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A problem feminist advocates and scholars have addressed 
is workplace discrimination based on pregnancy or moth-
erhood. In a 2006 study of women in the United Kingdom, 
one in six women identified revealing their pregnancy to their 
employer as one of the most challenging experiences of their 
work career (Phillips 2006). The U.S. federal government has 
enacted several laws protecting mothers against discrimina-
tion. The Family and Medical Leave Act of 1993 (FMLA) 
allows both men and women to take 12 weeks of unpaid leave 
for the birth or adoption of a child. Feminist scholars argue 
that FMLA assumes that women can afford to take leave, per-
petuating stereotypes that women are dependent on men as 
providers and that women, not men, are the primary caregivers 
and less dedicated employees (Reuter 2005).

What Does It Mean to Me?
In 1996, there was only one female CEO of a Fortune 500 company. 
In 2014, there were 24 female CEOs, 4.8% of all Fortune 500 CEOs. 
From a sociological perspective, why aren’t there more women 
CEOs? Are women less qualified to lead a major corporation? What 
would it take to increase the number of female CEOs?

Interactionist Perspective
The sociologies of work and symbolic interaction were developed side by side in the 
1920s and 1930s at the University of Chicago. There are strong similarities between the 
two sociological perspectives: in the same way that symbolic interactionists are inter-
ested in how individuals negotiate their social order, the sociologists of work are inter-
ested in the negotiated order of work (Ritzer 1989). Interactionists address norms in the 
workplace, how workers interact with their peers, how workers deal with stress, and 
how workers find meaning in the work they do. This perspective allows us to under-
stand the process by which individuals understand, interpret, and create their work.

For example, Geraldine Byrne and Robert Heyman (1997) interviewed nurses 
in the United Kingdom, investigating the relationship between their perceptions of 
work and patients and how it influenced their communication with patients. The 
researchers noted how nurses distinguished their work with “major trauma” and 
“minor” patients. They defined their work as more valuable and satisfying in trauma 
cases, giving them an opportunity to feel technically expert and rewardingly useful. 
Their time with minor patients was described as boring or repetitive and a small part 
of their daily work. Although nurses felt that all patients experience some anxiety 
in the hospital, they felt that those with more serious illnesses or injuries would be 
more anxious than others. As a result, they spent more time with the seriously ill or 

Median Weekly 
Earnings

All women $706

All men $860

White women $722

White men $884

Hispanic women $541

Hispanic men $594

Black women $606

Black men $664

Asian women $819

Asian men $1,059

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Labor, Women’s Bureau 2014.
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