasn’t changed in a decadeiii —occurs 
in part because of outdated stereotypes about women 
and their “proper” place in society and in the workforce. 
These stereotypes contribute to women receiving 	
lower pay for the same work, fewer promotions, fewer 	
opportunities for advancement at work, fewer workforce 
training opportunities for higher-paying jobs, and being 
concentrated in low-paying positions in traditionally 
female fields. 

Stereotypes That Women Face in The Workplace 

Stereotypes about race, gender, age, and other personal 
characteristics shape how people perceive, make 	
decisions about, and interact with other people.iv  Even 
when these biases are unconscious, they can lead to 	
discrimination by influencing how people process and 
recall information about others.v  

Women in the workforce face a range of outmoded 	
stereotypes and preconceptions that contribute to the 
wage gap. They are viewed as not needing raises or 	
promotions because they aren’t “breadwinners,” not 
tough enough for some jobs, too tough for other jobs, 
and less dedicated to the workplace—usually because 
of their caregiving responsibilities—than their male 	
counterparts.vi  

Stereotype #1: Women’s Aren’t Breadwinners

	The stereotype that men are breadwinners for their 	
families, while women work only to earn “extra” money, 
has harmful consequences for men and women.vii  This 
stereotype is out of step with today’s reality in which 

most women are either the primary supporter or a major 
contributor to their family’s income.viii  For example, in 
2008, four of about ten mothers were breadwinners, 
while only one in ten were in 1967.ix  Still, the stereotype 
that women’s income is unimportant to the family 	
underlies the view that men are entitled to higher pay 
and to managerial, career-track jobs to support their 
families, while women do not “need” managerial jobs or 
equal pay.x  
 
Wal-Mart v. Dukes,xi  in which women working at 		
Wal-Mart sued the retailer for failing to provide equal 
pay and promotions to women, illustrates this point. In 
that case, female employees testified that managers in 
Wal-Mart stores around the country explained pay 	
disparities between men and women by saying that, for 
example, men make more because they “are 		
working as the heads of their households, while women 
are just working for the sake of working” and to earn 
extra money.XII  

Stereotype #2: There’s Something Called “Men’s Work” 
and Women Can’t Do It 

Women are often viewed as incapable of doing work that 
traditionally has been done by men, such as jobs 	
involving physical labor and managerial skills.xiii  Research 
has shown that people tend to classify jobs as 		
appropriate for either men or women. In one study 	
participants asked to identify the components of 	
various occupation listed sex over sixty percent of the 
time, and often it was the first item mentioned.xiv  	
Because of the misconception that women can only 
do certain types of jobs, women are more likely to be 
relegated to jobs that have traditionally been done by 
women, and these jobs tend to be lower paid.xv  For 
example, in Wal-Mart, the plaintiffs showed that women 
made up more than 90 percent of the sales associates in 



11 Dupont Circle NW, Suite 800, Washington, DC 20036  |  202.588.5180   Fax 202.588.5185  |  www.nwlc.org

• S e x  S t e r e o t y p e s :  H o w  Th  e y  H u r t  W o m e n  i n  t h e  w o r k p l a c e  -  a n d  t h e  w a l l e t  •  F ACT    S H EET 

the infant-toddler, domestic goods, health and beauty 
aids, jewelry, hosiery, and ladies’ sportswear depart-
ments, but they made up less than 30 percent of       
employees in sporting goods, hardware, meat, 
maintenance, produce, or the security departments. 
When a woman asked to work in the hardware 
department, her manager responded by saying, “you’re 
a girl, why do you want to be in Hardware?” A male 
coworker told her that hardware was a “man’s job” that 
women shouldn’t do.xvi   

Stereotype #3: Women Are Supposed to Act Like Ladies 

Research and experience have shown that women can be 
penalized in the workplace for appearing insufficiently 
“feminine.” For example, in one recent study participants 
rated women wearing makeup as more likeable, 		
competent, and trustworthy than women without 	
makeup.xvii  Another study found that while men gain 
stature and clout by expressing anger at work, women 
doing so are seen as out of control, and are 		
penalized.xviii   The classic example of this stereotype 
comes from a seminal Supreme Court decision, Price 
Waterhouse v. Hopkins.xix  In Price Waterhouse a female 
associate at a national accounting firm was told that she 
would have had a better chance of making partner if she 
had learned to “walk more femininely, talk more 		
femininely, dress more femininely, wear make-up, have 
her hair styled, and wear jewelry.”xx  The Supreme Court 
stated that it did not “require expertise in psychology to 
know that, if an employee’s flawed ‘interpersonal skills’ 
can be corrected by a soft-hued suit or a new shade of 
lipstick, perhaps it is the employee’s sex and not her 
interpersonal skills that has drawn the criticism.”xxi 

Stereotypes about how women should act can also 
directly impact women’s ability to successfully negotiate 
their salaries. For example, a recent study by researchers 
at Carnegie Mellon found that women who attempted 
to negotiate their salaries were seen as overly aggressive 
unless they conformed to feminine stereotypes by 	
smiling and nodding when asking for higher pay.xxii   

Stereotype #4: Women Aren’t Committed to the Job 
Because They’re Busy Being Caregivers

Research demonstrates that employers may deny 	
opportunities to women, particularly pregnant women 
and mothers, based on the assumption that they are 
caregivers first and workers second. Women are often 
believed to be unwilling to travel, commute, or work 	
irregular or long hours because of perceived parenting 
or caregiving commitments, and are seen as incapable of 
holding management positions and taking 		
challenging assignments.xxiii  This discrimination “stems 

from stereotypes and negative assumptions about 	
mothers’ competence and commitment to the job that 
have nothing to do with their actual behavior.”xxiv  

In one experiment, researchers created two job applicant 
profiles that were very similar, except that one applicant’s 
resume included participation in a parent-teacher 	
association, and the other resume made no mention of 
children. Participants in the study were nearly twice as 
likely to recommend hiring the women without children 
as they were to recommend hiring the mothers. When 
assigning a starting salary to the applicants, participants 
offered non-mothers an average of $11,000 more than 
mothers. Fathers were not discriminated against in similar 
ways; in fact, they were seen as more committed to their 
jobs and were offered an average of $6,000 more in 	
salary than men without children.xxv  

Back v. Hastings on Hudson Union Free School District 	
illustrates this problem.xxvi  In that case, a school 		
psychologist with stellar evaluations returned from 	
maternity leave only to be told that perhaps this was 
not the job or the school district for her if she had “little 
ones,” and that it was “not possible for her to be a good 
mother and have this job.” Her supervisors told her that 
they were worried her performance was “just an ‘act’” 
until she got tenure, and that because she was a young 
mother she wouldn’t continue her commitment in the 
workplace.xxvii 

These Stereotypes Are Harmful… 			 
The stereotypes described above impede women’s 		
advancement in the workplace. They have contributed to 
women being clustered in lower-paid, “traditionally 	
female positions,” excluded from informal communication 
networks, shut out of assignments and job rotations that 
provide visibility, and compensated at lower levels.xxviii  All of 
these factors contribute to the stagnant wage gap between 
male and female workers.  				  

The wage gap occurs at all education levels,xxix  after work 
experience is taken into account,xxx  and it gets worse as 	
women’s careers progress.xxxi  The typical woman makes 77 
cents for every dollar made by the typical man and it’s even 
worse for women of color; in 2011, on average, 		
African-American women working full time, year round 
were paid only 64 cents, and Hispanic women only 55 cents, 
for every dollar paid to white, non-Hispanic men.xxxii  	
Motherhood accounts for an increasing proportion of the 
wage gap: although women who work full time, year round 
are paid only 77 cents on average for every dollar paid to 
their male counterparts, mothers’ wages, on average, are 
only 60 percent of fathers’ wages.xxxiii  
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Women’s lower wages hurt families who rely on women’s 
earnings for all or part of their family income. Lower 	
earnings have a serious impact on the economic security 
of the over 6.3 million families headed by working single 
mothers. In addition, most two-parent families depend on 
women’s wages, and whole families suffer when women 
receive unfair pay. Nearly 1.8 million married couples with 
children relied exclusively on women’s earnings at some 
point in 2010, representing 7.4 percent of all married 
couples with children.xxxiv 

....Not To Mention Illegal

Discriminating based on stereotypes isn’t just wrong, it’s 
illegal. When employers base their decisions on sex 	
stereotypes this violates the prohibition against sex 	
discrimination in Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964.xxxv  
As the Supreme Court explained in Price Waterhouse, “we 
are beyond the day when an employer could evaluate 	
employees by assuming or insisting that they match the 
stereotype associated with their group.”xxxvi  	 		
											         
How To Combat These Stereotypes And Close The 
Wage Gap
Stereotypes continue to limit women’s opportunities at 
work and contribute to the wage gap. It is time to update 
our laws to ensure that women have the tools they need to 
combat discrimination in pay and promotions.

Enable Women to Enforce Their Right to Equal Pay	
										        
Fifty years ago, President Kennedy signed the Equal Pay Act 
of 1963 (EPA) into law, making it illegal for employers to pay 
unequal wages to men and women who perform 		
substantially equal work. The Paycheck Fairness Act 	
updates and strengthens the EPA in important ways to 
ensure that it will provide effective protection against 
sex-based pay discrimination, including barring retaliation 
against workers who voluntarily discuss or disclose their 
wages. The Fair Pay Act requires employers to provide 
equal pay for jobs that are comparable in skill, efforts, 	
responsibility, and working conditions, and would give 
workers the information they need to determine when jobs 
are undervalued. For further information, see http://www.
nwlc.org/resource/how-paycheck-fairness-act-will-strength-
en-equal-pay-act. 

Allow Workers to Collectively Challenge Discriminatory 
Employment Policies and Practices			 
In the deeply divided Wal-Mart opinion, the Supreme Court 
voted 5-4 to erect significant barriers to employees’ 	
ability to band together to enforce their rights under our 	
nation’s nondiscrimination laws.xxxvii  The Equal Employment 
Opportunity Restoration Act will remove the obstacles 
the Supreme Court placed in the way of ordinary Ameri-

cans seeking their day in court and provide a clear avenue 
for employees subject to company-wide discrimination to 
come together to seek redress. For more information, see 
http://www.nwlc.org/resource/equal-employment-opportu-
nity-restoration-act-2012-what-it-means-women-workers.

Ensure that Women Can Obtain the Same Remedies for 
Sex Discrimination as are Available to Workers Subject 
to Race or National Origin Discrimination.		
Workers who are discriminated against on the basis of race 
or national origin are not subject to limits on the amount of 
damages they can recover. In contrast, women who 	
experience sex discrimination face arbitrary limits on the 
amount of compensatory and punitive damages available 
to them. Women should not be treated as second-class 
citizens under the law. The Equal Remedies Act would 
ensure that those subject to sex discrimination, as well as 
those who are treated inequitably on the basis of religion 
or disability, can obtain the full compensatory and punitive 
remedies that are necessary to provide appropriate redress.

Make Room for Pregnancy on the Job			 
While many pregnant workers will be able to work 	
throughout their pregnancies without any difficulty, some 
will need modifications to their job duties to continue safely 
working. This is especially true in jobs that require physical 
activity like running, lifting, standing, or repetitive 		
motion—for example, police officers, truck drivers, and 	
retail and restaurant work. Many of these women could 
continue to work without putting themselves or their 	
pregnancies at risk with minor adjustments to their job 	
duties. But all too often, pregnant workers’ requests for 	
minor adjustments to their job duties have been denied, 
forcing these workers to make an impossible choice 	
between the health of their pregnancies and their jobs. The 
Pregnant Workers Fairness Act would let pregnant women 
continue to do their jobs and support their 		
families by requiring employers to make the same sorts 
of 	 accommodations for pregnancy, childbirth, and related 
medical conditions that they do for disabilities. For example, 
an employer might be required to modify a no-food-or- 
drink policy for a pregnant employee, provide a stool to a 
pregnant cashier, reassign heavy lifting duties, or provide a 
light duty assignment to a pregnant police officer. For more 
information, see http://www.nwlc.org/our-issues/employ-
ment/pregnancy%2C-parenting%2C-and-the-workplace.

Expand Non-Discrimination Protections in the Workplace 		

Currently, federal law fails to adequately protect 	 	
women—or men—from employment discrimination based 
on sexual orientation or gender identity. The Employment 
Non-Discrimination Act would fill these gaps in the law, by 
making explicit that employers may not discriminate against 
employees on either basis. 
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