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INTERACTION AND THE CONSERVATION OF
GENDER INEQUALITY:
CONSIDERING EMPLOYMENT"

Cecilia L. Ridgeway
Stanford University

How can we explain the persistence of gender hierarchy over transforma-
tions in its socioeconomic base? Part of the answer lies in the mediation of
gender inequality by taken-for-granted interactional processes that rewrite
inequality into new institutional arrangements. The problems of interacting
cause actors to automatically sex-categorize others and, thus, to cue gender
stereotypes that have various effects on interactional outcomes, usually by
modifying the performance of other, more salient identities. Because changes
in the status dimension of gender stereotypes lag behind changes in resource
inequalities, interactional status processes can reestablish gender inequali-
ties in new structural forms. Interactional sex categorization also biases the
choice of comparison others, causing men and women to judge differently
the rewards available to them. Operating in workplace relations, these pro-
cesses conserve inequality by driving the gender-labeling of jobs, construct-
ing people as gender-interested actors, contributing to employers’ discrimi-
natory preferences, and mediating men’s and women’s perceptions of alter-

natives and their willingness to settle for given job outcomes.

How can we explain the persistence of
gender hierarchy in our society over
major historical transformations in its socio-
economic base? A system that advantages
men over women in material resources,
power, status, and authority (i.e., gender hi-
erarchy) has continued in one form or another
despite profound structural changes such as
industrialization and the movement of pro-
duction out of the household, women’s accel-
erated movement into the labor force after
World War II, and, most recently, women’s
entry into male-dominated occupations
(Hartmann 1976; Reskin and Roos 1990).
What accounts for the chameleon-like ability
of gender hierarchy to reassert itself in new
forms when its old structural forms erode?
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stanford.edu). I thank Karen Hegtvedt, Edward
Lawler, Judith Lorber, and Dafna Izraeli for com-
menting on earlier versions of this paper, as well
as several helpful ASR reviewers. I also acknowl-
edge the support of National Science Foundation
(Grant SES 9210171).

Although there is no single answer, part of
the solution may lie in the way gender strati-
fication is mediated by interactional pro-
cesses that are largely taken for granted. In
this paper I argue that interactional gender
mechanisms can operate as an “invisible
hand” that rewrites gender inequality into
new socioeconomic arrangements as they re-
place the prior socioeconomic bases for gen-
der hierarchy.

I focus on interactional mechanisms that
mediate gender inequality in paid employ-
ment. Employment is one of two interdepen-
dent structural foundations on which our
present system of gender hierarchy appears
to rest; the other is the household division of
labor. Some efforts have been made to un-
derstand the interactional mediation of the
latter (Berk 1985; Risman 1987), but few for
the former.

A substantial research industry has sought
to explain the persistence of wage inequality
and sex segregated jobs. Key processes iden-
tified include statistical discrimination, inter-
nal labor markets, and the rendering of labor
queues into gender queues, but explanations
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remain incomplete (England 1992; Reskin
and Roos 1990). An analysis of mediating
interactional mechanisms may improve our
answers to several stubborn questions includ-
ing the reasons for unrelenting gender-label-
ing of jobs despite occupational change, how
employers’ apparent preferences for male
workers persist even under competitive mar-
ket pressures, why women’s work is deval-
ued, whether and how people act in their
gender interests in employment matters, and
why women workers accept lower wages
than equivalent men.

Like race or class, gender is a multilevel
system of differences and disadvantages that
includes socioeconomic arrangements and
widely held cultural beliefs at the macro
level, ways of behaving in relation to others
at the interactional level, and acquired traits
and identities at the individual level. Interac-
tional processes contribute to all forms of in-
equality, but there are several reasons for
suspecting that they are especially important
in gender inequality. First, our system of sex
categorization divides the population into
two groups of roughly equal size, creating
the maximum structural likelihood of a high
rate of interaction between men and women
(Blau and Schwarz 1984). Sex categorization
crosscuts almost all other divisions in the
population, including kin and households,
and forces regular cross-sex interaction on
virtually everyone. In addition, there is grow-
ing evidence that our cultural system of gen-
der difference relies heavily on interaction.
What Deaux and Kite (1987) call the “now
you see them, now you don’t” nature of sex
differences in behavior suggests that they are
situationally and thus interactionally based,
as many gender theorists now argue (Deaux
and Major 1987; Eagly 1987; West and Zim-
merman 1987).

I argue that gender becomes an important
component of interactional processes be-
cause the problems of organizing interaction
evoke cultural schemas that reinforce con-
tinual sex categorization. Sex categorization
is the process by which actors classify one
another as male or female, supposedly on the
basis of physical sex criteria, but more com-
monly on the basis of personal presentation
(e.g., clothing, hairstyles) that the audience
presumes stands for these sex criteria (West
and Zimmerman 1987). As ethnometho-

dologists have demonstrated, this process is
almost entirely socially constructed despite
its apparent “naturalness” (Goffman 1977,
Kessler and McKenna 1978). Sex categori-
zation in interaction, in turn, can activate a
number of gender processes that may recre-
ate gender hierarchy in the organizational
and resource-distributing processes that the
interaction mediates. I focus on two of these
processes—status processes and biased ref-
erential processes—that are especially rel-
evant for employment inequality. After de-
scribing the interactional gender mecha-
nisms, I discuss the role they play in mediat-
ing the persistence of gender inequality in
employment.

INTERACTION, GENDER, AND
INEQUALITY

Interaction and Sex Categorization

It is striking that people are nearly incapable
of interacting with one another when they
cannot guess the other’s sex. The television
program Saturday Night Live evoked this
situation in its comedy sequence about “Pat,”
an androgynous person who wreaked inter-
actional havoc even in the most mundane en-
counters because others couldn’t place her/
him as a woman or man. Although people
usually can interact with others whom they
can’t place on other major dimensions of in-
equality, such as class or race, they seem to
have difficulty completing even trivial, rou-
tine exchanges with someone they can’t clas-
sify by sex. This suggests that sex categori-
zation is deeply rooted in the cultural rules
that organize interaction (West and Zimmer-
man 1987).

Interaction requires coordinating your be-
havior with that of another. To act yourself,
you need some way of making sense of and
anticipating the other’s behavior. As sym-
bolic interactionists have long noted, this re-
quires that you develop at least a minimal
definition, some initial beginning of “who”
you and the other are in this situation (Alex-
ander and Wiley 1981; Stryker 1980). Some-
thing can be “seen” only in explicit or im-
plicit contrast to something else; therefore
defining self and other requires one to find
dimensions by which to categorize the other
as similar to or different from self in various
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ways, as social identity research has demon-
strated (Turner 1987).

The process of situating self and other
through categorization is a nested process
that must begin so that interaction can start
but it continues throughout the interaction
episode, as documented in recent models of
person perception (Brewer 1988; Fiske and
Neuberg 1990). Over time, more and more
crosscutting classifications are introduced,
yielding increasingly complex and nuanced
situated identities for self and other. The rel-
evance to action of any given classification
waxes and wanes with events, but at least one
initial categorization of self and other as
similar or different on some dimension is
necessary if any interaction is to take place.

This argument implies that sets of interact-
ing individuals are likely to actively con-
struct shared cultural schemas for readily
categorizing self and other. Some of these
schemas must be so simplified and so appar-
ently obvious that they provide an easy
means of initially situating self and almost
any other so that interaction may begin at all.
Such prior categorization systems in effect
are cultural “superschemas” defining a few
fundamental categories that can be applied to
make sense of any person. They need not be
relevant to the specific focus of interaction.
They merely render actors sufficiently mean-
ingful to one another to be able to address
each other in relation to the focal goals and,
by doing so, to introduce more relevant cat-
egorizations. Yet, by providing a cognitive
starting point from which the rest proceeds,
these superschemas can subtly influence the
course of interaction even when they are ir-
relevant to its focus.

Supporting this analysis, research in cog-
nition demonstrates that person perception is
hierarchical: It begins with an initial, auto-
matic classification according to a very small
number of primary social categories and
moves on to more detailed typing depending
on the circumstances (Brewer 1988; Fiske
and Neuberg 1990). Empirical evidence
demonstrates that sex functions as one of
these primary categorization systems in West-
ern society (Fiske 1992). Studies show that
we automatically and unconsciously sex-cat-
egorize any specific other to whom we must
relate (Brewer and Lui 1989; Stangor et al.
1992).

As a dimension of variation among indi-
viduals, sex may be especially susceptible to
social construction as one of a culture’s pri-
mary systems of self-other categorization.
Brewer and Lui (1989) argue that although
cultures vary in the specific dimensions of
human variation that serve as their few pri-
mary person categories, sex is always among
them. Once sex is constructed as a simple,
roughly dichotomous distinction, its constant
use in interaction keeps it always accessible
in people’s minds (Bargh 1989) and discour-
ages its differentiation into more than two
sexes, which would reduce its usefulness as a
quick, prior way of classifying self and other.

The social problems of organizing interac-
tion over a wide range of actors and circum-
stances may facilitate the cultural construc-
tion of sex as a simple, prior categorization
system. Once this occurs, however, sex cat-
egorization becomes a habitual, automatic
part of person perception. In institutional set-
tings, including workplaces, clear social
scripts may define self and other (e.g., super-
visor and worker). Yet sex categorization
continues because the actual process of en-
acting an institutional script with a concrete
other evokes habitual person perception, and
with it, the culture’s superschemas that de-
fine the basic attributes necessary to make
sense of any person. Cognition research
shows that when institutional identities and
occupational roles are activated in the pro-
cess of perceiving a specific person, they be-
come nested within the prior, automatic cat-
egorization of that person as male or female
and take on slightly different meanings as a
result (Brewer 1988; Brewer and Lui 1989).
Thus, although we may be able to imagine
an ungendered institutional script whereby
“the student talks to the teacher,” we cannot
interact with any actual student except as a
male or female student. The sex categoriza-
tion of self and others, even in institutionally
scripted settings, is a fundamental process
that injects a variety of gender effects into
the activities and institutional contexts that
people enact.

Gender Stereotypes, Salience,
and Behavior

If the cultural construction of sex as a sim-
plified, prior categorization system is related
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to its uses in interaction, then the cultural
development of gender stereotypes is likely;
these describe what behaviors can be ex-
pected from a person of a given category.
Given the basis of automatic sex categoriza-
tion in interactional contrasts, it is likely that
whatever specific content is attached to a sex
category, it will be organized around polar-
ized traits that differentiate men from women
(Deaux and Kite 1987).!

Actors’ gender stereotypes are cued by sex
categorization, which makes them implicitly
accessible (Fiske and Neuberg 1990). But the
extent to which these stereotypes shape ac-
tors’ behaviors in the setting (e.g., their per-
formance scripted roles) depends on the sa-
lience of gender in the situation compared
with other identities on which they have also
categorized self and others (Berger et al.
1977; Deaux and Major 1987; Eagly 1987;
Fiske and Taylor 1991). Although sex catego-
rization provides an all-purpose way to be-
gin, its very generality as a social category
usually necessitates subsequent, more spe-
cific categorizations (Brewer 1991; Turner
1987). As multiple categorizations occur, the
cognitive implications of each, weighted by
its relevance to the situation and its utility for
making sense of the other, are combined by
actors into an ongoing impression (Fiske and
Neuberg 1990). Therefore stereotypes cued
by sex categorization can vary from vague
cognitive backgrounds, whose implications
for behavior are virtually overcome by more
immediate identities in the situation, to pow-
erful determinants of actors’ expectations and
behavior.

In work settings institutional identities are
likely to reside in the foreground for actors.
Evidence indicates, however, that even when
other identities are the most powerful deter-
minants of behavior in a situation, cultural
gender stereotypes become effectively salient
(i.e., sufficiently salient to measurably
modify actors’ expectations and behavior)
under at least two conditions: when the
interactants differ in sex category, and when
gender is relevant to the purposes or the so-
cial context of the interaction (Berger et al.

! While sex category remains dichotomous,
gender stereotypes are more complex, containing
multiple subtypes such as professional woman or
traditional woman.

1977; Cota and Dion 1986; Deaux and Ma-
jor 1987). Indeed, gender may shape behav-
ior most commonly as an effectively salient
background identity that acts in combination
with more situationally salient foreground
identities and modifies their performance.

Even when initially they are not effectively
salient, gender stereotypes are primed by ac-
tors’ sex categorization of one another so that
they are easily triggered, or made salient, by
events in interaction (Bargh 1989; Deaux and
Major 1987). This is especially likely be-
cause of the diffuse nature of gender stereo-
types, which allows them to be construed as
relevant to many situations. For these reasons
and because of the high rate of mixed-sex in-
teraction, the conditions in which gender ste-
reotypes become salient enough to percep-
tively modify behavior and judgments are a
large subset of all situations.

Gender Status and Behavior

By continually reinforcing sex/gender as a
system of presumed difference, interaction
creates a salient distinction that can easily
become a basis for inequality. Gender status
beliefs are one form of inequality: These are
widely held cultural beliefs that evaluate one
sex as generally superior and diffusely more
competent than the other. When status beliefs
form, they become an important component
of gender stereotypes that is also effectively
salient (affecting expectations and behavior)
in mixed-sex and gender-relevant situations
(Carli 1991; Ridgeway 1993). It is well
documented that currently accepted gender
stereotypes incorporate assumptions of
men’s greater status value; that is, men’s
traits are generally viewed as more valuable
than women’s, and men are diffusely judged
as more competent (Broverman et al. 1972;
Deaux and Kite 1987; Eagly 1987).
Although other elements of gender stereo-
types probably are also important, I focus
here on status beliefs because they are di-
rectly relevant to inequality. Gender status
beliefs have three types of effects on goal-
oriented interaction that affect employment
inequality. First, when effectively salient,
they cause both men and women to implic-
itly expect (or expect that others will expect)
greater competence from men than from
women, all other things being equal. These
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expectations tend to become self-fulfilling,
shaping men’s and women’s assertiveness
and confidence, their judgments of each
other’s competence, their actual perfor-
mance, and their influence in the situation
(Carli 1991; Miller and Turnbull 1986; Pugh
and Wahrman 1983; Ridgeway 1993).

Second, activated gender status beliefs cre-
ate expectations for rewards that reflect an
actor’s relative status and expected perfor-
mance and thus favor men over equivalent
women (Berger, Fisek, Norman, and Wagner
1985). These reward expectations often ac-
quire the normative, moral quality of a
“right” to rewards corresponding to one’s
status relative to others who are different in
status-relevant ways (Berger et al. 1985;
Cook 1975). When gender status is effec-
tively salient, men may react negatively if
they are placed on the same reward level as a
similar woman and may experience this situ-
ation as an implicit status threat.

Third, because gender status beliefs advan-
tage men over women who are otherwise
their equals, men, on average, have less in-
terest in attending to information that under-
mines expectations based on gender status.
Cognition research suggests that people are
“good enough” perceivers; the extent to
which they move beyond initial categoriza-
tions, incorporate inconsistent information,
and develop complex, individuated impres-
sions of the other is mediated by their mo-
tives in the situation (Fiske 1992; Fiske and
Neuberg 1990). In interaction, men are less
likely to notice, and more likely to discount
if they do notice, information about self or
other that might diminish or eliminate the ef-
fects of gender status beliefs on expectations
for competence and rewards.? As a result,
women may find it difficult to alter the lower
expectations held for them.

Interaction and Gender Status Beliefs

Continual sex categorization in interaction
has an especially potent consequence: Under
conditions of distributional inequality be-
tween the sexes in some valued asset or re-

2 Some women also may have an interest in
maintaining traditional gender stereotypes, which
makes them similarly resistant to disconfirming
information.

source (e.g., access to material resources or
coercive power), it drives the social construc-
tion of gender status beliefs (Ridgeway
1991). Most important, it does so in a man-
ner that helps maintain these beliefs in spite
of changes in the structural conditions that
support them.

When people who differ in resources en-
gage in goal-oriented interaction, they usu-
ally develop hierarchies of influence and re-
spect in the situation that correspond to their
resource differences (Harrod 1980; Stewart
and Moore 1992). Experimental evidence
shows that when this happens, and when the
actors also differ on a distinguishing personal
attribute, they form the belief that people in
the resource- and influence-advantaged cat-
egory of the attribute are more highly re-
spected, more competent, and more powerful
in most people’s eyes than are individuals in
the disadvantaged category (Ridgeway et al.
1995). In other words, they form status be-
liefs about the distinguishing attribute.

This point suggests that because interac-
tional categorization makes sex a salient dis-
tinction in mixed-sex encounters, goal-ori-
ented encounters between men and women
who differ in resources should foster gender
status beliefs. With a gender inequality in the
distribution of resources there will be more
of these mixed-sex encounters in which the
man is resource-advantaged; thus the en-
counters will produce a predominance of sta-
tus beliefs favoring men, which diffuse
widely (Ridgeway and Balkwell 1997).

If interactional processes, when they oc-
cur, are sufficient (if not necessary) to create
gender status beliefs in the context of gender
inequalities in the distribution of a valued re-
source, then interaction will ensure the con-
tinuance of such beliefs as long as some such
distributional inequalities exist. Interaction is
also likely to conserve gender status beliefs
over changes in the original distributional in-
equalities that supported them. Because sta-
tus beliefs create expectations that have self-
fulfilling effects, they resist change and can-
not be eroded except by repeated disconfirm-
ing experiences (Harris and Rosenthal 1985;
Miller and Turnbull 1986; Rothbart and John
1985). Multiple experiences are required, es-
pecially for people who benefit from gender
status beliefs because their self interest
makes them more cognitively resistant to
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disconfirming information. When structural
changes (e.g., economic, technological, or
widespread social organizational changes)
cause a decline in the original distributional
inequalities, people will have more frequent
disconfirming interactional experiences—for
example, interactions in which a woman has
resource advantages large enough to override
gender status so that she becomes men’s ac-
tual superior in situational power and pres-
tige (Pugh and Wahrman 1983). Yet, unless
structural change produces a rapid outright
reversal in the inequalities (i.e., from favor-
ing most men to favoring most women), the
rate at which change produces such reversal
interactions may not provide enough people
with enough disconfirmations to perma-
nently erode their status beliefs except over
a long period. As a result, change in the
evaluative content and consensuality of gen-
der status beliefs across the population will
be slow and will lag substantially behind the
changes in the distributional inequalities that
support them.

The lagged effect of gender status beliefs
creates a “window” of time during which,
even as societal changes mitigate the former
distributional inequality, the continued op-
eration of gender status in interaction biases
the interactionally mediated allocation of
other resources, opportunities, or positions
of power. As a result, men will retain their
advantage in power and resources within
newly emerging organizational forms, al-
though their degree of advantage may
change.

Sex Categorization, Interaction, and
Comparison Others

Interactionally driven sex categorization ac-
tivates a second process that also is impor-
tant for gender inequality in many situations,
but particularly in employment. The catego-
rization of self and other establishes a refer-
ential set of those who are similar to oneself
and are therefore appropriate comparison
others for evaluating one’s rewards or other
outcomes in a situation (Suls and Wills
1991). As Major (1989) observes, when val-
ued rewards are distributed unequally among
men and women in a population, the biased
selection of comparison others can result in
sex differences in the levels of rewards that

people feel they are entitled to receive in a
given situation.

Research shows that people define the
level of rewards they are entitled to receive
in a work situation (e.g., pay, promotions,
working conditions) in comparison with oth-
ers who are similar to them in attributes rel-
evant to the situation (Major 1989; Major
and Forcey 1985). Information on others’
outcomes is acquired primarily by searches
(Major 1989). Searches involve talking to
others—to coworkers, friends, family, and
associates—asking around and evaluating
written or observed evidence of others’ out-
comes. Basically they are interactive, involv-
ing a definition of self in relation to a con-
crete other, and thus searches evoke sex cat-
egorization. In turn, however, sex categori-
zation during searches creates a dimension of
implicit similarity that biases the search to-
ward same-sex others. Because of the often
unconscious bias introduced by sex categori-
zation, people seek out more same-sex than
other-sex comparison others and weigh more
heavily the evidence of same-sex others with
similar job qualifications in establishing the
standard of rewards to which they feel en-
titled in a given situation (Crosby 1982; Ma-
jor 1989; Moore 1991).

Sex-biased searches for comparison oth-
ers both encourage and are facilitated by
people’s tendency to form sex-homophilous
social networks (McPherson and Smith-
Lovin 1987). They are also encouraged by
sex segregation in employment and other
social contexts. The strength of the bias in a
given actor’s search will depend on the
availability of proximate same-sex others
and on the assumed relevance, to the
searcher, of sex category for reward out-
comes. Even small biases can result in sys-
tematic differences in the comparative re-
ward information acquired by men and by
women if rewards are distributed differen-
tially by sex in the population. Evidence in
fact shows that women have lower pay ex-
pectations than similarly qualified men and
that a major determinant of the discrepancy
is the difference between the sexes’ esti-
mates of what others earn (Major and Konar
1984; Major and Testa 1989).

Information from comparison others is
useful in defining two types of referential
standards for reward outcomes in a job. First,
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what is the going rate for “people like me”
with the same training, skills, and experi-
ence? Second, what range of outcomes do
people in jobs like this one receive? Each
question implies a search of slightly differ-
ent others, but both searches are likely to
show bias toward same-sex others, particu-
larly the “people like me” search, which se-
lects on attributes of the individual.

Referential standards for both “people
like me” and “people in jobs like this” are
beliefs about what is typical. From these be-
liefs people form expectations about the re-
wards to which they are entitled; these ex-
pectations in turn affect their willingness to
settle for a given reward in a job or to press
for more (see Major, Vanderslice, and
McFarlin 1984). Thus expectations for re-
wards, like performance expectations, tend
to become self-fulfilling.

In sum, interaction makes gender a stub-
bornly available, if often implicit, distinc-
tion in the workplace and elsewhere by
pushing actors to continually sex-categorize
one another. Continual sex categorization, in
turn, encourages the formation and use of
gender status beliefs, and biases the choice
of comparison others toward the same sex.
The task now is to consider how these pro-
cesses help sustain gender inequality in em-
ployment.

GENDER AND OCCUPATIONAL
INEQUALITY

In the 1950s and 1960s, gender inequality in
the United States seemed to rest heavily on
two aspects of women’s relationship to paid
employment: their lower rate of participation
in the labor force and the concentration of
employed women in a few low-paying, fe-
male-labeled jobs (Oppenheimer 1970).
Since that time, the first has changed pro-
foundly as women have flooded into the la-
bor force, and the second has changed con-
siderably as they have moved into several
formerly “male” occupations (Reskin and
Hartmann 1986:4; Reskin and Roos 1990:
17-18). Yet a significant degree of wage in-
equality and sex segregation in occupations
and jobs has persisted in the face of these
profound changes; this reality suggests that
other processes are slowing their impact and
conserving gender inequality.

A major research industry has attempted
to explain continuing wage inequality and
job segregation. Differences in male and fe-
male workers’ work experience (i.e., human
capital differences) explain only one-quarter
to one-half of the sex gap in pay and ac-
count for little of the job segregation (En-
gland 1984, 1992; Kilbourne et al. 1994). If
the problem is a “taste” for discrimination
on the part of employers, competitive mar-
ket conditions should wipe these out, as
economists observe (Becker 1957). England
(1992) argues that employment inequality
persists despite the flattening effects of the
market because it is continually being cre-
ated anew, even if it is worn down slightly
over time.

What mechanisms continually recreate
gender inequality in paid employment? En-
gland (1992; England and Browne 1992)
points to the household division of labor and
socialized internal constraints, as well as to
employers’ prejudice, which devalues women
and the activities associated with them.
Reskin and Roos (1990) argue that labor
queues become gender queues because em-
ployers rank males as more valuable workers
than females. Strober (1984; Strober and
Arnold 1987) points to a cultural system of
patriarchy in which employers give men the
first pick of the best jobs. Jacobs (1989)
shows that socialized tracking affects the sex
typing of initial jobs but that there are sur-
prising rates of subsequent mobility; this sug-
gests a “revolving door” process by which
occupations remain predominantly the terri-
tory of one sex despite a great deal of indi-
vidual movement. Jacobs argues that the cul-
prit is a diffuse system of gender social con-
trol involving socialization and employment
practices in the workplace (Jacobs 1989;
Jacobs and Steinberg 1995).

Thus, researchers maintain that gender ar-
rangements in employment result from struc-
tural and economic factors (e.g., the supply
of certain types of workers, the growth or
decline of certain occupations), on the one
hand, and some type of gender status effect,
on the other. Two sorts of institutional pro-
cesses are important in this regard. First, or-
ganizational structures, such as job ladders
and internal labor markets, and institutional-
ized practices, such as job evaluation sys-
tems, incorporate assumptions about gender
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status at their inception and then persist
through bureaucratic inertia (Baron, Jenn-
ings, and Dobbin 1988; Kim 1989; Reskin
and Roos 1990; Steinberg 1995). Second,
bureaucratic politics within employing orga-
nizations help to maintain inequality because
actors in advantaged positions, often men,
represent their own interests in salary-setting
and job-evaluation processes more strongly
than the interests of those in disadvantaged
positions (Bridges and Nelson 1989). As
Stone (1995) comments, however, current
theories and research “explain how gender
works rather than why gender is such a major
force in the organization of work” (p. 415).

A systematic incorporation of interaction-
ally driven sex categorization, status, and ref-
erential reward processes can begin to ex-
plain why the work process is so relentlessly
gendered and why this gendering persists in
spite of ongoing economic and organiza-
tional change. Perhaps this perspective’s
most distinctive contribution is its ability to
answer the “why” question—although it can
further specify answers to the “how” ques-
tions as well.

Most work-related interaction takes place
in organizational contexts with established
job structures and institutionalized practices
that heavily constrain what occurs. Under
business-as-usual conditions, interactional
gender status and referential processes are
part of the means by which existing gender-
biased job structures and practices are en-
acted, reinforced, and maintained. Interac-
tional gender processes, however, become
important in themselves, rather than merely
agents of higher-level structures and rules, at
the interstices of organizational structures
and under conditions that force change on
organizational structures and practices. In
these transition zones where organizational
structures are less clearly defined, sex-cat-
egorization, status, and referential processes
play a part in shaping the interactions
through which actors create new organiza-
tional rules and structural forms, and map
gender hierarchy into them as they do so.
These transition zones are precisely where
bureaucratic politics also have great effect
(Bridges and Nelson 1989); but interactional
gender processes can help explain how and
why bureaucratic politics become gender
politics.

INTERACTIONAL MECHANISMS AND
OCCUPATIONAL GENDER
INEQUALITY

It is useful, first, to recognize the extent to
which occupational arrangements and wage
outcomes are interactionally mediated.
Workers gain information about jobs and
evaluate them through contact with others.
Employers hire workers through direct inter-
action (e.g., interviews) or indirect interac-
tion (e.g., reviewing resumes, records, refer-
ences). On the job, as Kanter (1977) pointed
out, performance, evaluations, task assign-
ments, and promotions are mediated in com-
plex ways by interaction. All of these medi-
ating interactions are potential sites where
interactional mechanisms may help map gen-
der hierarchy into the occupational patterns
that result.?

The Sex Labeling of Workers and Jobs

Reskin and Roos (1990) argue that gender
inequality in employment is maintained
through the transformation of labor queues
into gender queues. The necessary first step
in this transformation is the sex labeling of
workers. This point seems so obvious and so
natural that we generally do not bother to ex-
plain it. But why should sex be such a pri-
mary and salient descriptor of workers? The
answer lies in the way interaction evokes pri-
mary person perception, infusing sex catego-
rization into the hiring process as it mediates
employers’ recruitment and placement of
workers. Because interaction evokes sex cat-
egorization, employers can never interview
or read the resume of a sex-neutral worker.
Similarly, workers cannot interact with a sex-
unclassified coworker, boss, or subordinate;
thus they create the conditions for writing
gender inequality into workplace relations.
This situation begins a process that also
leads to the sex labeling of jobs. The diffi-
culty of interacting with workers without cat-

3 Studies show that actors also sex-categorize
others in computer-mediated interaction (Nass
and Steuer 1993; Quist and Wisely 1991). In elec-
tronic communication, gender stereotypes affect
actors’ judgments of others, but because the sense
of audience is diminished, they constrain actors’
own behavior less strongly than in face-to-face
contexts (Sproull and Kiesler 1991).
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egorizing them by sex primes workers and
employers alike to infuse gender into the in-
stitutional scripts by which the job is enacted,
comprehended, and represented to others, ef-
fectively constructing it as a “man’s” or a
“woman’s” job. Employers often begin the
process by implicitly or explicitly seeking
workers of a given sex on the basis of as-
sumptions about labor costs, which them-
selves are suffused with gender status effects
(Milkman 1987; Strober 1984). As the hirees
interact with each other, bosses, clients, or
customers, automatic sex categorization of
self and others causes the employees’ enact-
ment of work activities to be perceived as
implicitly nested within their prior identities
as men or as women and tinge those activities
with gender. When hiring creates a predomi-
nance of one sex in the job, the gendered con-
notation of individual job enactments spreads
to the shared institutional scripts that repre-
sent the job and its activities to actors and
others. Because interactional sex categoriza-
tion primes gender stereotypes to become ef-
fectively salient on the job, even in sex-seg-
regated contexts, workers and employers may
come to justify in gender stereotypic terms
those sex-segregated job activities that origi-
nally seemed gender irrelevant (e.g., elec-
tronic assembly or selling securities). This
reaction further consolidates the sex labeling
of the job in the eyes of its participants and of
those who deal with them, and in representa-
tions in the media.

As the scripts that represent the job come
to be labeled male or female, in either a
given organizational culture or a wider cul-
ture, the differential status value attached to
the sexes and their stereotypic traits spreads
to the job as well. Continually reinforced by
sex categorization in workplace interaction,
the spread of status value affects the perfor-
mance and reward expectations associated
with the job. Experiments show that a job or
task, when labeled feminine, is viewed by
both job evaluators and job incumbents as
requiring less ability and effort and as worth
less compensation than the identical job or
task when labeled masculine (Major and
Forcey 1985; McArthur and Obrant 1986).
Other evidence shows that the gender com-
position of a job alone has a significant im-
pact on wages (Baron and Newman 1990;
England 1992), as does the association of the

job with stereotypically female tasks such as
nurturance (Kilbourne et al. 1994).

Although this labeling process involves
shared cultural constructions of a job, it is
governed primarily by the situational con-
structions of workplace interaction; thus it
reacts to changes in the context of interac-
tion (e.g., the sex of workers, managers, or
trainees). Over time or between organiza-
tions, a given activity or job can be relabeled
very flexibly from one sex to the other. What
does not change, however, is the tendency to
apply sex labels; interaction injects sex cat-
egorization into the work process and brings
in status evaluations as well.

Men and Women as Interested Actors

Employment inequality is also preserved,
some observers have concluded, by men act-
ing to maintain their advantages over women
(Acker 1989; Bridges and Nelson 1989;
Reskin 1988; Stone 1995). How does this ac-
tually play out? Part of the answer is struc-
tural: The interests of those in more power-
ful positions in employment organizations
are represented more forcefully than the in-
terests of the less powerful, who are more
likely to be women (Bridges and Nelson
1989). But writers suggest that more is in-
volved.

Because sex is such an all-encompassing
category and crosscuts other differences, it
has always been difficult to explain how or
in what sense either men or women act in the
interests of their gender. This question may
be clarified by understanding how sex cat-
egorization in interaction tinges work identi-
ties with gender stereotypes in various de-
grees, thus evoking status interests and bias-
ing perceptions.

When gender status is effectively salient in
workplace interactions, because of the sex-
typed or mixed-sex context, it creates a num-
ber of apparently gender-interested behaviors
on the part of men, whether as employers,
workers, or customers. People (including
male actors themselves) will tend to judge
male actors as more competent and more
worthy of reward than equivalent women, to
miss or discount information in the situation
that undermines gender stereotypes, and to
perceive an implicit status threat in the equal
rewarding of equivalent men and women.
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All of these effects, however, usually oc-
cur as a modification, a biasing, of behavior
and judgments during the enactment of a
more situationally salient occupational and
institutional identity. Thus a man acting in
his role as an electrical engineer or a union
representative may slightly bias his treatment
of other men and of women, usually in an
implicit way that he himself does not recog-
nize. Only occasionally will gender be so sa-
lient in the situation that men will act self-
consciously as men to preserve their interest.
Yet, the repeated background activation of
gender status over many workplace interac-
tions, biasing behavior in subtle or more sub-
stantial degrees, produces the effect of men
acting in their gender interest, even when
many men feel no special loyalty to their sex.
This behavior-biasing process weights the
encounters through which bureaucratic poli-
tics are enacted; it brings an implicit gender
dimension to the outcomes in addition to that
produced by the differential power of male
and female actors.

What about women as interested actors?
As indicated by the entrance of women into
male occupations and management positions,
women pursue their interests in employment
settings despite barriers (Jacobs 1992;
Reskin and Roos 1990). Even so, they are
handicapped by the lower power attached to
their positions and by interactional gender
mechanisms.

Where gender status is effectively salient,
it is in women’s interest to introduce added
job-relevant information that undermines its
effects on perceptions of the competence and
reward-worthiness of self and others in the
situation. Doing so is difficult, however, pre-
cisely because gender usually operates as a
background identity in workplace interac-
tions; the participants do not define it explic-
itly as part of “what is going on here.” Its im-
plicitness complicates the task of recogniz-
ing its effects and introducing countervailing
information in the real time of interaction.
The process is difficult as well because
men’s own status interests tend to make them
more cognitively resistant to countervailing
information.

As a result, women periodically may sense
that something prejudicial is happening to
them, but they may be frustrated in their ef-
forts to act effectively against it. They will

be vulnerable to “role encapsulation,”
whereby others define them in their work
identities in implicitly gendered terms that
limit their effectiveness as actors in their own
interests (Kanter 1977). In their analysis of
the Washington State pay system, for in-
stance, Bridges and Nelson (1989:645) found
that women employees were disadvantaged
not only because they had fewer representa-
tives in pay-setting processes, but also be-
cause the actors and groups that traditionally
represented women (e.g., the Nurses Asso-
ciation) were viewed as “passive and ineffec-
tive” on pay issues. Interactional gender
mechanisms contribute to the situational con-
struction of women in the workplace as
stereotypically more “passive and ineffec-
tive” than many men in pursuing their inter-
ests.

Preferences for Male Workers

Labor queues become gender queues not
simply through the sex labeling of workers
but also through employer preferences that
rank male workers higher in the queue
(Reskin and Roos 1990). The persistence of
such preferences is problematic, because
many women’s wage rates are lower than
men’s, even when their qualifications are
similar. Again, part of the explanation may
lie in the interactional mediation of work-
place relations and the opportunity this me-
diation provides for the operation of gender
status beliefs.* At least four types of sex dis-
crimination have been suggested to account
for employers’ preferences: tastes, error, sta-
tistical discrimination, and group collusion
(England 1992:54-68). The first three can be
understood as straightforward results of gen-
der status processes. Such processes also cre-
ate the conditions for collusion.

When an applicant pool contains at least
some members of both sexes or when the job
has been sex-labeled (as in most hiring situ-
ations), sex categorization of applicants acti-

4 The agents of employers’ preferences are not
always the persons authorizing a hire but lower-
level functionaries who actually construct ads,
screen applicants, recommend placements, and
evaluate performances. These individuals engage
in more direct and indirect interaction with pro-
spective and actual employees.
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vates status beliefs as employers assess ap-
plications, interview candidates, and talk to
others in the hiring process. If the employer
holds these activated gender status beliefs
explicitly as a matter of ideology, or believes
them to be so held by other workers or cus-
tomers, status beliefs can function as “tastes”
(outright preferences for not hiring a given
group) in the hiring process.

For the large majority of jobs, especially
“good” jobs involving either stereotypically
male or gender-neutral tasks, gender status
beliefs create a preference for male workers.
At the same time, they create only a weak
taste for female workers for jobs defined as
involving stereotypically female tasks, such
as nursery school teacher. Gender status be-
liefs contain both general assumptions that
men are more competent than women and
specific assumptions that men are superior
at stereotypically male tasks, while women
are better at stereotypically female tasks.
For the “female” tasks, however, people ap-
pear to combine the general assumptions of
male superiority with specific assumptions
of female superiority to form expectations
that women will be somewhat, but not
greatly, better than men at female tasks
(Ridgeway 1993).

Probably more common than explicit
tastes are the discriminatory effects exerted
by activated gender status beliefs through
their impact on employers’ judgments of
workers’ potential productivity. Performance
expectations based on gender status cause a
male worker to appear “better” than an
equally qualified woman (see Lott 1985).
Furthermore, an equally competent perfor-
mance by the two appears more indicative of
skill and ability in the man than in the
woman (Deaux and Emswiller 1974; Foschi,
Lai, and Siegerson 1994). On the surface,
then, not gender but merit is involved, but
worker’s sex is connected with merit by the
interactional mediation of employers’ evalu-
ations of workers, and by the way this me-
diation injects gender status into the process.
In this way interactionally activated status
processes create error discrimination, where-
by two workers who would perform equally
are judged to be different and are paid ac-
cordingly.

The operation of gender status beliefs in
the workplace can also create the basis for a

type of statistical discrimination. Perfor-
mance expectations created by employers’
status beliefs tend to become self-fulfilling,
and this tendency often produces employer
experiences with male and female workers
that confirm such judgments. A competent
performance by a female worker appears less
competent than by a male worker. Also, and
more insidious, the pressure of low expecta-
tions actually can interfere with some women
workers’ performance. Similarly, high expec-
tations of others can improve the perfor-
mances of some men workers (Harris and
Rosenthal 1985). Thus the effect of status-
based expectations on some men and some
women can create “real” differences in the
average performance and productivity for
groups of similar male and female workers.
When interactional sex categorization makes
gender salient in the hiring process, the
employer’s experience of these average dif-
ferences also becomes salient. The employer
may react by preferring male workers across
the board, thus creating statistical discrimi-
nation. Statistical discrimination is espe-
cially important for gender inequality be-
cause it resists the flattening effects of mar-
ket forces more strongly than do other types
of discrimination (England 1992:61-8).

Gender status processes in interaction also
consolidate the conditions for interest-based
collusion, a fourth type of discrimination
suggested by several writers (Hartmann
1976; Reskin 1988; Strober 1984). Both
workers and employers have a wide variety
of crosscutting interests. But few are enacted
and reinforced in interaction so repeatedly
(albeit implicitly) as are gender status inter-
ests; therefore these interests are especially
fertile ground for explicit collusion. To oc-
cur, collusion may need to be triggered by
contingent events that threaten gender hier-
archy in a work setting, such as organiza-
tional or technological change.

As studies of organizational practices show
(Steinberg 1995), interaction is not the only
source of discriminatory processes or their
persistence. But the knowledge that interac-
tional processes are sufficient to create most
of the observed forms of discrimination
clarifies an important (if subtle and even in-
sidious) means by which discrimination is
continually recreated in the face of leveling
market forces. Especially important here is
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the capacity of gender status beliefs to lag
behind changes in the distributional inequali-
ties that support them; they give interaction
a chameleon-like ability to reestablish dis-
crimination in new forms in the face of mar-
ket forces and structural changes in the work
process.

Why Do Women Workers Accept
Lower Wages?

Employers’ ability to attract and retain
women workers for lower wages is also criti-
cal for maintaining occupational gender in-
equality. Why do women settle for less than
similarly qualified men? Although some ar-
gue that women place less value on money,
women step forward when good-paying jobs
open up for them, even if these have been la-
beled men’s jobs (Jacobs 1989; Reskin and
Roos 1990).

At this juncture, too, interaction plays a
role by shaping different senses of entitle-
ment on the part of similarly qualified male
and female workers. Although many women
work in sex-segregated jobs, their perfor-
mance is often evaluated through direct or
indirect interaction with male supervisors,
clients, or customers. Also, their work may
be typed as a women’s job. In any of these
situations, interactionally determined sex
categorization will activate status beliefs, af-
fecting women workers’ own performance
and reward expectations as well as their em-
ployers’ and fellow workers’ expectations for
them. Evidence suggests that women under-
estimate the quality of their performances in
comparison with men, and thus are suscep-
tible to arguments that they deserve less pay
(Deaux and Kite 1987; Lenny 1977).

Status beliefs create expectations for the
relative rewards that male and female work-
ers deserve. Referential standards for re-
wards, established (like evaluation) through
interaction, anchor those relative expecta-
tions around a specific reward level. If sex-
biased searches of comparison others cause
women to estimate the going rate at lower
levels than do similar men for given work by
people with given qualifications, this effect
is a second reason why women judge the
compensation they deserve as less than men
do. Sex-biased referential standards reduce
women’s reward expectations even in work

situations where status beliefs are not effec-
tively salient. They also reduce the estimates
of deserved rewards among women who try
to resist the pressures of status expectations
by developing very high skill levels about
which they can be confident (Major 1989).

If women workers inadvertently underesti-
mate the rewards to which they are entitled,
employers can more easily force them to
settle for lower wages (Major et al. 1984). If
corresponding status- and sex-biased referen-
tial processes cause male workers to overes-
timate what they deserve, employers find it
harder to force lower wages on them. This
unequal and self-fulfilling entitlement pro-
cess, which operates within a work organiza-
tion, is bolstered further by workers’ com-
parisons of their rewards with those in other
employment settings (Reskin and Roos
1990). Searches among comparison others in
different firms and different jobs are also bi-
ased by the interactional sex categorization
and sex labeling of jobs. Thus, here, too,
women generally will compare themselves to
lower paid others than will men.

As a result of these entitlement and com-
parison processes, which are activated by in-
teractional sex categorization, women settle
for lesser rewards than do similar men. Al-
though most women find it unfair that men
have higher wages, they are no more likely
than men to be dissatisfied with their own re-
wards and job (Crobsy 1982). This inadvert-
ent acceptance of lower compensation helps
sustain the system of gender hierarchy in pay
over time by moderating women’s resistance
(Major 1989). By this analysis, it is a prod-
uct of interactional gender mechanisms.

Women’s Entrance into Male Occupations

Interactional mediation can also help explain
why the movement of women into male oc-
cupations sometimes results in feminization
of the occupation or resegregation by spe-
cialty, which reduces the wage benefits to
women and moderates the impact on wage
inequality (Reskin and Roos 1990). Given
employers’ general preferences for male
workers, it is usually a structural change that
opens male occupations to women workers.
When the demand for employees in a given
occupation outstrips the pool of qualified and
interested male workers at the acceptable
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price, women begin to be hired (Reskin and
Roos 1990; Strober and Arnold 1987). Yet
aspects of this structural change are also me-
diated interactionally, just as employers’
preferences are, with significant gendering
effects that maintain inequality.

Male workers’ preferences are a major de-
terminant of the available pool of male work-
ers for a job. These are formed through the
same sex-biased referential processes that
shape women workers’ sense of entitlement.
With some exceptions (Wright and Jacobs
1994), case studies suggest that male occu-
pations commonly are opened to women
when their pay and working conditions start
to deteriorate, often because of technologi-
cal or organizational change (Reskin and
Roos 1990). I suggest that when men in these
jobs experience a decline in their work out-
comes, this decline triggers a search of com-
parison others through whom they evaluate
their situation. Male workers will start to
leave if the search, which is biased by inter-
actional sex categorization, yields a standard
for what is available to “people (men) like
me” that is higher than the declining out-
comes currently available in the job. If the
search does not yield such a standard, they
will stay with the job and may resist efforts
to bring in lower-paid female workers.

As the shortage of male workers brings
women into the job, gender-based status in-
terests become increasingly salient in the
workplace; sometimes they create tensions
that appear greatest at the balance point in
the gender mix (Wharton and Baron 1987).
Activated gender status beliefs cause
women’s presence to subtly devalue the sta-
tus and reward-worthiness of the job in the
eyes of both workers and employers. Male
workers may react to the perceived threat to
status and rewards by hostility toward women
in the job. Tensions from male coworkers in-
crease the costs of the job for women, but for
many women, given their sex-biased referen-
tial standards, the job still will be relatively
attractive in both status and pay. Men’s sex-
biased referential standards, on the other
hand, suggest that the job is increasingly less
attractive than alternatives. The men’s flight
from the job will accelerate, and even fewer
males will apply for the openings.

As women become more numerous in the
job, supervisors’ gender status beliefs and

women workers’ lower sense of entitlement
exert self-fulfilling effects on women’s re-
ward outcomes, and these effects increas-
ingly spread to the job itself. This situation
facilitates employers’ introduction of more
organizational and technological changes
that reduce the status and reward outcomes
of the job. Although this scenario is not in-
evitable, the likely result when it occurs is
feminization of the job or resegregation by
specialty, with the female jobs and special-
ties declining in rewards and status (Reskin
and Roos 1990).

The point here is that this transition, which
maintains gender hierarchy over a change in
the structural organization of jobs, is medi-
ated by interactional processes. The combi-
nation of interactionally activated status pro-
cesses and biased referential standards, also
a product of interaction, creates a complex
mix of discrimination, status-based interest
competition, differences in entitlement, and
differential perceptions of alternatives. The
result is a system of interdependent effects
that are everywhere and yet nowhere because
they develop through multiple workplace in-
teractions, often in taken-for-granted ways.
Their aggregate result is structural: the pres-
ervation of wage inequality and the sex seg-
regation of jobs.

An Empirical Prediction

If the interactional perspective presented
here is to be more than illustrative, it should
provide testable empirical predictions. I have
argued that under business-as-usual condi-
tions interactional gender mechanisms are
part of the process by which gender-biased
organizational structures and institutional
practices are implemented. But under more
organizationally chaotic conditions, such as
those at organizational interstices or those
produced by economic change, interactional
mechanisms are sufficient in themselves to
create gender inequality in pay and power
among the participants and to generate sex-
typing of work; as a result, any new organi-
zational structures or practices that emerge
from actions under these conditions will
themselves embody gender hierarchy. Thus a
general prediction is: Wage inequality and
sex labeling of work will be present even in
employment settings where the usual organi-
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zational structures and practices that pro-
duce them are relatively absent, such as in-
ternal labor markets and biased job evalua-
tion systems.

Evidence exists to support this prediction.
Television writers are employed on short-
term contracts through an organizationally
unstructured, interpersonally mediated pro-
cess whereby a few successful writer-produc-
ers serve as “brokers” (Bielby and Bielby
1995). Gendering structures such as internal
labor markets and job systems are lacking;
in addition, human capital effects are blunted
because competence is difficult to judge
from the products themselves. Yet despite the
absence of these usual sources of wage in-
equality, Bielby and Bielby (1995:224)
found that between 1982 and 1990 women
television writers had a net earnings disad-
vantage of 22 to 25 percent less pay than men
of similar age, experience, and work histo-
ries. Male writers were better known and
were perceived as better risks than equally
successful female writers (a classic status ef-
fect) and women writers tended to be type-
cast in gender-stereotypical ways as situation
comedy writers rather than action writers.

The degree of gender inequality in an or-
ganizationally unstructured occupation such
as television writing is as large as in bureau-
cratically organized work. Yet there are dif-
ferences in the primary mechanisms sustain-
ing the inequality (interpersonal processes or
organizational structures) (Bielby and Bielby
1995).5 This point underscores the multilevel
nature of the processes by which gender hi-
erarchy is enacted. As these data show, the
power of interactional gender processes is
that they are sufficient to maintain gender hi-
erarchy in employment in the absence of the
usual gendered organizational structures.

The organizational circumstances of tele-
vision writers are atypical, but other situa-
tions where interactional gender processes
should have testable effects are not. These
include start-up companies and newly form-

5> The increasing rationalization and explicit-
ness of procedures that attend bureaucratic orga-
nization may make the implicit gender inequality
of interpersonally organized work difficult to sus-
tain without justification, and thus may encour-
age the differentiation of job titles by gender
(Baron and Pfeffer 1994).

ing professions (e.g., personal financial plan-
ners) that draw people from diverse occupa-
tional backgrounds. Within organizations,
they include interdepartmental and inter-
agency teams charged with change or inno-
vation. In each of these organizationally less
highly structured settings, interactional gen-
der mechanisms can be predicted to measur-
ably shape the interpersonal and power poli-
tics from which new organizational struc-
tures and practices emerge.

CONCLUSION

Adding an interactional account to labor
market and organizational accounts of em-
ployment inequality helps explain why gen-
der is such a major force in the labor pro-
cess. Hiring, job searches, placement, perfor-
mance evaluation, task assignment, promo-
tion, and dealing with customers, clients,
bosses, coworkers, and subordinates all in-
volve direct or indirect (e.g., the evaluation
of resumes) interaction. Interacting with a
concrete other evokes primary cultural rules
for making sense of self and of other, push-
ing actors to sex categorize one another in
each of these situations. Sex categorization
pumps gender into the interactionally medi-
ated work process by cueing gender stereo-
types, including status beliefs, and by bias-
ing the choice of comparison others. The
process is insidious because gender is usu-
ally an implicit, background identity whose
effective salience varies situationally, acting
in combination with more salient work iden-
tities and modifying their performance. In
bureaucratically well-ordered work contexts,
interactional gender mechanisms become
part of the process for enacting more formal
structures that embody gender bias, such as
job ladders and evaluation systems. Interac-
tional processes contribute to the sex label-
ing of jobs, to the devaluation of women’s
jobs, to forms of sex discrimination, to the
construction of men as effectively gender-in-
terested actors, to the control of women’s in-
terests, to differences between men’s and
women’s reward expectations, and to the pro-
cesses by which women’s entrance into male
occupations sometimes leads to feminization
or resegregation by specialty. In less bureau-
cratically ordered settings, such as those at
organizational interstices, in start-up compa-
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nies, in newly forming professions, or in
some types of work, interpersonal processes
come to the fore and are sufficient in them-
selves to create gender inequality in wages
and sex typing of work. As they do so, inter-
actional processes conserve gender inequal-
ity over significant changes in the organiza-
tion of work, writing it into new work struc-
tures and practices as they develop.

If this inequality is to be reduced, it is vi-
tal to understand the multilevel nature of
gender processes and the role of interactional
processes in maintaining gender inequality.
Structural changes such as the implementa-
tion of comparable worth policies, for in-
stance, would change men’s and women’s
referential reward expectations. Yet, changes
in gender status beliefs lag behind changes
in the distributional inequalities that support
them; thus the degree of equality achieved is
likely to be substantially undermined by in-
teractional processes mediating the decision
making through which comparable worth
policies would be adopted and implemented.
Concerted intervention is required at both the
structural level (e.g., comparable worth) and
the interactional level, through policies such
as affirmative action that change the interper-
sonal configuration of actors, and create
more stereotype-disconfirming experiences
for all. Insofar as commitment to affirmative
action creates greater accountability among
workplace decision makers, social cognition
research suggests that it also will reduce the
impact of stereotypes, like gender, on their
judgments and evaluations (Fiske and
Neuberg 1990).

Gender inequality in employment is main-
tained not only by the work processes dis-
cussed here but by its interdependence with
the household division of labor. One of the
promises of an interactional approach is that
it may clarify how this interdependence
works. Accomplishing this goal will necessi-
tate the incorporation of additional gender
mechanisms that affect interaction in endur-
ing, intimate relations. It is a promising
project for the future.

Cecilia L. Ridgeway is Professor of Sociology at
Stanford University. Her research focuses on in-
teractional status processes and the role these
processes play in multilevel processes of stratifi-
cation, particularly gender stratification. A cur-
rent project addresses the social construction of

cultural status beliefs about attributes on which
people differ, proposing a powerful role for in-
teractional contexts in creating and spreading
such beliefs. Experimental tests of these argu-
ments are underway, along with computer simu-
lations exploring their implications.
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