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PREFACE

ROBIN J. ELY, ERICA GABRIELLE FOLDY, AND
MAUREEN A. SCULLY

What does gender have to do with work, with organizations? Everybody goes to
work and everybody is involved with organizations. Shouldn’t we just focus on our
responsibilities and get the job done? Many people believe that thinking about
gender, or race, or other dimensions of difference, is distracting at best. At worst,
it actually creates problems: the more we think about gender, the more it becomes
an issue. Work should be a neutral zone, untainted by politics and personal issues.

Many organizations are predicated on these assumptions. But we disagree, not
only because looking at gender, work, and organizations increases our under-
standing of women and men in the workplace, but also because it enhances our
knowledge of leadership, human resources, and other fundamental management
topics. Just as one camera lens brings the foreground into focus, while another
highlights the background in the distance, a gender lens illuminates facets of orga-
nizational life that previously were obscure: when we view organizational life
through a gender lens, we understand more about why individuals behave the way
they do, why companies are structured the way they are, and why some policies
work better than other policies.

We also start from the premise that work and work organizations are not gender-
neutral. Work has almost always reflected a gendered division of labor: we can all
name traditional “women’s work” and “men’s work.” In our society, organizations
have been central to creating and maintaining our understanding of what is appro-
priate for women and what is appropriate for men. While the participation of
women in the workforce, particularly in management positions, has changed dra-
matically over the last few decades, work organizations have not necessarily followed
suit. Most were designed to complement the lifestyle of the middle-class white men
who ran them. Though some changes are underway, in most cases work structures
and cultures continue to reflect this orientation. But because this is the way orga-
nizations have always been, we take this orientation for granted. Only with a gender
lens do these assumptions come into view and, once surfaced, become available for
evaluation and revision.

But having answered our first set of questions, we immediately face another.
What is “gender” anyway? In fact, scholars and practitioners have conceptualized
gender in a number of different ways, which have very different implications for
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how we think about gender in organizations. Part I of this Reader, “Introducing
Gender,” describes four ways of thinking about gender and the link between gender
and organizations. We call these the “four frames.” Part I also presents readings
that illustrate the four frames in order to differentiate them more clearly. Finally,
it elaborates one frame in more detail, the fourth frame, because it illuminates pre-
viously unexplored connections among gender, work, and organization. (Because
the introductory overview provides the theoretical foundations of the text, the
other topic parts often refer back to it. Therefore, it is best to read the topic parts
in conjunction with this introductory overview to Part 1.)

Just as a gender lens brings to light certain phenomena, a race lens or a class
lens will highlight other organizational dynamics. When we look at work from the
perspective of a white secretary, a lifelong clerical worker, we see aspects of orga-
nizations that we don’t see from a manager’s point of view. Taking the perspective
of a Hispanic executive reveals other facets of how work is organized, as does the
point of view of a janitor who recently emigrated from Jamaica. To understand these
perspectives more fully, we not only have to add race and class lenses, we have to
apply all three lenses simultaneously. Each of us lives many different identities at the
same time, and so racial, gender, and class dynamics are thoroughly interwoven in
organizations. For that reason, many of the readings we present here address not
only gender, but also the intersection of gender and race, gender and class, and
sometimes all three.

In this Reader, we take these varied lenses and apply them to key topics in man-
agement: negotiation, leadership, organizational change and intervention, diver-
sity, human resource management, and globalization. In each case, we have chosen
readings that not only teach us about gender and other dimensions of difference,
but also expand our understanding of the topic at hand. Earlier parts focus more,
though not completely, on gender dynamics, as we try to clarify what it really means
to “apply a gender lens” more broadly and a “fourth frame on gender” more specifi-
cally. Later parts bring race and class more to the fore, while continuing to explore
gender and the interaction of all three dimensions of difference. In these later
parts, the four frames become less central to the organization of the material.

Part VII on globalization adds yet another dimension to our understanding: the
world outside the organization. In the other six parts, our view is limited to life
inside organizations: organizational change initiatives, compensation, mentoring,
and the like. Part VII reminds us that work organizations are deeply influenced by
their environment and have a profound impact in return. It continues the focus
on dimensions of difference, as well, by adding the dimension of nationality to our
mix. Suddenly, class, gender, and race have different meanings and different con-
sequences when we bring in the experiences of people in different countries.

For each part, the overview describes a set of readings that compose a learning
module on the topic, often including historic perspectives that have since been
updated or traditional views that remain popular but to which we pose alternatives.
Key readings — often excerpts from the original publications - are reproduced in
this Reader. In addition, the overviews contain numerous references to the litera-
ture, which we highly recommend in order to gain a fuller understanding of the
ideas. We would also like to direct readers to the website for the Center for Gender
in Organizations at the Simmons School of Management, with which the editors of
this volume and the authors of the part overviews are affiliated, for additional ref-
erences and reading materials: www.simmons.edu/gsm/cgo.
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