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Introduction
Like all research we undertake at the Northwest Center for Organizational Research, this research 
began with a series of questions. Everyone has heard people complain about their managers stifling 
their careers and often we hear complaints related to gender issues. My female manager doesn’t like 
men or competes with me because I’m a woman. My male manager expects me, a woman, to do all 
the administrative work and keeps me from the “real” work or as a male, he competes with me and 
favors all the ladies. So which is it? Is there any validity to these attributions of “why I didn’t get the 
promotion” or is it just invalid speculation? In this NWCOR briefing we will discuss how and why 
this may happen and provide evidence to support hypotheses.  

Executive Summary
Even if a business owner wanted to avoid issues of gender in the workplace, they would fail. At 
present 52% of the workforce is male. Unless organizations choose to discriminate based on gender 
(which some do; intentionally and unintentionally) about half of the workforce will be male, the 
other half female. According to present-day Supreme Court decisions, everyone has a gender  
(in transgender employment litigation the Supreme Court has stated employee’s gender is “gender at 
birth”). Therefore, men and women will be in contact in the workforce, in the field, at war, managing 
each other, giving raises to each other, promoting each other, demoting each other, assigning work 
to each other, hiring each other, and firing each other. 

When we apply theories from social psychology to managing people in organizations, we encounter 
an interesting problem: there are dual (competing) theories to explain what we see. 

On the one hand, social identity theory suggests:

1.  People identify with people who are like themselves (women identify with women,  
men identify with men).

2. People give positive treatment and bias toward those with whom they identify.
3. People give denigrating bias to those with whom they don’t identify. 

In sum, social identity theory suggests people are much better served in their evaluations, salary, 
promotions, and career outcomes when their manager is the same gender as they are. This will result 
in favorable treatment and career growth.

Vicious Male 
Chauvinists, Diabolical 
Femi-Nazis, or Just 
Business Management
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On the other hand, an insightful 2002 study by Rudawsky suggests that although women are by 
nature more communal than men, in a business environment they are actually more competitive 
than men with their own gender. Research has supported this in a 1995 study by Noe, which found 
that women with female mentors as compared to women with male mentors had greater intention 
to quit and tended to be in lower-level managerial positions.

So which is it? Of course there are individual men and women who have different experiences but 
on average, do managers give preferential or denigrating treatment to those employees of the same 
gender? Do managers want to help people like themselves or do they feel the need to compete more?

Purpose of this Study
Given previous research has no definitive description, the purpose of this study is to provide evidence 
to the question “Is it better for employees’ careers to have managers with the same or different 
gender than themselves?”

Procedures
Data collected in a large Fortune 100 firm was used to examine 36,139 manager/non-manager 
relationships. The career outcomes were salary, salary growth over the last five years, level within the 
company, and level growth since joining the firm. The age of participants ranged from 19 to 86 years 
with the average age being 46.8 years. There were 6,868 females with 26,446 participants having the 
same gender as their manager and 9,693 participants having a different gender than their manager. 

Results
Empirical results of the study can be seen below: 
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Results continued



Overall
Results suggest that overall, employees with a manager who has the same gender as themselves earn 
more money per year, have a higher position in the firm, and are promoted at a higher rate than their 
counterparts who have an opposite gender manager. However, in terms of salary growth over five 
years, it was better for the employee to have a manager with the opposite gender. 

Salary
Judging from the evidence, the statement above “employees with a manager who has the same gender 
as themselves earn more money per year” is technically accurate but quite misleading. In fact, men 
with male managers are paid the most while women with women managers are paid the least. Female 
managers pay male subordinates more than female subordinates and male managers also pay males 
more than female subordinates. 

Five-year Salary Growth
Women with male managers tended to have the best salary growth over a five-year period as 
compared to male subordinates whereas, women with female managers tended to have slightly less 
salary growth.  

Level
Men appeared to have a higher level in the firm regardless of manager gender but this was slightly 
stronger for men with male managers. 4
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Level Growth
Supporting the competition hypothesis, male managers tended to promote men more while female 
managers tended to promote women less. 

Explanation
The results here are fascinating for a number of reasons. Quite obviously men overall had higher 
salaries, level, and promotions than women. There are many explanations for this from gender 
discrimination, women taking career breaks to have a family, as well as women negotiating less often 
for salary and promotions than men. While these are important, they are outside the scope of this 
study. 

Perhaps the major nugget to mine from these results is that the data seem to support social identity 
theory (we favor those like us) as an explanation for males. On the other hand, the competition 
hypothesis (same gender tends to view each other as competition) tends to explain the data for 
women in three of four career outcomes (with salary growth being an exception). 

Summary of Findings
• It is better for men’s careers to have a male manager.
• It is better for women’s careers to have a male manager.
•  When there are women managers, male subordinates tend to have better career outcomes than 

female subordinates.  
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Established by the CWU College of Business, the Northwest Center for Organizational Research 
(NWCOR) will be a leader in researching and disseminating answers to questions on ethical 
leadership and management of organizations. The NWCOR has the following goals:

• To establish a close partnership between academia and industry
•  To address critical ethical leadership and management issues in real time by providing 

practical managerial implications to academic research at CWU
•  To collaborate on research projects related to ethical leadership and management with the 

corporate community
• To provide networking opportunities with academia, practitioners, and students
• To increase the involvement and visibility of the College of Business across industries
•  To provide opportunities for student interaction and involvement (i.e., internships, 

employment) with organizations and professionals

If you would like more information on consulting or research in your firm, contact us at  
james.avey@nwcor.com. 5
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