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Around the world, workplaces have gendered rela-
tionships: ratios of female to male workers; gender 
reflected in subordinate–supervisor positions; and distri-
bution of positions between men and women. This, in 
turn, affects our experiences in the workplace. Consider 
the example of mothers breastfeeding their babies. Must 
they quit their jobs or alter their family schedules if the 
workplace does not provide a space for breastfeeding? 
Some workplaces accommodate family needs, but many 
do not.

Using data from the OECD (Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development), The Economist con-
structed a “glass ceiling index” using five indicators: the 
number of men and women, respectively, with college 
educations; female labor force participation; the gender 
wage gap; the proportion of women in senior positions in 

corporations and professions; and net childcare costs 
compared with incomes. Cross-national comparisons 
indicate that Finland, Norway, Sweden, Poland, France, 
Hungary, and Denmark have the best conditions for 
working women. Nations that scored least women 
friendly in employment were Turkey, Japan, and South 
Korea, where few women obtain top jobs. Among the 26 
nations studied, Canada ranked 11th and the United 
States ranked 17th for women’s employment conditions 
(“The Glass-Ceiling Index” 2015). The results of the 
ranking appear in Figure 9.2.

Thinking Sociologically
If corporate structures were reversed so that women 
organized the workplace, how might the workplace 
environment change? How might these changes 
impact women, men, and their families?

Institutionalized  
Gender Discrimination
Gender stratification at the meso level—like race and 
ethnic stratification—can occur independently of any 
overt prejudice or ill will by others. It becomes part of 
the social system, and we are not even conscious of it. 
Discrimination is often built into organizations and  
cultural expectations and includes both intentional 
actions and unintentional actions or structures that 
have consequences harmful to minorities. It is embed-
ded in institutions.

You will recall from the previous chapter that side-
effect discrimination involves practices in one institu-
tional area that have a negative impact because they are 
linked to practices in another institutional area. 
Institutions are interdependent, so discrimination in one 
can result in unintentional discrimination in others. For 
example, when roles of women in family life are deter-
mined by rigid gender expectations, women find it more 
difficult to devote themselves to gaining job promotions. 
In addition, as long as little girls learn through socializa-
tion to use their voices and to hold their bodies and to 
gesture in ways that communicate deference, employers 
assume a lack of the self-confidence necessary for major 
leadership roles. If women are paid less than men, despite 
the same levels of education (see Table 9.2), they are less 
likely to have access to the best health care or to be able 
to afford a $40,000 down payment for a house, unless 
they are married. This makes women dependent on men 
in a way that most men are not dependent on women.

FIGURE 9.2  Glass Ceiling Index
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