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workforce in the future. Consequently, if we, as a discipline, are to commit
ourselves to addressing the issues surrounding gender pay equity and work-
force shortfalls, we need to go beyond STEM.
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Miner et al. (2018) have steered the trajectory of gender and STEM research
in a new direction.

However, while a shift in conceptualizing women’s STEM participation
is needed, the distinction between individual and social-structural lenses
may not be the best place to focus our efforts. Although the current empha-
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sis on individual-level explanations and solutions is not sufficient and can
be problematic, a social-structural lens does not provide the push we need to
truly treat gender inequity as “our” problem. Instead, we believe that the best
course of action is to delineate specific, actionable, and inclusive recommen-
dations for encouraging women’s participation in STEM. Before describing
specific recommendations, we first discuss how to make this discourse more
inclusive.

Should We Adjust the Lenses or the Frames?

Women’s underrepresentation in STEM fields is neither a new nor unique
issue, and gender inequity has been observed in numerous other contexts.
For example, from awareness of gender disparities in leadership emerged
the “Lean In” movement. In her book Lean In: Women, Work, and the Will to
Lead, Sheryl Sandberg (2013) aimed to empower women by urging them to
take a seat at the table. However, a major criticism of Sandberg’s argument is
echoed by Miner et al. (2018); spreading the Lean In gospel is a way of fixing
“her” problem. The solutions for gender disparity were portrayed through
an individual-level lens. Doing this excludes men from the picture. It seems
we are learning from these mistakes, but shifting to a social-structural lens
does not in and of itself invite men into the conversation.

The recommended emphasis on social-structural explanations and in-
terventions over individual ones is an improvement upon much of the extant
gender and STEM research, yet it is still lacking. A social-structural lens may
lead to solutions that do not solely aim to “fix women” (i.e., providing women
with thought and behavioral patterns to take a seat at the table) but instead
address broader cultural issues. However, the discourse needs to change fur-
ther. Rather than emphasizing a social-structural focus, we should prioritize
a collective approach.

In each of the myths discussed by Miner et al., the social-structural lens
shifts the blame from women and their perceived shortcomings to a mascu-
line STEM culture. This shift is not entirely unfounded, but it is unlikely to
lead to constructive discourse or action. The nonprofit organization Catalyst
found that over 70% of men claim that women and men have access to similar
jobs. They cite discomfort in discussing inequality as a top barrier to gender
parity (Thorpe-Moscon, 2017). To raise both the awareness and partnership
of men, the dialogue must engage them.

Rather than looking at structural issues like masculine cultures, it may
be more productive to create discussions that are both actionable and in-
clusive. That is, let’s change the way we are framing our treatment of this
topic. Rather than focusing on the issues of a masculine STEM culture, let’s
explore concepts linked to women’s STEM participation that are less divi-
sive. For example, positive marginality is the perception that belonging to

https://doi.org/10.1017/iop.2018.24 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/iop.2018.24

328 VALERIE N. STREETS ET AL.

a nondominant group can be advantageous rather than oppressing. This
phenomenon has been displayed by women in STEM majors and careers
(Streets, 2016), and provides the opportunity to look to the women who are
pursuing STEM, rather than those who left, to understand retention and par-
ticipation. Similarly, embeddedness, or the varied types of commitment indi-
viduals feel toward organizations and careers, has been demonstrated among
men and women college students as a key driver in their STEM retention
(Morganson, Major, Streets, Litano, & Myers, 2015). Like positive marginal-
ity, this perspective focuses on people who are actively in STEM fields, again
analyzing what is going right in STEM instead of what is going wrong. Both
of these concepts fall under the individual-level lens but may invite more
productive and inclusive discussions.

Are Some Answers Right in Front of Us?

We agree with Miner et al. (2018) that this is an area with rich potential for
industrial and organizational (I-O) psychology to have an impact. Yet the
practical recommendations in the focal article do not provide plentiful or
concrete suggestions. As important as it is to discuss our conceptualization
of the gender disparity in STEM, we should use this forum to establish some
clear directions we can take moving forward in both research and practice.
To better understand I-O psychology’s potential role in this issue, we may not
have to look very far—like to our not-so-distant cousin, human resources
(HR).

HR provides an interesting case study, as it parallels the issues in the
STEM domain. HR is currently a profession composed primarily of women.
Women hold 75% of HR employee positions and HR managerial roles (BLS,
2017). For many years, HR had difficulty obtaining a seat at the table. This
may be in part because that table was usually occupied by men, who may have
given little credence to the field and the women employed in it. Traditionally,
many of HR’s functions were centered around traditionally feminine (or tac-
tical) tasks (e.g., serving as employee relations specialist or playing the role
of compliance manager; Taylor & Stern, 2009). However, this has changed.
In many organizations, HR is now a critical leader at the table and is engaged
in highly strategic tasks. Much of this advancement was accomplished with-
out treating it as a gendered issue. Generally, the business case was made
and demonstrated for the crucial role of HR for organizational functioning,
thereby engaging men and women alike. How might we translate HR’s path
to that of women pursuing STEM careers? Tracing HR’s road to the C-suite
could provide valuable insight that translates to the STEM domain.

Additionally, we can look to HR as an organizational gatekeeper. HR
professionals are a great resource to tap regarding women’s STEM careers.
From a research standpoint, we should look to HR to better understand why
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and how women persist and find success in STEM careers. Much of the re-
search published by I-O psychologists on the topic involves student samples.

HR’s accumulation of data from application to termination likely pro-
vides a key source of insights into the specific areas in the workplace and job
market that are most problematic and advantageous for women in STEM.
For example, talent acquisition professionals have their fingers on the pulse
of an applicant pool. Rather than working to uncover issues in the bridge
from education to employment, I-O psychology can ask HR, freeing up our
resources to develop societal interventions. Regarding practice, a number of
HR functions could be shaped to foster a more gender-inclusive environ-
ment. Crafting gender-neutral job descriptions and advertisements, empha-
sizing objective selection tools and compensation bands, training managers
with regard to inclusion, and initiating discussions on this topic are all ways
HR can work to advance gender parity in STEM professions.

HR is also facing a need for change marked by a greater emphasis on
talent analytics and technology. Not only is the connection between women
and STEM an issue I-O psychology can help address, it is an issue oc-
curring on our own turf. Overwhelmingly, HR professionals and thought
leaders recognize the movement toward analytics and technology as well as
its importance.

However, as members of an association working to support HR profes-
sionals, we see the tension surrounding this change. In many organizations
technology is limited to applicant tracking systems although more cutting-
edge technology is available and promising for improving HR and organiza-
tional functioning. Similarly, although many HR professionals will note in
conversation that they are not adept with analytics, most agree that those
skills are crucial to the HR profession now and in the future. Thus, get-
ting more women into STEM is not a matter limited to traditional STEM
occupations—HR has a growing demand for STEM skills and is facing the
same difficulties. Fields like HR that have a need for STEM but do not have
the masculine culture associated with STEM may be a great initial bridge for
retaining women in the discipline. Highlighting a more diverse set of career
options may entice more girls and young women to pursue and remain in
STEM educational programs, as they will be able to utilize the skills to which
they are drawn while experiencing potentially less isolating organizational
cultures.

Where Do We Go From Here?

We strongly believe that the I-O psychology community can and should play
a role in encouraging and supporting women’s participation in STEM and
that actionable recommendations are what is needed to push this worthwhile
agenda forward. We therefore provide the following recommendations:
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1. I-O psychologists should create and promote a dialogue about women
in STEM that is inclusive of men and women. To do so we might look to
prior research, such as that on superordinate goals (e.g., Sherif, Harvey;,
White, Hood, & Sherif, 1961), to determine how best to frame our dis-
cussion and recommendations in a manner that is inclusive and relevant
to men and women alike.

2. To understand how women can obtain and maintain a seat at the ta-
ble we may need to look no further than HR. Understanding the rise
of HR—from a cost center for transactional tasks to a valued strate-
gic partner—may help us to understand how women’s participation in
STEM can be framed in ways other than gender equality.

3. I-O psychologists should leverage increasingly ubiquitous HR data to
understand how and why women enter, find success in, and leave STEM
occupations. The data to answer many of our questions and develop
further recommendations may already be available to us.

4. In considering women’s participation in STEM, we may be well-served
by examining how such skills are being enhanced in professions such
as HR. Further, enhancing STEM skills among the current workforce
in professions such as HR may be a backdoor approach for enhancing
women’s participation in STEM more broadly.

Conclusion

We commend Miner et al. (2018) for bringing not only the issue of women’s
underrepresentation in STEM to the forefront of I-O psychology, but also a
call to revise the general approach for addressing it. However, we encourage
scholars and practitioners to look beyond the individual/social-structural
paradigm as the field builds a strategy for tackling this issue. If the end goal
is greater inclusion, let’s keep the process for getting there inclusive. We also
urge the I-O psychology community to not only look within but also to lever-
age the insights and resources of related disciplines (e.g., social psychology,
HR) to help us to understand and encourage women’s participation in STEM
careers.
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Bridging Individual and Social-Structural
Perspectives

Kristi Lavigne and Rachel Rauvola
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A paradigm shift toward a social-structural perspective may provide a bet-
ter understanding of the gender inequity in STEM fields than its predeces-
sor, but this perspective falls prey to the focal article authors’ (Miner et al.,
2018) own criticisms: It offers an incomplete account of the phenomenon of
interest. We argue that a multilevel systems perspective is the most appro-
priate approach when trying to understand any issue, especially an issue as
dense as gender inequity in STEM. A deliberate effort to understand this phe-
nomenon dynamically across levels and time can expand the scope of indus-
trial and organizational (I-O) psychologists’ influence and can better protect
us against interventions that result in unintended, adverse outcomes. Be-
low, we discuss the importance of looking across multiple levels simultane-
ously to understand the temporal and interactional nature of individual and
social-structural constructs. Without this depth of understanding, a disrup-
tion of the current structure may lead to an unstable, or unanticipated, new
structure.

One assumed advantage of a social-structural perspective is its ability
to better explain gender inequity in STEM. Unfortunately, few studies con-
sider both individual and social-structural causal factors simultaneously and
comparatively. There is reason to believe that an individual perspective con-
tributes meaningful incremental variance in explaining gender inequity. For
example, some research suggests that stereotypes more accurately reflect the
target when the scores from the stereotype holders are aggregated to the
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