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Communicative Strategies for Organizational Survival: An Analysis of 

Stereotype Threat of Women in Petroleum Engineering 

 

 

Abigail A. Heller, PhD 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2012 

 

Supervisor:  Keri K. Stephens 

 

This study investigated stereotype threat of women in petroleum engineering, a 

traditionally male-dominated industry. There were two main purposes to understanding 

communicative aspects of stereotype threat: 1) the creation of a typology of stereotype 

threats received and 2) the elaboration of coping strategies used to mitigate threats. This 

research examined contextual factors that influence women’s coping, including 

socialization, psychological inoculations, and memorable messages. This work is a 

contribution to communication research as it examines these components through the lens 

of scripts, which considers stereotype threat from a new perspective that suggests people 

are active participants in mitigating threats. 

To complete this study, I performed 61 in-depth, semi-structured interviews with 

current or former female petroleum engineers. Through constant comparison (Glaser & 

Strauss, 1967) I analyzed the data and produced an initial set of 13 different stereotype 

threats and 11 distinct coping strategies. Upon further comparison, the threats and coping 

strategies were each consolidated further to five core categories. This typology aligns 

threats on a spectrum that runs from passive actions to overt actions, and threats closely 

adhere to the underperformance benchmarks of previous stereotype threat research 
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(Aronson & McGlone, 2009). The coping strategies address specific actions women take 

to mitigate threats, and the strategies align with the long-term responses to stereotype 

threat proposed by Block, Koch, Liberman, Merriweather, and Roberson (2011). In 

addition, the coping strategies execute problem- and emotion-based coping (Folkman and 

Lazarus, 1980).  A distinctive feature of coping is dualistic subversions, which is when 

women use a subverted stereotype threat to mitigate it. Finally, this study suggests that 

stereotype threats and coping strategies result from childhood socialization practices, a 

process that writes scripts workers rely upon throughout their careers. This study is a 

contribution to organizational communication in how it examines ways messages are 

communicated in male-dominated careers and how women can use communication to 

mitigate negative expectations that arise in those environments. In addition, it looks at 

communication events that encourage women to enter male-dominated careers. Finally, it 

adds to communication theory because it uncovers additional ways that people use scripts 

to mitigate stereotyping.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

During the summer of 2010, I worked for BP writing the Deepwater Horizon 

Accident Investigation Report. The investigation team consisted of 54 professional 

engineers from the company and four members of a project management group, which 

included writers and editors. Of the 58 people on the project, seven were women. Four 

comprised the entire project management sub-team on which I worked, while the three 

other women were serving as engineers. In total, less than 10 percent of the engineers 

were female.  

On one occasion I brought part of the report to Jim, a project engineer, for review. 

He looked at me, furrowed his brow, and said, “I’ll just go ask Ray if he approves.” He 

winked at me. Everyone, including Jim, knew that for the past three days I had been 

working closely with Ray, the engineering subject matter expert. Together we hammered 

out the contents of the blowout preventer chapter in question. In those three days, I spent 

more than 30 hours working with Ray to understand the concepts and to capture them in 

writing. To be challenged about the validity of my work was offensive. Instead of 

nodding and acquiescing, which may have been one way to approach the situation, I said 

in an inoffensive voice, “You’re welcome to go ask, but that’s a waste of time. Just read 

through it and highlight the parts you’re worried about.” I left and did not wait to hear his 

response. Having my work questioned in this way was not an unusual incident. I both 

experienced and witnessed similar events unfold with other women throughout the 

project tenure. Whether it was a result of my gender or because I am not an engineer, I 

experienced stereotype threat. Stereotype threat is when a person runs the risk of 

confirming a negative stereotype others hold about a group to which he or she belongs 
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(Steele, 1997; Steele & Aronson, 1995). In other words, individuals can, and often do, 

behave in a way that confirms a stereotype when triggered by the slightest suggestion.  

This current research project, which examines stereotype threat of women in 

engineering, is justified for several reasons. Although the phenomenon of stereotype 

threat in situ is relatively well understood, what are less clear are the different types of 

threats individuals encounter, how recipients respond to long-term exposure, and how 

people potentially mitigate the associated effects of stereotype threat (Block, Koch, 

Liberman, Merriweather, & Roberson, 2011). In addition, the majority of stereotype 

threat studies examine the concept in an educational and experimental setting (Block et 

al., 2011). By diversifying both the setting (using work environments) and research 

context (qualitative), researchers can begin to broaden the understanding of the 

phenomenon in an effort to teach others 1) how to identify messages that convey negative 

expectations based on stereotypes, and 2) how to mitigate the negative associated 

outcomes.  

This study is appropriate for communication studies because stereotyping and 

stereotype threat are communicative practices. Stereotyping involves communicating a 

belief about a particular group (Schneider, 2004). Stereotype threat communicates 

expectations of individuals based on one’s association with a group membership 

(Aronson & McGlone, 2009). In the current study, theoretical significance is achieved 

through proposing a mid-range theory that pairs script theory with stereotype threat, and 

the ensuing analysis suggests a strong connection between communication, scripts, and 

the ability to mitigate stereotype threats. In addition, this dissertation suggests that 

scripts, sometimes several at one time, relay messages about a woman’s competence and 

legitimacy within male-dominated industries. Further, this research project not only adds 

to the growing body of stereotype threat research, it explores new avenues of research. 
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With regard to organizational communication, this study offers a new understanding of 

institutionalized, gendered practices that often go unchecked. The typology proposed 

identifies different threats women encounter at work, suggesting a spectrum of negative 

expectations. Further, this work examines how women combat the effects of stereotype 

threat in an effort to persist in the industry. This study broadens organizational 

communication research by providing additional focus on elements that detract from 

positive, effective work experiences.  

This study also addresses contextual concerns related to communication through 

the development and use of scripts as coping strategies. Scripts are schema that are 

created through learning experiences that make sense of events and guide behavior (Gioia 

& Poole, 1984). They may be either directly or indirectly developed, and they are refined 

over time as they are employed (Gioia & Poole, 1984). This discussion explains that two 

formative communication events throughout a woman’s life allow them to create strong, 

effective scripts that afford the ability to persist and succeed in male-dominated careers. 

This line of discussion connects socialization practices, particularly gender, vocational, 

and anticipatory socializations, with creating effective scripts for use throughout one’s 

career. The second communication event that influences women is psychological 

inoculations, which help women build a tolerance to negative or unpleasant work 

experiences. This portion of the discussion suggests that women experience smaller 

versions, or doses, of stereotyping. They are able to make sense of the experience, 

develop scripts in reaction to it, and use them later in their professional lives. 

There are significant practical implications of this study. Understanding how 

women succeed in a male-dominated career has obvious outcomes. There is a call in 

academia and industry to recruit more women into science, technology, engineering, and 

math (STEM) careers. If we gain understanding about how women cope in the 
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environment and overcome negative messages, then we can use those tools and teach 

others how to withstand associated pressures and stereotypes. By helping women 

anticipate the range of experiences they could face and how they may best address them 

while at work, it is possible that some of the women with a high likelihood of dropping 

out of a STEM field could find a way to persist. This will, in the long run, afford 

engagement in and contribution to the larger petroleum industry.   
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Chapter 2: Background 

OVERVIEW 

This section offers background information on two topics: terminology and the 

petroleum industry itself.  

TERMINOLOGY 

Throughout this study, several terms are used, and the shades of meaning between 

them are crucial to understanding the ensuing discussion. To clarify meanings for the 

purposes of this study, several terms are defined in this section.  

The first term is stereotyping, which is a process that occurs when people apply 

characteristics and traits to a person or situation based on culturally-held beliefs 

(Schneider, 2004).  Stereotypes can be positive or negative, but, as Crocker and Major 

(1989) suggest, negative stereotypes generally apply to African Americans, women, 

unattractive people, obese people, physically disabled people, homosexuals, and mentally 

ill patients.  

Stereotype threat, the main focus of this study, is when a person runs the risk of 

confirming a negative stereotype in the minds of others that is related to a group that he 

or she belongs to (Aronson & McGlone, 2009; Steele, 1997; Steele & Aronson, 1995). 

Stereotype threats, sometimes called social identity threats, are messages that are 

conveyed (either explicitly or implicitly) to the stereotyped individual and are based on 

the sender’s beliefs. A benchmark of stereotype threat is underperformance (Aronson & 

McGlone, 2009). For example, when a person perceives a belief that is based on her race 

or gender, she may underperform as a result of the stereotype threat.  

When a person is the member of a group or social category and he or she receives 

a label of being different, a stigma is attached (Crocker & Major, 1989). When a person 
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is stigmatized, he or she may be the target of discrimination or experience negative 

outcomes (either economically or interpersonally) as a result of the label (Crocker & 

Major, 1989). A stigmatized person is generally part of an outgroup of a whole society, 

and he or she is also devalued based on the characteristics that classify that person as 

different (Crocker & Major, 1989).    

People often make assessments about their own abilities, both positive and 

negative. This is called self-efficacy (Bandura, 1982). In essence, self-efficacy is the 

feelings that someone has about his or her own talents. Generally, if people perceive that 

they are good at something, they persist and continue to perform those tasks. 

Alternatively, if they perceive that they are not capable (i.e., have low self-efficacy), they 

often choose to avoid that specific activity (Bandura, 1982). These determinations about 

skills and strengths can determine how hard one attempts to master a task (Bandura, 

1982), and as such, individuals may give up on a task more readily if he or she feels that 

the task is too hard or beyond one’s capability.  

Coping is a way to protect oneself from harmful experiences, or as Pearlin and 

Schooler (1978) suggest, it is a way to deal with the impact of stressful events.  Others 

add that coping involves an attempt to reduce demands or conflicts in one’s life (Folkman 

and Lazarus, 1980).  Coping strategies are simply those tactics or tools used to overcome 

stress.  

Finally, inoculations are messages that a person receives that can boost one’s 

attitudes against challenges to one’s beliefs or self-efficacy (Pfau, Tusing, Lee, Godbold, 

Koerner, Penaloza, Yah-huei, 1997). Inoculations can contribute to people resisting 

negative messages while increasing confidence (Lin & Pfau, 2007).   
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PETROLEUM INDUSTRY 

This study focuses on women in the upstream oil and gas sector, which is a 

massive, multi-national industry. Therefore, an overview of the petroleum industry will 

provide an understanding of the context in which this study is situated. Of the Forbes 

Global 500 list of the world’s financially largest companies, oil companies hold eight of 

the top 10 positions; in the United States, oil companies are three of the top five most 

lucrative businesses (“Global 500”). The international petroleum industry provides 85% 

of United States’ energy needs while also providing endless other products including 

solvents, wax, and road materials (“The Industry Handbook”, 2012). There are two main 

sectors of the petroleum business: upstream (the drilling and production functions) and 

downstream (the commercial and delivery services) (“The Industry Handbook”, 2012).  

Those who function as petroleum engineers often hold college degrees in 

petroleum, mechanical, chemical, environmental, or safety engineering. Job duties can 

vary from extracting oil from the ground, to projecting economic outcomes of an 

operation, to planning future projects (“Petroleum Engineering Overview”, 2008). 

Petroleum engineers comprise approximately 17,000 of the 1.5 million engineers in the 

United States (“Petroleum Engineering Overview”, 2008), although many chemical and 

mechanical engineers work in petroleum engineering disciplines.  

The oil and gas industry traditionally has been male-dominated, and there remains 

a preponderance of men today. According to major oil companies’ annual reports, women 

comprise approximately 20% of managerial staff at Exxon-Mobil and BP. Shell reports 

the highest number of women in technical fields (including engineering) at 31%, while 

other companies report numbers of women in these roles generally holding around 20% 

(“Women in Energy”, 2009). Companies regularly make attempts to increase the 

numbers of women in the industry, but progress is not reflected in the statistics. Although 
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the consensus is that women should not be promoted only for the sake of diversity, there 

seems to be a problem with women ascending to the highest levels of company 

management and an even larger problem with retaining women at all levels of the 

industry (Wittenberg-Cox, 2009). The pervasive belief in the industry is that diversity 

matters. With a variety of voices at the top of the “corporate ladder,” more varied 

conversations with multiple viewpoints may become the norm (Wittenberg-Cox, 2009). 

However, between 2001 and 2009, several women in top executive positions left their 

jobs. BP saw the most women exit (nine), which created an even more disproportionate 

representation of women (Wittenberg-Cox, 2009).  As these numbers demonstrate, at all 

levels of the organization, women remain disproportionally underrepresented (“Women 

in Energy”, 2009). 
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Chapter 3: Literature Review 

STEREOTYPE THREAT 

Stereotype threat is the process by which individuals run the risk of confirming a 

stereotype others hold about them based on their membership in a specific group (Steele 

& Aronson, 1995). In Steele and Aronson’s (1995) initial study of the concept, African 

American students were primed to think about their race before a math test, thus invoking 

the stereotype that black students are not as proficient in the subject. Those with the 

prime performed worse when compared to their white counterparts and other African 

Americans who were not primed with the same message. Since the initial findings, more 

than 300 studies have found similar results in a variety of contexts (Block, et al., 2011). 

Additional studies examined race and stereotype threat including one study that looked at 

African Americans with regard to seeking feedback (Roberson, Deitch, Brief, & Block, 

2003) and white math students as compared to Asian counterparts (Aronson, Lustina, 

Good, Keough, Steele, & Brown, 1999). In study after study, participants’ performances 

are significantly impaired when compared to others without a negative prime.   

As stereotype threat studies have proliferated, so have the applications of this 

theory. Some studies have explored the interaction between women and stereotype 

threats, the focus of this current investigation. Several studies reviewed a variety of facets 

related to women and math performance through the lens of stereotype threat (Cheryan & 

Bodenhausen, 2000; Davies, Spencer, Quinn, & Gerhardstein, 2002; Johns, Schmader, & 

Martens, 2005; Keller, 2002; O’Brien & Crandall, 2003; Schmader, 2002; Spencer, 

Steele, & Quinn, 1999). Each of these studies found a strong connection between 

women’s performance and the presence of a stereotype prime that suggested women were 

not good in math, similar to the studies that examined racial stigmas. In addition to the 

results related to math performance, other studies have explored the application of 
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stereotype threat of women and managerial roles (Bergeron, Block, & Echtenkamp, 

2006) and in leadership capacities (Davies, Spencer, & Steele, 2005). Both studies show 

similar underperformance trends. These outcomes have been found outside of the school 

environment: Studies suggest that when a woman is the only one in a workgroup, as she 

may be in a male-dominated work environment, such as petroleum engineering, and is 

under stereotype threat, her performance suffers (Sekaquaptewa & Thompson, 2011). 

These studies have strong implications for low representation of women in STEM 

careers, and their ability to attain higher professional-level positions. 

Data show that women have lower interest and rates of entry into science, 

technology, engineering, and math (STEM) fields, some researchers are considering the 

role that stereotyping and stereotype threat may play. For many years, attention has been 

focused on this deficit of women in STEM. The concern is that while women are earning 

more college degrees than ever (29% of women aged 25 and higher have earned a college 

degree [Laster, 2010]) and comprise more than half of all college graduates (Dey & Hill, 

2007), women are not entering STEM fields at the same rates as men. The largest 

discrepancies are found in math, engineering, chemistry, and physics (Zelden, Britner, & 

Pajares, 2008). As a result, many entities including government, industry, and academia, 

recognize that talented women are not entering these fields. Therefore these occupations 

are not able to tap into the array of potential intellectual resources these women could 

offer (Commission on Professionals in Science and Technology [CPST], 2004). 

Effects of Stereotype Threat 

Stereotyping occurs when people apply characteristics and traits to a person or 

situation based on culturally-held beliefs (Schneider, 2004). Although the beliefs may be 

widespread (sometimes held throughout several cultures), the effects can be detrimental 
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at a personal level. In subsequent sections, a variety of effects of stereotype threat are 

discussed, primarily cognitive (those that effect processing functions), affective (those 

that influence one’s disposition or behavior), and communicative (those that relate to 

verbal utterances). 

Cognitive  

There are a variety of cognitive effects that can occur as a result of being primed 

to a specific, negative stereotype, which impact one’s information processing functions. 

Two of them include underperformance and reduced working memory.  

Underperformance  

One of the benchmarks of the presence of stereotype threat is that participants 

who receive a negative prime suffer from underperformance (Spencer, Steele, & Quinn, 

1999; Steele & Aronson, 1995).  Aronson, et al. (1999) found that white males with 

outstanding math skills were threatened and performed poorly when they thought they 

were being compared to Asian counterparts. They believed in the stereotype that Asians 

excel academically, particularly in math. Other studies found that when a stereotype is 

invented for the purpose of the experiment, people readily accept the new, negative ideal 

and underperform (Leyens, Desert, Croizet, & Darcis, 2000). These two studies are 

important because this phenomenon is not unique to only disadvantaged groups. 

Stereotype threat is something anyone can experience. 

 One of the most worrisome components, however, is that the majority, 

traditionally advantaged parties (white males in most studies) tend to have fewer 

stereotypes placed upon them in general and have less reason to feel threatened on a day-

to-day basis. Highly stereotyped groups, on the other hand, suffer daily, long-term effects 

of this phenomenon. Messages that draw attention to one’s difference or stigmatized 
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group status do not occur only in an educational setting. For example, females who 

watched gender-biased commercials were more likely to underperform than those who 

watched neutral commercials (Davies, Spencer, Quinn, & Gerhardstein, 2002). The 

implication is that messages that influence performance come from a variety of sources 

throughout one’s daily life. Therefore, it is important to understand how these messages 

infiltrate people’s lives, for this study, the lives of female engineers. These examples 

illustrate that multiple sources for receiving stereotype threat messages may be prevalent 

across many dimensions of women’s lives. 

Reduced Working Memory 

Another cognitive sign of stereotype threat is that working memory (Beilock, 

Rydell, & McConnell, 2007; Schmader & Johns, 2003), which mediates the effect of the 

threat, is reduced, thus influencing lowered performance outcomes. The thought 

processes that result from stereotype threat undermine performance and do not allow 

people to draw upon their full cognitive resources (Beilock, Rydell, & McConnell, 2007). 

This makes sense. If one thinks about her lack of ability or his lack of expertise, less 

brain power is available for managing other tasks, such as solving problems. In a 

different study, when Asian females were primed to consider their math ability 

(stereotypically considered high), they underperformed on the test. Researchers 

hypothesize that this is a result of impaired concentration (Cheryan & Bodenhausen, 

2000), another entity that can eat away at working memory and produce undesirable 

results. In addition, Mrazek and associates (2011) found that mind wandering increases 

while under stereotype threat. This impairs performance through a marked increase in 

distracting, off-topic thoughts. In essence, the participants seemed so concerned about 
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proving/disproving the stereotype that they succumbed to the pressure. These are not the 

only effects that occur.  

When one is under threat and the working memory is reduced, it is hard to refocus 

attention, as mental resources are both depleted and exhausted (Inzlicht & Gutsell, 2007; 

Inzlicht, McKay, & Aronson, 2006). Subsequent tasks after the experience become more 

challenging. This has strong implications, as people who experience threat on a more 

regular basis may be unable to refocus attention in a meaningful way throughout the day. 

Consider a female who encountered several negative comments about her gender. After 

several hours of worrying about proving herself or fuming in anger, she has little energy 

left to focus on her actual work. As a result, there is less ability to control behavior and 

action (Inzlicht, McKay, & Aronson, 2006), even in the long-term. Additional effects can 

transcend the cognitive aspect and influence a person’s behavior. 

Affective  

Affective outcomes are those that have an influence over one’s disposition or 

actions. To address these issues, there are two outcomes to examine: challenge avoidance 

and disidentification. 

Challenge Avoidance  

When people feel threatened, they sometimes stop pursuing more difficult choices 

and opt for what others perceive as an easier path. For example, when women were 

exposed to television commercials with stereotypical messages, they were more likely to 

complete verbal test questions and avoid math problems, as the verbal items were 

perceived as being easier (Davies, et al., 2002). This finding is not uncommon, as many 

times people under stereotype threat will skip challenging math problems on an exam in 

lieu of pursuing easier ones (Aronson & McGlone, 2009). Challenge avoidance was 
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found to effect a spectrum of participants: Latinos, girls, and even athletes (Aronson & 

Good, 2001; Stone, 2002).  

Some people are more aware of other stereotypes that apply, called stigma 

consciousness, and their behavior can change due to this sensitivity. Many avoid specific 

behaviors that may prove/disprove a stereotype (Brown & Pinel, 2003; Pinel, 1999). In 

fact, many people who have this increased awareness will respond to the exact same 

message with more suspicion of discrimination than those who have lower levels of 

stigma consciousness (Pinel, 2004). Those with higher stigma consciousness in the 

workplace reported feeling disrespected at higher rates, which further translates into an 

intent to leave the job and actual, subsequent exit (Pinel & Paulin, 2005). The concern is 

that this pattern leads to a lifetime of making choices that do not allow one to reach for 

harder, more complex material, and it may have an effect of discouraging women who 

enter the field. 

Further, when people anticipate a threat, they withdraw effort as a coping 

mechanism: If I don’t practice, I can’t win (Stone, 2002). While this is likely an 

unconscious tactic, it is seen throughout the studies that examine this aspect. To 

compound matters, people with draw more effort the more test results confirm one’s self-

worth (Steele, 1997; Stone, 2002). Aronson and McGlone (2009) argue that this may lead 

to self-handicapping measures that encourage people to pick tasks that will provide 

assured success. Many times, these guaranteed successes have less challenge, rigor, or 

prestige. Unfortunately, this, in turn, denies people the opportunity to grow, make a 

greater contribution, or overcome stigmas.   
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Disidentification  

After a failure, people often attempt to soothe their ego by saying the experience 

was not important, or it did not matter (Aronson & McGlone, 2009). Over an extended 

time, people adjust the picture of themselves to accommodate the chronic sense of failure 

as a result of stereotype threat. They eventually lose interest and un-invest in the subject 

(Aronson, 2002). This is called disidentification, and it is problematic because many are 

dissuaded from specific pursuits. In an effort to protect him- or herself from failure, some 

people simply emotionally disengage from experiencing these threats. Furthermore, those 

who were exposed to stereotype threats have higher levels of feelings of dejection, an 

emotion often associated with negative self-worth (Keller & Dauenheimer, 2003). More 

recent studies have found that when women encounter stereotype threat by being 

compared to male coworkers, they experience less confidence in achieving their career 

goals, a process that undermines their persistence in their career (von Hippel, Issa, Ma, & 

Stokes, 2011). This comparison has an effect on job attitude and lower satisfaction, which 

increases one’s intent to leave a job (von Hippel, Issa, Ma, & Stokes, 2011). Finally, 

women further disidentify by having a separation between their female and work 

identities, which suggests that they cannot see themselves as being both at the same time 

(von Hippel, Issa, Ma, & Stokes, 2011). This is a particularly pertinent perspective for 

women in STEM. Women are outnumbered and likely get compared to men on a regular 

basis. The concern is that women do not persist in the careers because of these very 

reasons—they disidentify with their work due to higher levels of feeling ostracized and 

lower levels of confidence.  

Many people are unable to self-regulate their feelings during a stereotype threat 

situation. One study suggests that people under threat are more anxious before a test and 

more frustrated afterward (Marx & Stapel, 2006). These findings can then be played out 
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further to hypothesize that people will no longer be interested in such domains when 

futility takes hold.  

Similarly, media can also have an influence on aspirations—women under threat 

expressed less interest in male-dominated jobs and educational pursuits (Davies, et al., 

2002). In other ways, recipients hide parts of themselves as a way to disidentify. As 

Aronson (2002) explains, people often tend to shield parts of themselves to avoid further 

scrutiny, such as women dressing more androgynously when attending a math class. 

Further, when female students understand that being smart implies negative social 

outcomes, they may avoid a rigorous career in STEM. The potential for optimizing their 

talents is thwarted because they may not want to prove an undesirable stereotype. These 

effects are detrimental to behavior, but there are additional outcomes that can result. 

Communication  

Stereotype threat concerns conveying and receiving a message about specific 

beliefs, which can yield a variety of communication outcomes for the stereotyped 

individual, including fluency and negative self-talk.  

Fluency  

Disfluency can be a number of verbal behaviors: vocal pauses, filler expressions, 

repeated words, interruptions, restarts, hedges, disclaimers, and tag questions (McGlone, 

2010). When a communication task was framed as male-centric, women were more likely 

to use disfluent and tentative language: um, like, and you know (McGlone, 2010). In fact, 

women produced 50% more disfluencies than their neutral counterparts (McGlone, 

2010). When males were stereotype threatened in performing a “female-centric” task, 

males were more disfluent (McGlone, 2010). This is important as it highlights the 

findings that stereotype threat can occur in more than educational/testing settings or in 
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aspirations and goals. The context of the situation is influential (McGlone, 2010).  

Further verbal communication skills are often evaluated more regularly in the real world 

than in a math examination (McGlone, 2010), which suggests that these effects are 

widespread and pervasive with social and professional implications. Those who are 

disfluent can appear less competent, which can lead to greater stigmatization of both the 

person and/or the group. This leads to additional concerns about the daily experiences 

that some have where they feel out of place due to a gendered environment, such as many 

engineering firms. 

Negative self-talk  

Self-communication, or self-talk, is an important communicative function that has 

the potential for a person to influence him or herself (Neck & Manz, 1992). Training 

people in positive self-talk can increase learning and performance outcomes 

(Meichenbaum & Goodman, 1971). When negative thoughts predominate, dire 

implications may arise. Negative self-talk, also called intrusive thoughts, can apply to 

one’s performance (Cadinu, Maass, Rosabianca, & Kiesner, 2005). When people are 

under stereotype threat, participants used more negative self-talk, and they performed 

worse than those who were not under threat (Cadinu, et al., 2005). Further, these thoughts 

tended to be specifically about the subject matter, rather than more general negativity 

(Cadinu, et al., 2005). Outcomes of this process included lower performance, as cognitive 

resources are spent worrying, rather than thinking about the task at hand (Beilock, Rydell, 

& McConnell, 2007). Further, students who were told to suppress negative thoughts 

about stereotypes also experienced underperformance (McGlone & Aronson, 2007).  This 

suggests that women who are under threat may talk to themselves more negatively, which 

may manifest itself in disidentification from the task.  
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All of these consequences combine to create a vicious cycle where one outcome 

leads to another. It is easy to see how a negative prime can lead to negative thoughts, 

which lowers cognitive resources, which hinders performance, which increases challenge 

avoidance. Where these messages are reinforced and learned is also important to 

understand. Socialization practices may be a key to understanding how these messages 

become engrained, but it may be pivotal to how it can be overcome.   

SOCIALIZATION 

One way to delve further into the phenomenon of stereotype threat is by looking 

at a variety of socialization processes that occur. In the course of a person’s life, he or she 

is educated in proper codes of behavior based on cultural expectations; this is also known 

as socialization. Throughout this educational process, people learn stereotypes and 

prejudices that give rise to discriminatory behavior. The lens of socialization can help 

uncover not only those aspects of what many come to expect from their gender and work, 

but also what people can come to expect from others in their relationships.  

Understanding underlying factors that can give rise to stereotyping and associated learned 

responses can give researchers and educators more tools by which to combat these 

detrimental outcomes.    

Gender Role Socialization   

One learns how to perform the role of a man or woman appropriately (as seen fit 

by societal standards), or, in other words, children are encultured to specific gender 

ideologies (Tenenbaum & Leaper, 2003). Learning this process is essential to successful 

assimilation into society. Deviation from acceptable gendered norms and socially-

acceptable scripts is considered a violation that can lead to discomfort and stress in both 

the message sender and receivers (Akerlof & Kranton, 2000; Bem, 1993). As cited in 
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Bem (1993), Kohlberg explains that learning these roles is one way that children are able 

to make sense of the world and how they fit within it. Children observe gendered models 

of behavior because it prompts appropriate action and structures their world (Bem, 1993). 

The process of learning gender creates a schema for behavior while at the same time 

teaches the importance of gender (Bem, 1993). Socializing techniques for learning gender 

is done through a variety of communication approaches (Bem, 1993) both verbal and 

nonverbal. These behaviors are important to learn, as they can have consequences when 

performed inappropriately (Akerlof & Kranton, 2000). For school-aged children, this 

could be ostracization, teasing, or isolation. It is probable then that failure to perform 

gender according to acceptable societal standards will have negative consequences at 

work.  

Gender socialization begins early in a person’s life and occurs differently for boys 

and girls (Bem, 1993). A study by Bem (1993) shows that at 12 months, girls are 

rewarded for more gentle forms of communication while boys are rewarded for more 

assertive messages. One year later, these types of communication (gentle and assertive) 

were the most prominent type found between the respective genders (Bem, 1993).  As 

early as preschool, children self-segregate based on gender (Goodwin, 1980; Thorne, 

1986). This is seen in playing different games on the playground and engaging in 

different types of friendships (Borman & Frankel, 1984; Goodwin, 1980; Thorne, 1986).  

At school success can depend on gendered behavior. Boys are popular and succeed in 

school when they are athletic, cool, tough, nonchalant, and have good communication 

skills (Adler, Kless, & Adler, 1992).  Girls gain popularity through socio-economic 

status, physical appearance, precociousness, and elitism (Adler, Kless, & Adler, 1992).  

While these practices seek to socialize children, there are other important sources for 

children’s development, particularly related to STEM. 
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A main source of gender socialization is the home, and it can have strong 

implications for STEM. Parental cues, particularly those from the mother, influence and 

socialize a child’s specific (and often gendered) beliefs (Eccles, Freedman-Doan, Frome, 

Jacobs, & Yoon, 2000; Tenenbaum & Leaper, 2003). Mothers’ beliefs are the best 

barometer of their children’s math and science self-concept and interest (Tenenbaum & 

Leaper, 2003). If a mother thinks her child’s ability and interest is low in math, science, 

or English, it negatively affects that child’s performance, self-efficacy, and interest in the 

subject (Eccles et al., 2000; Tenenbaum & Leaper, 2003). In fact, the mother’s 

perceptions weigh so strongly that these beliefs more influential than a child’s actual 

performance at determining interest and self-efficacy (Eccles et al., 2000). Other studies 

found similar results: When girls received better math grades than boys, parents reported 

believing their ability was lower and that she had to exert more effort (Tenenbaum & 

Leaper, 2003). Furthermore, gender mediates attributes assigned to children. Mothers are 

more likely to apply gender stereotypes about girls and math (Eccles et al., 2000). 

Competencies vary based on the strength of a mother’s adherence to stereotypes (Eccles 

et al., 2000).  Using specialized vocabulary while talking about scientific topics leads to 

more interest in science, yet parents use less of this language when working with their 

daughters than with their sons (Tenenbaum & Leaper, 2003). This is not to suggest that 

mothers are solely responsible for the children’s gender socialization. Fathers play an 

important role. They tend to be more worried about cross-gendered behavior in children 

and are more active in discouraging non-stereotypic actions (Tenenbaum & Leaper, 

2003) (i.e., boys playing with dolls, wearing a dress; girls playing with trucks, being a 

firefighter). Evidence suggests that fathers behave differently towards daughters more 

consistently (Tenenbaum & Leaper, 2003).  
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Although gender is often the first encounter with socialization, there is significant 

research to suggest that other types also have an impact. A variety of studies deal 

specifically with socialization as it pertains to learning about work and organizations. 

Vocational Socialization  

Vocational socialization, or “how individuals learn about and develop interests in 

educational and eventual career pursuits” (Myers, Jahn, Gailliard, & Stoltzfus, 2010) is 

also a process that begins in childhood. During vocational socialization, future workers 

both intentionally and unintentionally compare facets of different jobs against their self-

concept (Jablin, 2001). Choosing a career field can be a long, difficult process with 

several critical decision points. The process stems from unconscious forces and outside 

events that guide one towards a chosen field (Wanous, 1977).  

Evidence of vocational socialization appears early in life and is often related to 

gendered expectations. Some researchers acknowledge that vocational and gender 

socialization practices are so closely intertwined that they are hard to differentiate: “The 

intermingling of talk about work and family cannot be disentangled from meaning 

construction about gender” (Medved, Brogan, Clanahan, Morris, & Shepherd, 2006). Not 

only do children learn about jobs themselves, they also learn whether specific jobs are 

suitable (Kisselburgh, Berkelaar, & Buzzanell, 2009). When asked about gender roles 

and careers, children explain that while STEM careers are not necessarily limited to 

males, more than 1/3 of students categorize these jobs as strictly masculine (Myers et al., 

2010). Many students pass off this gendered assumption as “different genders having 

different interests”, and many students rely on these prevalent stereotypes as a guide for 

future career choices (Myers et al., 2010). Many times, students try to negate gender by 
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suggesting that it is not a factor for success, yet this does not necessarily correlate to an 

interest in the field (Myers et al., 2010). 

One major source of vocational socialization is the family. Simply hearing parents 

or relatives discuss a STEM career in a positive manner can spark an interest (Myers et 

al., 2010).  As Myers et al. explain, these conversations can serve as an enthusiastic 

means to guide and support a child’s interest. Confidence in an area may be significantly 

affected by encouragement received from others the children deem important (Zeldin, 

Britner, & Pajares, 2008). For many, this is families. On a similar note, negative 

conversations or perceptions tend to dissuade children from pursuing the field (Myers et 

al., 2010; Zeldin, Britner, & Pajares, 2008).  When parents show an interest in STEM 

fields, a child’s desire for that career increases (Myers et al., 2010).  One study suggests 

that 10 out of 15 women in STEM careers had family members who were in the field, 

thus they received modeling of math and science skills and had regular conversations 

about the topic (Zeldin, Britner, & Pajares, 2008). Further, parental influence is apparent 

in a child’s interest in both traditional and non-traditional careers. However, the effect is 

greater in the non-traditional career choices (Adya & Kaiser, 2005).  

Yet there is evidence to suggest that girls are encouraged to think about careers 

differently than boys (Medved et al., 2006).  When asked to recall memorable messages 

that occurred during vocational socialization processes, many women remember being 

encouraged to consider jobs with regard to how it may influence a future family, which 

includes possibly leaving the workforce to raise children (Medved et al., 2006). Although 

children reported being encouraged to find enjoyable work, boys do not report being 

encouraged to consider family with the same intensity (Kisselburgh, Berkelaar, & 

Buzzanell, 2009; Medved et al., 2006).  This is one example where gender and vocational 

socialization merge and may be creating a space for stereotype threat to arise.  
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Once workers advance towards various organizations, additional socialization 

practices occur, namely anticipatory and organizational. Although few studies have 

specifically dealt with gender, STEM, and socialization practices, it is easy to see how 

they could influence experiences at work, especially in male-dominated fields.  

Anticipatory Socialization   

Before entering an organization, people anticipate what the job will entail and 

what the environment will be. This is the anticipatory phase of organizational 

socialization (Feldman, 1976). Employees obtain relevant information about a potential 

job and/or employer through the hiring process, organizational literature, or interpersonal 

interactions (Jablin 2001). During this phase, both companies and workers are gauging 

the similarity of matching between the job and the individual (Moss & Frieze, 1993). 

According to Moss and Frieze (1993), workers have an ideal job in mind, and during the 

preparation towards that job, they make comparisons between the job available, the 

prototype they imagine, and their personal needs (Moss & Frieze, 1993).  

Most times, when one chooses to join an organization, it is done with incomplete 

or inaccurate information (Wanous, 1977), which is one of the pitfalls of anticipatory 

socialization. Future employees often do not gather enough information to make a 

properly informed choice. Certainly this would also apply to STEM careers. Interviewers 

often highlight positive aspects of a job/corporation while neglecting to discuss the more 

stressful/less undesirable points, such as being a male-dominated environment. When 

employees enter a job where the expectations and reality do not align, they experience 

high levels of stress and job dissatisfaction; the length of time in the position does not 

alleviate this dissonance (Brief, VanSell, Aldag, & Malone, 1979). Further, Brief et al. 

(1979) found that the length of formal education actually increased anticipatory role 
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expectations in a study of nurses. Those with more education experienced more stress and 

dissatisfaction. A realistic job preview (RJP) may help reconcile these differences, as it is 

an attempt to give a practical look at the day-to-day activities of a person’s expected role 

within the organization (Wanous, 1977). Studies suggest that an RJP is useful for both 

candidates and organizations alike, as it can lead to a more conscious, better-informed 

choice while increasing job survival rates (Wanous, 1977). Further, a clear job definition 

with strong realism increases job satisfaction (Dubinsky, Howell, Ingram, & Bellenger, 

1986). Yet the effect of these descriptions has not been tested in male-dominated 

environments specifically. Anticipatory socialization may also have some components of 

affective forecasting that influences one’s expectations before entering an organization.  

Memorable Messages 

Throughout people’s lives they receive “memorable messages”, which are 

statements that help people understand their environment and create expectations. These 

are communications that have longevity in one’s mind and exert a certain amount of 

influence over one’s decisions (Knapp, Stohl, & Reardon, 1981). Someone saying, “I am 

tired” is fleeting. However, when someone says, “Never lower your standards,” that may 

be one message that has longevity. Many times, socialization serves as a way to suggest 

how people “should” behave, think, or believe (Stohl, 1986). Studies confirm that these 

communications occur in different contexts including team situations (Kassing & Pappas, 

2007), work (Stohl, 1986), and classrooms (Johnson & Prom-Jackson, 1986). On the job, 

these communications often come early in the tenure of a position, and they usually occur 

private when a person of a higher status imparts the message to someone of a lower status 

(Stohl, 1986). Many times they serve as ways to socialize employees into an 

organizational setting (Stohl, 1986) as they are, “a rich source of information about 
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ourselves, our society, and our ways of communication” (Knapp, Stohl, & Reardon, 

1981, p. 40). Further, messages often contain information that can span several contexts 

(Stohl, 1986), so the communication may apply at work, home, and personal 

relationships. 

More recent research suggests that there are different types of memorable 

messages. Dallimore (2003) identified two main types: ambient and discrete. Ambient 

messages are those that occur through someone’s experience or observation, and they are 

implicit and/or indirect ways of gleaning information (Dallimore, 2003). Discrete 

messages are those that convey concrete advice that is given in an explicit and/or direct 

manner (Dallimore, 2003). This distinction is critical, as many people have memorable 

messages that do necessarily have a specific source. These messages often positively 

influence people and their relationships (Knapp, Stohl, & Reardon, 1981; Stohl, 1986), 

and they help develop self-confidence, self-identification, and character (Johnson & 

Prom-Jackson, 1986). Barge and Schlueter (2004) also acknowledge there are eight 

different types of messages that people experience, and they serve approximately seven 

different functions. These messages tend to be about relating facets of the environment 

that a person may not readily understand, but in almost all cases, they are ways to help a 

person stand out from the others (Barge & Schlueter, 2004). What is interesting to note, 

the memorable messages tend to socialize expectations for regularized, accepted behavior 

in a given situation, but they also convey the expectation that a person perform that same 

regularized behavior better than other people perform it (Barge & Schlueter, 2004). 

Organizational Socialization  

When a person joins an organization, he or she enters into a new socialization 

processes. Organizational socialization is an educational experience that helps 
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newcomers understand the organization, build a framework (or schema), and define a 

social support network (Feldman, 1988; Van Maanen, 1978). It encompasses learning 

expectations for both interpersonal and group norms, while assimilating to specific work 

duties (Katz, 1985; Nelson, 1987; Van Maanen, 1978). Socialization is a process that 

continues throughout the tenure of one’s work (Chao, O’Leary-Kelly, Wolf, Klein, & 

Gardner, 1994), and it can occur through implicit and explicit means (Van Maanen, 

1978). Although this experience is essential and happens regardless of formal processes 

(Katz, 1985), it can be extremely stressful (Nelson, 1987; Van Maanen, 1978).  

Throughout socialization, people learn the meaning assigned to work encounters 

including rewards, punishments, rules, or labels (Jablin, 2001; Schein, 1992), which 

reduces uncertainty and helps make sense of interactions (Jablin, 2001; Saks & Ashforth, 

1997). With regard to STEM careers, this would logically be the time when gendered 

practices may be instilled into newcomers. In a sense, when someone begins a new job, 

he or she is able to choose which identity to assume (Katz, 1985), while allowing the 

company to control behavior and set boundaries (Van Maanen, 1978).   

Socialization measures occur first through formal tactics (a segregated 

environment focusing on the status of the person) and then informal means (through on-

the-job training in one’s work group) (Van Maanen, 1978). They stem from any number 

of sources: human resources, supervisors, co-workers, clients, or subordinates (Van 

Maanen, 1978). Nelson and Quick (1991) found that formal orientation is the most 

common form of socialization, yet it is relatively unhelpful for one’s adjustment to a new 

environment. As Jablin explains, many formal organizational programs are not nearly as 

productive as anticipated (2001), which is perhaps due to the stress-inducing factors 

associated with them (Van Maanen, 1978). On the other hand, Saks (1996) found that the 

length of training was important in perceptions of helpfulness. Regardless of the 
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shortfalls, proper orientation to a job can help employees feel more control and power 

over their work responsibilities (Dubinsky, et al., 1986). This increases levels of self-

efficacy and allows employees to feel more comfortable defining their work situation 

(Jones, 1986). Some of the earliest career socialization processes have the longest-lasting 

effects. Some occasionally last for a lifetime (Katz, 1985), which suggests that outcomes 

are hard to change once they have been established. Perhaps this result is one reason 

STEM careers remain segregated due to entrenched beliefs that are instilled early in one’s 

career. When employees complete formal training, they often have incomplete 

information and high levels of uncertainty (Jablin, 2001; Van Maanen, 1978), which 

gives rise to the need for informal measures.   

Several personal attributes can contribute to the success of organizational 

assimilation: high self-efficacy (Saks, 1995), similar value systems between employees 

(Wanous, 1977), and a high need for control (Ashford & Black, 1996). Workers who use 

their own information-seeking skills to gain insight at work often are more satisfied 

(Miller & Jablin, 1991; Morrison, 1993; Saks & Ashforth, 1996). Newcomers who seek 

out their own mentors yield higher levels of assimilation (Ostroff & Kozlowski, 1993) as 

modeling behavior from a successful employee or supervisor can directly, positively 

influence new employee growth and development (Katz, 1985; Schein, 1992; Van 

Maanen, 1978). These mentorships often form longer, closer working relationships with 

higher interpersonal contact and more overall success (Katz, 1985; Van Maanen, 1978). 

On the other hand, work experience seems to have little effect on one’s socialization 

success (Adkins, 1995). The extent to which one is perceived different can have negative 

effects on acclimation to the new environment (Saks & Ashforth, 1997). Further, some 

socialization can negatively affect general satisfaction, feelings of autonomy, and 
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personal influence (Feldman, 1976), while exacerbating feelings of isolation (Van 

Maanen, 1978).  

Surprises  

Surprises at work are fairly common and are sometimes considered part of the 

organizational entry process because what people anticipate and what they experience are 

not necessarily in sync (Louis, 1980). Weick and Sutcliffe (2001) suggest that surprises 

occur on the job due to mindlessness. While surprises may be both good (someone gets 

an office with a door) or bad (someone gets a cubicle), they are more often associated 

with unpleasant experiences (Weick & Sutcliffe, 2001). Regardless of the 

positive/negative valence, all surprises require adaptation (Louis, 1980). Walmsley, 

Thomas, and Jameson (2006) suggest that many times negative experiences ultimately 

are reframed as a positive occurrence, which is the outcome of a coping mechanism 

associated with the psychological immune system designed to deal with disappointment.  

When experiencing a surprise, it arises for any number of reasons: issues about 

the job, the organization, or the individual. It most often occurs with regard to learning 

about the job and/or organization, rather than the self (Louis, 1980; Walmsley, Thomas, 

& Jameson, 2006). Louis (1980) also notes that surprises have sources in conscious, tacit, 

or emerging expectations and generally arise from five different sources: (1) unmet job 

expectations, (2) unmet conscious/unconscious expectations of the self, (3) unmet/tacit 

expectations or unexpected features of the job, (4) difficulty in understanding a reaction, 

and (5) failure of cultural assumptions. While many people experience these in varying 

degrees, it seems that experience moderates levels of surprise (Walmsley, Thomas, & 

Jameson, 2006). It may be likely that women in STEM careers find themselves grappling 

with this last surprise (cultural assumptions) most of all, although no specific research has 
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investigated that facet. Cultural differences are hard to anticipate and will likely require 

socialization for the appropriate way to respond. Louis suggests that scripts and sense 

making become an integral part of this process. 

Scripts and Sense Making  

Louis (1980) argues that in the attempt to make sense of a surprise, people use a 

script, which is a schema developed through learning experiences to guide behavior and 

make sense of events (Gioia & Poole, 1984).  Scripts are developed and refined over time 

due to a compounding of experience. Gioia and Poole (1984) explain that they are either 

directly or indirectly created as one can be taught a script consciously, or he or she may 

create it incidentally. When scripts are used more frequently, they lead to stronger, more 

effective patterns of behavior (Gioia & Manz, 1985; Gioia & Poole, 1984; Gioia, 

Thomas, Clark, & Chittipeddi, 1994). If a woman is a veteran engineer in a mostly male 

environment, she likely has encountered a variety of situations with regard to her gender. 

Rather than thinking through the situation and deciding how to respond, she simply draws 

on her script which determines her next move. Although environmental cues exist to 

guide reactions, newcomers do not understand how to read them or decipher meaning, as 

they do not recognize them (Louis, 1980). When watching others, they are able to glean 

appropriate examples, and become more acclimated to the environment (Gioia & Manz, 

1985). In a sense, they learn how to behave, or more precisely, they become socialized. 

In the immediate moment, people who do not have a script draw upon one from 

different situations, which, in effect, temporarily fills in the gap (Gioia & Poole, 1984). 

The new situation then becomes incorporated into the script (Gioia & Poole, 1984) as a 

way to make sense and rationalize the event (Weick, Sutcliffe, and Obstfeld (2005). This 

may be problematic for newcomers. People who experience surprise (and potentially 
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disappointment), may draw on a script that will cause embarrassment. When scripts fail, 

the situation if filled with tension and throws off one’s emotional equilibrium (Louis, 

1980).  

STEM, GENDERED WORK, AND FEMALE ENGINEERS 

Women are, relatively speaking, new to the workplace. For several millennia, 

men have been dominant in the public sphere, while women had control over the private 

arena (Kwan, 2000). Given the scope of the history of public/private spheres, women 

have entered the workforce (public sphere) with critical mass within the past hundred 

years, leaving thousands of years of male dominance and a deeply embedded gender 

ideology woven into the very structure of work (Buzzanell, 1995).  

As such, work is gendered: Men created businesses and institutions, as well as 

determined the hours and structure of work (Massey, 1994). As a result, men are able to 

work from a common center where they often have a similar perspective—the processes 

of gender at work are seen in the communication practices and activities that are played 

out among co-workers (Mumby, 1998). Within organizations, one can find a variety of 

processes that privilege men such as negotiation, debate, technology dependence, and 

innovation. Although this is not a conscious, intentional structure, it does reproduce 

masculine environments (Buzzanell, 1995; Halford and Leonard, 2001). Often these 

structures are communicated as acceptable standards of behavior and get perpetuated by 

the organization as an inherent system that goes unchecked (Boggs & Giles, 1999). 

Informal networks of men at work create a tight group that perpetuates and privileges 

male bonding and exclusion of women (Cheng, 1999). Although attempts have been 

made to make work more hospitable for women, Pemberton (1995) suggests that 

changing the minds and the foundations of organizations is difficult. The gendered 
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essence of work is reproduced consistently (Buzzanell, 1995; Cheng, 1996; West and 

Zimmerman, 1987) likely through processes associated to socialization (Feldman, 1988; 

Van Maanen, 1978).  

Female engineers are part of a unique group. Many researchers speculate about 

the reasons that women are unlikely to enter this field, but little definitive information is 

available. In the academy, representation of women remains low. Many hypothesize that 

women do not have access to the same networks men do, they have a disadvantage in job 

searches, and have familial conflicts (Glass & Minnotte, 2010). Some suggest that the 

lack of females in STEM careers exists for any number of other reasons: (1) discouraging 

classroom climates and ineffective school socialization, (2) lack of role models in STEM, 

(3) lack of a critical mass of women, (4) stereotypes, (5) issues over work-life balance 

(Cho, Goodman, Oppenheimer, Codling, & Robinson, 2009; DeWelde, Laursen, & Thiry, 

n.d.). Yet many of these factors appear to be symptoms of an underlying problem that 

intersects at gender, work, organizational dynamics, and societal beliefs.  

This dearth of women pursuing these careers is something that has been studied 

closely. Many suggest that the lack of women is not only detrimental to the gender, but 

also to the greater society. Many researchers think that if there was more diversity of 

thought and experience, it is possible that high profile accidents could have been avoided. 

One of the major concerns about women who encounter stereotype threat is the fear that 

they will adapt to the situation, in that they will come to believe negative messages and 

begin to act accordingly. This concern is that exposure to long-term, negative messages 

dissuades women from pursuing careers in STEM, and they fail to strive for higher 

standards. Women in engineering likely encounter regular messages that threaten their 

performance throughout school, and if they major in this area, it likely continues into the 

job.  
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Persistence 

A key to changing the numerical imbalance is to encourage women to persist in 

this industry. Women often drop out of STEM majors in college, and some reports 

suggest that only 36% of women who enter STEM careers stayed in those fields after 

graduation (Farmer, Wardrop, Anderson, & Risinger, 1995). Some research on 

persistence in STEM suggests that five fairly impersonal factors encourage women to 

finish an engineering degree: having a high grade point average, having a high expected 

salary, being certain of career and personal goals, having confidence in public speaking, 

and having engineering-related hobbies (Jackson, Gardner, & Sullivan, 1993). Yet 

women who stay in engineering majors outperform men, but do not rate their abilities as 

favorably (Jackson, Gardner, & Sullivan, 1993). This suggests that women have a lower 

self-efficacy in general, which may be contributing to the lack of persistence overall. 

Schools often react to the shortage of women in STEM by recruiting female faculty, but 

Griffith (2010) found that the composition of faculty had no influence over a student’s 

levels of determination. Instead she found that female graduate students in STEM 

increase female undergraduate persistence, which suggests that women respond to other 

women who are learning. Other studies expand on the influences on persistence. Wyer 

(2003) found that it is linked to having positive images of others in the career, which can 

be difficult with low numbers of women in daily interactions. Further, having positive 

images of gender equality and positive classroom experiences contribute to increasing 

persistence in college students. Others found that those who persisted in a STEM career 

had several attributes in common such as attending a single-sex institution, receiving a 

high amount of family encouragement, or hearing career advice from a school 

representative (Rayman & Brett, 1995). Finally, women who took STEM-related courses 
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in high school had higher levels of persistence, particularly while in professional 

positions (Farmer, et al., 1995). 

Masculinity 

Despite many women’s assertions that engineering is gender neutral, the field is 

decidedly masculine (Hagstrom & Kjellberg, 2007; Hoh, 2007; Jorgensen, 2002; Miller, 

2004; White & White, 2006). Jorgensen (2002) suggests that the denial of differences is a 

way of trying to fit into the greater culture. Many women do not want to be seen as 

victims of sexism, and, therefore, they feel that denying differences is a way to take an 

active role and become an agent within their environment (Jorgensen, 2002). As such, 

many women take on more aggressive personality traits and pride themselves on being 

able to master this unique culture (Jorgenson, 2002). There are many ways that their male 

peers may make a woman feel unwelcome: jokes, exclusion, and teasing. More than 2/3 

of female engineers admit they did, in fact, feel unwelcome at times (Jorgensen, 2002).  

At the other end of the spectrum, males sometimes overcompensate through chivalrous 

and/or protective actions that are condescending (Miller, 2004). To reduce the stress 

associated with these types of events, women sometimes model themselves after other, 

more successful employees, often men, and thus take on communication traits that are 

aggressive, bold, or straightforward (Miller, 2004).  

Other factors that may contribute to women feeling out of place may be related to 

cultural toughness and perceived isolation. Mendenhall and Oddou (1985) say that 

entering a new culture can be harder for some given the degree of difference from the 

original environment. Differences in the political, social, or cultural systems can be 

challenging for newcomers, and some cultures are harder for women given the male-

dominated nature of the new environment (Mendenhall & Oddou, 1985). This concept 
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can be extended into work cultures. For women leaving undergraduate studies and 

entering the petroleum industry, the cultures are starkly different, and cultural toughness 

may be particularly challenging. Another contributing factor to women’s challenges in 

the oil fields may result from Mendenhall and Oddou’s (1985) citation of Torbiorn’s 

concept of perceived isolation. In essence, women have greater feelings of perceived 

isolation, or the feeling that social needs go unmet over extended periods of time 

(Cornwell & Waite, 2009). They experience loneliness and a lack of social support 

(Cornwell & Waite, 2009). Those women who do persist must have some awareness of 

the cultural toughness they encountered. Regularly, women tell stories of becoming an 

engineer to prove their intellect and engagement with the field, often highlighting that 

this career was a calling rather than a choice (Jorgenson, 2002). The concept that the job 

is a vocation becomes problematized because women in male-dominated careers reported 

they have been referred to as a prostitute with some frequency (Jorgenson, 2002; Miller, 

2004). This is not only demeaning, it is also suggests a clear role that they are expected to 

fulfill. In essence, women are there to serve men. Many times women feel they are 

conspicuous which can be detrimental. However, it is also an asset. Some women suggest 

that their conspicuous nature means that they are rarely forgotten or they receive 

additional attention while others argue that more women in the field are unnecessary as it 

would dilute their status (Miller, 2004). 

As discussed earlier, women can be primed to think tasks are male-centered, and 

therefore may suffer disfluencies in their language as a result of this threat (McGlone, 

2010). This may be of interest for women in STEM, especially in engineering. These are 

often considered male environments (Hagstrom & Kjellberg, 2007; Hoh, 2007; 

Jorgenson, 2002; White & White, 2006). While immersed in this male culture, women 

may be aware of entering a unique/forbidden domain, whether these thoughts are 



 35 

conscious or unconscious. Regardless, the element of difference is influential in a 

woman’s behavior. A study by Quinn and Spencer (2001) showed that women 

underperformed in situations when they were made aware of their gender. In fact, this 

research found that women were often unable to find a problem-solving strategy, an 

imperative skill for engineers. It could be that women feel this and learn to disidentify 

from being engineers, which could occur as early as high school or college. Further, 

Inzlicht & Ben-Zeev (2000) found that sex-composition of groups could produce similar 

underperformance when more males were present. The implications for women in 

engineering are tremendous when a woman is out numbered 1:10.  

The Other Woman   

Stereotyping other women further complicates the unique challenges of female 

engineers. Many times, women reject others who fit into a category that may further 

stigmatize them (Jorgensen, 2002). This pattern is found in other male-dominated 

industries, including the United States Air Force (Heller & Madero, 2010). Women reject 

the stereotypical views and draw a distinction between themselves and other more 

“girlie” females (Jorgensen, 2002). Some women bristle at something as simple as 

carrying a purse (a sign of helplessness) or they dress more conservatively. This may be a 

way to defy their femininity in an effort to blend in. Further, many of these same women 

dislike feminists and say that female-oriented organizations are extreme and no longer 

needed (Jorgensen, 2002). Many women feel that feminists carry things too far (Miller, 

2004). Other women see females as so different, so varied that the only common factor is 

gender (Jorgensen, 2002). Variance in thought brings to attention the diversity that exists 

within one small facet of a larger problem. The push against other women may be a 

hyperawareness for highly stereotyped groups—she identifies so closely that she is 
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keenly aware of stigma (Aronson, 2002; Pinel, 1999; Sigelman & Tuch, 1997). Women 

may be more cognizant of gender ideals, which in turn, could lead to higher threat/effect 

(McGlone & Aronson, 2007). This may be problematic because when someone acts, even 

subtlety, in a way that draws attention to difference it creates negative expectations and 

can affect performance. As a result, women may pick up on cues that men are not aware 

they are sending, leading to higher levels of stereotype threat.   

Perhaps, however, there is a different explanation. Sometimes women play a 

negative role in the lives of other women (Derks, Ellemers, van Laar, & de Groot, 2011). 

This phenomenon is referred to as the Queen Bee Syndrome, which posits that women 

see other women as rivals and they attack each other when their power is threatened 

(Mavin, 2008). In a study Cooper conducted (1997), women rate higher status females 

lower in terms of leadership effectiveness. Further, there is evidence for a preference for 

masculine leadership, if given the choice (Cooper, 1997). Other research on this topic 

found that university faculty exhibited Queen Bee Syndrome by consistently rating 

females in STEM PhD programs as being less committed, while male professors rate 

male and female students as being the same (Ellemers, van den Heuvel, de Gilder, Maass, 

& Bonvini, 2004). All of this research goes against any assumption that women will 

promote the needs of other females or work for solidarity, particularly when they are the 

numeric minority (Mavin, 2008). Ellemers, et al. (2004), cite the research by Gibson and 

Cordova that showed that women who have risen in male-dominated industries promote 

the Queen Bee Syndrome concept when they oppose systemic changes that would 

promote women’s success. Ellemers and her team (2004) found that women in high 

ranking positions think of themselves as unique and want to keep that position. Further, 

Derks, Ellemer, van Laar, and de Groot (2011) found that women who exhibit the highest 
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levels of Queen Bee Syndrome are those who experienced large amounts of 

discrimination throughout their careers.  

The main concern about the Queen Bee is that she stands in the way of other 

women by keeping them out of the higher ranks of the organization, thus continuing to 

reproduce the gendered environment (Mavin, 2008). Several researchers suggest that the 

rationale for this behavior is that women who have risen in a man’s world have done so 

through hard work, determination, and courage. If they help other women by banding 

together, they cheapen their accomplishments (Mavin, 2008). Another explanation is that 

women enjoy being the only one in that group. They like the attention and notoriety they 

have achieved. Regardless of the rationale, the message communicated is the same: Other 

women are not welcome. Although this may not be intentional, the stealth 

communication may be enough to drive women out of the industry or encourage them to 

leave. It may also be an explanation of why some women embrace and value their 

experience in the petroleum industry. 

Shifting Standards 

  Perhaps the masculinity and view of other women leads to different standards at 

work known as shifting standards. The shifting standards model suggests that at first 

women are held to lower standards, but then they must work twice as hard as their male 

counterparts (Biernat & Kobrynowicz, 1997). People have strong stereotypes, and when 

evaluating others on subjective items, the outcomes suggest unequal measures (Biernat & 

Kobrynowicz, 1997). When someone from a lower status is evaluated, in this case, a 

woman in a male-dominated environment, she is compared to other stereotypical 

representatives of that group (Biernat & Manis, 1991). Even when evaluated by the same 

words, e.g., excellent or outstanding, the meaning of those terms varies. An excellent 
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female engineer is held to a different, lower standard than an excellent male engineer, 

which suggests that language and context are keys to understanding these evaluations 

(Kobrynowicz & Biernat, 1997; Biernat & Vescio, 2002). The expectations of lower 

standards may seem positive, but in reality it leads to a steeper incline and harder work 

ahead. The person must work significantly harder to prove him- or herself (Biernat & 

Kobrynowicz, 1997). When people surpass those lower expectations, evaluators show 

surprise, as though it is amazing that one could have overcome such low expectations 

(Biernat & Vescio, 2002). This has important implications for employees in male-

dominated careers, as it is likely they will experience these shifting standards. Biernat 

and Vescio (2002) found that many times, when work was distributed among high and 

low status participants, more important jobs were given to those with higher status. This 

could be one suggestion why women are not being promoted. They are acknowledged for 

their hard work and outstanding accomplishment, but they do not advance because of 

their stereotypical lower status. 

STRATEGIES FOR COPING 

What stereotype threat has not explained, however, is how women survive in 

these environments. Regardless of the male-centric environment and high likelihood of 

regular reminders of the masculine culture, women do enter the field and succeed. Rather 

than falling victim to the countless threats that are leveraged against them, there must be 

a mechanism (or several mechanisms) that allows some women to overcome stereotype 

threat. 

McGlone and Aronson (2007) suggest that a positive, achieved identity can exert 

influence on one’s performance. It may be that once a woman successfully overcomes 

threats to her math ability, she is able to increase and use self-esteem to her advantage. 
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As McGlone and Aronson argue, this is a way by which people can conceptualize their 

identity more broadly than by gender, ethnicity, or race. This is strongly related to the 

research on self-efficacy and may be the rationale for why women are able to succeed in 

male-dominated, highly masculine environments such as engineering. Self-efficacy can 

stem from four sources: mastery of a skill, vicarious interactions with others, verbal 

persuasion, physical/emotional status (Zeldin & Pajares, 2000). Women learn to 

overcome obstacles, a process that tends to raise one’s self-efficacy (Zeldin & Pajares, 

2000), which allows people to take pride in the fact that they learned from and overcame 

adversity. This may be one key to the success of women throughout the STEM careers. 

This sense of resiliency is reinforced by others (often role models or mentors) who 

verbally persuade women to continue and persevere (Zeldin & Pajares, 2000). When one 

avenue for self-efficacy is not available, such as opportunities for mastery, other avenues 

become more valuable, such as modeling (Zeldin & Pajares, 2000). Seeing another 

woman perform the same work can help build esteem in others. Many times women 

develop a high self-efficacy based on vicarious experiences of other successful women 

(teachers, family, supervisors) (Zeldin & Pajares, 2000).  

Other research investigates the concept of psychological inoculations, and some 

even focuses on the stereotype inoculation model (Dasgupta, 2011). Inoculation research 

first examined political campaigns that contained specific messages to bolster one’s 

attitudes against counter messages (Pfau, Tusing, Lee, Godbold, Koerner, Penaloza, & 

Yah-Huei, 1997). Although originally pertaining to political messages, subsequent 

research found that inoculations can contribute to changes in behavior, specifically 

finding that those who were exposed were more likely to have higher confidence in the 

subject matter, a greater willingness to speak out, and a stronger resistance to the new or 

counter messages (Lin & Pfau, 2007). Forewarning (in a sense, administering small doses 
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of the negative messages) about potentially threatening communications was enough to 

strengthen attitudes that people hold (Pfau, et al., 1997). Additional findings suggest that 

inoculations on one topic can strengthen attitudes on different issues (Pfau, et al., 1997). 

Many find that they have stronger, more certain attitudes when they have received an 

inoculation (Pfau, Semmler, Deatrick, Mason, Nisbett, Lane, Craig, Underhill, & Banas, 

2009). Although women certainly receive messages at different times throughout their 

lives, they may be serving as inoculatory events that prove to strengthen attitudes about 

themselves and their capabilities. Further, since forewarning is also influential, it may 

contribute to women knowing about the stereotyping they will encounter and their ability 

to resist negative its impacts. Pfau’s corpus of research suggests that women are able to 

thrive in petroleum engineering careers: They receive an inoculation against messages 

that suggest they are out of place, not welcome, or incapable of competing in a man’s 

domain. 

Other research on coping can be useful in understanding differences in how 

women approach stressful situations, include those related to stereotype threat. Coping is 

the process by which people protect themselves from harmful experiences, or it can be a 

mediation of the impact of said events (Pearlin & Schooler, 1978). For many people, it is 

an attempt to master, tolerate, or reduce demands and conflicts (Folkman and Lazarus, 

1980).  Pearlin and Schooler (1978) found that there are three main ways to cope: 

eliminate the conditions causing stress, control the meaning of a stressful event, or 

manage the emotional consequences. These tactics are dependent upon the resources 

available to a person, both social and psychological tools that can assist with coping. Yet 

it is a much more complex process than simply choosing a way to manage stress. There 

are different ways to approach or overcome stress, and Folkman and Lazarus (1980) 

suggest it is a process that uses problem- or emotion-focused approaches, or it can be a 
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combination of the two. Problem-based coping attempts to manage the issue at hand, 

while emotion-based coping focuses on creating an understanding of the event. Two 

basic types of coping predominate, and 98% of people use either problem-solving or 

emotional coping methods (Folkman & Lazarus, 1980; Pearlin & Schooler, 1978). 

Problem solving tries to change a situation, while coping tries to control emotional 

responses that arise (Folkman & Lazarus, 1980; Matud, 2004). People choose coping 

techniques based on two basic components: (1) what is at stake, and (2) which options 

exist (Folkman, Lazarus, Dunkel-Schetter, DeLongis, & Gruen, 1986). 

On the job, self-efficacy allows many to feel more in control (Schaubroeck & 

Merritt, 1997), suggesting that one method for coping is to increase confidence in skill. 

Pearlin and Schooler (1978) also suggest that a broader repertoire of coping strategies is 

better as it affords more avenues for successfully dealing with a stressful event. Others 

concur that coping is not one discrete event. It can be several tactics working 

simultaneously (Folkman & Lazarus, 1980; Wearing & Hart, 1996).  

Gender adds a more complicated layer to coping. Women tend to be impacted by 

stress more than men (Matud, 2004). Those who strongly identify as females tend to use 

direct coping strategies such as working harder, planning, and doing what is expected, but 

they are significantly less likely to seek help (Gianakos, 2000; Gianakos, 2002) and use 

less detachment and rationalizing techniques (Matud, 2004). Additional suggestions 

about gender and coping are that women use more emotion and avoiding tactics (Endler 

& Parker, 1990; Matud, 2004). What is more likely occurring, they write, is that women 

are socialized to cope differently. Banyard & Graham-Bermann (1993) cite Biener’s 

work that says during gender socialization females are taught to focus on acceptance and 

adaptation techniques. Another study found that when a group is aware of negative 
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stereotypes, they sometimes cope by disengaging their self-esteem, which unfortunately 

can lead to chronic disengagement (Major, Spencer, Schmader, Wolfe & Crocker, 1998).  

Gender socialization may be responsible for the process of coping (Tenenbaum & 

Leaper, 2003), as men tend to rely on problem-solving approaches, while women often 

manage emotions (Pearlin & Schooler, 1978). Gianakos (2002) suggests that many 

women choose coping strategies that are considered “appropriate for women”, which 

Banyard and Graham-Bermann (1993) also explored when they said women tend to 

choose more passive tactics to deal with stressful life events. There remains strong 

evidence that women tend to use different strategies than men when coping with stress 

(Matud, 2004). 

The context in which women are asked to cope is a key determinant of the 

strategy choice, and it extends both to the physical context and the personal context (or 

who is doing the coping) (Wearing & Hart, 1996). Therefore, coping strategies should 

consider the context in which they occur. It should also include the strengths of the 

strategies and the constraints under which they are employed (Banyard & Graham-

Bermann, 1993). 

These approaches to coping may be successful in laying a foundation for dealing 

with stereotype threats in the workplace. Likely, people chose among these different tools 

to combat the stress and negative outcomes associated with the phenomenon. It is 

possible that women buy into the stereotype threat and underperform on the job, but it is 

not likely that they ascend to higher, more powerful positions. This leads to the questions:  

What are these women doing? How are they coping to mitigate those threats they 

encounter? Those who do succeed must have tools to avoid stereotype threat effects. If 

women were not able to rise above it, then constant under-performance would lead to 



 43 

women being fired or leaving the industry. Without coping mechanisms, it is not logical 

that a female could succeed.  

MESSAGE TYPES AND MITIGATION 

Research suggests that the effects of stereotype threat can be managed through a 

variety of means. According to Johns, Schmader, and Martens (2005), teaching women 

about stereotype threat can mitigate effects because it externalizes the associated arousal. 

Similar results were reproduced by McGlone and Aronson (2007) who found that 

understanding either stereotype threat or test anxiety can reduce the effects of a negative 

prime. When students were told that intelligence is expandable or that academic difficulty 

was natural, students also shook off the effects of stereotype threat and outperformed 

their counterparts who received a neutral message (Good, Aronson, & Inzlicht, 2003). 

These findings are a hopeful preview of how to reduce the effects of stereotype threat. 

It is unlikely, however, that women on the job regularly receive such a restoration 

of their self-efficacy. In other words, it is not likely that co-workers say, “Forget that guy. 

He was stereotyping” or “It’s common for successful engineers to have steep learning 

curves”. Rather female engineers must have some sort of toolkit that aids in mitigating 

stereotype threats. This toolkit is absolutely essential. In one study, every female 

mathematician could remember receiving negative messages about being in this field 

(Zeldin, Britner, & Pajares, 2008) and similar findings are likely in other STEM fields. 

When one is under stereotype threat at work, women likely rely on specific mechanisms 

to mitigate the messages based on the type of information. According to literature on 

coping, there are a variety of strategies used in stressful situations. It is logical, then, that 

successful women must be using coping skills to address stereotype threat either through 

emotional or problem-solving techniques. Given this information, I anticipate that 
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mitigation strategies address stereotype threat at work as a form of coping. These 

strategies likely produce a contextually-appropriate response that reestablishes one’s self-

efficacy.  

The proposed study will specifically focus on categorizing the types of messages 

women receive and how they deal with them. This study focuses on four main research 

questions: 

RQ1: What memorable messages concerning an engineering career do women 

remember receiving about future careers? 

RQ2: What types of experiences did engineers anticipate with regard to gendered 

work? 

RQ3: What types of stereotype threat messages do female engineers receive on 

the job?  

RQ4: Which mitigation strategies do female engineers use for coping with 

incoming stereotype threat messages?  
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Chapter 4: Methodology 

When a topic is either under-developed or needs exploration, qualitative research 

is considered an appropriate method for gathering data (Creswell, 2007). This study’s 

purpose is to understand the different types of stereotype threats and coping strategies 

women use while working in the petroleum industry. These are relatively unexplored 

concepts since the bulk of research on stereotype threat has focused on creating 

experimental conditions that replicate the phenomenon (Roberson, Deitch, Brief, & 

Block, 2003). Further, based on the types of questions asked in this study, the qualitative 

approach offers an opportunity for memories, feelings, and emotions to illuminate unique 

experiences of participants (Corbin & Strauss, 1990). This offers an important avenue for 

giving meaning to the events in participant’s lives while allowing the researcher to 

capture these experiences for analysis (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). By studying how 

women experience and combat stereotype threat on the job through their memories, 

feeling, and emotions (Corbin & Strauss, 1990), a deep discussion can ensue to 

understand the full parameters of the research questions through a variety of voices and 

rich descriptions (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Zeldin & Pajares, 2000).  

RECRUITMENT AND PARTICIPANTS 

As discussed in Chapter 2, the petroleum industry is a unique environment. It is a 

male-dominated, international environment. This industry affords a sample where women 

are traditionally a statistical minority. Further, the industry has several facets that increase 

the intensity of the roles women may fill. The upstream sector, the area where 

exploration, drilling, and extraction occur, is often located in remote locations where 

people live and work together, which includes boats, rigs, and camps. This often creates 

an intense subculture at each location where dynamics are dramatically different from 
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office work. In fact, according the Bureau of Labor Statistics (2011), there are 

approximately 75 women who work in the extraction portion of the upstream oil and gas 

industry. This is by far the lowest number of women in any sector of the oil and gas 

industry. Further, when people move to onshore job in the upstream sector, women still 

comprise less than 20 percent of the workforce (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2011).  

Because of the gender segregation and the unique offshore/onshore dynamics, this 

study targeted a variety of female voices from within the upstream oil and gas industry. 

In total, I interviewed 61 women who either currently work in the upstream petroleum 

industry or did so in the past.  Recruitment efforts took several approaches. First, I started 

with a convenience sample (Marshall, 1996) by sending emails out to my personal 

network to request names of potential participants. Through that action, many people 

forwarded the email or posted interview requests to list servs, online chat groups, and 

other mass distribution avenues. I also conducted a snowball technique (Marshall, 1996) 

to recruit additional participants: After completing an interview, I asked if the respondent 

knew anyone who may be willing to participate.  This is a useful technique particularly 

because subjects are able to suggest additional interviewees who would be suitable for 

the study (Marshall, 1996). Many women were willing to refer colleagues or to post a 

request for participation on an internal company list serv. In one case, a participant 

published the request in an industry trade publication, and several women responded to 

that ad.  All interviews were scheduled via email.  

In attempt to offset biases, triangulate data, and examine the research questions 

from multiple perspectives (Huber & Power, 1986), I interviewed women in four distinct 

groups. This stratified the sample to offer a more complex understanding of the data. 

First, I interviewed women who recently entered the field, a group of recent college 

graduates. This group includes women who have five years of work experience or less 
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(n=10). The nature of the oil industry creates a natural divide for the second and third 

groups. During the period of industry deregulation, there were significant rounds of 

layoffs and almost no new hires (Ivanovich, 2005). As a result, there were very few 

people hired during that time, and very few employees have worked between 15 to 20 

years (Ivanovich, 2005). In fact, I was unable to recruit anyone with this length of work 

experience for this study. Therefore, the second and third groups have been divided along 

this age gap, as the industry acknowledges it as the difference between young and old 

employees. Hence, the second group of participants (n=22) includes those women who 

are in the middle of their careers and have been working between 5 to 15 years. The third 

group of participants (n=16) is comprised of those who have worked in the field for a 

longer amount of time, and it ranges upwards from 20 years and beyond, including those 

who have recently retired. Three of the participants in this group were technically retired, 

although two continue to work for their former employers as consultants. The final group 

of women (n=13) is comprised of those women who have experience in upstream 

engineering, but are no longer in those positions. Some women have left for other jobs 

(both within and outside of the industry) while others have stopped working to be either a 

full-time mother or full-time student. One (n=1) participant chose to withdraw from the 

study after the phone interview. In total 62 interviews took place, only 61 are considered 

for the purposes of this discussion.  

The table below lists the number of women in each category. In addition, the table 

reflects demographic data on these women including the percentage of women who are 

married and who have children. 
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Group # in Group % Full Time % Married % Children 

0-5 years of experience 10 100% 9.09% 0% 

5-19 years of experience 22 90.90% 68.18% 50.0% 

20+ years of experience, plus 

retired 

16 81.25% 62.5% 62.5% 

Left field 13 53.85% 69.23% 61.54% 

Table 1: Group numbers of participants, and percentages of full time, marital status, and 

children status. 

Additional features of the women include their current location and their ethnic 

background. Of the women who participated, 53 were currently located in the United 

States, with an overwhelming majority of the participants located in Houston, Texas 

(n=43). The remaining eight women were located internationally, including: Australia 

(n=4), Turkey (n=1), Canada (n=1), Malaysia (n=1), and Thailand (n=1). There was 

diversity among the women who participated. The self-identified ethnicity of the 

participants is listed in the table below.  
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Nationality Participants in Study 

American 40 

American/Guamanian 1 

American/Korean 1 

Chinese 2 

Malaysian 2 

Hmong 1 

Indian 1 

Pakistani 1 

Thai 1 

Australian 4 

Colombian 1 

Nigerian 1 

Turkish 1 

Russian 1 

Spanish 1 

Trinidadian 1 

Unidentified 1 

Table 2: Ethnicity of participants. 
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SAMPLING  

One of the most important factors of qualitative research is to understand a 

participant’s experience (Arksey & Knight, 1999). To gather the information that 

appropriately addressed the research questions, all data collection was done through 

interviews. Interviewing allows for probes and follow-ups to more clearly understand the 

parameters of the phenomenon (Arksey & Knight, 1999). During the study, I recruited a 

preponderance of women with 5-19 years of experience, which was outpacing the other 

groups. Therefore, I employed theoretical sampling (Charmaz, 2006; Glaser, 1978; 

Glaser & Strauss, 1967, Marshall, 1996), which targets specific participants. I began to 

specifically recruit women who had been working more than 20 years as well as women 

who had left their roles as petroleum engineers. This allowed me to focus on obtaining 

broader ranges of experiences to more fully understand the data (Morse, 2007). In 

addition to sampling for specific participants, I also saw specific interpretive concepts 

emerging (Marshall, 1996). To follow up on these ideas, I began directing questions that 

addressed the emerging theories. As Morse (2007) suggests, I took the opportunity of 

additional interviews to gather more specific data. This became particularly important as 

I experienced data saturation (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Marshall, 1996) with certain areas 

of the interview schedule. Theoretical sampling became a useful tool to collect further 

data that gave a more comprehensive understanding of the emerging framework 

(Marshall, 1996).  

An additional sampling technique, negative case methodology, is explained by 

Emigh (1997) as interviewing participants who disprove or create an anomalous situation 

regarding the topic. This method helps define the parameters of concepts more clearly 

(Emigh, 1997). Throughout the sampling process, I actively recruited participants who 

cited that they did not encounter discrimination or stereotyping on the job. I encouraged 
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these participants to openly explain their experiences. As a result, I was able to 

understand the scope and limits of the phenomenon discussed. 

DATA COLLECTION  

Interviews were conducted in three main modes: in person, on the phone/Skype, 

or via email. All participants who participated either in person or by phone were asked to 

voice record the interview to ensure accuracy. Two (n=2) declined recording. Due to 

environmental factors (excessive noise or voice recording distortion), two (n=2) in person 

and one (n=1) Skype interview were not recorded. In all five cases where recording did 

not occur, I took extensive notes on the interview and wrote direct quotes whenever 

possible. Of all the interviews, 27 (n=27) interviews were conducted in person, 27 (n=27) 

were on the phone, seven (n=7) were via email, and two (n=2) were via Skype. In total, 

50 (n=50) interviews were voice recorded. There were 42 hours of recordings: The 

shortest interview was 13 minutes, the longest was 71 minutes.  

At the beginning of each in-person interview, I distributed the Internal Review 

Board’s (IRB) consent form. Signatures were not required, so the document was merely 

informative. For those who participated via phone or Skype, I discussed the IRB approval 

process, and then I mailed the document to participants after the interview. For those who 

participated via email, I attached the document in the email that contained the 

questionnaire. In addition, I mailed a thank you card to every participant regardless of 

participation format.  

The recorded interviews were split up between four transcriptionists. One 

transcriptionist managed the bulk of the work, performing 43 transcriptions. The 

remaining seven interviews were split among three different transcriptionists. 

Transcriptionists were directed to capture only content. Any disfluencies, pauses, laughs, 
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or other verbal fillers were not required. No other directions were given to 

transcriptionists, and any concerns or unclear points were merely noted in the transcript 

and addressed by the researcher.  The email responses and transcripts produced a total of 

651 pages of single spaced text.  

Once the interviews were transcribed, I listened to each interview and read the 

transcripts at the same time to correct any inaccuracies and sanitize the data. Sanitization 

is the process of finding any identifiers and renaming them with a pseudonym. Names of 

participants, family members, coworkers, company names, university/college names, and 

any work sites were changed to protect the participants. I did not change the city location 

where women are currently located as the majority of women are in areas where there is a 

high density of petroleum engineers. The process of listening to the audio and reading the 

transcript allowed me to review interviews and immerse myself into the data. During that 

time, I recorded analytic memos and preliminary thoughts. 

DATA ANALYSIS 

In an effort to make sense of the immense amount of information accrued during 

collection, I used an inductive process to understand and make sense of the information 

collected. Constant comparison (CCM) is an appropriate method since it analyzes a topic 

while allowing a researcher to remain close to the data (Charmaz, 2005). By regularly 

increasing the level of abstraction over three distinct phases, the data produces clear 

boundaries about the specific nature of the topic (Creswell, 2007).  

 Constant Comparative Method  

CCM allows the researcher to take the information collected (in this case, 

interviews) and sort it into categories, while simultaneously collecting and analyzing 

additional data; in essence it is the process of measuring pieces of data against other 
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pieces, according to Glaser and Strauss (1967). The attempt is to find theories about the 

phenomenon that is rooted in the information collected (Charmaz, 2000). The process is 

circular: Early data analysis helps focus the data collection, and the refined data 

collection helps refine analysis (Charmaz, 2005). It aims to compare data to itself, then 

compare data to categories, and finally compare categories to other categories (Charmaz, 

2005). Through fragmenting data (breaking it apart) and connecting it (putting it back 

together), one can build a middle-range theory that explains the research questions 

(Boeije, 2002; Charmaz, 2005). No attempt is made to create universality or 

generalizability (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Marshall, 1996), nor is hypothesis testing a goal 

of this process (Suddaby, 2006).  

The first step in CCM is to compare the data to itself (Boeije, 2002; Glaser & 

Strauss, 1967). This began with the very first interview. The statements the participant 

made were compared to other statements from within the same interview (Boeije, 2002). 

While I listened to her statements, I considered the others she made and tailored probing 

questions to clarify points and expand on specific topics. This process allows for shades 

of meaning to emerge. I did this within-interview comparison for all interviews.  

While working closely with the data, a researcher writes notes, or  theoretical 

memos, to capture thoughts and ponderings as they occur; as the volume of memos 

increases, so does the depth of understanding of the data (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). 

Memos make sense of the on-going comparisons and record brainstorms. As thoughts 

percolate on the interconnectedness of the interviews, capturing those thoughts in memo 

writing is essential because they provide insight while working with data (Glaser & 

Strauss, 1967). Recording memos should last throughout the entire research process 

(Glaser & Strauss, 1967).  Throughout the interviews, I recorded thoughts, ideas, 

connections, and areas for follow up.  
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The second phase of constant comparative method is comparing one interview 

from a particular group to a different interview from the same group (Boeije, 2002). For 

example, I compared statements made by two different women who left the field to see 

how similar their experiences were. Then I compared interviews from different 

categories. I considered where participants new to the industry and those with longer 

careers overlapped and diverged in their experience. Data found in one interview were 

compared against similar statements to illuminate the nuances of meaning between the 

different realities. Sometimes, the same theme appeared (Boeije, 2002), giving credibility 

to emerging concepts (Glaser, 1965).  

Open Coding 

After completing data collection, I began open coding, which assigns data into 

broad, descriptive categories (Creswell, 2007). The first step mirrors brainstorming—one 

puts aside preconceived notions, relaxes, and lets the mind and intuition take over 

(Corbin & Strauss, 1998). I read the transcript and compared each bit of data to others. 

Then I gave each item a label, and sorted it into NVivo, a software package designed to 

aid in qualitative data analysis (Corbin & Strauss, 1998). The attempt in open coding is to 

ignore literature and preconceived notions, and assign each thought, idea, sentence, or 

word a meaning based on its content (Lindlof & Taylor, 2002). The intent is to categorize 

the data into as many codes as needed.  

To make the process more intuitive, I assigned each item a specific prefix in 

accordance with the research question to which it applied. For example, those statements 

that were particularly speaking to research question one (which deals with memorable 

messages), were given a prefix of MM plus the specific label (e.g., MM Father 

Influence).  This technique allowed for easier comparisons during axial coding, but it also 
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provided active, immediate, and short categories that deal with actions, assumptions, or 

processes (Charmaz, 2005). Open coding produced 937 categories. Once this process was 

complete, I went through the data again to combine codes that were duplicate or similar 

in meaning. This brought the data to 729 codes.  

Axial Coding  

With open coding complete, I advanced to the second round of data analysis 

where open codes are collapsed into broader categories and subgroups, which begin to 

create theoretical categories around the topic and research questions (Creswell, 2007; 

Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Organization was based on theoretical concepts that were 

emerging, and the subgroups formed the boundaries or parameters of those broader 

concepts (Charmaz, 2006). Codes were combined when they reflected similar dimensions 

of a concept, while others were left on their own because they were different or unique in 

some way. These code combinations focused on the research questions that guide this 

study and showed how commonalties between the open codes began to play together 

(Glaser & Strauss, 1967). After several rounds of axial coding, 33 core and 86 

subcategories emerged to build the parameters of the four research questions. The final 

unique codes that were produced were refined throughout writing the results section of 

this study. Throughout that process, the 33 main codes were once again compared to each 

other and distilled to the final 19 core categories represented in this discussion. Each core 

has multiple subgroups that outline the parameters of the concept.  

VALIDITY, RELIABILITY, AND LIMITATIONS 

Many times, qualitative studies are considered less rigorous, or, on occasion, the 

validity and reliability are questioned. There are a variety of ways that a researcher can 

improve these factors. Some have been mentioned earlier in this chapter (theoretical 



 56 

sampling and negative case sampling), but additional steps were taken to assist in 

creating a solid, trustworthy study.  

Retrospective accounts are sometimes questioned for a variety of reasons. 

Respondents may misrepresent data to be socially acceptable, to cope with past events, or 

to feel secure (Golden, 1992; Huber & Power, 1985). Some suggest that full details of an 

encounter suggest accuracy and that memory is strong (Flanagan, 1954); therefore, I was 

careful to ensure that I generated as many details as possible through probing questions. 

This process was to ensure that multiple aspects of the phenomenon were considered and 

explored.  In addition, having multiple respondents (in the case of this study, 61) helped 

corroborate experiences and avoid relying on one memory alone (or a small number of 

memories) to explain an entire concept (Golden, 1992). Finally, this study produced 

several mentor/mentee pairs. These were friends who referred others or supervisors who 

suggested subordinates. In total, 15 women were part of these relationships. As a result, 

these women openly discussed experiences with the other woman in the study. These 

provided additional details and offered an opportunity to corroborate stories. For 

example, Daria talked about her work environment. When cross-referencing those stories 

to the stories her mentor Carrie told, I can see they have a similar take on their work 

environment. This gives credibility to some statements, while maintaining the unique 

voice they each have. 

Creswell (2007), Golafshani (2003), and Arksey and Knight (1999) also 

recommend using triangulation to increase validity and reliability. This process uses 

different sources of information that lead the researcher, as Golafshani (2003) says, to 

different sources that corroborate information. By including field notes and theoretical 

memos, I have a hearty data collection from multiple viewpoints. Further, this is a 

stratified sample that breaks the participants into different groups. These groups are 
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compared and offer a broader spectrum of analysis. Finally, the mentoring pairs offer an 

element of triangulation. Their stories can be compared for overlap in their statements, 

thus, giving validity to their experience. 

REFLEXIVITY 

Caelli, Ray, and Mill (2003) recommend disclosing one’s theoretical positioning, 

or disclosing motives and presuppositions about the particular research. This allows the 

researcher to bracket off one’s orientation to ensure that prior biases are acknowledged 

(Caelli, Ray, & Mill, 2003). Further, Corbin and Strauss (1990) acknowledge that 

researchers enter the field with some pre-existing experience with the subject.  

For more than six years, I was a project manager and technical writer in Houston, 

Texas, which is known as the oil and gas capital of the world. I worked with a variety of 

engineers: environmental, chemical, mechanical, petroleum, industrial, civil, computer, 

etc. During my tenure, I experienced and witnessed stereotyping similar to that examined 

in this study. Like many of the participants, I was able to withstand stereotype threats that 

might have otherwise eroded my performance. As a result, I find an interest in 

understanding how other women approach their jobs and deal with stereotype threat. 

Glaser and Strauss (1967) suggest that this sort of experience can be useful and serve as a 

way to aid theory generation as it helps with a starting point for creating comparisons. 
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Chapter 5: Memorable Messages 

Four research questions guide this study. To address each, a constant comparative 

analysis (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) was used to code units of data and create core 

categories. Constant comparative analysis is the process where one piece of data is 

compared to another, sorted, compared again, and categories are combined (Charmaz, 

2005; Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Over time, hundreds of individual codes are combined 

into groups that show different groups of data that emerged. Eventually, discrete groups 

emerge as a result of being unable to combine categories any further. As such, the 

research questions for this discussion focused on four main questions concerning the 

topics of: 1) memorable messages, 2) anticipatory socialization, 3) stereotype threat 

types, and 4) coping strategies during threatening situations. Each question is restated in 

its respective chapter, and the findings are elaborated thereafter. 

Research question one asked: What memorable messages concerning an 

engineering career do participants remember receiving about future careers? In total, six 

core categories emerged suggesting early communication events in a girl’s life serve as 

sources of confidence and information. The core categories illustrate where women 

received information about entering a career in engineering, which stems from family 

members, in particular fathers, male family members, and mothers. Additional 

memorable messages come from friends, internals sources, school, industry, and culture.  

The table below lists the numbers of respondents and codes that emerged in each 

category including core and subcategories. The number of respondents and the codes 

contributed are broken down by the subcategory, when available, or by core category 

when no subgroups exist. This table outlines the items that are discussed in this chapter.  
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Core Category Subcategory # of Contributors # of Codes 

Family    

 Father Influence 28 58 

 Other Male Family Influence 12 33 

 Mother and Other Female Family 14 29 

Friends    

 Family Friend 4 5 

 Peers 6 9 

Message from 

Within 

   

 Math 38 70 

 Tomboy 9 18 

 Rebel 7 8 

School    

 Teacher 8 18 

 Program 7 17 

Industry  6 12 

Cultural    

 Gendered 15 21 

 Unaware 8 9 

 Capabilities 6 7 

 Cattiness 4 5 

Table 3: Core categories and responses for Research Question 1. 
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FAMILY MESSAGES 

Families are the largest source of memorable messages for women who 

participated in this study. Those family members who contributed memorable messages 

range from a parent, to siblings, and even to an uncle or a grandparent. The messages 

range in degrees of memorability, and the largest source of codes was from fathers, with 

the second largest group coming from male relatives, and then followed by mothers. A 

handful of messages came from other family members, although there were no significant 

findings with other groups. 

Fathers  

The largest number of reported memorable messages comes from fathers. 

Twenty-eight women reported 70 codes that fathers provided messages of either 

encouragement or support throughout girls’ formative years. There were 10 messages 

from women whose fathers were engineers and those fathers strongly encouraged 

engineering jobs for their daughters. Further, eight fathers were in the petroleum industry, 

and that connection was both memorable and influential upon women entering the field. 

Colleen’s father was one of these people, “My dad was a petroleum engineer, so that's 

what attracted me to the field”. When asked about influences on career choices, 

respondents recalled their father’s encounters at work, which often shed light on the 

industry dynamics they could expect to experience. Jane’s father was also very 

inspirational for her through an explicit memorable message, “When I was trying to 

figure out a career, my dad mentioned, ‘You know there's a lot of opportunities because 

there's not as many women.  That's been a focus for the industry to try to change that. So 

that could be an opportunity for you’”. The sentiment of being inspired by a father or his 

job was something several participants reported, and this was particularly true for Kelly. 

Her dad “just loved the oil and gas industry.  So I couldn't really get past that.  He thinks 
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it's the greatest industry: the challenges, the excitement, the whole aspect of it.”. These 

data suggest that fathers were highly supportive of daughters entering engineering and/or 

petroleum engineering and they are often memorable messages.  

Having a father who was in the industry was not the only influence during 

girlhood. Positive relationships with fathers are another source of memorable messages. 

Many women remember a close bond with their fathers through common interests, 

friendships, or a particular closeness. Barbara cited that this relationship with her father 

was influential, but it was often in the form of ambient memorable messages: They spent 

a lot of time together, and they shared an interest in math and science, in addition to 

recreational interests like tennis. Other comments reflected relationships that included 

shared activities such as fixing cars, playing sports, or doing math homework.  Several 

females alluded to the idea that they were “raised like boys,” meaning the focus was on 

being independent and strong, according to Amy. April said she was her dad’s boy, “I do 

think that he wanted a boy and I think that I was the ‘chosen’ one to be the boy.” In total 

four women suggested they had this experience Janice said this type of rearing was 

helpful because she grew up believing she could do anything. She said with her dad, “He 

didn’t push me, but he encouraged it.  And that’s where my interests lie. I’ve been 

enjoying math and sciences since probably junior high school.”  

Alternatively, four codes revealed that a father’s influence resulted from him 

managing a majority of parenting. In these codes, fathers were at-home dads with a 

hands-on approach. In a similar vein, Monica saw her father being a more hands-on 

parent than what she considered typical. Martha was from a divorced family and lived 

with her father during her formative teen years, which she feels was critical to her career 

choices. She said her relationship with her dad generated ambient memorable messages, 
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““He was my go-to guy if I couldn’t figure something out.  So I would say, yes, 

definitely, he had an influence in it.” 

Positive and negative verbal messages, i.e., explicit memorable messages, also 

have a strong role in women’s memories. April, Meredith, and Michelle remember 

receiving messages like “Don’t take no crap from anyone”, “There are no limits”, and 

“It’s your life and you can do whatever you want.” All three women consider these 

messages as positive, inspirational, and an advantage in their lives. Some women 

received negative messages from their fathers, including concerns about entering into the 

engineering field. Carrie, Kristin, and Sunny remember their fathers discouraging 

engineering because they were concerned for their daughter’s well-being. Kristin 

explained: “I think he wanted me to be safe, and being a young girl going straight into the 

oil field overseas on the rig, probably wasn’t what he imagined his little girl would do.  

So he was okay with the engineering part of it.  I think he thought I’d take a desk job.” 

Finally, Blanca’s father had expectations that were geared towards her being a secretary, 

rather than an engineer. Regardless of these negative comments, four of the six women 

reported being encouraged and inspired by their fathers’ positive verbal comments.  

Other Male Influence  

Although fathers are the main source of memorable messages, other male family 

members contribute as well. In total, 33 codes occurred from 12 women in this study. The 

messages in this category come from brothers, uncles, and grandfathers. Three women 

suggested that memorable messages come from growing up with all males. Adrienne said 

that she had four brothers, and that they impacted her interests. Candace’s memories are 

based on the fact that her brother/sister relationship had sibling rivalry that created a 

competitive nature growing up: “I always was competitive and I wanted to do what my 
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brother was doing.  So he would always tell me ‘You can’t do that’”. She realized early 

in life that she has to stand up for herself, “If I didn’t fight back, he was going to keep 

going” with his irritating behavior. The women who talked about brothers said it was 

influential in preparing them for work in male-dominated environments. 

Additional male family influences tended to be memorable as well. Nine women 

cited either uncles or grandfathers as having a positive influence over their career 

choices. For Barbara, going into engineering was an ambient memorable message based 

on family tradition, as her dad, two uncles, and her brother were all in oil and gas. 

Similarly, Daria feels that her grandfather was primarily influential, but she also noted 

that her father and two uncles were also engineers, “I mean every male in my family who 

was closest to me were all engineers.” Rose looked up to her grandfather (who was an 

engineer) and shadowed him while growing up. Larissa moved from the Caribbean to 

Canada to study engineering at the same university as her uncle. Each day, she took 

strength and support from him when she looked at his photograph which was on the wall 

of her classroom and remembered his explicit memorable message, “I want your photo on 

that wall”. Marian even reflected upon distant family members from previous generations 

who helped build oil derricks in Oklahoma. Daria and Kimberly recall a grandfather and 

uncle, respectively, teaching them math, while Jane and Martha both have uncles who 

discussed their jobs with them, as both uncles were in the petroleum industry. Jane and 

Martha’s uncles offered a different approach to encouraging their nieces to pursue 

engineering: They actively recruited the girls. One uncle used the suggestion that this was 

something she could enjoy, while the other took her on a tour of the facility to generate 

enthusiasm. They both said their uncle’s influence was important in recruiting them to 

petroleum fields.   
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Mothers and Other Female Family 

The memorable messages from mothers or other female family members were 

less plentiful in comparison to those messages received from male family members. The 

code produced a total of 29 messages for mothers, and 7 codes about other female family 

members. Although mothers were cited as having an influence, there were far fewer 

overall messages. Throughout the study, 14 women discussed a mother’s influence and 

seven cited other female family members.  

In total, seven women talked about their own mothers’ success as memorable. 

Joann mentioned that she received ambient memorable messages because while growing 

up her mother exhibited strong ability in math, which influenced her own perception: “I 

saw my mom handled the finances because that was my mom’s talent and she enjoyed 

doing it more than my dad did.  And so I would see it frequently.  I would see it like the 

women is ‘smarter’ in math.” Joann also discussed that seeing her mother graduate from 

college was an enduring experience, and she remembers all her mother’s hours of 

studying and hard work. Kelly and Lisa reported their mother’s capabilities as 

memorable. Kelly’s mother was a chemistry major who worked in industry before having 

a husband and children, and Lisa’s mother was a math and physics major. Sunny was 

inspired by her mother’s accomplishment of being the second female engineer to ever 

graduate in her home country in Asia. Sunny said, “For me to know that about her, really 

motivated me.” Alternatively, other women discussed their mothers in terms of what they 

wish they had done. Margaret said that although her mother was a teacher, she really 

wanted to be an astronaut: “That was tough to do when you were a lady back in the 50s.  

That just didn't happen.  She became a school teacher and taught for many, many, many 

years—math and science”. Blanca’s mother was constricted by cultural influences, but 

she noted that her mother was brilliant, “not meant to be a full-time mom”. As such, these 
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women remember their mother’s struggles, which was influential in encouraging women 

to pursue high goals. 

Six women remember their mothers pushing them towards a career, although 

engineering was rarely cited specifically. Blanca’s mother pushed her daughters to have a 

career that was more than being a secretary. Other women recall career messages were 

more about fun and games. Margaret, Meg, Lisa, and Marian all remember activities that 

worked on specific skills: playing puzzles, games, quizzes, or reading books. These 

activities, according to these women, both inspired and pushed them towards more 

mathematical/scientific interests. Mary was the only person who remembers her mother 

encouraging her towards engineering specifically: “My mother wanted me to be an 

engineer, so she pushed me”. Jill and June remember their mothers’ expectations that 

pursuing higher education was absolutely non-negotiable. Jill remembers an explicit 

memorable message when her mother said, “Going to school is your job.  Just like I have 

a job and your dad has a job.  And when you get home from your job, you need to learn 

They were expected to go to college.” Finally, five women discussed messages of support 

such as “don’t depend on a man”, “consider the worst case scenario”, “always be 

suspicious and think about it”, and “you will do this…you can do this”. Although these 

ideals do not specifically apply to messages of engineering, women said they repeat them 

regularly for support and encouragement.  

Although three women mentioned other women in their families, none had the 

same type of influence that male family members or mothers had. Other female family 

members included aunts, a great-grandmother, a cousin, and sisters; however, none of the 

messages seem to have had long-term effects. 
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 FRIENDS  

Another source of memorable messages for women entering engineering was 

friends, both in the form of family friends and peers. For many of the participants, 

parents’ friends or family friends had a lasting message. Four women mentioned family 

friends who helped encourage them towards engineering. Monica said her own parents 

were not engineers, and the friendly advice from their friends was particularly useful. Jill 

said her friend’s father was a geologist and mentioned that layoffs were common, but she 

also remembers he had a “cool” rock collection. Finally, Savid remembers learning that 

engineering is a diverse and malleable degree through an explicit memorable message. 

Family friends said, “It opens up a lot of, a lot more opportunities, a lot more different 

things that you can venture into.” She said that had a profound effect, “That got me 

interested.”  

Peers are also influential. Six women recalled that fellow students in either high 

school or college helped persuade them to enter engineering fields. For June and Lisa, 

male classmates physically sat down with them and explained both the major and career 

path. Margaret and May remember classmates talking about how fun the major was, the 

interesting topics in classes, and potential job opportunities. Maria heard the message 

from a classmate in high school who informed her that teaching was boring (what she 

assumed she should pursue), but engineering was fascinating and lucrative. They said 

“Ah, go into engineering.  It pays well.” Peer-to-peer interaction was persuasive enough 

for women to enter that specific field.  

MESSAGE FROM WITHIN  

Many women mentioned that memorable messages are not simply those that 

come from others. As girls, participants said they were able to provide themselves with 

messages that were useful in choosing and pursuing a career in engineering. The main 
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messages were about having outstanding math self-esteem, being a tomboy, and having a 

rebellious attitude.  

Math 

The majority of women, 38 in total, specifically mentioned that positive math, 

science, or general intelligence self-efficacy was a critical message. This was more an 

ambient memorable message, as so many people are unable to identify the source from 

where it came. With regularity, women repeated the idea that Ali expressed, “I excelled 

at math and science.  And that basically was the drive to go into engineering.” Amy noted 

that there was a strong stigma about girls and math, “Growing up, there were definite 

self-confidence and self-esteem issues. So for me, it wasn’t until high school that I really 

developed more self-confidence and a better self-image”. Despite the stigma, she was 

very proud of being outstanding, “I wore that kind of with a badge of pride.” Other 

women, June as an example, have such strong math identification that more than 30 years 

after taking the test, she still remembers her SAT exam scores. The strong math messages 

also captured other features. Women feel that math was a natural ability or something 

they were gifted in, while others noted that science was not as much of a draw as math. 

Joann said, “And science was alright.” In fact, for all 38 women, math was the bigger 

draw than science. Some had such strong math ability and drive that they taught 

themselves more difficult math, such as in Meredith’s case. In sum, women had a strong 

identification with math, and they remember and are still proud of their ability. 

Tomboy  

A different internal message that was memorable for nine women was that they 

were tomboys, or that they more naturally got along with males. This message tended to 

appear in response to questions that asked about why they were attracted to a career in a 
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male-dominated work environment. Many women reported that they always knew they 

were tomboys. Kristin, who lived offshore for several years, explained that she had 

always been around males growing up, “I was always kind of a tomboy “. As a result, it 

feels natural to be around all men now. Martha recalled that this tomboy status was space 

where she was both comfortable and prideful: “I don’t know that I ever wore a dress for 

school pictures. I was more, heck, I’d wear jeans and a nice shirt or dress pants and a nice 

shirt, or something like that. Which was still feminine, but not nearly as much as the 

others”. Adrienne mentioned that not only is she more comfortable around men, she is 

also uncomfortable around women, “For me, it’s a comfort zone to be around a bunch of 

guys.  I get very uncomfortable when I am with too many females.” The women who 

mentioned that tomboy status was part of their childhood all discussed it in a manner that 

explained it as being “just who they were” and a natural part of her personality.  

Rebel  

The final messages from within include an attitude that suggests that these girls 

are rebellious. Seven women contributed to this code, and four women in particular said 

they have always questioned the norm or status quo. Margaret explained that she was one 

to buck the system, “I was always a good one. If you tell me I can't do something, that's 

exactly the direction I'm going.  I did that.” This sentiment was reiterated by other 

women who took male-dominated classes against the school’s advice, namely Kristin and 

Olivia. Margaret and Martha both suggested that they were the type to question “Why?” 

and work against the norms. Lynn was closely aligned with these sentiments but looked 

at it as always believing, “Anybody can do whatever they want to do,” a sentiment 

reiterated by Michelle and Kimberly. That idea of having a different attitude also applied 

to Rose and Jill who had lasting messages associated with an attitude of “doing what you 
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love and then let the career sort itself out”. They both remember telling themselves that 

they needed to follow their inspiration, regardless of the specific career.  

SCHOOL 

Memorable messages from school were not nearly as extensive as those from 

other avenues, particularly concerning future career aspirations, but there were still 

messages worthy of discussion. The messages that participants did recall concern two 

main areas: teachers and extra-curricular programs.  

Teachers 

Eight participants recalled school or teachers as communicating memorable 

messages. Joann, Olivia, Meg, and Rose all recall a specific teacher who encouraged 

them towards mathematics. Olivia explained that she was good in math, a teacher 

noticed, and he encouraged her to pursue a career in STEM. She explained his 

memorable messages, “I was good in math, and he was very encouraging to go into 

science.  Not particularly engineering, but go into math, science, do something.” She also 

remembered, “I think he was encouraging to everyone, but he had his favorites, the ones 

he thought were really serious about it or had some talent to do something with it.” Ingrid 

recalled more ambient messages, “I kind of got interested in chemistry, mostly because 

one of my teachers did some of these cool experiments in front of me, and I kept asking 

her to do them over and over again, while the rest of the class is rolling their eyes.” Other 

women had teachers say something, encourage them to participate in a program, or do 

inspirational activities in class. Julie recalls that her entire education was filled with good 

teachers, and while no one teacher specifically stands out, she does remember that the 

teachers were outstanding.  
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Programs 

For eight women, school-related programs were influential in generating 

messages that led to careers in engineering. The number may have been higher with a 

different sample because attempts to attract women to STEM were not prevalent for those 

women with 20 years or more of experience. For many of the younger women in the 

study, those programs are more abundant. Therefore, those who responded to this code 

are from the younger group of participants.  

Meg participated in a program that had competitions for math, logic, problem 

solving, and science. She recalls that it was fun to be rewarded for her hard work. Joann, 

Amy, Daphne, and Lisa all participated in math camps or extra math classes in 

elementary school. Joann also went to NASA to work with graduate students, which was 

an awakening to engineering’s possibilities: “That was really my real exposure to 

engineering was in high school through these different programs”. Meg remembers a 

program called The Imagineers, Disney’s engineering unit, which inspired her. She can 

remember thinking, “Well, if that’s what engineers do, that doesn’t seem boring at all.” 

Meg gives a strong warning about all of her participation in these programs, however. 

Through her program, she was paired with a female mentor who was working in a STEM 

career. Meg said she felt incredibly underprepared to have an adult mentor. Further, she 

explained that the segregated nature of her program has some drawbacks which targeted 

females. Meg found this disconcerting. She felt that it was an unfair competition, “To 

some extent it sort of made it like an empty victory. I knew there were some incredibly 

talented students who weren’t able to participate. To me, it kind of took away from the 

idea of winning a medal when you know you didn’t necessarily compete against the 

best.” 
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INDUSTRY  

Many women have strong memories about the actual oil and gas industry. The 

messages associated with this code generally had an unidentified source and they often 

informed women about what life would be like in these careers. These are not classified 

under RQ2 (asking about anticipatory socialization) because these messages were 

general, and they did not necessarily create expectations. In total six women contributed 

12 codes to this category.  

The first message that participants expressed is flexibility. Three women 

remember hearing that if they entered engineering, the skills would be transferrable or 

usable in a variety of contexts. Dorothy, May, and Lynn noted that they knew this career 

would allow endless possibilities. May said her remembers hearing that, “Chemical 

engineering should open for more job opportunities for me, in Thailand or even 

internationally.”  A second message that respondents remember hearing is that the field is 

prestigious. Savid, Lynn, and Adrienne explained that they grew up knowing that 

engineering was impressive. Adrienne said that in Nigeria (where she grew up) it is 

among the most elite careers ranking with doctors and lawyers. Savid concurred, “It’s in 

the same, like they lawyers, doctors, engineers. That was like, ‘Wow.’  So it is considered 

to be a really good profession to get into.” Ali and Rose, on the other hand, feel that they 

had a positive perspective on the petroleum industry and that petroleum engineering was 

a worthy endeavor. These positive messages were, for Ali, about all the good that 

industry can do, “It’s everywhere. Everybody uses it”. She added that it “is in plastic and 

petroleum is in medical supplies.  Petroleum is everywhere.”  

CULTURAL  

Cultural memorable messages are those that women remember as part of the 

broader environment. Women experience cultural messages as times when they realized a 
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gendered nature to math, science, or engineering. The communication participants 

remember are in categories titled: gender, unawareness, capabilities, and cattiness.   

Gendered 

Indeed, 15 women remember receiving the message that math, science, or 

engineering was a man’s space. Meg said she received an indirect memorable message 

about male domination: “I think I always did feel that math was supposed to be more for 

boys”. June explained that her sister went into teaching because it was an “acceptable 

field” for women. What is most remarkable is the breadth of this message. Although three 

women from the United States noted the male nature, women from six other countries 

also noted the same message as being pervasive in their respective countries. In short, the 

cultural message that STEM is a male-dominated space is a pervasive, persistent 

message. Three other women (Carrie, Daria, and Amy) were aware of these stereotypes 

but were less inclined to take them seriously. These women were aware, but un-phased 

by the idea that STEM was, culturally speaking, inappropriate. Carrie explained, “I was 

aware that was the typical situation.  But I never felt pressure to be good in one area or 

another because of my gender.”  

Unaware 

Many women (8) suggested that they were not aware of the stereotype that males 

were superior in math or science. At least for these women, they never recall hearing that 

memorable message. Joann had the opposite message, in fact: “For me, actually, the 

specific classes that I was in there were more girls that were smarter than boys.  I 

remember kind of growing up more with that stereotype.” Classroom experience was an 

explanation as participants felt that their classes did not afford an opportunity for that 

message to be conveyed. Other women reported that early in school this was true, but 
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they did gain an awareness of the stereotype later in college. Lynn had a different 

perspective. She was unaware that there were role expectations: “So I guess I was 

surprised because I had never heard things like, ‘Women stay at home with babies.’  I 

never heard that whenever I was growing up.  It was news to me.” 

Capabilities 

Six women reported that there were specific roles or capabilities associated with a 

specific gender, which tend to be persistent messages. These are outside of the realm of 

math and science, yet they were a message that was communicated enough to be lasting. 

For example, Savid and Rose reported that women are not as technically minded as men, 

and that may be the reason that, in general, women do not pursue STEM careers. Amy 

and Jane discussed the more gentle nature of women and the ability to get along with 

diverse personalities. Lynn talked about physical capabilities, such as breastfeeding, that 

helped create an imbalance between the genders as women are limited by the need to care 

for a baby.  

Cattiness 

A final cultural message that is memorable for some women is the idea that 

women are catty. This appeared in several different ways throughout this study, but four 

participants explained it as enduring. Monica summed it up when she said, “Girls were 

very catty to me at a younger age.” Other women noted that women can be more 

dramatic and have “fuzzy logic”. The women who added to this category were those who 

chose to have closer friendships with males and worked to minimize their interactions 

with women. The cattiness factor seemed to be both a memorable and persuasive 

message.  
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Chapter 6: Anticipatory Socialization 

Research question two asks “What types of experiences did engineers anticipate 

with regard to gendered work?” This question seeks to understand the socialization 

processes that women experienced before employment. Vocational and anticipatory 

socialization are the result of communication about work and they shape one’s 

expectations and assumptions about what future jobs will entail. Throughout this study, 

three core categories emerged. First, women had expectations about college. Second, 

there were expectations that were met. Finally, there were surprises upon entering the 

industry. 

The table below lists the numbers of respondents and codes that emerged in each 

category including core and subcategories. The number of respondents and the codes 

contributed are broken down by the subcategory, when available, or by core category 

when no subgroups exist. This table outlines the items that are discussed in this chapter. 
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Core Category Subcategory # of Contributors # of Codes 

College    

 No Idea 16 27 

 Recruitment 7 10 

 Courses 4 5 

Expectations 

Met 

   

 Internships 11 19 

 Money and Travel 9 11 

 Industry Changes 8 10 

 Skills 4 7 

 Plenty of Jobs 2 2 

Surprises    

 Coworkers 12 21 

 Gendered 17 27 

 Family 6 7 

 Emotional Surprise 7 10 

 Job and Skills 14 41 

Table 4: Core categories and responses for Research Question 2 

COLLEGE   

For many women, college, or specifically their major, met anticipatory 

expectations, but at times there were surprises. As students, they mainly developed 
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assumptions through communication with professors and classmates, although 

occasionally industry representatives played a role in creating expectations. Three main 

areas explore the anticipatory influences that respondents encountered going into college, 

and they include no idea, recruitment, and courses.  

No Idea  

The codes found in this category stem from 16 women who reported that they 

went into their college major with little or no idea about what an engineering degree 

entailed. April explained that she made this choice with little understanding of the 

discipline, “I didn’t even know what I was talking about, to be honest.” Several other 

women noted that based on strong math skills, they chose engineering because there was 

a vague connection between the two. A few women reported paging though the college 

catalog and simply picking something, one woman threw a dart and chose the major it on 

which it landed. Further, other women ran down a list of expected salaries and chose a 

career based on it being lucrative. Kristin did that, “So I literally ran my finger down the 

list of majors and found the one that made the most money and was like, ‘Petroleum 

Engineering.  Okay.  I’ll do that.’  That was it.  There was no thought process behind it at 

all.” The data in this core category suggest that women had little or no idea what they 

were going to encounter in this major. Interestingly, although women reported switching 

engineering disciplines (electrical to petroleum, for example), no one reported negative 

surprises with regard to what the major actually entailed.  

Recruitment  

A second code that emerged for setting expectations in college was the recruiting 

process. Seven women said recruitment was a factor in their decision to attend that school 

and enter engineering, and the tactics that were most influential were reading brochures 
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and articles, or having an interaction with discipline representatives. For Susan, the 

recruiters explained that she could live at home and attend college, which afforded her an 

opportunity she both wanted and did not expect. Four women reported that they were 

recipients of scholarships. Monies ranged in value, but something as small as $100 was 

enough to persuade Meredith to pursue her major. Both Mary and Lynn had to pay for 

college, so any program that offered money was particularly attractive. June also needed 

financial assistance, and her major was helpful because she expected paid summer 

internships.  

Courses 

Four women commented on the role that courses and schoolwork played in their 

college experience in terms of surprise. Two women spoke about the difficulty of classes 

which was something of a surprise. One respondent said she based her expectations on 

high school courses and found that college courses were more hands-on and technical. In 

total there were five codes that mentioned school work being different than expected. 

EXPECTATIONS MET  

Expectations met are those areas where women feel they were appropriately 

socialized for work in engineering and/or the petroleum industry. Many participants 

spoke about how professors set realistic expectations of what one should encounter in the 

industry. In total, there were five core categories that emerged and they include women 

being prepared in the areas of internship or corporate training, money and travel, industry 

changes, skills, and plenty of jobs.  

Internships and Corporate Training  

The largest source for setting expectations was the internships or corporate 

training. Eleven women talked about these programs that prepared them for their work. 
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Most students are hired to work in any number of different capacities in an oil and gas 

company during the summers of their college experience. Nine women specifically cited 

their internship experience as being influential in setting appropriate expectations. 

Chitra’s internship was longer than most, lasting eight months, but others said that three 

months was enough to impart a realistic understanding of the job. Maria took full 

advantage of such an opportunity, and the process developed a passion, “I fell in love 

with engineering.” Mary was slightly different in that she did not have an internship, 

rather she gained a clear understanding by working as a trainee during the day and 

completing an engineering degree at night. Martha had college degree in hand, and then 

went into a corporate training program that sent her through a variety of industry 

rotations. The program lasted two years, a process that gave her a realistic job preview 

for the tasks required in different sectors of petroleum engineering. Melissa also entered a 

two-month training program for specialization. She noted that this is beneficial to her and 

it set unique expectations for her career, “I can kind of pick which way I'm going to go.  

If I decide that I want to try something else, I can try something else.”  

Money and Travel 

The second largest core category for expectations met was money and travel. 

Nine women said they expected to find either money or travel or both in their future 

careers. Kristin said that it was specifically those two factors that enticed her to 

petroleum engineering, and Ingrid echoed the idea that travel was a draw, “The travel bug 

had hit me at that point, going to Europe and seeing the world.  So this was a great 

opportunity for me.” Daphne agreed, “Listening to people who were in the industry, it all 

sounded quite glamorous being able to work in different locations around the world.” 
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Industry Changes  

In this code, eight participants discussed that they expected both general and 

specific ways that the industry changed from years past. Peggy said the industry is very 

different today than it was years ago, particularly because it has a stronger sense of 

maturity. Jane noted the focus on health/environment/safety, and Blanca said she thought 

the role of people has taken greater prominence. In short, women expected to find a more 

egalitarian and open industry that has professional and open-minded values. 

Skills 

Four women noted that the skills they developed were appropriate for this job. 

Margaret said her skills were diverse and malleable, which is useful in this career. The 

main expertise that people pick up in engineering is the ability to think, according to 

May, whose professor told her that, “you need to have a good logical or engineering 

common sense to be successful in the career.” 

Plenty of Jobs  

Two women, Patti and Kelly, gave almost identical statements about their 

expectations for a job when they completed their programs. Patti explained, “In the late 

1970s, it was a very good time to become a petroleum engineer. There were plenty of 

jobs.  I could get out in four years and get a job.  So I did.” Both women also stated they 

found jobs quickly. 

SURPRISES  

Several surprises arose for women after leaving college and upon entering the 

workforce. This suggests that, at least for some, there was a lack of communication about 

what one should anticipate. Included in these core categories are murky or less well 

defined surprises. In total, five core categories emerged where participants felt they were 
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not socialized particularly well in relation to a career in engineering. They include: 

coworkers, family issues, gendered environments, emotional surprises, and job/skills.  

Coworkers 

One of the largest areas for surprise was coworkers. A variety of unexpected 

encounters occurred, and 13 women explained three main areas for surprise: the age gap, 

teams, and politics. For three women, the largest surprise with coworkers was the age 

gap. Phoebe explained that the petroleum industry is in a unique position due to what the 

industry refers to as “the Great Crew Change.” She said, “It seems that everybody is 

either 50 or over 50, or between 20 and 30.  In the middle, there are just not many people 

in the middle.” This left Amy feeling under-prepared as she realizes she is working with 

others who are around her grandparents’ age. For Joann, the issue was less about age and 

more about the diversity of people and job skills. She did not anticipate working with 

geologists, civil engineers, and chemical engineers and that “takes some getting used to”. 

Margaret and May also expressed surprise at the diversity of different people both in 

functional disciplines and cultural aspects. Barbara was less surprised about issues of 

diversity, but was caught off guard about the office politics, an issue mentioned by 

several women. She explained that she had not been socialized to expect certain inter-

office issues such as how to “play the game.” She explained, “I didn’t know how to do 

that.  I didn’t even know what that meant.  I was way behind on that kind of thing.” 

Frannie expressed surprise when she discussed that she did not realize that men can be 

cliquey; Sunny noted a similar feeling and said she was “shocked” to find that men get 

jealous. Blanca had to learn about office politics when she discovered that industry is 

filled with “attention hogs”. May summed up surprises when she said that behavior 
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matters in this career, “All the other soft skills and behaviors are very important to 

success.”  

Family and Schedule 

Throughout this study, women regularly talked about the balance between work, 

family, and personal time. This is a tricky balance, but six women directly spoke about it 

as being either a surprise or feeling they were not well socialized. Having a family 

changes the work dynamics, and that was a surprise or something many women had not 

quite anticipated. Monica’s thoughts expressed what other women noted, “After having a 

child, I think a lot of surprises have come up.  It's becoming more and more difficult to 

do my job well and to be the mom I want to be.” Michelle, Daria, and Colleen all 

expressed the challenge of being a mother in the upstream side of the business. For 

women, this is a challenge and it was a less-well-defined expectation heading into the 

field. 

Gendered Environment 

The code Gendered Environment captures the variances of experiences going into 

this male-dominated environment. Although many women reported that they did expect 

it, there is an element of murkiness of the extent to which women were fully prepared for 

it. In total, 17 women contributed 27 codes to this category. Michelle said she knew from 

the start that the work environment would be male-dominated, but certain elements of 

talking about male hobbies (hunting, fishing, sports) were not necessarily expected. May, 

on the other hand, expected a gendered environment, but not quite as strongly as she 

encountered, “But I did not think I would be alone in the middle of the ocean.” She said 

this was “challenging” at the start.  
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For some, college experiences helped create expectations for the work 

environment. Three participants explained they felt that school was completely equal 

among genders. Others suggested that college was the place where they started to put the 

pieces together about the male-dominated nature of the industry. This is not to suggest 

something negative, however. June and Roxanne said that this masculine nature is an 

attraction to the industry—they like being around and working with men. Candace and 

Rose are the only two women who said that someone in college specifically mentioned 

the male-dominated work environment and some of the associated pitfalls. Candace 

explained that she has kept that in the back of her mind. Two women had experiences 

growing up that suggested the environment was male-dominated. Jane went to work with 

her father occasionally, and saw his petroleum engineering environment first hand. 

Marian’s mother, who was in the industry, talked about what the environment would be 

like, “I had grown up with stories from my mom and her early career as a geologist. She 

was an oddity. She was poor and a female geologist.”  

Finally, Martha and Mary both expressed surprise with other women who enter 

the industry. Both women talked about their frustration with women who seem to be 

unaware of the male-dominated environment. One example of this was when Mary was at 

a training session that overlooked a hotel pool. The men in the session were ogling a 

woman in a bikini. A second woman in the training filed a formal complaint against the 

men, and Mary was asked to deal with the situation. She spoke to her female co-worker 

and said, “You need to differentiate between those things that are directed at you and 

those things that are not. They're looking out the window, they see somebody. Because if 

you don't learn to handle it then you're going to be miserable, and people aren't going to 

work for you.  You have to make it so that people can feel that they can be themselves.” 
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Emotional Surprises  

Seven women mentioned that there are surprises related to having emotional 

issues or situations at work. Patti mentioned this sort of emotional work when she talked 

about being in a male-dominated place. She found it easier and more agreeable than 

working with women. When she switched to working with more women it was 

“different” and not necessarily positive. A different sort of emotional aspect that occurs is 

proving oneself. Three women specifically noted that this was something they had not 

anticipated. The emotional turmoil of having to prove oneself was evident, as with April, 

“I didn’t think that it was going to be so frustrating and so overwhelming.” Kelly also 

talked about this surprise and said she was not prepared to prove her technical 

competence, “I wasn't prepared for maybe the idea that I was going to have to do better 

than the next guy to really show that I was technically competent.  Whereas maybe my 

coworker was a guy was kind of assumed to be technically competent.” Finally, Daphne 

explained that she witnessed a large amount of sexual harassment, and she said she was 

not ready for that emotional experience. All of these women discussed how they did not 

anticipate emotional dimensions to the job and the work required to manage the 

associated reactions. 

Job and Skills  

Fourteen women related elements of shock related to the nature of the job or skills 

required. Barbara explained that she was not ready for the environment, and although she 

knew course material from college, that was not enough. Daria explained that over time 

things became clearer, but it is a slow process. Others were more explicit, like Ingrid who 

thought she would solve problems and create eye-catching projects, and Rose who 

thought she would work with her hands. Both women noted, “That’s not exactly what we 

do.”  Rather, there is a lot of desk work, computer modeling, and very little hands-on 
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work. Frannie said she thought she would be in the field with a hard hat on, but she found 

a cubicle and calculations. In total, 13 women stated that the environment they found was 

different from what they expected. One skill-related surprise was the focus on 

communication or interpersonal skills. Adrienne noted that she was not ready for the 

amount of communication and presentations that are required, while Katherine felt she 

had a real gap in financial understanding. Ling explained that her school focused on the 

theoretical aspects of engineering and found she did not have skills that readily translated. 

For her, she had to learn how to apply all that theory she learned at University of Fornax. 

Further, there seemed to be unawareness of the type of conditions for the job. Ann 

expressed some unawareness of whether women would be considered for certain jobs, 

like being a roughneck, or someone who does hard labor on the rig.  Susan expressed 

more surprise at the schedule associated with the job, as she needs to be at her desk 40 

hours per week. Lisa did not seem prepared for the isolated nature of her work, as she 

often works alone on projects with little or no guidance. Many women found unique 

conditions that led to surprises about the environments they found.   
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Chapter 7: Stereotype Threat 

Research question three seeks to explore the following question, “What types of 

stereotype threat messages do female engineers receive on the job?” This question 

pursued how men communicate stereotypical beliefs to women at work. Thirteen core 

categories emerged, which suggests that women experience stereotype threat messages in 

a variety of forms in work environments. Throughout the analysis and written phases of 

this project, the 13 categories were further condensed into five smaller groups based on 

similarities and overlap of the concepts. Any of the types of communication events that 

occur in this section could send a message that classifies a woman as part of a stigmatized 

group, or it may raise awareness of a role she has within that group. As a result, threats 

have been coded into groupings that suggest different ways in which women could 

experience a decline in performance, in accordance to previous findings articulated in 

Aronson and McGlone (2009). Each core category is discussed in subsequent sections.  

The table below lists the numbers of respondents and codes that emerged in each 

category including core and subcategories. The number of respondents and the codes 

contributed are broken down by the subcategory, when available, or by core category 

when no subgroups exist. This table outlines the items that are discussed in this chapter.  
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Core Category Subcategory # of Contributors # of Codes 

Role 

Assignment 

   

 Daughter 17 27 

 Bitch 11 27 

 Slut 10 23 

 Wife/Mother 8 14 

 Best Friend/Sister 6 20 

Blinding    

 Dismiss 12 22 

 Nonverbal Action 13 22 

 Ignore Experience 4 4 

 Make Invisible 4 5 

 Bypassing 3 3 

Negative 

Expectations 

   

 Make Assumptions 14 28 

 Stereotypical Comments 20 31 

 Mentioning Traditional Roles 9 17 

 Question Presence 11 24 

 Challenging 4 6 

 Change Behavior 14 27 

Table 5: Core categories and responses for Research Question 3. 
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Core Category Subcategory # of Contributors # of Codes 

 Singling Out 13 17 

Double 

Standard 

 9 16 

 Pink Ghetto:   

 Tracking 15 40 

 Promotion/Demotion 12 35 

 Prohibiting 9 21 

 Family Effect 5 11 

 Promote Dominant Group:   

 Good Old Boys’ Club 22 45 

 Succession Planning 9 28 

 Male Traits 6 10 

Isolation    

 Emotional 11 13 

 Physical  4 9 

 Gendered 32 56 

 Genuine Sexism 9 20 

 Harassment 14 30 

Table 5, continued 

ROLE ASSIGNMENT  

Throughout the interviews, women spoke with regularity about being pigeonholed 

into a specific role by their co-workers while on the job. This process is a way that many 
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people communicate stereotypes, and it can be a threatening event (Aronson & McGlone, 

2009). The first instance of this concept emerged in the interview with Vanessa, who 

explained that men try to fit women into one of three categories. She explained them as 

“witch” which is marked by the traits of “a power-hungry, pushy woman.” The name was 

changed in this study to “bitch” in an effort to more accurately reflect the sentiments 

respondents reported throughout the study. The second category is the “slut” category, 

where women are thought to be promiscuous. Vanessa’s third category is a “guy buddy” 

group (called Best Friend/Sister in this study), where women are expected to be more like 

friends. Upon further investigation of this concept, a total of five different roles emerged. 

In addition to bitch, slut, and best friend, the roles also include a daughter, where men 

treat women like their children, and a mother/wife, where men expected women to be 

emotionally nurturing like a spouse or mother. Role expectation is similar to Aronson and 

McGlone’s (2009) suggestion that stereotype threatening messages can cause people to 

accept negative expectations about themselves. These roles are a form of communication 

that express that women have a role to play, but it is not limited to that of an engineer. 

Daughter 

The largest and most common role women feel they are expected to play is that of 

a daughter. Seventeen women spoke in terms of men behaving like a father figure or that 

they were treating her like a girl. With regularity participants echoed the statement that 

Stacy made, “I was very much treated as a daughter figure.” For many of the women, this 

is positive. Ali was having a rough time in an internship, and she explained that her 

mentor came to her and helped, “He has a daughter. Luckily. He said, ‘This is why I 

know how to handle this.  I have a daughter.” Jane mentioned the cliché of asking for 

fatherly advice when a coworker used the, “You know, when I was young…,” type of 
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statements. Other women explained that they believe this was a potential reason that they 

got along so well in the industry, as supervisors had children around the same age as 

participants like Carrie, Joann, and Amy.  

Others view this role more negatively. Clara observed one of the bigger concerns 

about this position: If men are viewing women as daughters, are they viewing women as 

valuable employees? She worries that coworkers feel that she needs leading or guidance 

rather than seeing her as a competent employee. She noted this was a form of 

condescension, although she did not see it as malicious. Indeed, none of the participants 

suggested role assignment was a conscious act; rather, it was assigned with certain 

unawareness.  

Susan, a researcher with a PhD in petroleum engineering, looks at her role as a 

daughter as being potentially detrimental to her career. She feels like coworkers treat her 

like a young girl, and the outcomes on her work responsibilities seem apparent in the type 

of work they give her, “They don’t give me very hard work so far.  I think I have the 

capability of learning by myself.  Sometimes I think they don’t see that.” Peggy made a 

similar statement about feeling she was “patted on the head”. When probed to explain, 

she made an analogy about this fatherly response, “When I take my kids to the doctor’s 

office, I tell them what I think is going on. A lot of the times, especially male doctors, 

will say, ‘It’s ok, don’t you worry your pretty little head over that’ or ‘That can’t be, that 

can’t really happen.’” She said that same concept applies at work with her role as a 

daughter. Meg’s experience in being treated like a daughter illustrates the serious 

repercussions that can arise. She was working in Africa and was being stalked by a local 

resident in her apartment complex. To solve the problem, Chi Company did not remove 

her from the location, nor did they offer her protection. Instead, a superior, who was also 

a man, stepped in and said, “Well, do you want to come to live at my house?  You can 
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sleep in my daughter’s room.” She said not only would they never offer such a thing to a 

male employee, but they were also not legitimizing her situation. The fear of this 

daughter role is that it will escalate into taking these women and their needs less 

seriously. Amy summed up the concern clearly, “I feel like it puts me down a little 

because I’m on the same level as their child.”  

Bitch 

Being a bitch (or witch as some women preferred to call it) was the second most 

common role interviewees discussed, and 11 women contributed to these codes. This role 

is one where women are perceived as being mean, aggressive, or rude. Janice 

acknowledged that although this can be a touchy position, there are some positive aspects 

to being a bitch: She gets what she wants. Most women, however, do not embrace the 

role, although they admit it is more complicated than simply rejecting a label.  Meredith 

strives hard to avoid receiving the characterization, but she also understands a duality: 

Being perceived as soft is just as detrimental as being perceived as a bitch. She said with 

resignation, “It's really easier to be a witch.” April explained that this role is, in many 

ways, unavoidable because when a woman stands up for herself, she receives this label. 

She also noted that a man can say the same thing and “get away with it” and at the same 

time have absolutely no negative repercussions. Blanca takes her job seriously and calls 

herself “strict”, but notes that coworker’s impressions of her are “never good” as a result, 

thus noting how she is classified as a bitch.   

Katherine noted that there is a fine line between being a leader and being a bitch, 

and Mary’s experience as a foreman exhibited this concept. After a meeting she asked a 

team leader to her office to discuss the project. She said, “I never thought that I was 

yelling at him.  I wasn't.  I wasn't angry at all.” Later that day, another employee came to 
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her office to ask why the team lead was reprimanded. She was shocked to find that 

simply asking questions was enough to put her in this category. The outcome of being a 

bitch can have other types of negative repercussions. Colleen explained that a coworker is 

labeled a bitch and others hate working with her. She said that this woman is viewed as 

“impossible”. Regardless, many women acknowledge that to ascend in the company, this 

hard, aggressive personality is required. Blanca explained that there are few women in 

higher positions who are not labeled as a bitch. 

Slut  

Being cast in the role of a slut is, perhaps, the most detrimental label to receive, 

according to the 10 women who contributed to this category. Women spoke about this 

characterization with a palpable scorn. No one acknowledged they had engaged in 

behavior associated with being a slut, but many talked about women who are in that 

position. Sleeping with men on the rig is absolutely forbidden, according to most women. 

Although there are no written rules on the subject, there is a vehemence that sleeping 

around is a “no-no,” and “taboo.” Women go out of their way to avoid this label by being 

as androgynous as possible: baggy clothes, no makeup, no low cut clothing. There is 

tremendous incentive to avoiding this label because women who sleep around are 

punished. Kristin explained that once a woman has this label, her career is effectively 

over, “I’ve never seen a female come out of it with her job intact.  And I’ve never seen a 

man punished for it.” The repercussions can be moving to dangerous/terrible assignments 

or demotion, although no one said they had seen someone fired outright. A woman 

Kristen knows did sleep with a coworker and she suffered several terrible assignments. 

At one point, the company moved her to a job in the “banishment zone” of Africa.  
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The nature of being offshore complicates this label. Melissa said when she was 

offshore, she was one of two or three women on the rig. She was lonely and wanted to 

create friendships, which were usually with men given the nature of the environment. As 

soon as she created friendships, rumors began to circulate that she was sleeping around. 

April and Kristin’s experiences were similar. They said on every job, some man was 

making up stories about sleeping with her. Kristin said, “Every place I ever worked, 

somebody said they were sleeping with me.  Always, always.” These rumors can have 

consequences besides the “banishment zone”, as it can also effect promotions. Candace 

said coworkers look at “sluts” and wonder if she “slept her way to the top.” She has 

worked to guard against rumors for that very reason. Colleen expressed that sleeping 

around is not just bad for a career, but for all women in this industry. She finds she needs 

to assure coworkers that women are not “cruising for husbands” while on this job. Those 

labeled as a slut not only do harm to their own careers, but also to the image of other 

women. 

Wife/Mother 

Eight participants noted that men sometimes expect women to fill the role of a 

mother or wife. Due to the similarity of statements between these two groups, they are 

combined into one category. The expectations of this position are about a women being 

nurturing, or alternatively, a man may take on a protective nature towards a woman or 

behave like naughty schoolboy. Maria noted that she experiences this expectation on 

occasion when men ask her to get them a cup of coffee. Mary and Vanessa did not see 

this behavior quite as overtly; rather, they both experienced the expectation to exhibit 

stereotypical female behaviors such as being more gentle. Vanessa noted, “They kind of 

treat you like you’re the teacher or a mom.  You walk into the room, they get quiet.  
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When you open your mouth, they shut their mouths.” She went on to say when she is in 

the room, men are highly conscious of her presence, “You can see that little light bulb 

turn on like, ‘Oh, wait.  She’s a lady.  I can’t do this or say this.’”  

Melissa experienced the protective male aspect to the wife role. She had a male 

friend, Robert. When she began hanging out with Adam, Robert became jealous and 

started harassing her, accusing them of having an intimate relationship. Because of these 

types of outcomes, Colleen distances herself from the wife/mothering role. Although she 

did not articulate a specific danger to the characterization, it is implied within her 

statement. At her job, many women participate in Pampered Chef parties or buy pink 

tools. She said she stays away from doing those activities and does not forge close 

relationships with the women who do take part in them. She said, “It's viewed very badly 

by men.  They will deny it, but it is viewed as bon-bon junk that their wives do and not 

appropriate for work.” Rather than being put in the role where she is expected to act like 

a wife, she works to avoid that association, “Not that that's bad, but that's not how you 

want them to view you.” 

Best Friend/Sister  

The final category of assigning women stereotype threatening roles is that of the 

best friend or sister. Like the Mother/Wife category, there are significant similarities in 

the types of suggestions participants made between being a best friend and a sister, hence 

creating a combined category. The roles that women experience are those where they are 

a good friend or a little sister, which brings certain benefits. Six women contributed to the 

codes in this group, and they all suggest that this is a fairly positive position. Kristin 

moved around from rig to rig for several years, but learned to play the role well. She said 

it is nice to have someone who looks out for her in every situation. The idea of being 
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looked after was reiterated by both Genevieve and April. Three women said they spent 

time hanging out, playing cards, and going drinking with their coworkers. They said they 

were safe and protected. Further, three women expressed that a friend/sister meant they 

were accepted. Genevieve said the men thought, “Even though she's a woman, she's okay.  

She's okay.’” This sister/best friend role is a good role to have because it gives women an 

opportunity to figure things out, to weather challenges, and to find professional support, 

according to Genevieve. April expressed a negative aspect, though. Although she was a 

friend/sister, men changed their attitudes towards her when they left the rig and moved 

back into the office environment, leaving her angry and hurt. She said they did not seem 

to look out for her anymore; rather, they looked out for themselves.  

BLINDING 

Blinding is the process by which men act like women are not even in the room. 

This is one way of isolating women, and it may cause them to withdraw effort. These are 

both responses seen regularly in stereotype threat research (Aronson & McGlone, 2009). 

This process is a way that men convey the message that women do not belong, a hostile 

form of communication. Blinding occurs in several ways, and this core category 

produced five basic actions that include: dismissing, nonverbal actions, ignoring 

experience, bypassing, and making invisible.  

Dismissing  

One code to emerge in the blinding core category was a dismissing action, which 

had 12 contributors giving 22 codes. Women whose responses filled this code suggested 

that men regularly heard a comment and passed it off as unimportant or they did not even 

acknowledge that a comment occurred. Women suggested they are sometimes “blown 

off” and not taken seriously. Stacy, Blanca, Marcy, and Jane commented that this often 
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happens during meetings, and Jane mentioned that she found this to be a common 

occurrence. She said sometimes “you'll bring up something, and it gets frustrating when 

everybody shoots you down your idea” only to find later that someone else says the 

“exact same thing that you said, and everybody loves that idea”. She said that when this 

occurs, she often second guesses herself. Carrie said that in college a teammate, who was 

a man, did all the work without ever consulting her.  She said this was a surprise, “I’d 

never really experienced my opinion not being valued because I was a woman.”  

Meg was working in Africa when she felt dismissed. A hurricane was heading 

towards Houston and management repeatedly asked the men in the group if they wanted 

to go home, saying, “Do you need to fly home? Is your wife okay?  Can she get 

everything? Bring all the patio furniture in?” When Meg asked to be sent home to check 

on her apartment, her boss dismissed her needs and acted like she was ridiculous, “He 

was just laughing at me saying, ‘I don’t understand why you need go home. It’s 

expensive to fly people home.  Why would you need to go home? [Italics added to reflect 

emphasis]’” Meg’s experience exhibits the perspective that she does not matter, her needs 

are not important. On the most serious note, Meredith’s life was threatened by the wife of 

a co-worker because the wife was angry about a woman working with her husband. 

Rather than the company following up or alleviating the situation, she said, “They all 

thought it was funny.” She went on to explain, “Nobody did anything.  It was all on my 

shoulders. They still laugh about it.”  

Nonverbal Action  

Another way that participants experience blinding and stereotype threatening 

messages is through nonverbal actions, according to 13 women. The lack of 

accommodations proves to be a message that women are out of place and their needs are 
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not considered. Particularly in offshore environments, women encounter spaces where 

there were no beds, bathrooms, or places where they could be alone, leading to awkward 

situations. Colleen offered to sleep on a couch in common quarters, Katherine had to 

have someone to stand guard outside the bathroom while she used it, and Janice 

dehydrated before going offshore to ensure that would not have to use the bathroom. 

These actions were the result of having no consideration for women being around the 

work environment.  

Other nonverbal behavior communicates a blinding experience. Some women 

receive nasty glances. April said that men give her dirty looks and exhibit ignoring 

behavior, “They don’t listen to anything that you say because they think that you’re 

PMSing.” Colleen often receives these same looks when she leaves a meeting to pick up 

her child at the end of the day. April also said that part of her job is entertaining clients, 

taking them to lunch, dinners, etc. For her, getting them to agree to going to lunch is a 

challenge, since men usually decline her invite. Finally, Genevieve was the only person 

to mention that she was the recipient of nonverbal, aggressive action when someone 

spilled a tray of iced tea all over her.  

 Ignore Experience  

Four women noted that they felt that their previous work experience was ignored. 

This behavior can range from a condescending interaction to acting like a period of time 

never occurred. Ali told a story of a new man in her department who took the 

condescending approach. She started at her current job and a coworker never asked about 

her experience, instead, he kept trying to teach her a process she had been performing for 

years. Colleen received this condescending approach when a man in a training session 

kept asking her if she knew the most basic industry knowledge. Marcy, on the other hand, 
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encountered ignoring when she regularly had to remind people of her work history, 

“People acted like my previous experience never happened or didn’t matter. It never 

existed.”  

Make Invisible 

Another way that four women reported a blinding experience was when men 

would simply pretend like they were not there. Stacy was at a meeting and one man in the 

group would only ever answer her questions by replying to the man standing beside her. 

He never looked at or spoke to her. Barbara was seen, but not in a way that legitimized 

her existence; rather, she said she felt they made her out to be a little girl and did not 

listen to her. Meredith explained the danger that can occur with this type of threat. She 

said others do not listen to her and do not consider her expertise quite as well as they 

could, and the result is that she becomes less likely to speak out, “So then you start 

getting timid or uncomfortable sharing those ideas sometimes.”  

Bypassing 

Bypassing is a code that three women spoke about, and it occurs when men go 

around a woman rather than accept her authority. Two women gave specific examples of 

this happening during their tenure. Ali was the lead negotiator in a meeting. The customer 

did not accept her in that role, and he spoke directly to her male boss instead. She said, 

“He wanted to talk to my boss about it. But the thing was, my boss was just there to sit 

and listen. I was the one doing the negotiating.” Rose also experienced this when 

coworkers clarified issues with her supervisors before talking to her directly.  

NEGATIVE EXPECTATIONS  

Another way stereotype threatening messages occur is through the 

communication of negative expectations, which is a cornerstone of stereotype threat. 
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With regularity, people send messages that women will not perform well, and women 

receive that same message. There is little ambiguity about the expectations that that are 

conveyed (Aronson & McGlone, 2009). Some women reported they received messages 

where they found men were expecting different, negative outcomes. The strategies that 

communicate negative expectations include: making assumptions, stereotypical 

comments, mentioning traditional roles, questioning presence, challenging, changing 

behavior, and singling out.  

Making Assumptions  

Many times, as is the case with the 14 women who contributed to this code, 

women find that coworkers make assumptions, and it affects their work. One common 

assumption is that women are not engineers but they fill another role on the team. Many 

times, according to Adrienne and Roxanne, others assume that they are from accounting 

or business, or if they are an engineer, they are an environmental or health/safety 

engineer. This frustrates both women, and Roxanne takes it as an insult, suggesting that 

environmental is “lowest” type of engineer. Other assumptions are that women are not 

expected to accomplish as much, which Olivia heard from a college professor. Meredith’s 

manager told her that he expected her to fail when she was transferred. Mary received 

communications in this vein suggesting that management did not expect her to be “hard 

enough” to lead others. She added that this expectation is problematic because one’s 

demeanor is something management considers when they evaluate women’s 

accomplishments and performance. Some men communicate negative expectations based 

on the assumption of capabilities. Amy said friends and family congratulated her on 

becoming an engineer, as though they seemed to think it could never happen. Other 
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participants reported being assigned easier tasks because coworkers assumed they were 

not prepared or ready for harder work, a concept Meg mentioned.  

Another large group of messages that women often hear is that they are not 

expected to be in the job long. Supervisors express that they do not want to invest too 

much into these women because they worry women might go on maternity leave and 

never come back. Olivia was held back at her job because of this very idea. Her employer 

did not fully train her, which made her an easy person to lay off when budget cuts came. 

She said, “So I was the least trained,” not because she was not good enough, but “because 

I wasn’t going to be around long enough anyway.” Patti also suffered career stagnation 

because of assumptions. When she asked why she did not receive her promotion, the 

company explained that she needed to relocate. They never offered her that option; 

rather, they assumed she would not transfer because she was married with children. 

Stereotypical Comments 

Stereotypical, verbal comments are another way that threatening messages emerge 

at work. Twenty women provided 31 messages in this core category. Several of the codes 

dealt with different types of disrespectful comments that suggested certain expectations. 

For Ali, the comments were made during a meeting when a client gave her a pet name: 

Boo. She was the only woman in the room with eight men. Everyone was called by his 

actual name, and Ali said, “And I was Boo. Boo was my name.” A pet name is not 

unique; Ingrid was called Red, much to her displeasure. Terry and Barbara experienced 

stereotypical messages in college. Terry had a professor who was trying to encourage her 

to leave engineering, saying she was not cut out for it. A different professor told 

Barbara’s fiancée that she would hold him back, given her career choice. These messages 

do not stop after graduation. Kelly said others often suggest that she receives 
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advancements or pay raises because she is a woman. Amy heard a comment that both 

questioned her competence and relayed expectations about her sexuality. Her team was 

having an issue with the drilling process and one engineer said, “We should get Amy and 

[her female coworker] on this project so that they can coax the machine out of the hole.”  

Finally, two women specifically spoke to the idea that appearance is an area 

where verbal comments communicate expectations. Maria has long blonde hair and work 

associates regularly suggest she cut it because it negatively influences her success. She 

acknowledges that the more successful women do not have long hair and are highly 

conservative in their appearance. Terry’s professor suggested she diet because she would 

be a more successful engineer if she lost 15 pounds. He told her, “You’re a bit 

overweight and you’d do better if you could trim down some.” 

Mentioning Traditional Roles  

This code emerged because nine women expressed that men at work 

communicated expectations about fulfilling traditional roles. Clara experienced a specific 

incident where her male boss demanded she make copies. This suggested that she was 

viewed as a secretary, or at least should do the work of a secretary. Other women also 

feel similar expectations for fulfilling traditional roles. Most of the communications 

related to this concept came in verbal form when men suggested that women should be 

concerned with husbands, children, or the home. Wendy and Candace both heard 

messages that they should be at home, not at work. Adrienne was reminded that a woman 

belongs in the kitchen, while Colleen was told she should have children. The discussion 

of having children comes up often and in a variety of ways. Susan was warned that she 

should not have any children in the near future because recently there had been too many 

women on maternity leave.  
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Questioning Presence 

Eleven women contributed codes that suggest that men question their presence, 

which communicates that this industry is not a place for women. April, Ingrid, Colleen, 

and Savid all talked about how men openly questioned their capabilities. Ingrid said that 

she often tells coworkers things, and they respond with, “Oh, is that true?  I don't know if 

that's true.” This behavior extends to questioning information, decisions, or skills. Other 

women experienced instances where they were questioned about the legitimacy of being 

in the industry. Joann and Susan experienced this in college. Susan participated in a paper 

writing contest, and she won the local and regional contests. Her classmates told her that 

she was only achieving success because she was a female, as the judges were attempting 

to promote women. This behavior is not exclusive to academia, and several other women 

contributed codes where male coworkers questioned whether a woman is there because of 

skill or gender quotas. April said this is particularly frustrating because the message that 

comes across is, “No, you’re not smart. You’re just here simply because you’re a female. 

You’ve gotten everything because you’re a female.” She calls it demeaning. Larissa, who 

also experienced this phenomenon, said that coworkers approach her by wondering “what 

her agenda is”, and that men seem to ask, “What you are doing here?” Wendy, Lynn, and 

Colleen all mentioned their success being questioned saying men think women receive a 

“free pass” because of their gender. 

Challenging  

Four women related stories where men either flexed their figurative muscles or 

challenged women. These women found that men were confrontational in a more 

obvious, hostile manner. One day, Maria wore a dress to the office. She had no reason to 

go to the worksite, so she decided to dress up. That was the day her manager, who never 

had a reason to go into the field, decided to check up on the rig. She knew that he was 
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drawing attention to her gender and challenging her, and she knew it was because she 

was wearing a dress. Sunny had a manager who was particularly aggressive with her 

about project ownership. He would get in her face and demand status updates long before 

deadlines. Further, the same boss would attempt to start fights between Sunny and other 

women. He spread rumors, claiming it “would be fun” to watch them disagree. Finally, 

Vanessa experienced men who would challenge her authority, citing their years of 

experience. They said they would not be told how to do their jobs. All of these examples 

suggest that men sometimes go out of their way to challenge women in an attempt to 

exhibit power or control over a situation.  

Changing Behavior 

Many times, people alter their behavior, which sends a message that draws 

attention to the woman and often communicates negative expectations, according to 14 

women. Seven women noted that men become nicer when they are around. Melissa and 

Monica said men are more likely to help out and form a relationship, often going out of 

their way to keep women involved. Joann notices an increase in nice behavior when she 

wears a dress or skirt to work. Savid and Frannie said this change in behavior comes in 

the form of men being more respectful and gentlemanly. Many women suggested that 

men watch their language when women are around and they reduce their swearing.  

Jane experienced a less friendly environment, and she said that men are on guard 

when a woman is around because they are concerned about saying the wrong thing. In her 

experience, men are less likely to share information and are standoffish. She feels like the 

men she encounters operate under the consensus, “She's a woman, I treat her differently.” 

This is similar to Katherine’s experience where she was in a meeting and the discussion 

was getting heated. People in the meeting were arguing and yelling at each other. 
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Suddenly a man in the room slammed his hand on the table and yelled, “There is a 

woman in the room!” At that point, everyone stopped arguing and stared at her, but 

Katherine did not necessarily welcome that change of behavior. It made her 

uncomfortable and it drew attention to the fact that they would have continued in the 

more aggressive manner if she had been absent. Any of these changes may suggest that 

men expect women to be more sensitive or temperamental. 

Singling Out  

With 13 respondents contributing to this code, it appears that there are many 

different threatening messages that point out that a woman is present, thus singling her 

out and communicating a negative expectation. For many women, these experiences 

started in college. Amy, Frannie, Margaret, and Barbara all shared stories of college 

professors who singled them out by mentioning how few women there were or that there 

was a female among the men. Barbara remembered a woman being asked to stand up and 

be recognized for receiving an internship even though everyone else in the class had 

received one as well. The professor kept talking about how “cute” she was. But college is 

not the only place where singling out occurs.  

Candace noted that when entering a work environment she is portrayed as an 

individual, rather than an employee. Kristin and Ingrid regularly see that others draw 

attention to them working in drilling, asking things like, “Oh, you're a girl in drilling?  

Why are you there?” Mary noted that many times in diversity training, coworkers single 

her out, particularly when they talk about a female-related issue. Men ask if the topic is 

true, as though she speaks for all women. She said it is humiliating, “It's like you just 

want to crawl into a hole.” 



 104 

DOUBLE STANDARD  

Marcy explained that a double standard is not only common in the petroleum 

industry, but it is “very pervasive”. This section discusses the broader double standards as 

well as two specific forms called the Pink Ghetto and Promoting the Dominant Culture. 

These double standards are clear communications about who has privilege in the industry 

and who is considered an outsider. Double standards are a concern because women may 

avoid challenges or greater job responsibility, or perhaps they will withdraw effort and 

disidentify with their job (Aronson & McGlone, 2009).  

Nine women gave specific examples of how the double standard is visible and 

where there are different expectations for men. Marcy and Maria suggested that women’s 

contribution is judged not only on their hard work, but also how they come across and 

interact with others. One example is that women cannot appear too confident, yet men 

should always appear confident. Confidence in a woman is not a good thing, according to 

Marcy, “No one ever tells a man that he’s too confident”. Maria said she is naturally 

straightforward, but she knows she is judged on “What you say, how you say it, 

relationships–the organizational aspects.” She suggested that this is not the case with 

men.  

Throughout this study, women discussed the need to prove themselves, a double 

standard, according to Terry. She said that she constantly had to go into a new situation 

and prove herself over and over, yet this did not seem to be an issue for men. Wendy 

gave the example of being in an internship interview where the men all had five-minute 

interviews, and she had a twenty-minute session that grilled her on technical details that 

the male students did not need to articulate. This double standard seems even more 

pervasive among engineers who are mothers. Andrea noted, “Now that I have kids, I feel 

that eyes are on me to make sure that I’m at work and being productive, more so than a 
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male.” When mothers enter the workplace, Marcy explained, there are different standards 

as men “are not hindered by the same family demands” that women have. Women 

experience many more complications.   

Pink Ghetto  

The Pink Ghetto is a category that emerged through the interview with Jeanne 

when she discussed the setbacks and impediments faced while ascending within an 

organization. She explained that there is a Pink Ghetto because women are tracked into a 

direction at the company’s discretion, and they are unable to redirect. This creates a 

double standard as men do not experience the same phenomenon. Marcy explained this 

concept when she said, “Women are relegated to their spot and are expected to stay 

there.” After digging into this concept further, the Pink Ghetto demonstrates a double 

standard in four main ways: tracking, promotion/demotion, prohibiting, and family 

effects.  

Tracking 

The first code for the Pink Ghetto is tracking. In total, 15 women created 40 codes 

in this category. Jeanne explained the process as women being pushed into specific roles, 

and she used herself as an example. Originally she was chemist, but there was a need for 

someone to do library research. She took the job, thinking it was short term. She ended 

up staying for four years. She found the work akin to secretarial work: finding articles, 

making copies, and creating reference lists. Unfortunately, once she entered the job, there 

was no way out because the stereotype was too strong, “Once you're perceived as being 

in an exclusively female group, which the library was, they just can't conceive of you 

going back to any kind of line role where you're actually doing the work and not 

supporting the work.” Jeanne said women are “marginalized” into communications, 
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marketing, or human resources. Genevieve concurred with this sentiment, and she said 

the “real” work was not for women, “What I'll call the serious jobs, the jobs running 

operations in Libya or something, would never go to a woman.” Kelly, Audrey, and Terry 

all found themselves moving in and out of less technical roles such as banking, training, 

legal support, and department reorganizations. Colleen shed light on this tracking idea. 

When she started in this industry, coworkers and management encouraged her to enter 

reservoir engineering, the more “female-friendly” sector. She resisted, and she continues 

to resist the same pushes. Many times, according to Colleen, what looks like a promotion 

is in reality a track out of technical work. She has been offered promotions to oversee 

Regulatory groups, a less prestigious job in her eyes. Kristin eventually left her position 

as a directional driller because her company was trying to track her out of offshore jobs. 

She said she knew once she left she would never be able to go back offshore. The 

company eventually made a decision that she was definitely going onshore, regardless of 

her desire, so she resigned. Each woman who talked about tracking said this is different 

than what men experience. 

Promotion/Demotion  

Many women experience the Pink Ghetto in the area of promotions and 

demotions. Twelve participants talked about unfair promotions or that demotions are 

common for women. Colleen explained that only specific promotions are available for 

women, such as in the more female-friendly areas: Human Resources, Safety, 

Regulatory, etc. If women do not accept those promotions, they are unlikely to be 

promoted elsewhere. Genevieve, who has been in the industry for more than 30 years, 

noted that things have not really changed during her tenure. She said rarely are women at 

the very top C-level positions (CEO, COO), “You can count on one hand the number of 
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women CEOs or COOs.” She said it will likely change but added, “In my lifetime?  

Probably not.” Some women have trouble attaining promotions because of politics. 

Genevieve noted that promotions occur because of building relationships, and many 

times she is not able to build them in the traditional ways. She feels she is at a 

disadvantage because she cannot go into the restroom or locker room with her male 

coworkers, which reinforces the double standards. Maria’s experience expanded on this 

concept when she said she assumed that if she did a good job, people would notice. This 

was not the case. Even with glowing performance reviews, she was passed up for the 

promotion she had earned.  Mary worked for 12 years without a promotion, and one day 

she realized that none of the other women in her group had gotten promoted either. To 

make matters worse, she was demoted during a change in corporate management.  

Prohibiting  

Nine participants discussed prohibiting as a double standard, which occurs when 

women are not allowed to do something, a process that keeps women grounded in the 

Pink Ghetto. On many occasions, women are not allowed to pursue opportunities, which 

have long-term effects on their careers. One example is Nira, who wanted a Master’s 

degree. She received a full scholarship, but had to drop out because the entrance exam 

was only open to men, according to university policy. Olivia also was prohibited from 

several universities because she was female. Although these sorts of rules have relaxed 

over time and women generally have equal access to education, other less overt policies 

prohibit women’s opportunities. April and Phoebe were denied jobs in the Middle East 

because their respective bosses did not feel comfortable sending a woman to that part of 

the world. Genevieve was denied jobs because management worried she would be too 

lonely if she was far from home. Other women are prohibited from doing specific tasks. 
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When first arriving on the rig, April said the crew would not let her do anything, as they 

were worried she would hurt herself. Yet the new man was welcomed to start with the 

hard labor as soon as he got on board. Jane was not allowed to participate in conference 

calls because the men were worried that she would report anyone who swore or used 

profanity. In a similar fashion, Meredith said she was prohibited from doing required 

work because management did not want her to stay overnight on the rig.  

Family Effect   

Finally, five women find themselves in the Pink Ghetto as a result of having a 

family. Andrea said that she finds that her family presents a challenge to corporate 

leaders, as many jobs in drilling/production require employees to be away from home for 

longer periods of time. Hence, the opportunity for advancement is harder for women with 

children. Taking time off from work puts women in a position where their career may 

suffer consequences, based on tracking or lack of promotion. Julie said that when she 

went on maternity leave, she came back and was behind. When she got laid off shortly 

after that, she felt sure that her time off was a contributing factor. Katherine fell ill after 

having her second child, and the company offered her accommodations that she did not 

request. Although the attempt was to be helpful, the offer was a demotion. She declined 

the offer. Colleen also found that even using something like flex time creates a problem, 

and it can influence one’s admittance into the Pink Ghetto. Women who use flex time 

find that it is not about being flexible; rather, the message is clear that it will be damaging 

to one’s career. Colleen said the male management let her know, “That's going to limit 

your career.”   
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Promote the Dominant Group  

The final type of stereotype threatening message to occur in the double standard 

section is promoting the dominant group. The codes included in this category deal with 

messages that promote the wants, needs, or ideals associated with being a white male in 

the oil and gas industry. Three categories emerged in this area and they include: the Good 

Old Boys’ Club, succession planning, and male traits. 

Good Old Boys Club 

The Good Old Boys’ Club (GOBC) was a concept that appeared regularly 

throughout the study. Twenty-two women reported that the GOBC is alive and well, and 

it is also a message that strongly supports the dominant group. This club is important in 

many facets of the industry, and it can be particularly important in the arena of how work 

is accomplished. Julie gave an example of her company where significant networking 

occurs. Some men’s jobs are merely maintaining relationships with one another. They do 

this through activities like hunting trips, golf, fishing, shooting skeet, or other activities in 

which women often do not participate. Others see the GOBC as a way of giving a 

“helping hand”, as Andrea said. She said they behave in a way that shows there is 

someone around to “carry you”. Yet there seems to be no one to carry or help out a 

woman. Phoebe and Marcy said the system is about camaraderie and helping others who 

share a bond. Patti said that when a boss’s best friend is next door to your office, it is 

obvious how the GOBC works, and generally the best friend makes more money and is 

promoted faster. Colleen’s view is that this is an ingrained system within the industry and 

it is a natural process, “We all pick people who are similar to us for things.  I don't think 

you can get around that.” Sometimes women feel the GOBC is frustrating, irritating, or 

upsetting, as they often feel left out. Colleen and Julie talked about how women are just 
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not able to participate. It is “awkward” initially, but as time passes, the desire to be 

included dissipates (which may be labeled as disidentification).  

Succession Planning  

Although succession planning is not inherently a male trait, in the petroleum 

industry it is one action that promotes the dominant group and creates a double standard. 

Nine women’s statements generated 28 codes to this category. In this informal succession 

planning, management chooses men to train, and they eventually are the ones who 

receive promotions and move ahead in the company. This process is closely related to the 

GOBC, as success often stems from or leads to participation in the club. Maria explained 

that planning and choosing who comes next is part of the business and it is always 

happening–someone is always being groomed. The man hand-picked for succession is 

often referred to as the Golden Boy, and women quickly identified a mold for this person: 

He is older looking–or prematurely bald as Meg said—he has charisma, he has an 

element of coolness, he is willing to act as a pet project to a manager, and he gets along 

well with someone on the management team. Vanessa explained that there is also a 

process for grooming him. One of the managers mentions that he sees talent in a 

particular man, and from that point on, “he can do no wrong”. Once he is chosen, 

according to Marcy, the Golden Boy receives entrée into the GOBC, which leads to 

opportunities for advancement. Part of the concern with the Golden Boy is that it is not 

equal opportunity. Women are not chosen as a Golden Boy, or as Vanessa noted, “I don’t 

really see a Golden Girl.”  

Male Traits  

Six women discussed male traits that are perpetuated throughout the industry, thus 

promoting the male culture and creating a double standard. Ingrid explained that men 



 111 

tend to act confidently, even if they are not so confident. Women, on the other hand, have 

to act less confident than they really are. Larissa corroborated this message when she said 

that men are “brought up to believe they are right” while women must have “courage” to 

believe they are correct. Closely related to that was Dorothy’s observation that men have 

an easier time “BS-ing” (bull shitting). This is something that she feels women do not do, 

and it creates a situation where women are less likely to speak up. This may be due to 

what Colleen noted is an air of machismo in the industry. She said that manly men are 

abundant. Six women generated 10 codes that suggest that this industry promotes, 

encourages, and values men who behave more masculinly. 

ISOLATION  

Another type of message that women receive is one that proves to isolate them, 

which is the result of a communicative process that separates them from the larger group, 

making them feel alone or abandoned. There are five ways in which these women 

experience isolation: emotional isolation, physical isolation, gendered isolation, genuine 

sexism, and harassment.  

Emotional  

Emotional isolation is feeling alone, having little support, or having no mentors, 

as suggested by the 11 women who contributed to this code. Kristin explained that her 

experience in Siberia was emotionally isolating: No one spoke English, she had no 

support, and she had no idea what she was supposed to do for work. Rose’s boss also 

isolated her emotionally when he told the men in the plant to watch their language and 

behavior. As a result, for the first three or four weeks on the job the men avoided her and 

did not talk to her. Not all cases are quite as extreme, but they were equally as isolating. 

Vanessa was part of a group project in college and the two teammates, who were both 
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men, played video games together. While hanging out they would finish a large portion 

of the project. Vanessa felt excluded from both the work and the team. Adrienne said 

there is an element of emotional isolation in the everyday business of work when the men 

call each other and head to lunch, but they neglect to call her. Candace said this can have 

a larger influence in places like meetings where she feels others are “ostracizing” and not 

“valuing the other person’s opinion.” 

Physical  

Physical isolation is when women are sent away or put in a position where they 

are physically segregated from others. Four women contributed to this category. Kristin 

was sent to Siberia by a boss. Because of these unique circumstances, she often found 

herself bewildered and frightened. She did not even know where to sleep and no one 

could communicate with her. She said, “I’d just have to wander around.  Somebody 

would kind of come and grab me and show me where I was sleeping that night, where 

they moved my stuff to.” Blanca is from South America and came to the United States on 

a scholarship. All of the men in her group were sent to one university and she was sent 

alone to a different school. She explained that this was isolating because she had an 

“accent, was female, and was introverted”.  

Gendered   

A third type of isolation that occurs results from being “the only one,” as Blanca 

termed it. Gendered isolation was a huge category, and 32 women contributed 56 codes. 

Despite knowing that they are entering a male-dominated environment, being the only 

woman on any job or in any class proves to be isolating. Simply put, women are 

outnumbered. Over and over, participants noted they were the only female in their 

college classrooms. Furthermore, as Monica noted, all her professors were men as well. 
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This gendered isolation is as prevalent to women at work as it is to women in college. 

Colleen noted that she “doesn’t have any peers” to provide support and understanding. 

The lack of mentors is a common concern. June, Kristin, April, and Maria all discussed 

that they had mentors who were men, but they desire a woman who could be useful or 

comforting throughout their careers. Some participants report that they do not know any 

other female engineers, or that they work with up to 85% men. Genevieve spent a long 

time being the only female, “Matter of fact, in the first probably five years of my career, I 

never had a female colleague.” The gendered isolation has clear repercussions: Phoebe 

said that at times, this experience made her feel like she did not fit in. Vanessa said it 

makes her second guess herself. She said she often stops and thinks, “Wait a second, 

what would make them want to listen to me?” 

Genuine Sexism  

Nine participants discussed men who genuinely hate women, exhibit sexist 

behaviors, or make sexist remarks, and is an isolating experience for many. Peggy noted 

that although things have changed, there are still issues with women gaining the “respect 

that they’re due.” Olivia explained that the prevalence of sexism leads women to band 

together in organizations such as the Society of Women Engineers (SWE). From her 

experience, Olivia said females often ignore women’s groups, but soon find that they 

need support “because it isn’t all nice out there.” Sexism is blatant, and Kristin articulated 

that male colleagues give the impression that she was not as good at her job “because 

[she has] breasts”. She emphatically stated that it is clear men wish that women were not 

in the environment, and several other women reiterated that same concept. A manager 

transferred Terry because he felt that women were not as good at the work as compared 

with men. Nira, who lives and works in Turkey, said she feels that she would be given 
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more positive feedback and reviews if she were a man. Other experiences include 

Candace’s who had a professor grade her down because he said she was not capable of 

anything better. Her overall GPA was a B, and this C proved to be a complication on the 

job search. June’s boss sent a spy to record her actions and report on her work, but the 

situation was not unique. She said it has happened several times throughout her career. 

Kristin upset her sexist boss, and she was literally sent to the middle of Siberia to work. 

Meredith had coworkers suggest they “put her in the burn basket” (a vessel that held 

garbage to be destroyed) because they did not want a woman on their rig.  

Harassment  

Almost half of the women in this study expressed that they had experienced a 

variety of harassment on the job: verbal, emotional, or physical. For the purposes of this 

code, however, 14 participants explicitly labeled these actions as harassment. Each of the 

women who talked about harassment also suggested that this was an isolating experience. 

Women experienced verbal harassment through whistles, badgering, spreading rumors, 

and making inappropriate jokes, both about the particular woman or women in general. 

Melissa remembered the badgering while out on the rig when a man asked about her 

boyfriend every time he saw her. Other women noted verbal harassment when it came to 

having children. Melissa said multiple supervisors told her not to get any ideas about 

having babies when a coworker on maternity leave stopped in to introduce the newborn. 

Monica was the only person who reported being verbally harassed by another woman. 

Her female boss regularly made comments about Monica getting what she wanted 

because she was pretty.  

Four participants said male coworkers made advances towards them. Kristin said 

that life on the rig affords this opportunity, “There is somebody always hitting on you.  I 
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mean, always hitting on you.” Mary said she was cornered by a man who regularly 

declared his love for her, while Patti and Blanca both said a coworker tried to kiss them. 

Blanca said men often “beg” for physical contact. Advances escalated for some 

participants, but more often they discussed this issue as it related to other women they 

knew. Janice, who did not report being a victim of sexual harassment, had a friend who 

experienced it to a tremendous degree while working in France. Although Chitra did not 

experience sexual harassment, she did mention incidents that occurred before she got to 

her current job. In the most extreme case, Meg discussed a series of incidents where a 

man drilled a hole through the ceilings of the women’s quarters and spied on them. In 

addition, Meg was physically attacked while working in Nigeria. The danger was extreme 

in both cases. She left Chi Company and has never worked offshore since these two 

incidents happened.   

 

  



 116 

Chapter 8: Coping Strategies 

The fourth, and final, research question asked, “Which mitigation strategies do 

female engineers use for coping with incoming stereotype threat messages?” This 

question attempted to address how women used various communicative processes to 

mitigate the effects traditionally associated with stereotype threat. Women use a variety 

of tactics, and they all attempt to convey different messages under different 

circumstances. Through constant comparative method, 11 core categories emerged. After 

further comparing the data, they were condensed again into five core categories that 

better reflect broader, more discrete groups. The different categories are detailed within 

this chapter. 

The table below lists the numbers of respondents and codes that emerged in each 

category including core and subcategories. The number of respondents and the codes 

contributed are broken down by the subcategory, when available, or by core category 

when no subgroups exist. This table outlines the items that are discussed in this chapter.  
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Core Category Subcategory # of Contributors # of Codes 

Acceptance    

 As Is 18 34 

 Appreciate 12 38 

 Queen Bee 22 43 

 Inner Strength 28 58 

 Introspection 17 35 

 Realism 11 16 

 Justify Behavior 10 15 

Change 

Behavior 

   

 Act Like a Man 21 34 

 Brashness 16 35 

 Thick Skin 26 48 

 Tactful 8 11 

 Agreeable 15 25 

 Fight Back 17 29 

 Don’t See Difference 12 15 

 Situational Avoidance 11 18 

Leverage 

Advantage 

 19 32 

Table 6: Core categories and responses for Research Question 4. 
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 Focus on Communication:   

 Exhibit Communication 

Competence 

29 55 

 Develop Interpersonal Skills 16 23 

 Build Relationships 25 46 

Play Along    

 Compete 19 32 

 Join In 12 18 

 Hold Your Own 15 24 

 Politics 12 23 

 Teach Me 14 24 

 Appearance 17 42 

 Work/Life Balance 35 87 

 Planning Family 25 65 

Proving    

 Proving Self 24 42 

 Driven 26 56 

 Add Value 10 18 

 Perseverance 13 19 

 Prove Others Wrong 5 14 

Table 6, continued 
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ACCEPTANCE   

Women reported that they accept the conditions they encounter. As a result, this 

coping strategy is used by many women and is seen in seven ways: accepting the 

situation “as is”, appreciating the environment, developing a Queen Bee syndrome, using 

inner strength, being introspective, using realism, and justifying behavior. Each of these 

tactics serves as a way to communicate to others that they are comfortable with the male-

dominated environment. 

As Is  

In total, 18 women contributed to this code, and, in general, they said they accept 

the situation “as is” or that they realize that no matter what they do, it will not change the 

environment. Andrea, Kimberly, April, and Roxanne all said the same thing: They cannot 

single-handedly change an entire industry. Instead, they accept it for what it is. Kimberly 

added that she knows that often a man’s behavior has nothing to do with her, so she 

accepts both the good and the bad. Mary echoed the same sentiment and noted that she 

coaches other women to let the industry be what it is. Candace said that the burden is 

upon the woman to accept the situation, since she is the one who chose to enter this field. 

She said it is each woman’s decision to be happy at work. Several other women including 

Meredith, Colleen, and Maria concurred that fitting in is the burden of the woman. 

Accepting the situation “as is” can extend beyond the work into more social aspects of 

work. Genevieve explained that going to a restaurant like Hooters is important to guys 

and she is absolutely willing to join in because “that’s the way it is”. Genevieve said, 

“You know, you can say it’s good or it’s bad, but at the end of the day it is what it is.” 
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Appreciate  

Many women cope with the environment by appreciating it. In total, 22 women 

said they appreciate and even embrace the male-dominated nature. Appreciation comes in 

a variety of forms, but most women who contributed to this code explained they 

recognize the benefits that this sort of atmosphere brings. Ingrid and Roxanne went a step 

further to say the male-dominated environment is an attraction for them. Although she 

did not cite it as an attraction to the field, Daria did note an appreciation for the lack of 

drama at work. With regularity women repeated similar messages that they like working 

with men better, they feel more comfortable around them, or they like the fact that there 

are few women. Genevieve, Joann, and June all discussed an appreciation for the more 

personal nature of their experiences. Each talked about the strength of personal 

friendships, and they all said that those relationships are what make the difference in 

terms of satisfaction. June recalled coworkers who were “salt of the earth” and just 

“downright good people”.  

The industry itself is also worthy of appreciation. Five women talked about job 

features that appeal to them. Among these features, it is said that there is an “excitement” 

about the oil and gas industry, something is always changing and new, and it has 

“fascinating aspects”. Candace said the industry is unique, “You really get to have a 

diverse experience based on what your demands are.” For other women, the appreciation 

comes in the strides that the industry has made over the years. Barbara is a veteran 

engineer with more than 25 years of experience. She is happy about the way the industry 

has changed to give women more opportunities. Mary, Janice, and Wendy all discussed 

these changes as well, and they expressed appreciation for the strides that have been 

made in, what Wendy considers, a relatively short amount of time. 
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Queen Bee  

Another acceptance code is exhibited in the category called Queen Bee, which is a 

concept suggested by Genevieve. This category captures women’s acceptance that tends 

to generate both a sense of territoriality and an element of seeing other women as a threat. 

Twelve women directly spoke to this code. The first aspect is an affinity for a specific 

group of men, which then leads to the second aspect, which is a more strenuous 

relationship with other women. Genevieve said this duality is “prevalent” throughout the 

industry. Kristin, Genevieve, and April discussed how they built strong, intense bonds 

with their coworkers, and, at times, they each became somewhat protective and 

possessive of men. There is also a certain element of power that comes with being the 

only female in a group of men. Jeanne articulated this concept well by saying, “I don't 

mind being the youngest, prettiest, sexiest, funniest girl on the team by default.  I don't 

mind that at all.” This Queen Bee Syndrome gives rise to tension, competition, and 

territoriality when it comes to interaction with other women who enter that space. 

Genevieve and Kristin both talked about a “guarded” feeling or a distance that develops 

between women. Rather than creating a sense of camaraderie, there is a sense that the 

other woman is “stepping on her turf”. When Kristin started a new job, she stepped on 

another female’s turf, and the two still have a hard time getting along with each other. 

Carrie and Andrea both made statements that exemplified these sentiments. Carrie talked 

about coworkers from South America wearing clothes that were too tight and skirts that 

were too short. She said, “It’s not like they’re super-attractive bodies trying to show off.  

Which kind of makes it even funnier.” Finally, Kristin explained that although this could 

happen in any environment between women, she believes “it’s definitely amplified in a 

male-dominated community.” 
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Inner Strength  

Remembering messages about being strong and confident are not just 

communications that women remember, as discussed with RQ1, but it is also a coping 

strategy at least 28 women use. It is also a way that women show acceptance of their 

situation. The main way that women show inner strength is through their confidence. 

Carrie said that having confidence matters tremendously in being able to overcome the 

doubts others have about her abilities. Ingrid reminds herself of several things when she 

has doubts, “I know what's going on. I'm an engineer. I graduated from an accredited 

university. I graduated in four years and I'm working for Chi Company. Clearly I'm 

qualified intellectually.”  

Women in this study said that confidence is a key aspect to coping and achieving 

success in the petroleum industry. Michelle explained, “Qualities and traits of successful 

women in the industry are confidence and confidence to make mistakes.” Kristin did 

caution that not all confidence is equal, and it is important that is a quiet type, not a brash, 

in-your-face type of bragging that can sometimes arise. This concept of confidence is 

closely related to the concept of believing in oneself—that she is good enough and 

capable. Kelly said believing in oneself starts with being yourself, which leads to 

believing in your capabilities, and ultimately results in being able to handle the industry 

appropriately. Many participants suggested that faith in oneself extends to believing in 

the work she does. Mary and Ali both talked about their love of and excitement for the oil 

industry. For at least three women, that inner belief can come from a different conception 

of the rules or limits. As Genevieve said, in this industry, “There are no rules.” She has 

become a success as a result of operating under this assumption. Amy summed this code 

up when she said it is important for women to know what they are good at and define 

themselves by that measure. 
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Introspection  

Seventeen women reported engaging in behavior that was introspective. This 

includes looking inward and either noticing a change or changing an outlook, which 

eventually leads to an acceptance of the environment. Marcy expressed that this is the 

purview of women, given they are better suited to being introspective and thoughtful. 

Participants suggested these actions are part of growing up, and Candace gave an 

example when she said things that upset her in college are no longer a big deal. Patti 

added that maturity is required for work like going offshore. Introspection, for Savid and 

Olivia, means being open to learning and understanding new things. June said that over 

time, she learned about the industry and saw all the politics and schmoozing that happen, 

and she learned to be “content, even happy, with where I was.” Katherine, like other 

women, was introspective about herself in terms of her goals. She revisited and changed 

her definitions about success, while Kelly’s actions also reflected a new understanding of 

boundaries. In essence, women redefine their goals or expectations by looking inward. 

Realism  

Eleven women contributed to the code that suggests that women are realistic 

about their situation as a way to rationalize their experiences and accept events. Nira 

spoke with realism when she said, “My gender has never been an advantage to me in this 

career. In fact, it was a disadvantage right from the beginning.” She said that being 

realistic aids her professionally. Kristin gave a specific suggestion that was realistic: 

Never sleep with male coworkers because it is unlikely that it will work out. After that, 

work becomes even more difficult when the relationship fails. Roxanne discussed her 

realistic perspective when she said that if something does not offend you, then do not 

worry about it because changing 2000 men’s minds on the role of women is never going 

to happen. Finally, Wendy’s view on company policy is also realistic. She explained that 
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company policy will take a while to catch-up because women have only been in the 

workplace for a relatively short amount of time. She noted that she has seen changes in 

the time she has been on the job, and they will continue to happen. Jane suggested a 

realistic view about why women may not be in higher management. She said that overall 

there are fewer women in the industry; therefore, there are a lower numbers women in 

higher ranks based on gender proportions in petroleum careers. She said it is about 

having a “normal distribution” that reflects the actual numbers in the industry. 

Justify Behavior  

Ten women discussed how they justify behavior, both their own and others, 

although no one specifically called it justification. This is the process of explaining 

actions or interactions to make interactions less upsetting or distressing, thereby affording 

women an opportunity to accept different situations. Margaret said that she sometimes 

feels like men talk down to her, but she justifies it by considering what they could mean 

or she considers what they could be going through emotionally or personally. Jane 

received comments that were disrespectful about her gender, but she justifies their 

behavior by suggesting that men have different communication styles. Other women also 

noted that they were likely to justify others’ behavior through a variety of assumptions: 

They were young, inexperienced, or out of their league. Jeanne and Phoebe justify their 

work as a simple genetic advantage. Jeanne said that women have “more connective 

tissue between our two hemispheres of the brain.  Some people call that women's 

intuition. It's biological.” Not everyone justifies others’ behavior. Some women justify 

their own behavior. Genevieve justified some of her most frustrating times by noting that 

she was “paid like crazy” thus justifying, at least in part, that money allowed her to cope. 

Genevieve also justified her behavior when talking about how she was often away from 
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home when raising her son. She said that he did not know anything different, and that it is 

important to realize that “whatever it is you do, and no matter what it is, it works out.” 

CHANGE BEHAVIOR  

Changing behavior is another coping strategy that women report employing while 

working in the male-dominated petroleum industry. Many times, this behavior is in the 

form of non-verbal communication, while at other times it is verbal. The processes that 

accompany these changes are ways that women change their normal behavior to get 

along better. In total, eight categories emerged and they include behaviors such as acting 

like a man, being brash, having thick skin, being tactful, being agreeable, fighting back, 

not seeing a different, and avoiding situations. Each of these subcategories attempts to 

convey that a woman has a place in this industry. 

Act Like a Man  

Twenty-one women said they or other women they know changed their behavior 

to act like a man. Kristin said that her behavior mimics men in the sense that she 

participates in “hard drinking, hard partying, swearing a lot, but get the job done very 

efficiently.” Roxanne acts like a man to fit in when she arrives a job site. She starts off by 

telling the dirtiest, filthiest joke she knows. Meredith said coworkers have told her she 

thinks like a man, while Mary and Martha said they have a toughness, a sternness about 

them. Martha said she tries to be, “More masculine, in a sense.” Although women had a 

hard time articulating exactly what acting like a man entailed, many noted it was both 

expected and useful because acting in this manner makes it easier “to get in with the 

guys.”  

There are advantages to changing behavior beyond simply fitting in. Wendy noted 

that as women ascend the corporate ladder, acting like a man becomes more prominent. 



 126 

She said that women in senior positions have “very common male-type behaviors and 

characteristics.” Although two women, Katherine and Vanessa, talked about how they do 

not ascribe to this behavior and they consciously hold onto their femininity, other women 

suggest that this is not quite appropriate. Martha talked about how being girlie can be 

problematic. She said, “You can’t be giddy and act like a girl, basically.” Colleen 

distances herself from women who do girlie things at work because men look down upon 

those things, and they think it is not appropriate in that environment.  

Brash 

In this study, 16 women contributed 35 codes that suggest that some women 

change their behavior to be louder, more aggressive, or more pushy, essentially becoming 

more brash in their communication style. Ali uses physicality to express herself on 

occasions when she feels that she is not heard. She said, “So by me simply putting my 

hands on the table and saying, ‘Okay, guys.  What we’re trying to do here is….’ Then 

they go, ‘Oh, yeah, we can do that, certainly’ [Italics added to reflect emphasis in 

recording].” At times, she has been mean and aggressive to further her point. Roxanne, 

Colleen, Adrienne, and Kristin all made similar comments. Roxanne said she has no 

problem being brash, and she regularly tells men to “fuck off” and where to “stick it”. 

Colleen noted that this is the nature of the job, and says that, “They’ve turned me into a 

mean, loud person,” because it is necessary to get the job done. Adrienne and Kristin both 

headed off issues by brashly walking up to and talking to those in charge, taking matters 

into their own hands. Marcy agreed that this is a common tactic, explaining that this was 

an important tool to getting things done, “Sometimes you flat have to piss ‘em off.” 

There can be drawbacks to these actions. Blanca explained that she knows she has to be 

hard and tough, but she also admits, “Right now nobody messes with me. I’ve done it all 
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now. I shut them up.” Meg noted that her brashness has been “held against” her “for a 

long time.” Colleen said that she does realize it is a fine line between being brash and 

being problematic. She said she does not use this strategy (brashness) if she does not have 

to, as the repercussions can be detrimental to one’s job. 

Thick Skin  

Having a thick skin is a coping strategy that women employ, and it formed a 

category that generated 48 responses from 26 participants. This process often occurs 

when a frustrating, irritating, or inappropriate thing happens, and women mentally avoid 

it or ignore it. Some women referred to this as “shrugging it off” or “letting it go”. 

Essentially, this is the process of not letting things bother someone. April said this is 

imperative because “You can’t get upset about every little thing.” Lisa and Martha noted 

that this process of developing a thick skin is integral for coping on the job. Meg suggests 

her thick skin is possible due to an emotional distance, saying she is “incredibly detached 

at work” and that helps her control her reactions to events. Colleen said that she has seen 

women who are not able to handle life offshore, and her speculation was that it was due 

to missing that thick skin. She said that the women who left were too sensitive or 

intimidated by their coworkers. Women talked about coaching others to have thicker skin 

as April did with Vanessa. Vanessa openly admits this is a challenge for her, and that she 

is working to take things less personally. Perhaps Sunny summed up this category best 

when she said, “I don’t let anything get to me” and it is a “very good thing to have.” 

There is a limit, however, to how thick the skin should be. Clara explained that some 

women go too far and become unapproachable, calling it a “chip on her shoulder”. These 

women operate at a “higher pitch” than others and are hard to work with.  
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Tactful  

Tact is another strategy women use for coping in the petroleum industry. 

Although this is similar to being thick skinned, it is different in that women are not letting 

things roll off; rather, they use verbal messages to be direct and professional. In total, 

eight women created 11 codes for this category. Ali’s example of tact was probably most 

exhibitive of the type of behavior. In a meeting, a man was calling her a pet name, Boo. 

After a while, she asked him to call her “Ms. Ali”. He tried to defend himself since he 

was from Louisiana, but she said, “Well, not in this office any longer, please.” 

Throughout this code, women talked about speaking up and using professional language 

to stop annoying, irritating, or inappropriate comments. Carrie noted that tact can be 

useful, and she uses it to her advantage. 

Agreeable  

Agreeability is a way that women change their behavior as a coping strategy. In 

this study, 15 women contributed twenty-five codes that suggested they became more 

agreeable or used tactics that helped them get along with others better. Katherine and 

Margaret talked about working on a rig without facilities for women. They said they 

drank nothing to avoid inconveniencing others over the bathroom and slept in their cars. 

Kelly said she tries to be agreeable through being a “little more flexible than the next 

person.” Kristin said flexibility is a common goal and that being a female in this industry 

requires women to “become whatever you need to be in whatever situation it is.” 

Candace, Maria, and Olivia approach what could be volatile situations by being more 

agreeable: They avoid escalating arguments and strive for transparency so everyone is 

aware of expectations. Adrienne used agreeability tactics when her coworkers took her to 

Hooters, “I had to give them the impression I was comfortable there.  Because I knew if I 

got uncomfortable, they would not invite me to lunch again.” Finally, Amy said she does 
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not ask too many questions because she does not want to upset others, and this is her way 

of being more agreeable. 

Fight Back  

Fighting back is another coping strategy that women use, and it is one way that 

women change their behavior. In total, 17 women generated 29 codes about the different 

ways they fight back at work which include standing ground, breaking barriers, and 

promoting diversity. Some women are fighting back by standing their ground, which 

April described as not taking no for an answer and not settling. Janice said she will not be 

a pushover and stands her ground through a policy of, “I don’t take crap off of anybody.” 

Meg and Wendy both contributed to this concept suggesting they stand up to men when 

they are not being supported appropriately. Other women fight back through breaking 

barriers. April related stories about wearing coworkers down, following them until she 

got the opportunities she wanted. Kristin and Olivia both discussed being the only female 

to take certain high school classes (i.e., ones traditionally filled with boys), and they both 

were among the first women in their specific fields at work. Although they did not 

consciously break barriers, they were certainly courageous enough to pursue 

opportunities. Over and over, women talked about being the “first” at something: in the 

job, on that job site, in that oil field. This is a way of fighting back and breaking barriers. 

Finally, other women discussed fighting back by intentionally diversifying their work 

environment. Blanca creates more diversity on her work teams—on her a team of 22, half 

are either women or ethnic minorities. Sunny, Stacy, Meredith, and May all discussed the 

importance of a variety voices in the industry and how they strive to include them at 

work.  
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Doesn’t See Difference  

Eleven women contributed 18 codes to the category that suggests that they do not 

see or experience gender differences, or they have taught themselves not to see the 

difference. In a sense, they change their behavior to avoid seeing differences. Many 

women said they do not see a difference. Dorothy, Joann, and Janice said they cannot 

remember times when gender was a factor at work. Martha avers that, yes, it is equal 

opportunity in this industry, and that people regularly overlook difference, “They see you 

for what you’re capable of doing, as opposed to what your race or gender or whatever it 

is, what it actually is.” Not seeing difference can also come in the form of how women 

perceive themselves. In Jane’s experience, she attends women’s networking events and 

cannot relate to women who talk about feeling out of place because they are the only 

females in meetings. She said, “For me, it's just never been an issue.” April made a 

similar statement. She never looked at herself as being different, rather she has always 

“felt like I was one of [the guys].” 

Situational Avoidance  

In total, 12 women acknowledged that they have been in awkward or 

uncomfortable situations. For these women, they used a situational avoidance technique. 

Stacy was talking to a man who was ignoring her very presence. Her way to deal with 

this was by avoiding the conversation. She said, “I exited the conversation at the earliest 

possible convenience.” Monica noted that on several occasions, rude or inappropriate 

comments are made at work, and her coping strategy is to avoid a confrontation and let 

the statement get “left out on the table.” Ling agrees with Monica’s strategy, as saying 

something often makes the situation worse. When Kelly walked into a rig’s screening of 

pornography, she avoided the situation by simply shutting the door. Participants often 

want to avoid confrontation, particularly when it could require legal recourse or 
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addressing issues with Human Resources, as those actions are perceived as making the 

situation worse. Patti encountered harassment and could have sued her company. Instead, 

she chose to cope by using an avoidance strategy. She said, “I don't need negative energy 

like that.” 

LEVERAGE ADVANTAGE  

Sometimes, being the only woman or one of a few can have advantages in the 

petroleum industry, according to the 19 women who contributed to this code. Sometimes, 

women see a way to use their unique status to get ahead. Women use this as a way to 

communicate any number of messages, but mostly it is a process used to convey a 

message of strength and power. Further, a specific area of leveraging the advantage, 

developing communication skills, that also warrants exploration. This section discusses 

leveraging the advantage in a general way, and then moves to focus on developing 

communication skills in the way of exhibiting communication competence, developing 

interpersonal skills, and building relationships. 

Although many women were reluctant to talk about using their advantage, some 

did discuss how they use their status as “the only one” to take whatever leg up they can 

get. Amy explained that she is willing to take “every advantage I can get,” and April said 

she has finally started accepting that if she receives “something extra” because she is 

female, that is fine with her. She said she has earned it because she has worked her 

“frickin’ butt off.” Several women expressed that they understood that companies were 

hiring for diversity, which includes hiring women. Stacy said she realized she may have 

been hired simply because she was a woman, but she adds that she knows she could have 

gotten a job on her own merit as well. Genevieve, on the other hand, said that at times, 

she willingly used her femininity to get ahead. When men said that she had unfair 
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advantages in sales from being a woman she explained, “If blue eyes got me an edge, I'd 

put on contacts. I'm not apologizing because I happen to be a woman.” Jeanne is on board 

with this philosophy and noted, “I milk it for all it's worth.” Ingrid said she stands out 

more, as it is easier to distinguish one woman among two, rather than one man among 

twenty. Kimberly said being female gets people’s attention, and at times men have gone 

out of their way for her as a result. She said she is willing to accept that extra 

“something” they offer, including the candy male colleagues leave on her pillow. This 

idea of being a novelty is worth it for Nira who cultivates her unique role, “I am always 

on the side of being different and unique.” Janice did note the downside of this coping 

strategy when she said that you stand out more, yes, but “If you screw up, they’re going 

to remember you that much better as well.” 

Focus on Communication  

With startling regularity, women discussed improving their communication skills 

as a coping strategy that is used to leverage a perceived advantage. This suggests that 

communication is a critical factor for coping, but many women noted that this is an easy 

skill to capitalize on because, as Ali noted, “Women are better communicators.” Three 

main coping strategies emerged for focusing on communication, and they include 

exhibiting communication competence, developing interpersonal skills, and building 

relationships. 

Exhibit Communication Competence  

Many women discussed that communication is important, but what is more 

critical is communicating appropriately. In total, 29 women contributed 55 codes to this 

category. Participants suggested this is an easier task for women, as they are naturally 

predisposed to these behaviors. Lisa explained communication competence as learning to 
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communicate the “right” way and being able to “talk their language.” Ali said there is an 

advantage to developing this skill, “It helps keep me with a need here.” She regularly 

takes on the task of keeping everyone informed and up-to-date on projects, which 

increases her value as an employee. According to the codes created, communication 

competence includes: explaining concepts more often and better, addressing the audience 

appropriately, collaborating, finding compromises, translating concepts, being direct, 

asking questions, and listening. May said that her communication competence skills are 

useful, “I can easily get the team into alignment/agreement because of my 

communication skills, which I think are the gift/talents from being a female.” Indeed, 

Jeanne’s perspective illuminates the underlying objective that many women were trying 

to express in terms of exhibiting communication competence, “I've always been of the 

school of thought that knowledge shared is knowledge squared.  And by sharing 

knowledge, everybody does everything better and faster and cheaper and safer.”  

Develop Interpersonal Skills  

Another way women can leverage their “natural communication” advantage is to 

attend to interpersonal matters, according to 16 women in this study. Attending to the 

emotional needs of coworkers is a key component. Marcy explained that there are critical 

elements to understanding the emotional needs of others, and any woman that you “can’t 

take out in public” will always be in the background of the industry. Andrea explained 

that the attitude of caring is a key component to this tactic and it includes “the attitude to 

care, care about learning, care about how good you do your job.” Meg and Janice develop 

interpersonal skills by acting as a peacekeeper, while Lisa, Meredith, and Michelle all use 

this skill to build teamwork and camaraderie. Meredith said cohesion is a strength of 

women, “I think women can be better at that at getting people to work together.” Savid, 
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Clara, and Vanessa use compassion and personal touches at work: Attending to others’ 

emotions (e.g., watching for signs of stress or discomfort) has a positive outcome as 

relationships are better and coworkers get along with them in more positive manner. 

Finally, Olivia noted that in building this supportive relationship, the rest of the work 

falls into place, “They got used to talking with you, so when you started asking about the 

job, you usually got honest answers.” 

Build Relationships  

Learning about others, knowing them on a personal level, or simply creating 

amicable relationships is a key element to focusing on communication, which in turn 

leverages the female advantage. The code of building relationships is different from 

developing interpersonal skills because this focuses on relationships and friendships, 

rather than just on emotional needs. In this study, 25 women talked about forging 

friendships with others to cope with the male-dominated environment. Relate-ability is 

one way that women build relationships. Adrienne and Michelle said they believe that 

people want to relate to others at work, so they talk to everyone and learn about them 

one-on-one. At work, for many women, this means stopping by someone’s office to chat 

about the weekend, asking about someone’s family, checking in on someone’s project, or 

helping others find new opportunities within the company. Mary said showing 

compassion and an interest in others helps her, but Janice cautioned that this action must 

be genuine, “If somebody sees you as being focused on your own goals without their 

goals being considered, they’re going to be less receptive to what you’re working for.” 

Michelle summed up this code when she said, “I do go out of my way to talk to my 

coworkers, both in the office and offshore, to make sure everybody knows that I’m your 

average Josephine. I guess I’m not your average Joe, but your average Josephine.” 
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Genevieve discussed the value of building relationships, specifically through networking. 

She calls herself “the ultimate networker” and has lunch with someone different each 

week simply to keep in touch and maintain relationships. This has served her well 

because she finds this allows her to find new jobs, help someone else, or just create 

emotional support. June, Patti, and Maria also discussed the advantages of networking, 

and each mentioned similar outcomes. 

PLAY ALONG  

Many times, women cope by playing along with whatever is happening on the 

job. Although for many it was not worded as playing along, participants suggest they are 

‘jumping through the hoops” with regard to the main rules in operation. This type of 

communication allows women to fit in, and they are able to convey the message that they 

are just like anyone else in this industry. Playing along occurs in eight ways: competing, 

joining in, holding your own, adhering to politics, using a “teach me” approach, 

considering their appearance, finding a work/life balance, and planning family.  

Compete  

Nineteen women contributed to the code that is called competing and it covers 

those statements that suggest women cope through competition. For Amy, this is not a 

bad thing as she is naturally competitive. Some women focused on the fact they were 

competitive with other women. Candace said she picks out another woman and tries to 

outdo her. Her experience became tense when she and her best friend were working in the 

same group, vying for pay increases. They even stopped talking at one point. Ingrid said 

another woman wanted to “blow my candle out to make hers brighter, or try to back-stab 

me.” Colleen said this behavior was less about competition and perhaps more a result of 

females’ status, as early on all women are tokens in this field and they need to distinguish 
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themselves from others. Kelly, on the other hand, felt she directly competed with a man 

who was hired at the same time she was. This male/female competition is strong for 

others, as is the case with Martha. She likes to prove that she can be better than a man 

and competes with them to make that point. Ingrid did clarify that at least for some 

women, competition is institutionalized. Their companies have a ranking system that 

compares coworkers for the purposes of determining pay raises and promotions.  

Join In  

While some women compete, at least 12 other women use a different coping 

strategy: Joining in, which most often includes using jokes and humor. The various ways 

women join in is by telling dirty jokes, drinking, playing cards, or participating in 

common sports. There was very little diversity in the types of comments made about this 

code. Ingrid said she finds herself “making jibes” at others and “using wit” to “get people 

off your back”. In essence, this code of joining in is about accepting the culture and 

finding a way to be part of it. 

Hold Your Own  

Colleen said that for many women in the industry, it is imperative to earn respect 

from others. Holding your own is a category that captures this process for the 15 women 

who contributed to it, and it is a matter of playing along. Holding your own is showing 

one is strong and, in turn, earns respect from male coworkers. Janice holds her own by 

being diplomatic and polite, but ensuring she is heard. She does not wait until there is an 

opportunity to make herself heard—she butts in and gets what she needs. Maria holds her 

own by establishing boundaries. When someone asks her to get him a cup of coffee, she 

says, “No, get it yourself.” April explained that holding your own is about knowing when 

and how to stand up for yourself. At one point, a new employee was challenging her 
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authority. A screaming match ensued between the two, while others watched. No one 

stepped in because they knew she could “hold her own”. They knew she did not need 

their help. When men on the rig were bragging about sleeping with Kristin, she held her 

own by asking them, “Which nipple is pierced, if we’re sleeping together?” Men always 

guess either left or right, but the answer is neither. She said this is enough to shut them up 

and leave her alone. Standing up for oneself is not limited to work relationships. It is also, 

according to June, about getting what you deserve. When she received a lowball job 

offer, she held her own and demanded a more competitive package. 

Politics  

Understanding politics is an important part of work, and this holds true for women 

in petroleum engineering. Participating in politics is a key element of coping at work for 

the 12 women who contributed to this code. Some of the politics arise when there are 

tensions in different groups. Stacy and Patti noted that there are often tensions between 

those who work offshore and those who work in the office due to different cultures and 

different expectations of employees. Both women discussed addressing those political 

issues delicately to alleviate tensions. Katherine fortifies her political clout by showing 

her team members that she respects them. She lets them know, “I trust you. I’m giving 

you responsibility.” Meredith had a situation where an issue occurred and she needed to 

be politically savvy. Her rig crew was about to revolt against the management until she 

stepped in and supported them. They were so impressed by her politics that she was able 

to gain a lot of clout with her crew.  

Teach Me  

“Teach Me” is a tactic where one strives to be ingratiating or endearing to others 

through elements of flattery, according to the 14 women who contributed to this code. 
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Women regularly said they use a technique of questioning to gain compliance or good 

favor with male coworkers. June explained that when she goes into a new environment, 

she approaches the person in charge and asks, “You know, I am new to this platform.  

Would you show me around?  Would you show me the important things that I need to 

know?” She feels that although she does not necessarily need answers to her questions, it 

is an approach that gets men to like her and be friendlier towards her. Margaret and 

Olivia use this technique even though they generally understand the process because it 

tends to flatter men and gets them to open up. Audrey and June said having an “I can 

learn” attitude shows an element of respect for what coworkers already know and does 

not paint these women in a “know-it-all” light.  

Appearance  

Physical appearance emerges as a way that women play the game. In total, 17 

women contributed 42 codes that discussed how appearance is part of the game. There 

are, however, different rules for onshore and offshore environments. The offshore 

environments, rigs or oil fields, are more about being plain, no makeup, and wearing 

baggy clothes to fit in. Roxanne explained that women in the field who have the unkempt 

“just rolled out of bed” look tend to get promoted faster. Kristin has years of experience 

offshore said the usual attire is loose-fitting coveralls with hair pulled back. 

Onshore, or in office-type jobs, appearance is a bit more complicated. Women 

reported that being dressed in more classy outfits and being better manicured can be an 

advantage.  Janice said that although dressing nicely is not required, most women dress 

better than the men in the oil and gas industry. She said that women “are judged by what 

you look like.” Some women did discuss the idea that there is a certain look for getting 

ahead. Barbara said that tall, brown-haired women who wear suits tend to be in 
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management, adding “There was a certain mold that they had to fit into.” April added that 

successful women wear makeup, have coiffed hair and nails, and all wear jewelry. Kristin 

lost significant amount of weight, and she noticed that men’s attitudes changed towards 

her as she began to slim down.  Part of April’s job is to take clients to lunch and 

“entertain”. Time and time again, men would refuse to go to lunch with her. Finally, she 

bought a $60 fake engagement ring, and she said things changed, “I would get to take 

people to lunch.  And they no longer were uncomfortable around me.” There are 

repercussions about what one wears, however. Participants said that those who do not “fit 

the look” can have a hard time ahead of them. Monica talked about an acquaintance who 

wore low-cut tops, and she has a hard time getting ahead. Monica hypothesizes that 

management does not take the coworker as seriously as a result of her wardrobe choices.  

Work/Life Balance  

Almost every woman commented on finding a work/life balance, but 35 women 

contributed codes that specifically addressed this issue and how they use it to cope. This 

is yet another way that women play the game, as it allows them to maintain the 

appearance of being totally committed to the job. Having a work/life balance (WLB) is 

essential because, according to Dorothy, women are expected to balance more things in 

life. Jill noted that it is not always easy, “I joke and call it a work-life-sanity triangle and 

something has to give.” Some women have specific strategies to accomplish a WLB. 

Patti flies to and from business meetings in one day. Ali, Daria, and Andrea avoid taking 

work home, when possible, and all of them try to restrict work time to business hours. 

Maria said she is a strong multi-tasker, while Monica works a 35-hour-a-week reduced 

schedule. Savid encourages others to set boundaries, “You should know where you limits 

are and then say no.” Other women use more drastic measures. Genevieve was working 
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very hard and was traveling a great deal, so she resigned to be home with her son for a 

while. Julie and Peggy left jobs and went back after their children were grown. Jeanne 

continued to work and raise a family, but she stopped pursuing her master’s degree 

because she chose to spend that time with her family instead. These choices are about 

assessing priorities. Colleen noted that it is not always easy, “It's difficult every day, but 

it's one of those things you just find a way to do it.” Women talked about how hard the 

choices are and it makes them feel that the work/life balance seems off. Jill’s perspective 

is that it does not matter what the ultimate work outcome is because finding a WLB is 

about doing what she enjoys and not focusing exclusively on work. 

Planning Family  

Planning families around a job is a common way women play along, and many 

women do just that: plan their family. Twenty-five participants discussed how women 

plan or work with their families to cope with work demands. Some women talked about 

going into a specific area of petroleum engineering, a strategic move. Colleen and 

Melissa said many women get out of operations and into reservoir engineering in an 

effort to be more available for families. Kimberly is one woman who did leave operations 

because she “was either going to be married to my work or I was going to be married to 

my husband.” Larissa and Kristin both observed that kids equal the end of an offshore 

career. Other women cope with the gendered environment through not having kids. 

Repeatedly women talked about females in executive and management positions who 

played the game because they chose not have kids. Janice, Larissa, Olivia, Margaret, and 

Meredith do not have kids. Neither Larissa nor Janice particularly wanted children, so 

that was not as much of sacrifice. Meredith, on the other hand, said that it has not always 

been an easy decision, “I wish I had kids.  Didn't work out that way.” Women without 
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children, as a general perception, are more successful. Many women in this industry 

choose not to have a family in an effort to be perceived as being more successful. 

Finally, some women work with their husbands to find coping strategies that 

allow women to free up their schedules in an effort to convey commitment, a way to play 

along. Andrea, Kimberly, and Colleen work with their husbands to gain balance. Colleen 

said they try for as close as possible to a 50/50 balance. Ali, Colleen, Ingrid, Roxanne, 

and Stacy all know someone who has an at-home husband who takes care of the house 

and kids, while the woman is the main income earner. For a while, Genevieve’s husband 

stayed home and raised their son. Yet the consensus remains that having a family is 

complicated and planning is required in order to play the game. 

PROVING  

Proving is a key coping strategy that women discussed throughout this study. 

Women prove different things at different times within this industry, but the main 

message is the same: I am good enough to be here. In an attempt to communicate 

competence, women generally use five ways to communicate their legitimacy in 

petroleum engineering: proving self, being driven, adding value, persevering, and proving 

people wrong.  

Proving Self  

Many women expressed that proving themselves was a key element to success, 

and in total 24 women generated comments in this group. Amy said she needed to prove 

herself during her college career to show she was both smart and capable. Proving 

oneself also carries into the job, as Dorothy noted, “I feel like women have a need to 

prove themselves a little bit more.” Ingrid and Genevieve both talked about the 

frustration of having to prove themselves over and over, not just once. Kristin explained 
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that it is not just showing up and doing the job, it is about how far one has to go, “You 

have to be 10 times better at what you do than a man is.” Other women also drew this 

distinction, that proving oneself is harder to accomplish for women. For example, Lynn 

proves herself by doing her job well. She said doing a good job shows she is a good 

contributor. Clara said that proving oneself is as much about the individual as it is the 

organization. She knows a woman who wanted to prove herself to the company, but also 

had personal reasons, “I think she wanted just this knowledge within herself that she was 

as good as everybody else. I think in a lot of ways, that’s what those women are 

necessarily trying to prove.” 

Driven  

Being driving is another coping strategy that allows women to prove something. 

Rather than proving talent or skills, as with proving self, driven implies proving a 

commitment, according to the 26 women who added to this category. Many women 

expressed that they were in their jobs not just for a paycheck, but also because they are 

ready for a good challenge. Candace noted that on the job, drive is a key element. 

Dorothy feels that drive is an inherently female trait because women want to be “super at 

everything.” Carrie said her drive comes out in being extremely meticulous, and she 

works hard to ensure that she covers every detail. Regardless, June’s comment reflects 

the drive that so many women exhibit to prove their dedication, “I don't even joke until 

the job is done. If I have to stay round the clock to get the work done, I will get it done.” 

Add Value  

Ten women suggested that they prove themselves through adding value. This 

coping strategy is one where women prove that they belong in the organization and 

contribute to the greater purpose. Janice noted that adding value is not only important 
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professionally but also personally, as it is “a powerful feeling.” Katherine explained that 

although she took off for maternity leave and a subsequent illness, she still finds she adds 

value. She knows things and has information that keeps her feeling like she not only 

belongs in the workplace, but also makes a difference. The concept of adding value is 

particularly important to Katherine because if she is not contributing to her fullest, she 

would, or could, be at home with her kids instead. Once a person can prove she adds 

value, according to Ali, things are much better on the job. She said others then realize 

that “they’re not going to be a problem or they’re not going to cause any issues, then 

they’re okay.”  

Perseverance  

Perseverance is another strategy women use in an attempt to prove themselves, 

according to the 13 women who added to this category. Perseverance is the process of 

sticking it out, hanging in there, or lasting in the job. Barbara related several stories about 

needing to persevere. She wanted to recommend a well, and needed to do it three times. 

She wanted to work abroad, and needed to ask repeatedly. She wanted to move from part-

time to full-time work, and needed to convince her management that she was serious. 

Nira was not allowed to take a master’s degree entrance exam because she was female. 

She said it was upsetting, but “I did not give up, of course.” Daria noted that this 

industry, and the need to persist in it, can be daunting, but it is essential to keep focused 

and not get upset. Rose suggested that perseverance is a critical element to making it in 

the industry, and she learned this in college. She noted that females can sometimes feel 

like giving up, but she said, “You can’t back off.  You can’t have that feeling.” 

Sometimes, perseverance is really about making up one’s mind, according to Terry. She 

had a professor who tried to talk her out of engineering, but she made up her mind to 
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finish school.  Larissa sums up what many women expressed: “You deal the cards and do 

what you have to do. You just keep going.”  

Proving People Wrong  

Five women like to prove people wrong, according to the contributions to this 

category. Amy and April both recalled being kids and enjoying the process of proving 

things or people wrong. In fact, April became a cheerleader to prove that one could be 

both smart and root for the home team.  Monica described this urge to go after things that 

are unexpected when she said, “I like to push the limit.  And when someone says no, I'll 

do it.” Women who contributed to this code simply like to do the things that are 

unexpected and prove that they are capable.  

RESULTS SUMMARY 

Chapters 5 through 8 present an array of findings. Yet it can be hard to piece 

together the threads that make a person’s story unique. The following sections recreate 

five women’s experiences as told through their own story. This will afford an opportunity 

to see the bigger picture and draw connections between each woman’s experience. After 

the short narratives, a table lists all the core categories and the women’s contributions to 

them. 

Genevieve 

Genevieve grew up as a tomboy, fixing cars with her dad. Over the course of her 

30-year career, she has worked offshore on oil rigs, onshore in engineering, and currently 

works in IT doing business solutions. Although she is no longer in engineering, she has 

stayed in the petroleum industry. She has found that over the course of her career, she has 

developed strong relationships with her male coworkers, and she finds herself in the best 

friend role, regardless of her age or status. She is part of the Good Old Boys Club, which 
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is a tremendous honor, as she feels like she “made it” and that “she’s ok” with the rest of 

the guys. Yet her realism is prevalent. She said that as a result of her close relationships 

with men and having so few women colleagues, she has strained relationships with other 

women, which she aptly refers to as the Queen Bee Syndrome. Her outlook on the 

industry seems bleak: she suggests that things won’t likely change in her lifetime, yet she 

absolutely loves the industry. She knows how to “play the game” of the industry and uses 

every advantage to get ahead, including being a woman. She has experienced large 

amounts of discrimination, particularly when she was one of the first women in the 

Petroleum Club and had a tray of iced tea spilled all over her white suit. She said that 

although she cannot prove the actions was intentional, she knows it was. A final 

interesting fact is that she left work for several years to take care of her son because she 

realized he wanted, and needed, her attention. She had been working intense hours and 

was away from home often. In an effort to be the mother she wanted to be, she needed to 

leave the field for a while. This was in balance with her husband, who also stayed home 

full-time at a different point in their son’s life.  

April 

April likes to prove people wrong. Perhaps it was her upbringing, where her dad 

raised her like a son, and he regularly reminded her “not to take any crap” from anyone. 

Just to prove people wrong, she joined the cheerleading team to show smart girls could 

cheer. She said that this attitude has served her well because on the job she regularly 

finds herself frustrated and upset by the discrimination she encounters. To get along in 

the industry, she has become adept in wearing people down to get what she wants.  This 

results in her being labeled a bitch, although she has learned how to become the best 

friend to many men in the industry. These friends are valuable and supportive: She is also 
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able to have a screaming match with a coworker and have the rest of the crew stand 

behind her.  

Yet April has found that life offshore and onshore is completely different. When 

she started working in the office after several years on a boat, she found her best friends 

offshore were awkward, uncomfortable, and looking out for themselves onshore. Because 

she realizes she cannot change the entire industry, in the office she does make an attempt 

to fit in except in one way. She watches older, more successful women and models 

herself after their dress and behavior, which includes wearing a fake engagement ring. 

Since putting it on, she has found that men are more willing to go to lunch and dinner 

with her, which is an integral part of her job duties as an account manager.  

Blanca 

A native South American, Blanca was raised by a traditional father who thought 

women should be secretaries. Her mother, on the other hand, felt that her daughters 

(Blanca included) should do more with their lives and encouraged them to pursue better 

careers. Eventually, Blanca came to the United States on a scholarship to earn her 

master’s degree in petroleum engineering. She was isolated as the only female in the 

group, and she was sent alone to Texas, while the men in her group stayed together 

attending the same school in a different state. Over the course of her 25 years in the 

industry, she has experienced a tremendous amount of prejudice, which includes being 

blown off and not listened to in meetings. Further, she has had more than one experience 

where a coworker has tried to kiss her. She has learned to deal with it by being strict. 

Although she knows it gives her a bad reputation and the label of a bitch, she does not 

mind because get is able to accomplish a tremendous amount of work as a result. On the 

other hand, Blanca strives to be the change she wants to see in the industry, so she 
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specifically hires new team members for diversity. Her currently team is 50 percent 

women or ethnic minorities, which she feels is the best way to make her mark on the 

industry.   

Kristin 

Kristin has worked in a highly segregated place. She is one of two females in her 

role in the entire world. This was, incidentally, a field she chose by running her finger 

down the college catalog and picking the career with the highest salary. As a result of 

working in this position, she has been exposed to close, intense quarters living on an oil 

rig for many years. The company was uncomfortable with a woman in that role, and they 

pressured her into leaving the post. Since moving onshore, she has been sad, lonely, and 

misses her crew. She built strong, intense relationships with the men on her rigs, which 

put her in the position of needing to be the best friend to everyone. She is vocal about not 

sleeping with her coworkers because she has seen the damage it can do to a woman’s 

career, saying it is effectively over if found to be a “slut”. Like Genevieve, she also 

suffers from the Queen Bee Syndrome where she feels protective and loyal to specific 

groups of men at the expense of friendships with other women. In addition, she also finds 

herself exhibiting confidence, brashness, and flexibility as a way to cope with her job. 

Perhaps that training for successfully navigating this male space came early in her career, 

when during her internship she worked for a sexist man. He sent her to Siberia where no 

one spoke the language or knew why she was there. His choice to do this was, as she 

said, was a form of punishment because she inadvertently offended him.  

Meg 

As a child, Meg was excited and enthusiastic about engineering. She learned 

about the Disney Imagineers at a young age, and after that she knew engineering was the 
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job for her. During school, she competed in competitions for math and logic, which she 

loved. Yet her time in the industry has been fraught with strife, frustration, and danger. 

While working abroad, she wanted to come home before a hurricane to prepare her home 

for the storm. The company laughed at her and said she needed to stay, while the men in 

the group were sent home. Later, also during her time in Africa with the same company, 

she was stalked by a local man. When the situation escalated and became dangerous, her 

employer did not provide adequate support. The solution was to live in her boss’s 

daughter’s room. After that experience, while on a rig, a coworker drilled a hole in the 

women’s quarters and spied on them while they dressed, showered, and slept. This has 

created a response where she is highly detached at work, has changed to doing onshore 

work only, and has resentment over the lack of support she has received. 

Table Summary 

The table below lists the core categories and subcategories that emerged in this 

study. The table also lists each of these five women and to which code they contributed. 

The table lists each core category (in bold) and each subgroup. When a woman 

contributed to a code, a check is placed in that box. The intent is to demonstrate the 

overlap between the women and the categories to which they contributed. 
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Category Genevieve April Blanca Kristin Meg 

Family Messages      

Fathers √ √ √ √  

Other Male Influence      

Mothers and Other Women   √  √ 

Friends      

Inner Strength      

Math √ √  √ √ 

Tomboy √ √  √  

Rebel √ √ √ √  

School      

Teachers     √ 

Programs     √ 

Industry      

Cultural      

Gendered   √  √ 

Unaware      

Category Genevieve April Blanca Kristin Meg 

Capabilities  √  √  

Cattiness  √    

Table 7: Five participants and their contribution to all categories and subcategories 
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Category Genevieve April Blanca Kristin Meg 

College      

No Idea  √ √ √ √ 

Recruitment   √   

Courses   √   

Internships  √  √  

Expectations Met      

Money and Travel    √  

Industry Changes √  √   

Skills      

Plenty of Jobs      

Surprises      

Coworkers   √  √ 

Gendered  √ √ √ √ 

Family √  √ √  

Emotional Surprise  √ √ √ √ 

Job and Skills      

Role Assignment      

Daughter    √ √ 

Bitch  √ √  √ 

Slut  √  √  

Table 7, continued 
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Category Genevieve April Blanca Kristin Meg 

Wife/Mother      

Best Friend/Sister √ √  √  

Blinding      

Dismissing   √  √ 

Nonverbal Action √ √    

Ignore Experience   √   

Make Invisible      

Bypassing      

Negative Expectations      

Making Assumptions  √   √ 

Stereotypical Comments      

Mentioning Traditional Roles     √ 

Questioning Presence  √    

Challenging  √   √ 

Singling Out    √  

Double Standard √ √ √ √ √ 

Pink Ghetto      

Tracking √ √  √  

Promotion/Demotion √ √  √  

Prohibiting √ √ √   

Table 7, continued 
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Family Effect √   √  

Promote the Dominant 

Group 

     

Good Old Boys Club √  √   

Succession Planning     √ 

Male Traits      

Isolation      

Emotional Isolation   √ √ √ 

Physical Isolation   √ √ √ 

Gendered Isolation √ √ √ √ √ 

Genuine Sexism √ √ √ √ √ 

Table 7, continued 

Harassment   √ √ √ 

Acceptance      

As Is √ √ √ √  

Appreciate √   √  

Queen Bee √ √  √  

Inner Strength √ √ √ √ √ 

Introspection √ √  √  

Realism √  √ √ √ 

Justify Behavior √     

Change Behavior      

Act Like a Man √ √  √  
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Table 7, continued 

Category Genevieve April Blanca Kristin Meg 

Brash √ √ √ √ √ 

Thick Skin  √  √ √ 

Tactful  √    

Agreeable   √ √ √ 

Fight Back  √ √ √ √ 

Don’t See as Different  √    

Situational Avoidance    √ √ 

Leverage Advantage √ √    

Focus on Communication      

Exhibit Communication 

Competence 

 √   √ 

Develop Interpersonal Skills √    √ 

Build Relationships √ √  √  

Play Along      

Compete √ √  √  

Join In √  √   

Hold Your Own √ √  √  

Politics √ √ √   

Teach Me √     

Appearance  √  √  

Work/Life Balance √ √ √ √  
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Table 7, continued 

 

Category Genevieve April Blanca Kristin Meg 

Planning Family √  √ √  

Prove Self      

Proving Self √ √  √  

Driven  √ √   

Add Value  √    

Perseverance  √ √   

Proving People Wrong  √    
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Chapter 9: Discussion 

INTRODUCTION 

This research offers a middle-range theory that proposes that scripts are an 

integral part of women’s ability to mitigate stereotype threats. Women use scripts in 

useful and creative ways that serve as the vehicle by which coping strategies are 

executed. Scripts are schema that are developed either directly or indirectly through 

learning experiences. They guide behavior while concurrently help to make sense of 

events that occur in one’s life (Gioia & Poole, 1984).  Over time, scripts are refined due 

to a compounding of experience. When scripts are used more frequently, they lead to 

stronger, more effective patterns of behavior (Gioia & Manz, 1985; Gioia & Poole, 1984; 

Gioia, Thomas, Clark, & Chittipeddi, 1994).  As people adapt to new experiences, they 

often use old scripts and adapt them to new situations (Gioia & Poole, 1984).  

These coping strategies are successful for preventing underperformance measures 

typically associated with stereotype threat due to the fact that women are participants in 

the process, rather than victims of prejudice. This discussion is a contribution to 

communication theory in several ways. First, it extends the discussion of scripts and 

script theory because it suggests that multiple scripts can operate at once as an effective 

method for coping with stressful incidents. Second, it extends stereotype threat theory by 

suggesting that socialization practices help write scripts both for the threatening messages 

and for mitigating their effects. Finally, it extends the discussion of socialization practices 

and their influence on scripts through the use of memorable messages and cognitive 

inoculations.  
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SCRIPTS, COPING, AND MITIGATION 

First, this study finds that women use scripts in multiple ways to mitigate the 

negative effects associated with stereotype threats. These scripts are a complex network 

of coping strategies that allow women to communicate specific messages. Many times, 

women run several scripts concurrently. By using multiple scripts simultaneously, there 

is a stronger, more effective mitigation, which increases the likelihood that female 

engineers will succeed and persist in the male-dominated environment. One of these 

scripts women draw upon is femininity. A field note taken throughout the interview 

process was that participants were perfectly coiffed. This first theoretical memo was 

recorded after interview five and it said, “These women are extremely well dressed with 

perfect hair, make up, and nails. I dress up for these interviews, and I still feel 

underdressed. These women are extremely feminine.” An additional note on the same 

topic occurred after interview 40, and it observed, “Still, I have yet to interview a woman 

who is not perfectly coiffed. These women are following some unwritten rule that they 

must take time to prepare themselves visually. Even the women who may be considered 

less professionally dressed by petroleum industry standards are better dressed than 

women in other fields.” Women in this field are running a script that informs everyone 

about their femininity. Although some women do act like a man, as reported in Chapter 8 

of this discussion, this does not extend to outward appearance. Rather, acting like a man 

is limited to interactions with others. In terms of appearance, women are not being 

androgynous or attempting to look like men. Instead they are using extremely feminine 

scripts (i.e., ones recognized and expected by men) that include attending to clothing, 

hair, nails, make up, accessories—items traditionally associated with being feminine. 

April discussed how she went through the process of learning that script when she looked 

at successful women in her organization and modeled herself on their outward 
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appearance. What this script does is make others (i.e., males) comfortable—women are 

delivering a script that is familiar to men and it puts them at ease (Tracy & Rivera, 2010). 

As a result of using the femininity script, women are then able to concurrently run 

a second script, one that exhibits competence in engineering. This script is a foundational 

one that has been honed and refined over the years, likely stemming from when women 

were girls in school and used scripts of competence in math. This is a script that has 

carried over and been revised (Gioia & Poole, 1984) to extend their math self-efficacy to 

engineering self-efficacy, a connection that women in this industry make early in life. 

This script affords women the opportunity to speak the language of the industry, a place 

where they do not traditionally fit. Yet through the combination of multiple scripts, 

female engineers are able to put coworkers in a position where they must be accepted. 

Women perform femininity as a way to gain acceptance through familiar behavior and 

communication, and they pair those actions with scripts that exhibit industry expertise, a 

necessity for the job. 

Scripts for Long-term Responses 

The coping strategies discovered through the constant comparative methodology 

suggest tactics women use to combat stereotype threats. Attached to these strategies are 

scripts that contain specific communicative and behavioral steps (Gioia & Poole, 1984). 

Some researchers suggest that it is important to explore how people cope with and 

compensate for stereotype threat in the workplace (Shapiro & Neuberg, 2007). In 

response, Block et al. (2011) propose a model for long-term reactions to stereotype threat 

specifically at work. This current study addresses Block et al., as it builds upon their 

proposed long-term responses by suggesting specific scripts that women use to mitigate 

threats. This study proposes five core strategies that women use when combatting 
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stereotype threat. The tactics found herein have a broad range, but they do align with 

Block et al.’s proposal of fending off, disengaging, and resilience. This study focuses on 

how women mitigate threats in an effort to succeed on the job, so Block’s disengagement 

group is not included in this discussion. Although this study did interview 13 women who 

left their jobs in the upstream petroleum sector, the focus is on strategies for successful 

mitigation. Therefore, this discussion examines the fending off and resilience aspects of 

the model.  

Scripts for Fending Off 

In fending off the stereotype, women use scripts in a manner that proves 

stereotypes do not apply (Block et al., 2011). There are several coping strategies that 

coincide with this concept and they range from changing behavior to playing along 

and/or proving strategies. All three of these actions tend to coincide with Folkman and 

Lazarus’s (1980) suggestion that people cope in one of two ways: 1) problem-focused 

tactics and 2) emotion-focused tactics. Fending off strategies employ problem-focused 

tactics. The scripts associated with these coping strategies have a range (from changing 

behavior to playing along) and they represent ways to manage consequences of events 

(Pearlin & Schooler, 1978). Women regularly draw on scripts that use strategies such as 

joining in, competing with both men and women, or holding their own in an argument. 

Other women focus their communicative scripts on proving themselves to their 

coworkers, which Pearlin and Schooler (1978) suggest is a way to eliminate stressful 

conditions. Proving is a script that communicates that women add value to the industry, 

and over time it becomes well-refined as it is used throughout an entire career. Genevieve 

has been in the industry more than 30 years, and she continues to use a script about 

proving herself, but has refined it over her tenure and now pairs it with a coping script of 
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playing the game. She approaches it as, “Let's get in the ring.  I'll be more than willing to 

challenge my brain against your brain any day of the week.”  

There are other scripts that women draw upon in an effort to fend off stereotypes, 

namely those that are more competitive in nature. Some are behind-the-scenes actions 

that help women play the game, thus controlling the consequences of events in their lives. 

Women talk about planning families around their jobs or not having children at all. 

Others work out arrangements with their husbands. Throughout the interviews, it is easy 

to trace the genesis of these scripts for playing the game. Participants talk about watching 

other women both successfully and unsuccessfully navigate the issues related to family, 

and they create scripts for their own behavior based on others’ experiences. Although 

these actions are not something women regularly discuss at work (the non-discussion is a 

script in itself), the aspect of planning facilitates overcoming stereotype threats related to 

wives and mothers.  

Scripts for Resilience 

Block et al., (2011) discuss the concept of being resilient to stereotype threats, 

which is the ability to bounce back from negative expectations. This is more than 

recovering, however. In this study, resilient behavior includes the ability for women to 

take charge in a given situation, which addresses Folkman and Lazarus’s (1980) 

emotional-based coping. One way that women express resilience is by leveraging their 

advantage, which allows women to control the meaning of events both for themselves 

and for others (Pearlin & Schooler, 1978), thus women overcome emotional obstacles. 

Many women recognize that they are the only woman or one of few in their work 

environment. Women have learned how to use this to their advantage and show that they 

are an asset to the industry. Jeanne said she takes full advantage of being the only woman 
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which affords her the opportunity to be placed on boards and committees when men may 

not be able to.  

Women also take control of the situation, or work to eliminate negative, stressful 

conditions (Pearlin & Schooler, 1978) through focusing on interpersonal communication 

in an effort to be resilient. Women respond to cultural scripts that suggest that women are 

better at communication, and many respond by focusing the development of their 

listening, speaking, team building, and relationships because these are essential skills that 

benefit the industry. Yet resilience comes in other forms: Women rely on scripts that 

allow them to control the meaning of their interactions (Pearlin & Schooler, 1978). This 

is the process of taking the industry “as is”, and respecting it “as is”. Women are not 

trying to change the industry outright; rather, they accept they are women in a male-

dominated space and work within that paradigm. Women talk about understanding that 

petroleum is a masculine industry, and they realize they cannot change that. As such, they 

draw upon scripts that enable them to make sense of the situation and operate effectively. 

Finally, women are resilient in their coping through fighting back and rationalizing. This 

can be standing one’s ground, breaking barriers, or supporting diversity. Fighting back is 

a way to overcome the stereotype threats by diversifying the industry and standing up for 

oneself. This is not an openly hostile script. Instead it is a quiet acceptance that they can 

make subtle, small changes that have a cumulative effect over time.  

Dualistic Subversions 

The scripts women use are complex, particularly those that are dualistic 

subversions. Sometimes women use the stereotype threat that is leveraged against them to 

their advantage. They subvert negative message into a script, or a refined pattern of 

behavior that makes sense of events and dictates behavior (Gioia & Poole, 1984), and 
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then they are able to use the threat as a way to cope. The following table shows examples 

of dualisms as they appeared in the data. The table is not an exhaustive list, but it is 

representative of the pairings that occurred. An explanation and example of the concept 

follows.  

 

Stereotype Threat Coping Strategy 

Role Assignment: 

Mother/Wife 

Queen Bee 

 

Role Assignment: Best 

Friend 

Queen Bee 

Bypass Authority No Rules Apply 

Confrontational Stand Ground 

Double Standard Segmenting 

Draw Attention Teach Me 

Change Behavior Change Behavior 

Isolating Leverage Advantage 

Promote Dominant Group Playing the Game 

Table 8: Stereotype threats and the subverted coping strategy. 

These dualisms are important to understand because they suggest that while 

stereotype threats may be extremely harmful, they may also be a useful coping strategy if 

used correctly. An example of a dualistic subversion stems from the role assignment 

stereotype threats. Many women reported feeling like they were assigned a role to play, 

most often a traditionally female role such as a mother or a sister. Although women do 
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not choose the role they are assigned, they do draw upon a script that is related to that 

role, turn it around, and use it to their advantage. One example is Genevieve. She is often 

placed in a mothering role by men. Yet she takes control of that script and creates a 

situation where she is a Queen Bee, or the sole woman who has a particularly close 

relationship with her male coworkers. When another woman enters the scene, she acts in 

a manner that keeps the new woman at a distance so as to preserve her status as the alpha 

female.  This affords her a strong sense of power, where she is both in control of herself 

and in control of how the scripts play out. She is able to use a script that men are familiar 

with (the protective woman), but that script also serves as a mode of control and power 

for Genevieve, since it is a script she has written and it makes her feel comfortable. In 

essence, she has found a way to take the threat and use it to her advantage. She uses 

scripts that minimize the stereotype threat of being a mother by monopolizing on the role 

expectation stereotype to increase her ability to persist in this environment. The scripts 

she plays make everyone feel safe, supported, and powerful. 

The dualities in this study are shown in several other ways. Some men change 

their behavior when women are around, thus, creating a noticeable message that the 

woman is different or out of place. On the same token, however, women subvert that 

changing behavior by changing their own behavior and running a script that flatters men. 

Women often ask men many questions or defer to their experience in the industry. 

Women use this script because men feel superior and more confident when asked for 

their input. Even though women admit they know the answers and outcomes ahead of 

time, they obtain more effective results if they use the script of the helpless woman. Jane 

said she almost always knows the material when she uses this “teach me” coping 

strategy, but she asks numerous questions because she knows that men will be more 

complaint if she does. Women understand the stereotype, and then draw upon a well-
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devised script that plays into that expectation. Using dualistic subversions is a way 

women address messages that could cause them to underperform, and then they use them 

to create mirrored coping strategies. 

TYPOLOGY OF STEREOTYPE THREATS 

Second, this mid-range theory also suggests that men use scripts much in the same 

way women do. The messages men send are inherently built upon scripts that 

communicate expected behavior. In total, this dissertation suggests that there are five 

main ways that stereotype threatening messages are communicated to women in the 

petroleum industry, and they attempt to address the types of outcomes that are most often 

associated with stereotype threat, i.e., challenge avoidance, isolation, disidentification, 

anxiety, self-regulation, and effort withdrawal (Aronson & McGlone, 2009).  As arranged 

here, they are placed on a spectrum that moves from more passive suggestions to more 

blatant, hostile threats.  

 

 

Figure 1: Spectrum of stereotype threats. 
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At the left of the spectrum are role assignment and double standards. Women 

identify these concepts, but they are harder to articulate because they are using scripts 

that contain more subtle messages. Yet the types of messages are not necessarily 

consciously created nor intentionally sent. Rather, they are scripts that communicate 

expectations for roles that women have traditionally held. Tracy and Rivera (2010) 

suggest these are scripts that contain expectations about specific personae for women. 

Men are comfortable with women performing these traditionally female parts, rather than 

being coworkers or managers. The women in this study said they get a general feeling 

that men see them in the roles and feel more comfortable as a result of women “playing 

the part”. This suggests that a script is operating in the men’s minds about the types of 

tasks women should be handling.  

Double standards are also at the more passive end of the spectrum because during 

the interviews, one question was, “What does it take for a woman to be a success in this 

industry?”  Generally, answers ranged from work, to confidence, to perseverance, to 

strong technical skills. The next question, “What does it take for a man to be a success?” 

generated completely different answers as well as a tremendous amount of discomfort for 

participants. Yet women did communicate there is a difference in standards. The idea of 

double standards is a threatening situation because it could easily be a script that would 

cause women to disidentify with their role as an engineer. This suggests an awareness 

that men have different (and perceived as easier) ways to get ahead. Thus, men are 

operating from different scripts that contain information about how to get ahead, what it 

takes to be a success, and the true nature of the organization. As Aronson and McGlone 

(2009) suggest, cues for discrimination are often ambiguous and uncertain. As a result, 

women may not be certain that scripts communicated are, in fact, discriminatory.  
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The stereotype threats at the mid-range of the spectrum are those that are more 

obvious and fairly overt. The impact of these scripts can be clearly articulated both 

professionally and personally. They are still less hostile and aggressive scripts than those 

that occur on the overt end of the spectrum, and they generally come in the form of 

expressing negative expectations. One such way is through making assumptions. This can 

happen when men mention things like a fear of a woman taking maternity leave, a script 

that assumes a woman will have children and quit the job permanently. Although every 

time a woman related this story (in total, six women discussed this concept) the man 

wanted to keep the woman on the job, this simultaneously communicates negative 

expectations, which leaves women uncertain if what is happening is due to prejudice 

(Aronson & McGlone, 2009). Showing concern for losing a good employee is meant to 

be an inviting and welcoming script, but it also communicates the expectation that a 

woman who has children is not as committed or may upset the balance of work. Further, 

negative expectations can be questioning a woman about her very presence or why she 

would be working a specific job, which is an organizational script that suggests the 

industry is a place for men.  

The stereotype threats encountered at the right end of the spectrum are those that 

tend to be more obvious and outwardly hostile, and they are the more severe scripts that 

women encounter. These threats include blinding and isolation. Blinding scripts contain 

overt actions that minimize or eliminate a woman’s presence from the environment, and 

they strongly communicate that women are not welcome. Jane said that blinding happens 

often and it makes her “kind of second guess myself.” Women said this type of stereotype 

threat causes them to avoid participating or to refrain from giving their input, while 

Vanessa said it can cause self-doubt in her day-to-day actions. At the extreme end of the 

spectrum are sexism and harassment, both forms of isolation. This is where women 
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experience the most hostile messages. These are scripts that some men run that contain 

messages about desperation or entrenched beliefs about the purpose of women. Blanca 

said these types of harassment happen because men are “desperate for intimacy”, while 

Meg suggested it is a script of perversion. Meg worked offshore, and a male crew 

member was spying on her, watching her change her clothes and take a shower. Although 

a criminal act, it also served as a stereotype threat. Meg withdrew from the environment, 

moved to onshore work, and says she will never work offshore again. 

MODEL FOR COMMUNICATING  

Finally, this study suggests that critical communication occurs at two distinct 

phases in one’s life and has long-standing effects that aid women in developing 

appropriate and successful scripts for work. The first socialization event that occurs is 

through relationships with male family members and throughout school. The second 

major communication event is psychological inoculations that occur during one’s college 

and internship experiences. The model below details this concept in an effort to show the 

overall process that women experience. After the model, an explanation of the process is 

developed.  
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Figure 2: Communication events leading to script creation. 
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Socialization Practices 

This middle-range theory suggests that there are pivotal socialization practices 

that occur early in a girl’s life that leave lasting, memorable messages that form the 

foundation for mitigating stereotype threats. Women who have supportive male family 

members and strong self-efficacy in math are able to write scripts early in life that help 

later when working in STEM careers. Twenty-eight women report that their father had a 

tremendous impact on their decisions to go into engineering, while 12 women said a 

different male relative was influential. The messages encountered in these interactions 

serve as part of gender and vocational socialization processes (Eccles, Freedman-Doan, 

Frome, Jacobs, & Yoon, 2000; Tenenbaum & Leaper, 2003). Stout, Dasgupta, Hunsinger, 

and McManus (2011) suggest that women experience discouragement in STEM at just 

about every step of their development. Yet these women have experienced something 

very different. They had strong familial support guiding them towards STEM. These 

participants were socialized to believe that they were as able and competent as any male.  

Further, their socialization environments provided an element of comfort around 

men. It was a nurturing, encouraging space where they learned about math or other male-

dominated interests. These positive relationships with male family members socialized 

girls to believe that math is easy, fun, and even safe, which suggests the connection 

between gender and vocational socialization and mitigating the threats of a pervasive 

stereotype. Some of the women with positive male influences received vocational 

socialization messages (Myers, Jahn, Gailliard, & Stoltzfus, 2010; Wanous, 1977) that set 

expectations for women to enter engineering. Barbara said that her entire family was full 

of engineers, and she was simply expected to be one as well. Ingrid had a similar 

experience, “My father was always just set on me being an engineer.” These women were 

not raised with the stereotype that STEM is for males; rather, they developed scripts that 
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STEM is about following in family footsteps. Likely these positive messages served to 

bolster women’s impressions of what they could (and should) do with their lives, and 

served to prevent other stigmatizing messages to influence them as much.  

Another source of socialization messages is experienced throughout school with 

regard to math self-efficacy. Women (a total of 38 in this study) reported that they knew 

growing up that they were good at math. Further, they talked about how they had high 

self-efficacy about that fact. Although no one could pinpoint where that message started, 

or even where they first remember understanding it, the concept seems to have led to 

gender and vocational socialization. The message of being good in math seems to have 

aided women in being able to make a stronger commitment and persist into STEM 

careers due to scripts that positively identify them with the subject. The vocational 

socialization was strong as well (Myers, Jahn, Gailliard, & Stoltzfus, 2010; Wanous, 

1977) because women clearly connected being good in math as a precursor to succeeding 

in engineering, even though most report having had no idea what engineering was. As 

such, this message of being good in math serves as a basis to outweigh other stereotypical 

messages that could cause women to disidentify or avoid challenges, benchmarks of the 

effects of stereotype threat (Aronson & McGlone, 2009). Even 30 years after high school, 

the pride of superior ability is evident for the participants in this study. In addition, 

women refer to the script regularly while performing work in male-dominated careers. 

Amy said she wore her outstanding skills “like a badge of honor” and she still does. 

Essentially, these women work against Crocker and Major’s (1989) suggestion that 

members of a stigmatized group have lower self-efficacy. The women in this study have 

strong scripts and they contain the message that math is for anyone, particularly them. 

Rather than succumbing to an underestimation of their ability through stereotype threat 

and subsequent withdrawal (Aronson & McGlone, 2009), these women are relying on the 
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scripts created through socialization, and they regularly use them throughout their 

careers. 

Inoculations 

The early socialization from male family members and high math self-efficacy are 

foundational scripts that help women receive psychological inoculations during their 

college years. Through inoculations, women encounter messages and experiences that 

helped them build a tolerance to the industry and the male-dominated environment. 

Inoculations are those messages that build resistance to suggestions that are counter to 

what a person currently believes (Compton & Pfau, 2009). Women who grew up with a 

loving, compassionate male presence and strong school experiences encouraging them in 

STEM encounter these small doses of stereotyping and deal with them by drawing upon 

the scripts that focus on their capabilities (Compton & Pfau, 2009). Inoculations occur at 

two points in a woman’s experience: 1) throughout college and 2) during internships. 

Perhaps women experience inoculatory messages before college, but this sample 

suggested that college was the first time they really noticed the negative stereotypes. This 

could be the first time that women are away from their fathers and do not have the option 

to discuss the negative comments they experience. Therefore, stereotyping encountered in 

college is the first time women feel they must mitigate the effects, and these experiences 

serve as inoculations. Women are able to apply scripts written in childhood and refine 

them (Gioia & Poole, 1984) based on current experiences. This process then creates 

stronger resistance to stereotypical expectations. Yet without realizing it, the incidents 

encountered in college set expectations (anticipatory socialization) for what work will be 

like, e.g., male-dominated, sexist, segregated, etc. Maria hints at the connection between 

college inoculation events and work stereotype threats, “In my engineering classes, I was 
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typically the only female.  And most of my work I’m typically the only female.” She 

suggested that college prepared her for the work environments she would encounter.  

Women regularly talked about the connection of building a tolerance to the male-

dominated nature of engineering while in college courses. These incidents help women 

prepare for the culturally tough environment that is petroleum engineering. Candace’s 

experience exemplifies this concept: A professor gave her a C because she was female, 

and he rationalized it that way as well. This message served as an inoculation because the 

outcome of that situation is still with her, “It was just a comment that’s probably always 

stayed with me in the back of my mind. Those people are still out there and you just have 

to deal with it.” She learned that this behavior was possible, and she managed it due to 

previous scripts she developed (she told herself she could and would survive even with a 

C). This experience helped her withstand future events, and it did not hinder her as she 

moved into a position with high responsibility within her organization. 

Many women spoke about participating in internships throughout college, and 

these jobs serve as previews of the work they will experience. But it also serves as a 

snapshot of the cultural toughness required to enter this industry. Many women 

approached the internships as such: An opportunity to learn about petroleum engineering. 

June explained her internship as a roustabout (a job that does miscellaneous tasks) as 

though she knew it were an inoculation, “They made me sweep and mop the floor where 

the guys would spit and chew, and the other summer engineer never ever had to sweep 

and mop the floors.  It did irritate me, but you know, the thing is, I knew how my boss 

was.  I knew what he thought.” Her experience prepared her for the men she may meet 

throughout her career, and therefore, she was able to learn to deal with this particular 

boss, refine her scripts about how to deal with such a man, and translate that into an 

inoculation that allowed her to withstand negative outcomes. Experiences like June’s 



 172 

serve as anticipatory socializations for the impending cultural toughness in women's 

future jobs. Women write appropriate scripts during this time that help them overcome 

the challenges they may face due to their gender. Yet, because they have a strong 

foundation of socialization and associated scripts created, women build a strong tolerance 

to these occurrences. It is easy to imagine the difficulty women may face if they did not 

have the previous socialization messages to rely upon. According to script theory, people 

draw upon scripts from a different situation and adapt it to their new experiences (Gioia 

& Poole, 1984). If the expectation of failure is being communicated, likely women draw 

upon other scripts associated with failure. Instead, women who have been socialized to 

believe in themselves and their ability draw upon their scripts associated with math and 

their history of success in that area. 

SUMMARY 

In sum, this mid-range theory proposes that women who enter petroleum 

engineering have deeply embedded scripts that allow them to cope with stereotype threat 

and mitigate the negative effects. Women often use several scripts at one time, each 

conveying a different message. An additional feature of the scripts female petroleum 

engineers use is the dualistic nature. Often women subvert a stereotype threat and use it 

as a coping strategy. These scripts women use are necessary because men also leverage 

ones that result in the threats themselves. As such, both men and women are using scripts 

in their regular communication at work. Two important factors impact the script creation: 

socialization practices and psychological inoculations. Loving, supportive attention from 

male family members creates gender socialization messages that encourage women in 

their pursuit of STEM-related activities. Further, girls write strong scripts through their 

school experiences where they developed strong math self-efficacy, which helps propel 



 173 

them to high levels of confidence on the job. Second, during their college years, women 

experience psychological inoculations that help develop a tolerance to the male-

dominated nature of their future jobs. They experience short exposure to stereotype 

threats and write scripts for effective mitigation. In essence, scripts are a powerful and 

useful tool that can lead women to communicate in ways that enable them to persist in 

male-dominated careers. 
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Chapter 10: Limitations and Future Directions 

This study faces several limitations. First, it used a sample of participants who 

self-selected, meaning they chose to participate. This can be problematic because these 

respondents wanted to be part of this study (Collier, 1995). Those voices that chose not to 

participate may have offered a different perspective, or at the very least, offered different 

stories that may have changed how the data was interpreted. Further, there may be a lack 

of voices at one extreme or the other, such as women who have polarized positive or 

negative experiences. As a result of the self-selection, there is a higher likelihood of over-

representing a given perspective (Collier, 1995). Although generalizability is not intended 

to be a focus of a qualitative study (Corbin & Strauss, 1990), there is still a need to get a 

spectrum of voices. This study attempted to mitigate the outcomes of a selection bias 

through the use of a stratified sample and negative case methodology.  

A second concern is social desirability, which suggests that people sometimes 

give answers to questions that they think the researcher wants to hear (Crowne & 

Marlowe, 1960). Because I did not clearly state the purpose of the study beyond the 

information included on the IRB form (which most participants chose not read before 

answering questions), it may be possible that some women gave answers they thought I 

wanted to hear. It could be possible that people thought I wanted information about 

equality and egalitarianism in the industry. On the other hand, people may have played 

down negative experiences from the industry for reasons of embarrassment, denial, or 

shame. Finally, despite assurances of anonymity, some people may have refrained from 

telling stories in the event that I did not follow through and keep the data private. This 

may have led to a censoring of details, stories, or information.  However, there is 
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evidence that the participants trusted my interviewing process because I did hear stories 

that were shocking and told tales of harassment and discrimination.  

A third concern is that I chose to interview only women. The decision was an 

attempt to get a clear picture of the way women experience the industry and gather as 

much information from the single gender as possible. It is likely that men would have had 

strong contributions to this data set, had they been included. It is entirely possible that 

men have may see situations emerge in a way that women are unable or unwilling to 

admit. Male voices could have offered a richer, more robust understanding of the 

concepts, or they may have offered an alternate conceptualization of the emerging 

concepts. Future research should consider using male voices to supplement the findings 

from this study.   

A fourth limitation is that this data collection is based on interviews that rely on 

memory. The data collected were focused on retroactive sensemaking, a process that 

takes events and tries to understand them from both an emotional and time distance 

(Weick, 1993). This can be problematic in that people have had time to think about 

events, consider alternative explanations, and bring new meaning to their experience. In 

addition, people may be making choices about which information to tell and which 

information to keep private. Future research in this vein may benefit from additional 

types of data collection: surveys, observation, and artifact analysis. This research study 

attempted to address this limitation through using triangulation with mentoring pairs. 

Several women who were friends and/or mentor/mentees participated. On those 

occasions, I cross-referenced stories to compare the information and details. While 

sensemaking may be seen as a limitation, it can also be construed as a strength. This 

study focuses on coping strategies, and it may be argued that the process of making sense 

of past events is, in fact, a coping strategy.  
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There are several recommendations for future research that stem from this 

discussion. The first suggestion is to delve further into the connection between scripts and 

coping strategies. This study proposes that the two are closely linked, and it further 

proposes that people tend to use several scripts to mitigate stereotype threats. Previous 

research suggests that using several coping strategies is common (Folkman & Lazarus, 

1980), but this study casts that practice in light of using multiple scripts to accomplish the 

coping. Likely, people are using similar strategies in different circumstances. Any variety 

of communication events can benefit from using multiple scripts. Future research could 

gain a clearer understanding of how to develop and effectively combine them is a useful 

avenue to pursue. Furthermore, understanding how women learn to create a dualistic 

subversion for effective scripts is a key area for development. These subversions are a 

masterful use of negative messages, and an entire line of research about how they are 

created and operate in communication is an important direction. Therefore, there is a 

need to understand which specific scripts and in which combinations they are most 

successful.  

This study focuses on how scripts are used within an organizational setting. 

Researching the connection between script misuse (i.e., stereotype threat) and 

organizational practices can create avenues for better working conditions across 

organizations. Therefore, there is a strong need for more research on how scripts—

particularly those developed before entering a work environment, become part of work 

and how they play out there. Further, understanding how coworkers communicate 

messages that may cause numerical minorities to underperform, both from stereotype 

threat and other types of negative communication, is also of critical importance. 

Understanding how scripts contribute to negative outcomes is a key element to creating a 

more balanced working experience. Specifically, it may be useful to study the scripts that 
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women use when leaving a male-dominated environment, e.g., when they quit petroleum 

engineering. These scripts may be useful to understanding why women do not persist in 

these industries, and may lead to clearer pictures of how to recruit and retain women in 

STEM careers. 

This study offers a typology of stereotype threats. There needs to be additional 

validation of this typology and further research to better understand the boundaries of the 

categories created. This is one way to fuse the quantitative nature of stereotype threat 

research with these qualitative findings. By continuing to research the types of messages 

people receive, we can better understand the full scope of this phenomenon and its 

disruptive effects. The spectrum presented here can be the foundation by which 

quantitative scholars build a scale that can measure the different types of messages and 

the impact they have. As such, additional research is required to understand the 

parameters of stereotype threat and create a more generalizable typology.  

This qualitative study can offer additional avenues for understanding participants’ 

experiences associated with the phenomenon in question. As such, additional qualitative 

research can illuminate previous studies’ findings and create a more comprehensive 

picture of the threats and their effects. Qualitative studies can uncover shades of 

difference between concepts that can later be captured and refined through quantitative 

methods. The process of categorizing and coding comments can lead in many directions 

including understanding where threat messages are learned, what happens when people 

disclose stigmatizing information, or how people change their perceptions over time. 

Although these may be captured through surveys/experiments, they can also be clearly 

defined and articulated through qualitative measures that compliment statistical analysis.  

Further, research that understands responses to stereotype threat is suggested. 

Those responses that cause people to underperform are quite well known; however, there 
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is a lack of understanding about how people are able to withstand and mitigate the effects 

of such incoming messages. This study examines one scenario for how women are able to 

withstand negative expectations in male-dominated careers. To more comprehensively 

understand this concept with broader audiences, further research is required on different 

groups in different settings. Further there needs to be a scale developed that can make the 

coping strategies generalizable. The quantitative approach that is so common in research 

in stereotype threat can be an asset by illuminating and elaborating on the proposed 

categories.  

Closely related to understanding how scripts operate in organizational settings, it 

is imperative to understand where and when scripts are being written. This study suggests 

that women develop scripts about persistence in STEM careers very early through two 

specific experiences. By understanding how other important scripts are written during 

critical socialization events, we can teach people to write and internalize them to help 

people withstand negative communications. Other critical script writing events may 

include how people develop approaches to failure, happiness, endurance, hard work, 

giving up, etc. Additional research is needed to understand which types of 

communicative experiences influence script development during socialization processes 

and which ones have long-lasting memorable messages.  

This study does not discuss how women choose which scripts they will use under 

which circumstance, yet this would be an important contribution. By better understanding 

how and why a woman chooses specific scripts, it is possible to better understand factors 

that could contribute to a woman’s likelihood to stay in a male-dominated industry. 

Through further research on script selection, we can understand how to elevate effective 

scripts and minimize negatives ones.  
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This study only looks at the role that women play in the process of stereotype 

threat and its mitigation. Men are equally important in this process, therefore it is 

imperative to understand how, when, and where men learn scripts about work, 

stereotypes, prejudice, and role expectations. This under-studied avenue has begun to 

take some precedence (see Tracy & Rivera, 2010), and understanding how employees use 

and communicate through scripts is a key element to understanding a full range of 

organizational issues with regard to stereotyping and prejudice on the job.  

Another avenue that is addressed in this research is the role that socialization 

practices play in stereotyping. This is a new avenue to aid in understanding how people 

encounter and deal with associated outcomes related to bias. Gender socialization can be 

one way to understand how children are taught to communicate and respond to 

stereotypes. It is also critical to continue to hypothesize about how people can become 

inoculated against them. The stereotype inoculation model (SIM) proposed by Dasgupta 

(2011) offers some direction for understanding how people can withstand negative 

expectations, but alternative explanations may exist. By understanding how people 

receive messages and learn stereotyping, as well as how people get small doses of the 

prejudice and learn to withstand the effects, we can begin to understand how to better 

reduce the likelihood of disidentification, withdrawal of effort, or low self-efficacy. 

A major point of discussion in this study is the role of male influences in 

socialization processes. In particular, this study found that male family members help 

create memorable messages for young girls, which in turn can lead to long-term success 

in male-dominated careers. These messages serve as significant messages later in life. 

Understanding how these types of relationships can influence people in other situations is 

a potential line of research. These studies could examine how relationships with others, 

e.g., mothers, teachers, random strangers, affect people in the long-term. Understanding 
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these influential communications, both in terms of one’s successes and failures, is an 

important avenue. Further, investigating how people may overcome negative memorable 

messages, i.e., those that may hurt a person or communicate low expectations, is also a 

viable research question.  

Another suggestion for research is in understanding the relationships between 

women. It appears that this may be a rich avenue for understanding the perpetuation of 

male-dominated careers, as women may be part of the problem. This and other research 

studies suggest that women tend to be unsupportive of each other when they are a 

numerical minority. In addition, women can be unwilling to help other women advance 

and experience success. Given this, it is necessary to understand why this happens, the 

types of communication that occur, how it affects images of women in organizations, and 

the implications for numerical minorities in other populations. 

These interviews are from a qualitative perspective, but it only looked at content 

of the topic. There is room for further clarity on the issues discussed herein by studying 

the paralanguage aspects of these interviews or similar ones. Tracy and Rivera (2010) 

found that participant’s communicative disfluencies (i.e., pauses, hedges, corrections, and 

restarts) provided additional information about actual thought processes. Studying 

paralanguage can give rise to additional understandings of the content and meaning of the 

full message given. This alone could give additional clues to how people feel, or even 

about scripts they run or ones they are attempting to use.  

Finally, this research looked at the concept of cultural toughness, which proposes 

that people may have a harder time immersing themselves into a new culture. This study 

found that some early communicative experiences helped women ease into a culturally 

tough environment. Additional research to understand cultural toughness in organizations 

can be useful to communication studies in several ways. First, it can help define 
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organizations and why some are easier for new members (employees, patrons, 

parishioners, students) to fit into, and why others feel it is harder to gain footing. Second, 

cultural toughness can be a way for people to understand why some companies have 

higher turnover rates. Finally, cultural toughness can be another avenue for understanding 

how and why people communicate in certain ways within different organizations. This is 

a largely underdeveloped concept as applied to organizations, and it can be one way in 

which to better understand the communication dynamics in these environments.  
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Chapter 11: Conclusion 

During my experience working at BP, I would classify my example of stereotype 

threat as communicating negative expectations in the form of being confrontational, a 

fairly overt type of threat that expressed a concern or doubt about my capabilities. I 

responded with a script I had developed throughout my time in the industry. It included 

the coping strategies of accepting the stereotype (I knew that’s how it is in this industry), 

being tactful, and holding my own. The situation resolved itself. Jim read the document 

and did not consult Ray. I had mitigated the threat, which eventually helped me prove 

myself (another coping strategy) through quality work that even Jim said was good.  

In conclusion, this research contributes to communication research by offering a 

mid-range theory that predicts stereotype threat behavior. The findings suggest that 

scripts are written early in life and have long-lasting implications for women who work in 

male-dominated careers. Women sometimes use multiple scripts at one time in an effort 

to both play into stereotypes and against them. By using multiple scripts, women are able 

to make others feel comfortable while creating a space for themselves in the industry. 

Many times, women are using scripts they learned early in life that can mitigate effects 

from negative communication experiences on the job. In addition, this study adds to the 

research on stereotype threat in two main ways. First, it proposes a typology of five 

different ways in which stereotypes are communicating threatening messages. People can 

receive messages that range on a spectrum from passive to overt actions that 

communicate threats and negative expectations. Second, this study also proposes a 

variety of ways that people respond to, or cope, with those various threats. Five different 

suggestions for coping are articulated and they encapsulate both problem-focused and 
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emotion-focused strategies. This study finds that women employ a network of coping 

strategies that can mitigate underperformance during threatening circumstances. 

Furthermore, this study pairs script use and stereotype responses to early 

communication events that prompt women to create strong, effective scripts that 

eventually lead to their persistence and success in STEM careers. The findings show that 

different socialization practices from male family members contribute to the creation of 

scripts that are about strength, confidence, and a female’s legitimacy of being in a male-

dominated area. Women use these long-standing scripts to mitigate negative 

communications later in life. In addition, women have several inoculatory events 

throughout college and during internships that build a tolerance to messages that may 

otherwise cause underperformance. These smaller doses of stereotyping allow women to 

refine or create scripts that become coping strategies. By preparing in advance through 

positive and negative socialization experiences, women are able to become outstanding 

employees in a male-dominated environment.  

The goal has always been to find a way to take these women’s successes and 

replicate them for other women who have the talent, personality, and drive to enter 

STEM careers. By encouraging women to enter these positions in science, technology, 

engineering, and math, we can add a diversity of thought and talent that will encourage 

progress in this industry for future generations. 
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Appendix 

Interview Schedule 

SECTION ONE: GENERAL INFORMATION 

 Tell me about yourself? School, family, work history, current position? 

 Tell me about your current position. 

SECTION TWO: GENESIS OF CAREER 

 Why did you decide on engineering? Did any experiences contribute to this 

decision? 

 Do you feel that others helped influence your decision? How?   

 What kinds of messages do you remember getting about work and career? Any 

for this one in particular?  

 Did anyone give you advice before you became an engineer? What was it? 

 In college, do you remember any specific messages about engineering from 

professors, staff, or other students?  

 How did you feel about an engineering career throughout your course of study? 

SECTION THREE: WORK ANTICIPATORY 

 What kind of work environment did you anticipate as an undergrad? What did 

you expect to find in the work place? How close is that to what you found? 

 What kinds of people did you anticipate working with? 

 In college, what kinds of things did you hear from professors and other students 

about being an engineer? 
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 What would you say are the best parts of being an engineer? What kind of 

emotional responses do you have about being an engineer? 

 Females make up less than 15% of all engineers. Why do you think that is? 

SECTION FOUR: STEREOTYPE THREAT/GENDER ON THE JOB 

 Has your gender ever been an advantage to you (or someone you know) in this 

career?  

 Do you have any work memories where gender was an important factor?  

 There is a concept called stereotype threat, have you heard of it? (If not, give a 

one minute overview.) Do you recall ever having experienced this? If no, have 

you heard stories where others you know have experienced this? 

 I have been doing observations and I have heard a few incidents of this 

happening. For example…. How do you think you might have responded? Have 

you heard anything similar in your experiences?  

 Where or how did you learn that response?  

 Were you prepared for these types of situations when you started in engineering? 

If yes, how? If no, why do you think that is?  

 Have you ever seen people suffer negative consequences from a situation like 

this? 

 How are women with children are viewed here? How do they manage the time 

demands of both a job and kids? How does the rest of the team respond to that 

need? 
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