
Copyright © 2026 Academic Master. | 1

Three Organizational Strategies to Eliminate
Workplace Gender Discrimination

Posted on September 22, 2018

Gender discrimination is a major concern for modern organizations because unequal treatment can
affect recruitment, work assignments, pay, promotion, training, leadership, benefits, job security, and
the ability to participate safely in organizational life. The original essay argues that public and private
employers must maintain equality at every stage of employment and that a balanced approach
improves both employee rights and organizational performance. This argument remains important
because gender discrimination is not always expressed through an openly prejudiced statement. It
may emerge through stereotypes about leadership, assumptions about caregiving, unequal access to
influential assignments, informal promotion networks, pay-setting practices, harassment, or rules that
appear neutral but disadvantage one group without a sufficient business reason. (Ely & Meyerson,
2000)

Women have historically carried a large share of workplace gender discrimination, but the legal and
organizational issue should be understood broadly. Men can be discriminated against because they do
not conform to gender expectations, and discrimination because of pregnancy, sexual orientation, or
transgender status can fall within sex-discrimination law in the United States. Title VII prohibits
covered employers from treating applicants or employees unfavorably because of sex in hiring, firing,
compensation, assignments, promotion, training, benefits, and other terms and conditions of
employment. The Equal Pay Act separately addresses sex-based differences in pay for substantially
equal work. Law establishes a minimum standard, but eliminating discrimination requires
organizations to redesign the everyday decisions through which opportunity is distributed. (Heilman &
Eagly, 2008; U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, 2026)

Strategy One: Eliminate Gender Roles From
Employment Decisions
The first strategy identified in the original essay is the elimination of rigid gender roles. Organizations
should not assume that women are naturally suited to support, caregiving, administrative, or
communication roles while men are suited to technical, financial, operational, or leadership positions.
These assumptions can influence job advertisements, interviewing, assignment, performance
evaluation, and succession even when managers believe they are acting objectively. A woman may
be denied travel or a demanding project because a supervisor assumes that family responsibilities will
interfere, while a man with similar responsibilities may be viewed as committed and ambitious. An
employee should be placed according to demonstrated skills, interests, performance, and the genuine
requirements of the role rather than expectations associated with gender.
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Job descriptions are an important starting point. Organizations should examine whether every listed
requirement is necessary and whether the language unnecessarily signals that one gender is
preferred. Terms such as aggressive, dominant, nurturing, or naturally organized can carry
stereotypes unless they are translated into measurable job behavior. A leadership role may require
decision-making, negotiation, accountability, and communication, but it does not require a personality
that matches a traditionally masculine image. A caregiving role may require empathy and patience,
but those qualities should not be treated as naturally female. Job analysis should identify the work
and the evidence required to perform it, allowing applicants to be assessed as individuals.

Structured Recruitment and Selection
Unstructured interviews create space for personal comfort and similarity to influence decisions.
Interviewers may ask women about family plans, interpret confidence differently according to gender,
or prefer candidates who resemble existing leaders. A more reliable process uses the same job-
related questions for every candidate, written scoring guides, trained interviewers, and more than one
evaluator. The organization should record why each candidate advanced or was rejected. This does
not eliminate every bias, but it reduces the ability to justify an intuitive preference after the decision
has already been made.

Recruitment sources should also be examined. Employee referrals can produce strong candidates, but
a workforce that is already gender-segregated may reproduce itself through personal networks.
Advertising through varied professional associations, educational institutions, community groups, and
open platforms broadens access. The employer should analyze each stage of the
process—application, screening, interview, offer, acceptance, and starting salary—to identify where
gender differences appear. A diverse applicant pool has little meaning if one informal screening stage
removes most applicants from an underrepresented group.

Assignment of Work
Gender roles often affect advancement before a formal promotion decision occurs. Employees who
receive major clients, technical challenges, international work, revenue responsibility, and visible
crisis assignments gain experience that later supports leadership selection. Employees asked
repeatedly to take notes, organize celebrations, mentor without recognition, perform emotional labor,
or complete routine coordination spend time on work that may be necessary but is less rewarded.
Managers should review who receives high-visibility assignments and who performs low-visibility
support tasks.

A transparent assignment process can include regular discussions of employee interests, documented
selection reasons, rotation of developmental opportunities, and recognition of service work. Rotation
should not be symbolic. An employee placed on a major project must receive the authority,
information, and sponsorship required to succeed. When an opportunity is denied, the manager
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should explain the specific skill gap and provide a realistic development route rather than using
vague statements about readiness or fit.

Performance Evaluation Without Gender Stereotypes
Performance evaluation should focus on results and job-relevant behavior. Vague concepts such as
executive presence, likability, emotional style, or culture fit can hide gendered expectations.
Research has shown that assertive behavior may be interpreted as leadership when displayed by a
man and as aggression when displayed by a woman. Careful evaluators should require examples,
compare standards across employees, and distinguish whether criticism concerns performance or
discomfort with a person who violates a stereotype.

Feedback should be specific enough to guide improvement. Women and other underrepresented
employees may receive personality-focused comments while colleagues receive advice about
strategy, financial knowledge, or technical competence. Calibration meetings can compare
evaluations across departments, but participants should be required to present evidence rather than
reputation. The organization should analyze ratings and promotion recommendations for patterns and
investigate differences that cannot be explained by legitimate job factors.

Flexible Work and Caregiving
Eliminating gender roles also requires treating caregiving as a human responsibility rather than a
women’s issue. Flexible schedules, parental leave, remote work, pregnancy accommodations, and
predictable hours can support retention, but employees who use them should not be assumed to lack
ambition. Policies should be available according to need and law, and leaders of different genders
should use them openly. When only women take leave or flexibility, the organization may continue
treating caregiving as evidence that women are less committed.

Performance should be measured by appropriate outcomes rather than unnecessary physical
presence. Remote employees should receive access to meetings, information, assignments, and
promotion. Hourly and frontline workers should be included in flexibility planning wherever
operationally possible. A benefit available only to senior professionals may improve public image
while leaving the majority of employees exposed to unstable schedules and career penalties.

Strategy Two: Eliminate the Glass Ceiling
The second strategy in the original essay is to eliminate the glass ceiling. The glass ceiling refers to
barriers that prevent qualified women from reaching higher organizational levels even when no
written policy explicitly excludes them. It is described as vertical discrimination because inequality
becomes more visible as authority, pay, and prestige increase. Women may enter an organization in
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substantial numbers yet remain concentrated in junior, support, or staff positions while senior
operational and executive roles continue to be dominated by men. (Cotter et al., 2001)

The glass ceiling is not one barrier located immediately below the executive suite. It develops through
accumulated differences in starting salary, assignment, mentoring, sponsorship, leave, evaluation,
networking, and promotion. A small disadvantage at each career stage can produce a large leadership
gap over time. Removing it therefore requires transparent career systems rather than one leadership
program introduced after earlier inequalities have already narrowed the candidate pool.

Transparent Promotion Criteria
Employees should know the levels within the organization, the competencies required for each level,
and the evidence normally expected for advancement. Open positions should be posted unless a
documented exception is necessary. Decision-makers should record why a person was promoted, why
other candidates were not selected, and what development opportunities will be provided. Secret
processes favor employees who have informal access to senior leaders and know that an opportunity
exists before others hear about it.

Criteria should be examined for gendered assumptions. Requiring uninterrupted career histories may
disadvantage people who took caregiving leave without proving that they lack current competence.
Treating constant travel or after-hours availability as a leadership requirement may exclude
employees even where the work can be organized differently. Organizations should identify the actual
responsibilities of the senior role and determine which conditions are essential rather than historically
customary.

Pay Equity
Glass-ceiling effects are connected with compensation. Pay differences can arise through starting
offers, negotiation, job classification, performance bonuses, overtime access, commission territories,
and promotion timing. Employers should establish salary ranges, evaluate jobs systematically, and
document decisions outside the normal range. Prior salary should not be treated automatically as
objective market evidence because it may carry discrimination from an earlier employer into the new
organization and is restricted in some jurisdictions.

Regular pay-equity analysis can compare employees after considering legitimate factors such as role,
level, location, tenure, relevant experience, and performance. Statistical findings should be reviewed
carefully with appropriate legal and analytical expertise. The purpose is not merely to produce a
confidential report. Unexplained gaps should be corrected, and the decisions that created them
should be changed so that differences do not reappear. Correction should raise underpaid employees
rather than reduce the compensation of others.
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Mentoring and Sponsorship
Mentors offer advice, while sponsors use their influence to secure important opportunities. Senior
leaders often sponsor people who resemble themselves, share their background, or participate in the
same informal networks. This process can reproduce a male leadership structure without an explicit
rule. Organizations can identify qualified employees through evidence, review who receives
sponsorship, and encourage senior leaders to develop talent outside familiar circles.

Sponsorship should produce real access to high-value work, executive visibility, client relationships,
and succession consideration. Training alone does not remove a glass ceiling if graduates return to
the same restricted assignments. Leadership programs should be evaluated through advancement,
retention, authority, and pay rather than the number of participants who completed workshops.

Representation and Intersectionality
Representation data should be examined by organizational level and function. An employer may
report that half of its workforce is female while women remain absent from engineering leadership,
profit-and-loss responsibility, or the board. Aggregate data may also conceal differences among
women. Race, disability, age, religion, class, immigration status, and sexual orientation can interact
with gender. An increase in the representation of one relatively privileged group does not prove that
every barrier has been removed.

Targets can focus leadership attention, but they should not become unlawful quotas or substitute for
fair process. The goal is to identify barriers, broaden qualified pools, and hold decision-makers
accountable for evidence. Employees should not be treated as symbols or assumed to represent an
entire group. Representation matters most when individuals possess genuine authority, resources,
and a sustainable path within the organization.

Strategy Three: Eliminate Sexism and Create Safe
Reporting
The third strategy is to address sexism, including sexual harassment, gender-based insults, exclusion,
retaliation, and everyday conduct that communicates that one gender is less capable or less
welcome. The original essay correctly argues that management must take strict and effective action
and that women should be able to speak openly about harassment. The responsibility, however,
cannot be placed only on the person experiencing the behavior. Employees will not report safely
unless the organization provides trustworthy channels and demonstrates that powerful individuals are
not protected.

Under Title VII, sexual harassment is a form of sex discrimination when legal requirements are met. It
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can involve unwelcome sexual advances, requests for sexual favors, or other verbal or physical
conduct of a sexual nature. Harassment can also be nonsexual conduct based on sex, such as
repeated statements that women do not belong in technical work or that men are unfit for caregiving
roles. Same-sex harassment can also violate the law. Organizations may establish respectful-conduct
standards broader than the minimum threshold required for litigation because waiting for conduct to
become severe or pervasive enough for a lawsuit is poor prevention.

Multiple Reporting Channels
Employees should be able to report through a manager, human resources, an ethics office, a hotline,
or another route outside the ordinary supervisory chain. A person should not be required to complain
only to the supervisor whose conduct is being challenged. The reporting policy should explain what
information is needed, how confidentiality is limited, how long the process may take, and what
protection or interim action is available.

Anonymous reporting can reveal patterns and allow employees to raise concerns they would
otherwise conceal, although anonymity can limit investigation. The organization should not promise
complete secrecy when witnesses must be interviewed, but information should be shared only with
those who need it. A complainant should receive updates and should not be left to discover informally
that the matter was closed.

Fair and Prompt Investigation
Investigations should be prompt, impartial, and fair to all parties. The investigator should define the
allegations, preserve documents and electronic messages, interview relevant witnesses, and provide
the respondent a meaningful opportunity to answer. Trauma-informed practice can help investigators
avoid stereotypes about how a harmed person should report or remember, but it does not mean that
an allegation is automatically accepted as proven. Findings must be based on evidence and the
organization’s stated standard.

Consequences should reflect seriousness, repetition, authority, impact, and prior conduct. Coaching
may be appropriate for a low-level first incident, while coercion, assault, serious harassment, or
retaliation may require removal or termination. The organization should not solve the problem by
moving the complainant, reducing that person’s work, or advising avoidance. Such responses can
function as punishment for reporting.

Protection From Retaliation
Retaliation can include dismissal, demotion, reduced hours, undesirable assignments, exclusion,
threats, social isolation, or an unjustified negative evaluation after a person raises discrimination
concerns. Federal law prohibits retaliation against people who participate in protected proceedings or
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reasonably oppose discrimination, subject to applicable requirements. Organizations should monitor
employment decisions affecting complainants and witnesses after the report, not merely include one
sentence in a policy.

Managers may retaliate subtly because they feel accused, embarrassed, or inconvenienced. Human
resources should therefore review later decisions for consistency and document legitimate reasons.
Employees must know that reporting in good faith will not end their careers. A culture in which
everyone has heard of retaliation but no one has seen protection will remain silent regardless of the
written procedure.

Training and Bystander Action
Training should teach specific behavior rather than provide a generic annual lecture. Managers need
practice receiving complaints, interrupting discriminatory remarks, distributing assignments, and
handling relationships involving power differences. Employees should know the reporting channels,
examples of prohibited behavior, and ways to intervene safely as witnesses. Senior leaders need
scenarios in which a profitable or influential employee violates policy, because equality is tested when
enforcement carries a business cost.

Bystander intervention can include interrupting a joke, redirecting a meeting, checking privately with
the affected person, documenting an incident, or reporting a pattern. Employees should not be
required to confront someone when doing so would create danger. The organization must remain
responsible for investigation and correction. Training is useful only when policies, incentives, and
leadership behavior reinforce it.

Leadership and Measurement
The three strategies require visible leadership and governance. Executives and boards should review
recruitment, pay, assignment, promotion, leave, complaints, retaliation, turnover, and employee-
experience data. Managers who control these decisions should be accountable for fairness rather than
assigning the entire issue to diversity staff. Employee-resource groups can provide insight but should
not be expected to repair the organization through unpaid work.

Measures require interpretation. An initial increase in reports may show that employees trust the
system more, not that conduct suddenly became worse. Low complaint numbers may indicate a
healthy workplace or a fearful one. Organizations should combine data with surveys, interviews, exit
information, and review of individual cases. Success is demonstrated when comparable contribution
leads to comparable opportunity and when differences can be explained by legitimate evidence
rather than gendered assumptions.
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Conclusion
Workplace gender discrimination can be reduced through three connected organizational strategies.
First, employers should eliminate rigid gender roles from recruitment, work allocation, evaluation,
flexibility, and career decisions. Employees should be placed and judged according to potential,
evidence, and job requirements rather than stereotypes. Second, organizations should remove the
glass ceiling through transparent promotion criteria, pay-equity review, sponsorship, developmental
assignments, and careful analysis of leadership representation. Third, management should confront
sexism and harassment through accessible reporting, fair investigation, proportionate consequences,
protection from retaliation, and practical training. (Bobbitt-Zeher, 2011)

No strategy is sufficient alone. A harassment policy cannot compensate for an opaque promotion
system, and a leadership target cannot protect employees from retaliation. Equality must be built into
the ordinary operation of the organization. The most effective approach does not pretend that gender
is invisible; it ensures that gender stereotypes do not determine who is hired, trusted, paid, promoted,
protected, or heard.
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