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Changing gender roles in the American work place

One of the most basic itemswhen considering gender rolesor feminist / masculine
perspectivesisthat it has absolutely nothing to with biological sex (or sexual
preference). Indee, it would have bee better in hind sight if masculine and feminine
had not been used but rather some neutral term such astype Jand type K. It was
observed by one [woman] writer “My sex was determined at the mament of my
conception but | have spent alifetime developing my gender.” Gender, in the ®nse that it
will be used here, ishow an individual perceives and readsto life Stuations. Most of us
have some fedings or opinions about appropriate ways to ad and behave as humans, and
more spedficdly asmale/ female humans. Thisisto say that theexpededbehavior,
which is observable, and the attitudes, which must be attributed based on the behavior,
differsin many cases considerably between males and females in exadly the same

situation.

While it can be dismissed at stereotyping, in the past most jobs outside the home were
held by males, and the conditions of labor were geneadly dangerous, dirty, noisy, messy,
and involved heavy lifting. The morethat a job wassafe, clean, quiet, neat and low
exertion the more it was considered a feminine occupation. For several reasonsthe
“male” occupations, that isthe onesthat are dangerous, dirty, noisy, messy, and involve
heavy lifting, are rapidly disappeaing from the American ecmnomy. Without any attempt
to rank, some dired and overt causesinclude: (1) the lossto foreign countries, or
elimination by automation, of many heavy industry and manufaduring jobs which tended

to be“male”; (2) Legd pressureby OSHA and other hedth / sakety agenoes to force
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improvements; (3) Desire for cost avoidance by the empoying organization, for exampe
limiting the number and severity of on the job acadents, or hunting for “lost” tools and
fixtures; (4) Desire for profit improvements by the empoying organization trough te
increased productivity which typicdly resultsfrom improvementsin these eeasand; (5) a
shift to service occujations which by their nature requirea much more feminine response
pattern because of the gredly increased interpersonal interadions required, espedally

those with the [paying] customers.

There aealso lessovert and more subtle caises. To examine these causes it would be
useful to have some generally agreed on descriptors for masculine and feminine gender
charaderistics. Fortunately such alist has been developed and validated over many yeas
of clinica use. Bem in the Bem Sex-Role Inventory has identified a number of
descriptors. We need to consider only the most charaderistic of these for this analysis so
only the top 20in eachcategory arelisted. These descriptorsare listed in order of
deaeasing correlation coefficients. That isthe most common or highest rated traits are
“Has Lealership Abilities” for the masculine gender, and “Gentle” for the female gender.
A more comgete discusson of the staistical methodology usedis containedin the
Professonal Manual for the “Bem Sex-Role Inventory.” 1t shoud bencted thatthese
descriptors were devdoped in the early to mid 197G usng typical American subjeds of
that time andthis should le considered before usng these descriptorsin acritical
stuation, particularly if crosscultural evaluationisrequired. Signifcant shiftsin
perception may also have ocuarred becausof the “new” generationswhichwere ather

coming of age obeing ban at the time thisstudy was grformed.
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It should be noted that aimost al the English phrases used to identify these traits have a
number of alternative constructions which can have lawdory / positive, neutrd, or
pejorative / negative connotations. It isinstructive to note that a quick scan of the “top
20" indicaesthat while dl the masuline desriptors or trats are lauetory /positive, a
number of the feminine traits use the pejorative / negative form. For example, Feminine
trait #15“gullible” candso beexpressed as“Willi ng to try new methods and procedures,”
#16“Yielding” can beexpressed as “Flexible and Adaptable,” and #18“Flatterable” can
also be charaarizedas“Accepts and ads on praise’” [These phrases are taken diredly
from a salary exempt annual evaluation form (fitnessreport) used by a Fortune 500
corporation.] Arbitrarily sekeding the sane number masuline traitswe hawe #15
“Ambitious’ which can alternatively be charaatizedas* greedy and power-hungry,” #16
“Self-reliant” which pegjoratively is “egocentric and sefish,” and #18"Athletic” which can
be negatively expressed as“Vain or excessvely concerned about physicd appeaance” or

even more pejoratively as “desres to physicdly intimidate.”
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Masculinetraitsin rank order
highest to lowest

Femininetraitsin rank order

Has leadership abilities Gentle

Actsasalealer Tender

Assrtive Compassonate

Dominant Warm

Strong Personality Sympathetic

Forceful Sensitive to the needs of others
Aggressve Eager to soothe hurt fedings
Willi ng to take a stand Understanding

| ndependent Affedionate

Defends own beliefs Cheetful

Willi ng to take risks Loves children
Individualistic Does not use harsh language
Self-sufficient Loyal

Makes dedsions easlly Feminine

Ambitious Gullible

Self-reliant Yielding

Competitive Soft-spoken

Athletic Flatterable

Masculine Child-like

Analyticd Shy
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Above table trandliterated into a posshble feminine version (by a male)

Bem Femininetraits

A possble Feminineversion of these
Bem’'sFemininetraits

Gentle Promotes long term relationships and
sustainable operations.

Tender Avoids “tunnel vison” Considers neels of
othersand long term effeds aswell asthe
immediate organizaional needs/ misson.

Compassonate Able to balance own and others' personal
needs with those of the organization /
group.

Warm Able to ad asahuman being

Sympathetic Makes an effort to seeothers view points

and perceptions

Sensitive to the neads of others

Sensitive to the neads of others

Eager to soothe hurt fedings

Promotes teamwork and loyalty

Understanding

Makes an effort to seethe“big picture” --
takes a holistic view of situations

Affedionate Forms“red” relationships with others
Cheaful Emphasizes positive aspeds
Loves children Integrates all aspeds of personality

Does not use harsh language

Avoids unnecessary friction/
confrontations

Loya Dependable and hamest

Feminine Feminine

Gullible Open to new experiences

Yielding Flexible

Soft-spoken Has good people skills

Flatterable Responds to positive reinforcement
Child-like Willi ng to take instructions and advice
Shy Does not have to be the center of

attention, makes sure others get their fair
share of credit.
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Bem Masculine Trait

A possble Feminineversion of these
Masculinetraits (by a male)

Has leadership ahili ties

Manipulative

Actsasaleader

Likesto tell people what to do- bossy

Assrtive Loud and Abusive
Dominant Authoritarian and Dictatoria
Strong Personality Rude and Abrasve

Forceful Bull in a chinashop
Aggressve Aggressve

Willi ng to take a stand Stubborn

I ndependent

Cares more about own nedds than hose
of the group/ organization

Defends own beliefs

Trouble maker

Willi ng to take risks

Rash, dangerous to be around or work
with

Individualistic

Self centered and egotisticd

Sdlf-aufficient

| solated and standoffish

Makes dedsions easlly

Jumps to conclusions

Ambitious

Grealy and aggressve

Self-reliant Unable to accet help even when needed,
would rather fail on their own than
succeeal with the assstance of others,
even at the exgnse of the group

Competitive Alwayswantsto be first, even when there
iSno nedl

Athletic Madho-Jock

Masculine Has problem with excesstestosterone

levels (Clinton/Kennedy syndrome)

Analyticd

Unfeding, cdculating and macdine-like
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What has apparently not been extensively considered in the past is the extent to which
subadinateswere expectd to lehavein andreact in what would be desaibed or
considered to be ypical feminine respose patterns. For exampe, in most large
organizations, only the “leader” is“allowed” to display typicd masculine attributes,such
as domination and assertivenesswhile their subordinates are expeced to exhibit
charaderistics such as “the ahili ty to read between belines,” “teanwork, that is sensitivity
to the neals of others,” “loyalty,” andin the restated phrases“flexibility / adapability,”
and “willi ngnessto try new things.” Both Jaclall and Kantor have detadd theexpeded
roles and personain large organizations andhave detrmined the display of “masuline”
charaderistics by a subordinate to be a cultural taboo, which cawsesthe dfending party to

be labeled “not atean player.”

Examnation of the albove gendr traits (and their “trandations’) quathe *“new”

requirement [SCANS, Education 200Q for people making the school-to-work transition

indicates an increasingly rapid feminization of much of the American workplace Typicd
masculine traits such as asartive /aggressve behaior, competitiveness “willing nessto
take astand” and ndepencdbnce ae dl adivey discouragedwhile typical femininetraits
such asteanwork, sensitivity, opennessto new experiences or ways of doing things,

loyalty, and flexibility are adively encouraged.
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So what is the significance of this for Vocational, Occupational and

Technical Education [VOTE]?

To alarge degreethis depends on exadly how VOTE is defined, and thus with which
socio-ecnomic strata VOTE interads. In the following discusson VOTE will be
asaumed to be post-secondary education / training whichisnotintended to resultin a
baccdaurede degree Inturn thisimpliesthat primary dired interacion will be for the

most part with students and parentsfrom the lower socio-eanomic strata.

[Asan editoria remark, thisis unfortunate becaise many students from the higher
socio-eanomic strata would most likely be much happier and more productive individuals
as skilled and compeent carpenters, plumbers, or mechanics thanasmarginal acmuntants,
programmers or teaders. Theredity isthat if the parents are making several timesthe
median family income, there will be not only considerable presaure from the pee groups
of both the parents and [potential] students but also considerable institutional bias from
their seoondary institution in that high family income generally means up-scae housing
which means up-scae schools with emphasis on college prep, not a broad range of
leaving strategies. Indeed, the dedsion by a student not to pursue abaccdaurede degee
may be regarded as equivalent to a cecison to “drop aut” with attendant hand wringing

and cries of “what did we do wrong?’ by both the paents and the teachrs.]

The following observations are offered without attribution in the same way that the
statement “when the winter comes the weaher turns cold and the days get short” does not

need to be documented.
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(1) Many children and young adults ladk any “red” adut rolemodes, other than
teadiers, on which to base their behavior. Most “adult” behavior that they do
observeisthat depicted infilmsand TV. Because of the expanson of the typicd
work week to include evenngs and weelends, the reed for both paentsto work
to maintain the desired standard of living, and the general separation of the parents
at work from their children, there isamost no opportunity for the studentsto
observe, evaluate, seled and pradice behsiors appropriate tothe workplace or

indead anyplaceother than the schoolroom as a student.

(2) Even if the opportunity to observe, exduat, selectand pracice arrently
appropriate behaviors was somehow avaikble, asindicated most likely thes would

not be appropriate by the time the studentbecamentegrated into the workpla ce

(3) Considerable disonance or incongruenceis sure to result when te studentbehaes
in the way that their role model(s) behaved or in the way thatthey weretold to
behave and “succes$[or theexpeded outcome, however that is defined,] does not
ocaur. Continued dissonarce or incongruerceis amost certain to resultin either or
both intra-personal or inter-persona problems with considerable adverseimpad on

both maao and micro quality-of-life and productivity fadors.

(4) Thetypicd VOTE praditioner, espedaly the male, isat aconsderable
disadvantage because typicdly they have attined their expertise and position
predsely because of the masculine traits such as initative, leacership, asertiveness,
dominance, independence, etc. that are now seen asmore of aliability than an asset
by most industries and businesses. Thisisastrong statement, but if you daubtthis

ask the personnel manager of any large company to checkand seewhy the st 100
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people werefired. Typicdly the (red) reansinclude “not ateam player,”
“excessvely independent,” “insensitive,” “unnecesarily aggressve,”
“domineaing,” “redkless” and “didoyd.” Almost never will you see”excessvey
sympathetic,” “unébdle to reacha decison,” or “excessvey suggestible,” givenas a
reason except at the \ery highest levels where,asindicatedabove, maguline
attributes are still valued and expeded. Conversation with (retired) high ranking
military personnel who have served in monitor" positionsindicates that this is
becoming the norm, except in the most combat ready branches such as the Marine
Corps, Naval Aviation and Ranger / Airborne units. This exception is preserved
only with considerable eff ort and constant attention. That is personal appearace,
an ability to “get along” and flexibili ty / adagptabili ty are keginning to outweigh
“obsolescent” characeristics such asmere competence physca condition,

initiative, hard work, loyalty and the ahili ty to motivate and lead.

(5) Thisresultsin a seriousinconsistency or problem in that the traits appaently
necessary for successin entry, low and mid-level (that is other than independent
“top” management) positionsin large, increasingly service based, organizaions are
in dired opposition to acceted male socio-emnomic classnorms and are possilly

in dired opposition to innate male socio-biologicd tendencies.

! Navy and Marine Corps “shorthand” for the people responsible for seleding and assgning personrel
to goen positions.  In this context, the most senior command and |leadership (flag rank) positionsare

impli ed.
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What can / should the VOTE practitioner do?

(1) A most difficult but necessary first step isfor the praditioner to examine their own
perceptions and fedings about the gender de<riptors/ traits andhow they fed
these would have animpad on or affed the “success’ of their studentsin their
particular field and in the world-of-work in general. Thisisdifficult, not only
becaiseit isintrinsicdly difficult, but also becaise the typicd VOTE male
praditioner is not inclined to introspedion or (re)eduation of long-held
(pre)conceptions or standards of what’sright and proper. The typicd female
VOTE praditioner may have lessdifficulty asthey have drealy demonstrated the
ability to move between the male and female rspedivesandby definition have
had to seled the attributes and traits recessary for “success’ A difficulty for many
praditionerswill be separation of “would” and “should.” As appeding asmany of
the masculine traits such as “willi ng to take risks,” “willi ng to take a ¢and,”
“competitive,” and “makes decisons eaily” may be @t least o the males) these
must be exduatedas tother probale outcomes on “successif internalized and
pradiced by the students quatheir likely field of employment and probéable extant
conditions. Thisisespedaly trueif their seleded occupation implies a high

likelihood of employment in alarge monolithicdly organization.

(2) Unavoidably a problem which most praditioners would like to avoid bemmes
central at this point —that is ethics. One possble course of adionisfor the
praditioner to describe in explicit detail what traits and charaatristics apga to be
necessary for, or are highly correlated with, “success' in a particular trade or

occupation and allow the student to deddeif they are willi ng to adat, adgot and
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emphasizethese traits. Most likely it should also be made explicit that cetain
charaderistics which may be highly beneficial or vital to a self-employed contrador
or entrepreneur may be totally inappropriate and sdf -defeding for an employeein a
large organizaion. Conversely certain charaderistics which may be highly
beneficial or vital to the successand advancement of along term employeeof a
large service based organizaion may be totally inappropriate for a self-employed
contrador or entrepreneur. These traits may be, and most likely are, more
important than technical competerty above some minimily acceptable levd.

Jadkall in hisstudy of operations and interadionswithin large American

organizaions makes this point for middie andhigh level managemnt positions,

when he observesthat tedhnical competemty is takenasagiven. It seans

reasonable to extend thisto all but thelowest level operational and entry leve
positions. Indeed, with the increasing shift to service bagd organizations,
“technicad competency” is beaming increasingly difficult to define andquantify.
This hasresulted in increasingly abstrad measurement criteria. Clealy, in the
traditional manufadturing context, if operator A produces twice asmany
accetable (identicd) parts as operator B doesin the same amount of time, that
operator A ismost likely not only working harder than operator B but is aso more
technicdly qualified. It ismuch lessclea if Customer Service Representative A
processes twicecdls as Customer Service Representative B that A isworking any
harder or has any more technicd knowledge than B. It could be that B isresolving

more comgdex problems andhasamore exengve techncd knowledge than A, for
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example B may be using multiple computer systems to correcta problem which A

isunable to do.

(3) The most important single item for the praditioner to remember isthat the optima
mix of male/ female traits for typicd students, espedally those that will be
employed by large organizaions, appeasto be continualy shifting to the female

end of the spedrum. Thisisastatement of fad and not of (reseacher) desirahili ty.

(4) Another item of importanceisthe rapidly converging median male and female
incomes which are projeded to be eqa in 2004 After this time the nedian female
income is projeded to exceed the male median income. The social impact of this,
which implies the primary bread-winner or income for the family unit isincreasingly
the female, ismost likely significant. Both male and female eaners should be made
aware of this and some of the affectsthismay hawe on the typicd working class
male / female relationship such as who makes the final dedsion and who movesto

obtain a promotion.



