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Miner et al. (2018) make a compelling argument for the need to examine
gender inequity in STEM from a social-structural lens.We completely agree.
We also commend the authors for including practical recommendations for
industrial and organizational (I-O) psychologists, as such implementation
plans are vital if we are to move this issue from theory to practice. However,
while the recommendations put forth by the authors are needed, we believe
additional approaches are necessary to create marked change in gender par-
ity in STEM. In particular, we propose that I-O psychologists (along with
human resource [HR] professionals) need to actively engage organizational
leaders if we want to successfully advance more women in STEM fields.

If we accept that gender disparity in STEM is largely due to social-
structural forces, we must also accept the need to shift these forces within
organizations if we desire sustained improvement. To change the beliefs and
practices of everyone in organizations, we must start with leaders. Lead-
ers have the power, authority, and resources to influence interpersonal in-
teractions and organizational norms. Research has demonstrated that lead-
ers set the tone when it comes to everything from ethics (Huhtala, Kangas,
Lämsä, & Fedlt, 2013) to learning and innovation (García-Morales, Jiménez-
Barrionuevo, & Gutiérrez-Gutiérrez, 2012). Valerio and Sawyer (2016) have
shown that leaders can also set the tone when it comes to gender equity.
Given this, we believe that leaders play a critical role in modeling, sup-
porting, advocating, and sustaining gender parity practices in STEM work
environments.

A core challenge for I-O psychologists is to facilitate getting STEM
leaders involved in understanding and acting on “our” problem of gender
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parity. As leadership development experts, we know that there is often an
implementation gap between human resource intentions and leader enact-
ment (Piening, Baluck, & Ridder, 2014). In other words, HR policies and
information do not always get prioritized or internalized by leaders, and
without leaders’ investment, many initiatives do not gain the momentum re-
quired to change organizational norms. I-O psychologists can play a critical
role in bridging this gap by designing and implementing leadership devel-
opment initiatives that provide leaders with the understanding, motivation,
and resources necessary to create a structure supportive of gender parity.
There aremany leadership development techniques that can help individuals
understand structural dynamics and how to modify them, including simu-
lations of systems, action-learning teams, mentoring, and coaching. Regard-
less of method, the aim should be to add gender acumen as a core piece of
leadership development curriculum.

We realize this is easier said than done. However, we believe that I-O
psychologists can use their understanding of gender in organizations in com-
bination with a social-structural lens to help facilitate this critical shift. To
illustrate, we provide evidence as to why engaging leaders is necessary to dis-
pel each of the myths outlined by Miner et al. (2018), along with examples
of how I-O practitioners can implement initiatives to help leaders address
“our” problem.

Myth 1: Women are not masculine enough to succeed in male-dominated
workplaces.
The focal article provides excellent suggestions for how I-O psychologists
can help redesign selection systems to minimize implicit bias. However, this
strategywill not go farwithout the advocacy of leaders. There is evidence that
selection tests rely heavily on the whims of leaders—whomay override them
as a favor for a friend or interpret them more harshly for a female candidate
(Dobbin&Kalev, 2016).Moreover, leaders are generally responsible not only
for signing off on new employees but also for their subsequent development
and promotion. As such, if leaders believe that women are too feminine to
succeed in STEM, they are likely to overlook their female employees. Indeed,
research shows that once hired, women tend to get fewer stretch assignments
(Ohlott, Ruderman,&McCauley, 1994) and less constructive feedback (King
et al., 2012). This combination makes it harder for women to learn the skills
necessary to succeed, creating a vicious cycle between lack of development
and promotion.

This pattern is unlikely to change unless leaders are made aware of such
issues through leadership development training. For example, leaders should
be coached not only on how to give feedback but on the bias toward giving
women vague, personal, and unhelpful feedback.
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Such training could make a big impact, as King et al. (2012) suggest
that gendered differences in feedback may be well-intentioned “protective
hesitation” on the part of leaders. In other words, leaders may be afraid of
discouraging or upsetting women by giving them critical feedback, and may
not realize that they are damaging women’s careers by not providing them
with clear performance information. Helping leaders to better understand
the interactions between gender and opportunities to learn is essential for
dealing with “our” problem.

Importantly, leaders must be invested in the desire to create gender eq-
uity; otherwise, training is unlikely to do much good. Research shows that
attempts to decrease prejudice can backfire if individuals feel that they are
being forced to conform through mandatory training or threats of negative
consequences; conversely, programs that are voluntary, framed positively,
and create long-term engagement (such as mentoring programs or diver-
sity task forces) tend to get more positive results (Dobbin & Kalev, 2016).
One way to spark leaders’ engagement with gender equity issues is through
using action learning methods. Action learning involves having a group in-
vestigate a real problem (such as gender parity in STEM), take action, and
reflect on lessons learned as a collective. This technique helps people gain
investment through inquiry and could broaden leaders’ capacity to see the
social-structural roots of gender-related issues.

Myth 2: Women choose not to have STEM careers.
As detailed by Miner et al. (2018), many women choose careers outside of
STEM fields, and I-O psychologists should help create educational settings
that encourage women to start STEM careers. However, women also fre-
quently leave established careers in STEM. Because of this, organizational
leaders need to understand and adjust the dynamics that are driving women
away. For example, many women choose to leave STEM to escape the gen-
der/sexual harassment that is prevalent in STEMfields (DeWelde&Laursen,
2011). Indeed, research shows that male-dominated workplaces and tradi-
tionally male-oriented tasks are strong antecedents of sexual harassment
(Fitzgerald, Drasgow, Hulin, Gelfand, & Magley, 1997).

Given these dynamics, STEM leaders need to have a deep understand-
ing of power, privilege, and social identity in order to effectively mediate
gendered conflicts and create a culture that is gender inclusive. This is not
easily done. Leaders who hold power and privilege may find it difficult to
accurately perspective take, and simple knowledge transfer is unlikely to be
sufficient.Moreover, asmentioned previously, training that is framed as pun-
ishment is unlikely to yield improvements. Instead,we recommend that lead-
ers (and others) go through immersive learning programs that provide indi-
viduals with first-hand experiences on the dynamics of power. Barry Oshry’s
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“The Power Lab” is an example of such a total immersion experience (Oshry,
1999). Like action learning techniques, simulations can help individuals un-
derstand gender issues as systemic conditions rather than individual choices.

Furthermore, when attempting to cultivate a climate welcoming of
women, I-O psychologists should help HR groups and leaders understand
that gender-neutral is not the same as gender-inclusive. In our experiences
working with leaders, we have found that well-meaning individuals often
think the solution to gender disparity is to adopt “gender blindness”—for ex-
ample downplaying or ignoring gender. However, what is touted as gender-
blind is often implicitly male, and ignoring gender is rarely effective at
advancing gender equity.

Myth 3: Women are not ideal workers.
We agree with the focal article that altering the notion that women are not
ideal workers requires revising job designs and policies to allow for more
flexibility, remote work, and work–life balance. However, it is not enough to
create policies: organizational leaders need to create a culture that supports
using said policies. For example, the recent trend of offering limitless vaca-
tion days holds the promise of infinite flexibility; however, in practice it often
results in employees taking less time off (McIntyre, 2016). This is because
such policies introduce ambiguity about work–life norms, and without lead-
ers explicitly stating and facilitating expectations, workers avoid taking time
off for fear of being seen as a “slacker.” Furthermore, although work–life bal-
ance efforts benefit both men and women, research suggests that people still
consider such challenges a women’s issue—even when policies are available
to all employees (Smithson & Stokoe, 2005).

For these reasons, leaders need to be role models and advocates in order
to shift cultural beliefs about the ideal worker. Leaders should receive work–
life management coaching and be educated on how taking time away from
work can aid productivity and provide leadership lessons. They also need
to embody work–life balance themselves: if leaders are workaholics, the im-
plicit expectation is that everyone else should be as well.

Conclusion
Wewholeheartedly believe that the social-structural lens is necessary to cul-
tivate gender equity in STEM fields. But working with HR departments to
revise job descriptions, job designs,and polices is only part of the solution.
We challenge I-O psychologists to use this lens to implement leadership de-
velopment strategies as well. We need to get leaders educated, engaged, and
invested in gender parity. Leaders, in turn, need to role model appropriate
actions and attitudes. It is not enough to agree that organizations “should”
promote gender equity—leaders need to “walk the talk” if we are to see a
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shift the social-structural forces that currently derail women from obtaining
their full potential in STEM fields.
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