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Introduction
• In a moment of deep concerns about rising inequalities and declining social mobility, the gender
angle to the inequality narrative is an optimistic one, with all key indicators pointing in a positive
direction 

Source: World Bank and ILO

Girls’ schooling
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(Success of family planning policies, building of local schools, conditional cash transfers, etc..)

Gender gap in tertiary education, 2017
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Gender gap in full‐time pay and in labor force participation (25‐54), 2017
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Change in gender gaps in full time pay and labor force participation, 2005 to 2017
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Change in female representation in upper parts of the earnings distribution
Women's Representation in the Upper Part of the Earnings Distribution
Sample: 25‐64 Years‐Old Women with a
College Degree or More
Year is:
1970
1980
1990
2000
2010
In workforce

0.611

0.734

0.817

0.807

0.811

Share of women working full time‐full year with
earnings at or above the xth percentile of the
distribution of earnings among men working full time‐
full year, where xth percentile is:
50th percentile
80th percentile
90th percentile

0.086
0.016
0.008

0.098
0.017
0.006

0.177
0.035
0.013

0.247
0.054
0.021

0.247
0.062
0.027

Source: Bertrand (2018)

Change in female representation in upper parts of the earnings distribution
USA

Source: Piketty, Saez and Zucman (2017)

France
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Pandemic disruption – International
(2019‐Q4 to 2020‐Q2)

Post‐Covid Change in Female/Male Employment

Predicted vs. Observed Changes in Female
Employment

Source: Alon et al (2021)

Pandemic disruption – US
(Dec 2019‐October 2020)

Gender Gap in Employment

Source: Alon et al (2021)

What are the remaining pain points?
Developed world context
• Two key factors, quantitatively very important, and both consistent with “equal pay for equal
(labor market) work” between the genders:
1.
2.

Gender differences in educational choices
Gender differences in the labor market penalties associated with becoming a parent

1. Gender differences in educational choices, 2017
(tertiary education)
STEM

Deficit mainly math heavy‐STEM: engineering, math, computer science, physics
Source: OECD

1. Gender differences in educational choices, 2017
(tertiary education)
Humanities

Business and Law

Source: OECD

Gender gap in educational choices: implications for earnings

Source: Bertrand (2018)

Gender gap in educational choices: implications for earnings

Source: Goldin (2014)

2. Labor market penalties associated with motherhood and fatherhood

Source: Kleven et al (2019)

Gender gap in earnings over time, Denmark

Source: Kleven, Landais and Søgaard (2019)

What drives the motherhood penalty?
• “Equal pay for equal work” explanations, related to changes in labor supply:
• Exit from the labor force or switch to part‐time work or reduction in hours worked
• Affordability of child care
• School day and school calendar hard to reconcile with full‐time work
• Reduction in hourly wage rate because of need for additional flexibility:
• Switch from private to public sector; self‐employment
• Additional constraints on job search for mothers
• E.g.: women/mothers search for jobs closer to their residence and have a higher
willingness to pay for shorter commute time to work (Le Barbanchon et al., 2019;
Lundborg et al, 2017)
• In France, residual gender commute gap ~10 to 15%.

Labor supply responses to motherhood not restricted to those with lower potential labor market income
Example: MBAs and Lawyers

MBAs

Source: Bertrand, Goldin and Katz (2010)

Lawyers

Source: Azmat and Ferrer (2017)

Earnings’ losses associated with working shorter hours
particularly large for those with high potential incomes

Source: Goldin (2014)

Change in gender gap in employment in the US:
Great Recession vs. Pandemic Recession

Source: Alon et al (2021)

What to make of all this?
• If much of what is left of the gender gap in labor market outcomes is related to the different choices women and men make,
what’s the problem?
• View 1: these choices reflect on rational self‐interested calculations. Men and women arrive at different outcomes because
of:
• Essential differences in preferences
• E.g. women do not like math
• E.g. women prefer to engage in care‐giving activities
• Essential differences in skills
• E.g. women are not good at math
• E.g. women have a comparative advantage in nurturing and child‐rearing activities
• Under this view, there might be no need for any type of corrective action, as there might be nothing to correct
Or
• View 2: the different outcomes are a reflection of powerful stereotypes about gender‐specific skills and gender‐specific roles.
• Both preferences and skills are endogenous to these stereotypes 

Gender stereotypes in economics and social psychology
• Economics mainly views gender stereotypes as manifestation of statistical discrimination
• Rooted in imperfect information
• Accurate /rational beliefs about a group member based on the aggregate distribution of the trait in
that group
• Rational belief‐based discrimination
• Economics focuses on the descriptive nature of gender stereotypes: beliefs about what men and women
typically do (or how they typically are) and what will they do (or how they will be)

• Social psychology instead views stereotypes as special cases of cognitive schemas
• Generalizations that individuals make in daily life to save on cognitive resources
• Stereotypes need not be accurate or rational
• Social psychology stresses that gender stereotypes are not only descriptive but also prescriptive: beliefs,
shared by men and women, about what men and women should or ought to do (or how they should be or
ought to be)
• Prescriptive nature of gender stereotypes motivate men and women to adapt their self‐views, behavioral
expressions, and life choices to what seems appropriate for their gender group
• Gender identity norms (Akerlof and Kranton, 2000; Bertrand, Kamenica and Pan, 2015)

Prescriptive gender stereotypes and endogenous preferences

Prescriptive gender stereotypes and endogenous preferences
• The prescriptive nature of gender stereotypes implies that rational self‐interest is itself a function
of gender norms
• Costs and benefits of an action include the consequences of acting inconsistently with the
gender stereotypes
• Whether because of internal values/self‐conception or because of reputational
consequences
• Example: mother’s guilt
• Hence, what someone’s preferences are is a highly ambiguous concept, and maybe a concept not
even worth defining, when self‐interest is guided by gender norms (Sunstein, 1996)

Prescriptive gender stereotypes and endogenous preferences:
cross‐country data

Source: World Bank and ILO

Female labor force participation around the world:
structural change?

Source: World Bank and ILO

Female labor force participation in 2017, by gender role attitudes

Gender gap in life satisfaction – internalization of gender norms

How good do you personally feel your life is at this time? (2006‐2017)
Source: Gallup World Poll Surveys and World Bank

Gender gap in life satisfaction – internalization of gender norms

Source: Gallup World Poll Surveys, World Bank, ILO and IVS

•

Women in the more sexist
countries have internalized that
they should not participate in the
workforce, and these gender
identity norms, while constraining
behavior and choice, are not
perceived as constraints

•

The fact that people do not
perceive that they lack that
freedom, or the fact that they
adapt to misery, does not mean
that there is no need for corrective
policy, even if revealed preferences
do not seem to call for such
correction.

Prescriptive gender stereotypes and endogenous preferences
• Push back on economists’ assumption that preferences are fixed and exogenously given
• Nussbaum, 2001: “Even when women appear to be satisfied with such customs, we should probe more
deeply. If someone who has no property rights under the law, who has had no formal education, who has no
legal right of divorce, who will very likely be beaten if she seeks employment outside the home, says that she
endorses traditions of modesty, purity, and self‐abnegation, it is not clear that we should consider this the
last word on the matter […]. Women’s development groups typically encounter resistance initially, because
women are afraid that change will make things worse.”
• Limits of utilitarian approach when preferences are endogenous to gender norms
• Sen and Nussbaum’s capability approach; Sunstein

Prescriptive gender stereotypes and endogenous skills:
self‐fulfilling prophecies
• Both descriptive and prescriptive nature of gender stereotypes makes them self‐fulfilling
prophecies
• Descriptive: cf. economic models by Lundberg and Startz (1983) and Coate and Loury (1993) who
show how statistical discrimination may depress the stereotyped group’s investments because
these investments would not be fully rewarded.
• Prescriptive: more mechanical in that men and women adapt their behaviors and choices to what
seems appropriate for, or what is expected from, their gender group
• Stereotype threat literature (Steele and Aronson, 1995)
• Example: women in STEM
• Women’s deficit in math is a common explanation as to why women do not study STEM.
• Recent micro‐level evidence suggests that much the gender gap in math performance is the
result of a self‐fulfilling prophecy:
• E.g. Carlana (2019) shows, in Italian data, that math teachers with stronger implicit
stereotypes, as measured by the Gender Science Implicit Association Test, have a negative
and quantitatively significant influence on girls’ math performance, and that teacher
stereotypes also have a substantial negative impact on girls’ self‐confidence in math.
• See also macro‐level evidence 

Gender gap in test scores, 2015: math

Source: PISA

Gender gap in math and strength of gender norms

Source: Guiso et al. (2008)

Source: Lippmann and Senik (2018)

[If not math ability, then why not more women in STEM?]
• Note that gender gap in math performance is
pretty much gone in the US (Hyde et al., 2008)
• Yet still very large gender imbalance in educational
choices.
• Preferences ?
• But, again, what are preferences when these
preferences internalize gender stereotypes?
• Lack of counter‐stereotypical role models ?
• (Carrell, Page and West, 2010)
• Comparative advantage ?

• “What am I better at ?”
• Suggests crucial role of career counselling in
high school and college
• Information about the labor market
returns of various fields of studies
• From “what am I best at ?” to “am I
good enough for..?”

Source: Breda and Napp (2019)

What do we know more generally about the extent of essential gender differences in
preferences and skills?
I have argued that some preferences and skills are endogenous to stereotypes but more
generally…how much do we know about:
1) Are there are systematic differences in skills or psychological traits or preferences between
the genders?
(Caveat: self‐fulfilling nature)
2) Are beliefs about these gender differences accurate?
(With accuracy being more defensible wrt efficiency and fairness)
• This literature, however imperfect, helps understand where the remaining pain points are for
women
• In particular, motherhood penalty

Are there systematic differences between the genders?

• Common metric to measure gender differences
in skills and psychological traits is Cohen’s d
statistic.
• Defined as mean for males minus the mean for
females, divided by the pooled within‐groups
standard deviation.
• Assuming normal distributions and same
variance:
• For d = 0.10, there is 92.3% overlap
between the male and female distributions
• For d = 0.20, there is 85.3% overlap
• For d = 1, there is still a 44.6% overlap
• E.g. with small or moderate values of d, within‐
gender variance is much larger than between‐
gender variance.

1) Are there systematic differences between the genders?
• Hyde (2005) reviews of 46 meta‐analyses yielding 124 effect sizes for gender differences. 0<d<=.1: 30%;
.1<d<.35: 48%.
• Hyde (2014) reviews gender differences in cognitive skills, personality and social psychological differences,
well‐being and psychopathology. She concludes her review with:
“Overall, based on the numerous meta‐analyses reported here, there is much evidence in support of the
gender similarities hypothesis.”
“Domains in which gender differences are small (around d = 0.20) or trivial (d ≤ 0.10) include mathematics
performance, verbal skills, some personality dimensions such as gregariousness and conscientiousness,
reward sensitivity, the temperament dimension of negative affectivity, relational aggression, tentative
speech, some aspects of sexuality, leadership effectiveness, and academic self‐concept.”
Gender differences in means swamped by the within‐gender variation.
• Nonetheless, there are exceptions to the general rule. In particular, Hyde (2014) writes:
“Exceptions to gender similarities, where differences are moderate (d = 0.50) or large (d = 0.80), include 3D
mental rotation, the personality dimension of agreeableness/tender‐mindedness, sensation seeking,
interests in things versus people, physical aggression, some sexual behaviors (masturbation and
pornography use), and attitudes about casual sex.”

2) Are beliefs about gender differences accurate?
• More of this work in social psychology than economics:
• A few recent exceptions: Bohren et al. (2018), Sarsons (2019), Bordalo et al. (2019)
• Existing literature, which tests for accuracy of beliefs across dozens of traits, yields mixed results.
Depends on the traits or skills.
• Just like in economics, concerns about publication and ideological bias.
• Most useful, I found, in terms of organizing this literature, is a study by Eyal and Epley (2017).
• The particular hypothesis they test is that exaggeration of group differences will be more likely for
the stereotype content that is the most easily accessible, i.e. for the content that most immediately
comes to mind when defining a given group’s differentiating attributes

What is the most accessible stereotype content when it comes to gender?/
What do people perceive as the defining attributes of women/men?

Source: Eyal and Epley (2017)

When are beliefs about women particularly inaccurate?
Subjects exaggerate actual group differences
only on traits presumed to differentiate men
and women.
• Gender stereotypes exaggerate actual
gender differences in measures of
social sensitivity (and self‐esteem),
but do not exaggerate actual gender
differences in happiness.

It is in those areas where there is a “kernel of
truth” to the sex differences that gender
stereotypes appear particularly
inaccurate/exaggerated.

Source: Eyal and Epley (2017).
Note: the Diagnostic Analysis of Nonverbal Accuracy
Scale(DANVA2) is a measure of empathy.

In other words: women care more (and
better) than men, but not as much more as
you think, and not as much as they are
expected to by society.

Consistent patterns in meta‐analysis of U.S. opinion polls
• Analysis based on 16 nationally representative US public
opinion polls, spanning 1946 to 2018.
• “Is the trait more true of women or men or equal?”
• Communion: ability to handle people well, affectionate,

compassionate, emotional, generous, honest, nurturing,
outgoing, patient, polite and well‐mannered, romantic,
sensitive, and unselfish
• Agency: ability to make decisions, aggressive, ambitious,
arrogant, calm in emergencies, confident, courageous,
critical, decisive, demanding, hardworking, independent,
possessive, proud, selfish, strong, and stubborn
• Competence: ability to create or invent new things,
creative, innovative, intelligent, level‐headed, logical,
organized, smart, thorough in handling details, and willing to
accept new ideas.

• Communion/caring stereotypes most resistant to change.
• Positive stereotypes might be particularly resistant to
change because they are less objectionable
• Cf. Rudman and Glick’s hostile sexism vs. benevolent
sexism
Source: Eagly et. al (2019)

How to combat remaining gender stereotypes:
1. Research, media, and education
• The crucial role of research
• More interest (journals, media – guilty as charged) in studies that find systematic gender
differences in traits/skills than in those that do not
• Need more incentives for replication work
• Need more incentives for meta‐analysis work
• Meta‐analyses reveal no to minimal gender gaps in confidence, risk preferences,
ability and willingness to negotiate (Tinsley and Ely, 2018)
• Adding study registration requirement to the psych and lab field.
• Beyond the provision of more accurate information, a role for persuasion by policymakers and
educators?
• Cf. self‐fulfilling nature of gender stereotypes
• E.g. Britain’s Advertising Standards Authority announced in December 2018 that
“advertisements must not include gender stereotypes that are likely to cause harm, or
serious or widespread offense”
• Textbooks, case study materials, etc…

Example: award‐winning children’s books

Source: Adukia et al (2021)

How to combat remaining gender stereotypes:
2. Public policy
• Exposure to the proscribed, counter‐stereotypical, behavior is key to changing gender stereotypes across
generations:
• WW II, women’s work, and acceptance of having a working wife (Fernandez et al., 2004)
• EITC, women’s work, and attitudes towards gender equality (Bastian, 2020)
• Mothers’ work and own children’s gender attitudes (Bertrand, 2019)
So:
• Avoid policies that take women out of work and thus indirectly reinforce gender stereotypes:
• Example: overly extended maternity leave entitlements (Olivetti and Petrongolo, 2017)
• Example: tax code ‐ joint taxation of couples vs separate taxation (Bick and Fuchs‐Schundeln, 2019)
• Germany: average tax rate for single woman ~30 percent ; average marginal tax rate for married
woman ~ 50 percent
• Prefer more gender‐neutral policies that make it easier for women to combine work and family:
• More government spending on childcare and early education associated with smaller gender gap in
labor force participation and smaller gender gap in full‐time earnings (Olivetti and Petrongolo, 2017)
• Additional social mobility benefits
• Design policies that provide direct incentives for counter‐stereotypical behaviors:
• E.g. “Daddy quotas” 

“Daddy Quotas”
• Take‐up at best (e.g. Korea, Japan) limited to reserved (take‐it or
lose‐it) “daddy” months
• Policies could be improved with better management of father’s
gender identity considerations associated with take‐up:
• Cf. intrinsic value vs. reputational concerns
• Evidence of reputational concerns in take‐up:
• Peer‐effects (Dahl, Loken and Mogstad, 2014)
• Pluralistic ignorance
• Situation where people privately reject a norm, but
incorrectly believe that other people accept it, and
therefore end up following the norm as well.
 A father thinks he will be shamed if he takes
paternity leave while he is ok with other fathers taking
paternity leave (Miyajima and Yamaguchi, 2017)
• See also Burztyn et al. (2019)
• Evidence of impact of policy on mother’s labor market
outcomes is mixed so far but maybe not surprising given strong
gender imbalance that remain in leave time even in countries
with most progressive paternity‐leave policies
Source: OECD

How to combat remaining gender stereotypes:
3. De‐biasing organizations
• “Inclusion and Diversity” rather than “Diversity and Inclusion”
• Recognition that stereotypes can handicap both women and men
• E.g.: men’s representation in the growing human, health and social services sector of the
economy
• Diversity for the sake of diversity reinforces focus on gender when ultimately one is trying to make the
gender category less salient
• Skeptical about quotas (Bertrand et al., 2019)
• Important for organizations to realize that:
• Stereotypes can creep at all steps of employee recruitment and promotion processes:
• Writing job descriptions; evaluating applications; interviewing applicants.
• Stereotypes are particularly likely to drive decisions when System 1 (fast, automatic) takes over
System 2 (slow, conscious)
• Recall: stereotypes are generalizations that individuals make in daily life to economize on
cognitive resources
• More common when rushed, stressed, distracted (implicit discrimination)
• “What Works: Gender Equality by Design” (Bohnet, 2016); “The Person You Mean to Be: How Good People
Fight Bias” (Chugh, 2018); work of the AEA’s Best Practices taskforce
(https://www.aeaweb.org/resources/best‐practices).

How to combat remaining gender stereotypes:
3. De‐biasing organizations
• Large, mainly theoretical and lab‐based, literature/new technologies, all ripe for more field
evidence (Bertrand and Duflo, 2017):
• Socio‐cognitive de‐biasing techniques developed in the lab to counter stereotypical thinking
• Education: about both descriptive and prescriptive natures of gender stereotypes
• Individuating strategies: encourages de‐categorization effort ‐ focus on the individual rather
than the group.
• A growing number of technological de‐biasing techniques available to organizations
• E.g. writing job descriptions: Gender Decoder for Job Ads, Textio Hire
• E.g. algorithmic tools for candidate evaluation, selection or promotion decision.

• Fewer and fewer excuses for “she/he is not a good fit.”

Other levers to speed up gender equality in the labor market:
Organizational practices
• Given women’s higher need for flexibility, recent trends in workplace practices might be particularly
counter‐productive for women:
• Suggestive evidence of increasing rewards for inflexible work in higher‐skilled occupations
• Goldin (2014), Bertrand (2018)
• Rise in irregular, instable and unpredictable work hours in lower‐skilled occupations:
• Just‐in time scheduling software
• Lambert (2008); Boushey and Ansel (2016); Karpman et al (2019)
• Collective action problem, which may require a public policy fix:
• Each firm is cost‐minimizing given available technologies, not internalizing implications of its HR
practices for size, quality and experiences of the pool of available workers.

Other levers to speed up gender equality in the labor market
Organizational practices
• Will the new workplace that will emerge post‐COVID disproportionately help women?
• Yes
• greater opportunities to work from home provides additional flexibility
• Employer location matters less  reduced asymmetry between men and women in job
search constraints
• But
• is work from home really more flexible?
• combining working from home with caring for children can be a drag on productivity if
fathers do not take up a greater share of child‐rearing/household work

Example: academics during the pandemic

Source: Deryugina et al (2021)

Concluding remarks
• As mentioned at the beginning, steady progress towards greater gender equality. At the same
time, also some worrying signs of renewed gender conservatism:
• Salient example: Jordan Peterson’s “intellectual misogyny” and return to arguments about
essential, biologically determined rather than socially conditioned, gender roles
• Possibly a backlash in light of improved relative position of women in the labor market.
• So, not necessarily smooth sailing ahead. Important for economies to keep on creating good
quality jobs (for men).
• The import of insights from cognitive psychology into economics has been transformational for
our field, and our ability to better understand and predict human decisions. Economics also has a
lot to gain from more systematically enriching its models with insights from social psychology.

Concluding remarks
• It is tempting to say in moments of frustration that the world would be a better place if
women were in charge
• No financial crisis
• Climate change in check
• More peace, less wars
• Etc.
• While there might be a kernel of truth to some this, it is ultimately counter‐productive:
falling back into the same stereotype trap, with under‐appreciation of how small average
differences between the genders are in comparison to the large within‐gender variation.
• Instead, we should strive for a better, more inclusive, allocation of talent in society,
whether that talent is male of female.

Thank you!

