
Science faculty’s subtle gender biases favor
male students
Corinne A. Moss-Racusina,b, John F. Dovidiob, Victoria L. Brescollc, Mark J. Grahama,d, and Jo Handelsmana,1

aDepartment of Molecular, Cellular and Developmental Biology, bDepartment of Psychology, cSchool of Management, and dDepartment of Psychiatry,

mailto:jo.handelsman@yale.edu
http://www.pnas.org/lookup/suppl/doi:10.1073/pnas.1211286109/-/DCSupplemental
http://www.pnas.org/lookup/suppl/doi:10.1073/pnas.1211286109/-/DCSupplemental
www.pnas.org/cgi/doi/10.1073/pnas.1211286109


www.pnas.org/cgi/doi/10.1073/pnas.1211286109


http://www.pnas.org/lookup/suppl/doi:10.1073/pnas.1211286109/-/DCSupplemental/pnas.201211286SI.pdf?targetid=nameddest=STXT
http://www.pnas.org/lookup/suppl/doi:10.1073/pnas.1211286109/-/DCSupplemental/pnas.201211286SI.pdf?targetid=nameddest=STXT
http://www.pnas.org/lookup/suppl/doi:10.1073/pnas.1211286109/-/DCSupplemental/pnas.201211286SI.pdf?targetid=nameddest=STXT
http://www.pnas.org/lookup/suppl/doi:10.1073/pnas.1211286109/-/DCSupplemental/pnas.201211286SI.pdf?targetid=nameddest=STXT
http://www.pnas.org/lookup/suppl/doi:10.1073/pnas.1211286109/-/DCSupplemental/pnas.201211286SI.pdf?targetid=nameddest=STXT
http://www.pnas.org/lookup/suppl/doi:10.1073/pnas.1211286109/-/DCSupplemental/pnas.201211286SI.pdf?targetid=nameddest=STXT


Finally, using a previously validated scale, we also measured
how much faculty participants liked the student (see SI Materials
and Methods). In keeping with a large body of literature (15),
faculty participants reported liking the female (mean = 4.35,
SD = 0.93) more than the male student [(mean = 3.91, SD =
0.1.08), t(125) = −2.44, P < 0.05]. However, consistent with this
previous literature, liking the female student more than the male
student did not translate into positive perceptions of her com-
posite competence or material outcomes in the form of a job
offer, an equitable salary, or valuable career mentoring. More-
over, only composite competence (and not likeability) helped to
explain why the female student was less likely to be hired; in
mediation analyses, student gender condition (β = −0.48, P <
0.001) remained a strong predictor of hireability along with
likeability (β = 0.60, P < 0.001). These findings underscore the
point that faculty participants did not exhibit outright hostility or
dislike toward female students, but were instead affected by
pervasive gender stereotypes, unintentionally downgrading the
competence, hireability, salary, and mentoring of a female stu-
dent compared with an identical male.

Discussion
The present study is unique in investigating subtle gender bias on
the part of faculty in the biological and physical sciences. It
therefore informs the debate on possible causes of the gender
disparity in academic science by providing unique experimental
evidence that science faculty of both genders exhibit bias against
female undergraduates. As a controlled experiment, it fills
a critical gap in the existing literature, which consisted only of
experiments in other domains (with undergraduate students as
participants) and correlational data that could not conclusively
rule out the influence of other variables.

Our results revealed that both male and female faculty judged
a female student to be less competent and less worthy of being
hired than an identical male student, and also offered her
a smaller starting salary and less career mentoring. Although the
differences in ratings may be perceived as modest, the effect
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which may influence decisions much later in their careers.
Likewise, inasmuch as the advice and mentoring that students
receive affect their ambitions and choices, it is significant that the
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