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A s vividly detailed in media outlets throughout the globe, a political
firestorm erupted on January 14, 2005, when Lawrence H. Sum-
mers, the then-President of Harvard University, commented at a
conference on Diversifying the Science and Engineering Work-

force that one reason why women lag behind men in the attainment of high-
end positions at elite academic institutions is that women enjoy less “intrinsic
aptitude” than men. Although Summers explicitly stated at the start of his
speech that his remarks were “unofficial” and intended to provoke thought on
both this issue and on “the marshalling of evidence to contradict what I have
said,” his statements nonetheless produced an outcry that ultimately resulted 
in his resignation from the presidency. The apparent denouement to the contro-
versy was the recent appointment of Catharine Drew Gilpin Faust as Summers’s
replacement. In the aftermath of the arguably politically incorrect pronounce-
ment that innate gender differences may explain a well-documented achieve-
ment gap, the oldest and most prestigious institution of higher learning in the
United States appointed its first woman leader.

In addition to touting Faust’s appointment as “a great day, and a historic
day, for Harvard,” James R. Houghton, the senior member of the Harvard Cor-
poration and chair of the presidential search committee, also applauded her
leadership capabilities: “Her many admirers know her as both collaborative and
decisive, both open-minded and tough-minded, both eloquent and understated,
both mindful of tradition and effective in leading innovation.” This characteriza-
tion of Faust as a leader is noteworthy in that it projects onto her a balance of
stereotypically masculine and feminine traits. Implicit in this description is the
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belief that some individuals possess traits that both support and contradict tradi-
tional gender stereotypes, and that excellence emerges from leaders who tran-
scend the limits imposed by such stereotypes.

Gender stereotypes, and how women and men behave in competitive
contexts, has a major impact on their performance at the bargaining table.1

Although this differs in some respects from the science and engineering domains
that were the focus of Summers’s arguments, similar claims have been made
about women’s relative disadvantage in negotiations due to intrinsic differences.
In addition, the value of negotiating effectively to further one’s career holds true
regardless of whether the focus is on business leaders or scientists. Negotiating
ability is arguably the most important skill that future leaders can develop for
themselves. With an increasingly mobile workforce that faces less job security
and increasing competition, knowing how to sell one’s ideas and assert one’s
preferences, while working to help others do the same, are priceless skills.2

Innovative leadership requires negotiating prowess.

Do Gender Differences Exist? 
If So,Are They Substantial Enough to Matter?

The clearest answer to the question of whether gender makes a difference
in the deals that we make and how we negotiate to resolve conflict is simply 
yes. Researchers have concluded that two small but reliable gender differences
emerge in the negotiation arena. First, on average, men’s behavior is more com-
petitive, or self-serving, than that of women.3 Second, men reap more favorable
outcomes on average than do women.4 Although these differences may be rela-
tively modest in size, the fact that they occur across a variety of contexts with
differing populations suggests they are capturing a robust difference between 
the sexes.

Taking as a given that gender differences exist, the next question that
warrants asking is: So what? If gender differences are relatively modest in size,
then a reasonable interpretation may be that they do not merit much attention
or concern. Unfortunately, this conclusion fails to take into account the pro-
found impact that small differences can have when compounded over time.
Martell, Lane, and Emrich demonstrated in a computer simulation that even
when gender was a very small discriminating factor in work performance
evaluations, large differences resulted in the rate of career advancement for men

and women climbing a hypothetical corpo-
rate ladder.5 In their simulation, the pool 
of qualified men and women was initially
identical. However, with the introduction
of a gender bias against women that

accounted for just 5% of their evaluations, women comprised only 29% of the
top-level positions in the organization after multiple rounds of promotions. With
gender accounting for what might seem like a trivial 1% of evaluations, women
composed only 35% of the most elite positions in the organization, and men the
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remaining 65%. What started as a 1% bias in evaluations eventually resulted 
in a 30% performance gap. Because there are so few positions at the top of an
organizational hierarchy, small biases can dramatically affect who eventually
occupies the most elite positions. This analysis makes clear that even small
causes can have dramatic effects when aggregated over time.

Another reason for caring about even small gender differences is that
diversity in leadership, represented by the appointment of Faust as Harvard’s
president, is likely to promote innovative approaches to attaining commonly
shared goals.6 Diversifying the upper ranks of organizations is surely beneficial
from an innovation standpoint because it brings unique views to the table that
might not otherwise be considered.7 One of the unique challenges that leaders
face at the bargaining table is the gender stereotype.

Gender Stereotypes: The Linchpin Connecting 
Gender to Negotiating Effectiveness

Summers suggested three potential causes of an achievement gap
between men and women. First, women may be less willing to invest the effort
required to succeed at the highest levels. In support of this argument, women
and men differ in their reactions to having a negotiation prematurely aborted.
While men tend to experience regret when their first offer is immediately
accepted at the bargaining table, women are more likely to experience relief 
that the negotiation is over because it allows them to avoid an activity they find
particularly unpleasant.8 The second potential cause of the gender achievement
gap is discrimination. If women are offered less attractive initial deals than men,
then their disadvantage out of the starting gate might produce different results.
This factor also appears to be at play at the bargaining table. In a particularly
striking demonstration of discrimination in negotiations,9 men and women
actors entered car dealerships to obtain price quotes. Although they followed
identical scripts and sought the identical vehicles, men were offered significantly
better deals than their women counterparts. Both of Summers’s initial hypothe-
ses about the causes of the gender achievement gap appear relevant to
negotiations.

The third and most controversial cause of the gender achievement gap
that Summers proposed is that men possess greater “availability of aptitude at
the high end” of the population distribution than women. In an extremely
competitive arena such as academic science, where the most successful scholars
are likely several standard deviations above the population mean on relevant
dimensions, this presumed gender difference in aptitude naturally translates 
into more men than women who have what it takes to succeed. As Summers
asserted, “Even small differences in the standard deviation will translate into
very large differences in the available pool.” Although it would not likely pro-
voke outrage for an individual to assert that on average men are taller than
women, claiming that inherent differences in cognitive abilities drive the
achievement gap was a different story entirely.
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How can the merits of Summers’s claim be objectively tested? One
approach might be to sample from a diverse array of the population to deter-
mine if men and women differ in their negotiating aptitude. If a relative scarcity
of female negotiators emerged only at the highest ability levels, then this would
be consistent with his argument. Nevertheless, the claim would be open to alter-
native explanations in that discrimination and lapses in dedication may also be
most apparent at the extremes. A more conclusive way of examining the verac-
ity of claims about innate differences in aptitude is to consider whether gender
differences can be made to appear, disappear, or reverse depending on the con-
text. If differences are innate, then they should occur invariantly. If, on the
other hand, they are due to environmental factors, then changing the context
should affect whether they are observed. For over 10 years, researchers have
been doing just this by studying what situations trigger gender differences at 
the bargaining table.

Again and again, context proves to be a stronger predictor of negotiating
effectiveness than individual differences such as gender. However, while context
is a strong predictor of behavior regardless of individual characteristics, appreci-
ating the ways in which the bargaining table may be experienced differently by
women and men brings the greatest clarity to the question of when and why
gender matters. Understanding negotiators’ internal psychological experiences 
is critical because the set of beliefs they bring with them to the bargaining table
determines the goals they set, how they behave, and how well they perform. By
attending to and altering the messages being received about what contributes to
negotiating effectiveness, gender differences can be made to appear, reverse, or
disappear entirely.

One belief that is particularly powerful in determining how resources are
divided when men and women negotiate together is the gender stereotype. Men
are thought to be rational, assertive, and highly protective of their own interests.
In contrast, women are thought to be passive, emotional, and accommodating 
of other’s needs.10 Because the traits associated with masculinity tend to be asso-
ciated with effective negotiators, men are presumed to be more effective nego-
tiators than women. One important truth about stereotypes that contributes to
their potency is that even people who profess not to believe the stereotype to be
true can be harmed by the awareness that a negative stereotype exists about a
group to which they belong.

In his highly influential research examining the academic achievement
gap between Blacks and Whites, Claude Steele termed this phenomenon stereo-
type threat.11 He described it as the concern and anxiety individuals feel when
they are in a situation that may confirm a negative stereotype about a group 
to which they belong. Not allowing people to pay full attention to the task at
hand by reminding them that a stereotype relevant to them suggests they should
do poorly on that task can create a distracting concern that their behavior and
performance will confirm the negative stereotype. The “threat in the air” that
members of negatively stereotyped groups shoulder is the knowledge that 
others hold low expectations of them. It is this psychological burden that leads
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to performance decrements, rather than innate deficiencies. Researchers have
demonstrated that seemingly innocuous tasks, such as checking off a box to
indicate one’s gender prior to completing a difficult exam, can create perform-
ance differences where they wouldn’t otherwise exist by making negative
stereotypes and their concomitant self-doubt cognitively accessible for targeted
individuals.12

We decided to examine whether stereotype threat might affect women at
the bargaining table by manipulating the accessibility of the gender stereotype in
a quantified buyer-seller negotiation involving men and women. We sought to
determine whether creating contexts that activated the stereotype that women
are ineffective negotiators would exacerbate gender differences relative to condi-
tions under which people were unlikely to be thinking about gender stereotypes.
To do this, we told one group of negotiators that the negotiation they were
about to complete was capable of detecting their genuine negotiating ability;
another group of negotiators was told that the negotiation was not diagnostic 
of abilities but rather an exercise designed to introduce core negotiating concepts
and to promote learning. In both instances, the substantive information that
negotiators were provided about the parameters of the negotiation was identical,
yet the psychological experience of the diagnostic and non-diagnostic negotia-
tions differed. We reasoned that negotiators in the diagnostic condition would 
be more likely to question whether they possessed the necessary skills to suc-
ceed at the bargaining table, thereby creating a creeping doubt for women
because of their stereotypical deficit of masculine traits. Indeed, we found that
women negotiated worse deals than their male counterparts in the diagnostic
condition than the non-diagnostic condition.13 Contrary to the innate differences
argument, women performed on par with their male counterparts in the non-
diagnostic condition, which did not pose the threat that they might confirm a
negative stereotype about women.

The content of the stereotype itself—that being assertive and rational 
and having a high regard for one’s own interests is beneficial in negotiations—
was directly linked to these performance effects.14 By demonstrating that gender
differences could be made to appear by altering how a negotiation task was
framed (i.e., diagnostic versus non-diagnostic) or by emphasizing the value of
specific masculine traits, we gained confidence that something other than innate
differences was driving the performance gap between the sexes. These findings
raised the possibility that the gender stereotype itself could used to challenge the
innate differences argument and close the gender gap.

Closing the Gender Gap

The stereotype of any social group includes both positive and negative
qualities. For example, the elderly stereotype includes both the attributes “wise”
and “forgetful.” Researchers have explored the effect of strengthening the men-
tal link in negotiators’ minds between stereotypically feminine traits that are
positive (such as empathy and communication skills) and what it means to be 
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an effective negotiator. We found that reminding negotiators of the value of
these feminine traits prior to a mixed-gender negotiation actually led females to
outperform their male counterparts15. This reversal occurred despite the fact that
the negotiation was framed as diagnostic of their core abilities, the context that
had previously produced the worst performance for female negotiators. Armed
with the awareness that being female might actually be an advantage, at least
from the standpoint of stereotypes, female negotiators approached the bargain-
ing table with more assertive goals and higher expectations of their ability to
succeed—two assets that enable any negotiator to capture a greater share of
resources. On a broader level, the fact that the stereotype of effective negotiators
could be regenerated to include feminine traits and thereby affect relative per-
formance between men and women weakens the notion that an innate divide
separates them.

One conclusion of this research is that stereotypes can produce perfor-
mance differences that might not otherwise exist. In the carefully controlled
laboratory context in which this research was conducted, we had the luxury of
determining which aspect of the stereotype would be emphasized prior to the
negotiation for the research participants. Outside the confines of the social sci-
ence lab, however, the ability to control or alter the messages that people receive
about their social groups is far more limited since dominant stereotypes about
men and women are deeply ingrained in our culture. With this realization, the
research challenge then became to see whether the impact of negative stereo-
types could be mitigated without necessarily modifying the message of the
stereotype itself. Somewhat counter-intuitively, we set out to do just this by
blatantly endorsing the message that gender matters at the bargaining table, 
rather than attempting to nullify the stereotype outright.

Our logic for supposing that the blatant endorsement of gender differ-
ences could improve women’s performance was well-grounded in classic psy-
chological research on the general phenomenon of psychological reactance, which
is the heightened desire people feel to assert their freedom when they perceive 
it is being restricted by others.16 For example, reactance is what happens when
you are pulling out of a parking space and feel hurried along by another driver
who is honking the horn in anticipation of occupying the space: you take longer
to exit the space than you otherwise would.17 Whether conscious of it or not,
people often respond to the attempted influence of the other driver by asserting
their freedom to remain in the space until they are ready to exit without
pressure.

We built on this general reactance principle in formulating our under-
standing of how the endorsement of gender stereotypes affects female and male
negotiators. Just like the honking of the horn led to behavior that ran contrary
to the horn’s intended effect, we expected the blatant endorsement of gender
stereotypes to produce an ironic tendency for women whereby they experience
a performance gain rather than a performance loss relative to their male coun-
terparts. We term the tendency to act in a manner contrary to what a stereotype
dictates stereotype reactance.
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To test this stereotype reactance hypothesis, we first conducted an experi-
ment in which we manipulated the message that female and male negotiators
received prior to commencing a multi-issue negotiation over an employment
contract. For half of the negotiations, the preparation materials for both genders
read, “Students of negotiations are often interested in the various personal fac-
tors that affect people’s ability to perform in important negotiations. For exam-
ple, previous research has shown that the most effective negotiators in
negotiations like the one that you’ll do today are rational and assertive, and
demonstrate a regard for their own interests throughout the negotiation, rather
than being emotional, passive, and overly accommodating.” The other half of
negotiating pairs also read this description of effective negotiators, as well as the
following additional information: “Because these personality characteristics tend to
vary across gender, male and female students have been shown to differ in their perfor-
mance on this task.” We expected the initial description that consisted solely of
traits associated with effective negotiators to create stereotype threat in female
negotiators. The subtle message that women lack negotiating ability compared to
men had to be inferred on the basis of the traits ascribed to effective negotiators.
Because this message was quite subtle, we expected it to slip “under the radar”
of women who might otherwise object to more blatant pronouncements that
gender matters and thereby lead to behaviors that unwittingly confirmed the
stereotype. In contrast, female negotiators who received the blatant message
that gender matters at the bargaining table were expected to exhibit stereotype
reactance and capture the lion’s share of the resources. Indeed, this is what we
found: women captured less of the bargaining resources than their male coun-
terparts when the connection between gender and negotiating effectiveness was
subtle; however, women actually captured the majority of the bargaining sur-
plus when this linkage was out in the open.18

Interestingly, the advantage that women gained when the stereotype was
blatantly endorsed could be traced to the first offers that they made at the outset
of the negotiation. Although the give-and-take inherent in most bargaining can
make negotiators feel like they lack complete control over how the process
unfolds, negotiators retain virtually complete control over the figure they first
put on the table and first offers are remarkably predictive of final agreements.19

Women who had marshaled the wherewithal to disprove stereotypic messages
went out of the starting gate with an assertive opening offer that aided them in
the end. Although negotiations are characterized by a series of reciprocal conces-
sions, starting with more extreme offers than usual enabled women to end with
an unusually large share of the bargaining surplus.

The manner in which gender stereotypes are acknowledged—subtly ver-
sus blatantly—affects whether the message of the stereotype is confirmed versus
disconfirmed. Making explicit the acknowledgement of gender differences led
the stereotype-disadvantaged negotiator to perform better than she otherwise
might have. How does this result speak to the controversial comments of Larry
Summers? It would seem to suggest that his remarks might have had the ironic
effect of motivating women to disprove the stereotype. Indeed, he prefaced his
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speech avowing the innate-differences hypothesis with a desire to stimulate
contradictory evidence, and his speech might do just that.

To test more directly whether the remarks of Larry Summers might have
a beneficial effect on women in competitive contexts, my colleagues and I con-
ducted a two-staged experiment. In the first part of the experiment, participants
indicated their degree of familiarity with events occurring on college campuses
throughout the country. Half of the participants were asked to assess their
knowledge of a speech delivered by Larry Summers at a conference on Diversi-
fying the Science and Engineering Workforces in which he asserted innate dif-
ferences between men and women may exist; the other half of participants
evaluated their knowledge of a neutral situation involving a group of MIT stu-
dents building a dance floor. Following this first task, male and female partici-
pants were then paired together to complete a negotiation exercise. Consistent
with our expectations, women actually performed better than their male coun-
terparts when they had just been reminded of Summers’s remarks.20 When the
preceding task emphasized a campus story that did not pertain to gender, male
and female negotiators evenly divided the pie of resources. Finally, prior to com-
mencing the negotiation, each negotiator had indicated how competitive they
expected to be at the bargaining table and our analyses revealed that women’s
expectations predicted how well they ultimately did. Being reminded of the
Summers controversy increased women’s intention to outperform their male
counterparts, and that’s just what they did.

Though perhaps unpleasant to hear, the endorsement of gender stereo-
types can at times have a salutary effect on women. However, this positive
benefit for women was not without a cost. Our analyses revealed that male
negotiators, the presumed beneficiaries of the Summers hypothesis, were also
dramatically affected by considering his remarks, but in the opposite manner as
one might expect. Whether it was because they felt guilty about his comments
and thus held back when paired with a woman bargaining partner or “choked
under the pressure” of the message that men have natural talent in this arena,
men’s bargaining effectiveness diminished rather than improved in the wake of
considering the Summers controversy.

Another unfortunate consequence of pondering the Summers speech
prior to engaging in a negotiation requiring both competition and cooperation
was that it led negotiators to leave money on the table. Although differences
may truly exist across groups engaged in conflict, the truth is that partisans often
have an exaggerated perception of the magnitude of their differences.21 Being
exposed to a message that blatantly advanced an innate sex differences argu-
ment led male and female negotiating pairs to assume that their differences 
were greater than they actually were. Specifically, it led negotiators to fail to
recognize when they had compatible interests that could create joint value and
instead to settle for alternatives that neither party actually preferred. This ten-
dency to overlook commonalities is termed a lose-lose effect22 and exposure to the
Summers controversy exacerbated it.
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As this research attests, explicitly linking gender to negotiation per-
formance can provoke stereotype reactance in women. This finding suggests 
that women are better off to the extent that they remain mindful of negative
stereotypes about their bargaining abilities. However, before concluding that
stereotypes need to be aired out in the open in order to promote women’s
advancement, we examined whether stereotype reactance is a universal ten-
dency for all women or more limited in its scope. We suspected that the ten-
dency to react would be influenced by women’s beliefs about the determinants
of negotiating success. Specifically, we expected negotiators’ beliefs about the
innateness of negotiating ability would affect how they respond to messages
endorsing gender stereotypes.

In general, adopting the belief that negotiating ability is malleable and
determined primarily by hard work and persistence is more adaptive than adopt-
ing the belief that negotiating ability is a fixed trait that people are either born
with or not.23 Negotiators who adopt malleable beliefs are more effective at cre-
ating and claiming value and in learning new negotiation concepts than those
people with fixed beliefs. Connecting these beliefs to gender stereotypes revealed
another benefit of adopting malleable beliefs: women who believe that negotiat-
ing ability comes down to hard work and perseverance are more likely to exhibit
stereotype reactance in the face of messages suggesting men and women
innately differ than women who believe good negotiators are born that way.
Buying into the message that some people are endowed with valuable traits 
that cannot easily be developed has a de-motivating effect on individuals pre-
sumed to lack what it takes to succeed. In contrast, rejecting the message that
innate characteristics drive behavior, whether determined by gender or other
stable personality traits, provides a buffer against negative stereotypes that
enables them to act confidently.

However, since simply reversing the effects of stereotyping does not cre-
ate a level the playing field, we sought to determine whether altering the beliefs
that negotiators have about gender and negotiating effectiveness would result in
relative equality in performance. To do this, we drew on our knowledge of a
powerful psychological mechanism for reducing conflict between groups: focus-
ing disputants on common, higher-order identities.24 For example, two depart-
ments on a university campus that are in conflict over scarce resources will
generally show more restraint when their common identity as university mem-
bers is emphasized compared to when they focus on their unique departmental
identities.

We applied this cooperative principle to gender by building on the nego-
tiation paradigm described previously. Prior to engaging in a mixed-gender
negotiation, research participants were informed that effective negotiators are
rational and assertive and demonstrate a regard for their own interests through-
out the negotiation rather than being emotional and passive. A subgroup of the
participants was also informed, “The key difference in terms of who displays these skills
is almost entirely determined by college education and professional aspirations. Simply
put, people who are in competitive, academic environments, like you, do exceptionally 
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well in the negotiations. This is true for men and women alike.” Although gender was
brought to mind, we explicitly rendered it irrelevant for determining negotiating
effectiveness and instead directed negotiators’ attention to assets that were com-
monly shared among our student population. As expected, female and male
negotiators performed on par with each other once their commonalities had
been emphasized.25 In addition to dividing the pie relatively evenly, they also
succeeded in creating more value by working together to identify issues in
which they had differing priorities and making mutually beneficial trade-offs. 
By altering the set of beliefs negotiators brought with them to the bargaining
table about the power of gender to predict success, we leveled the playing field
and helped negotiators create more value.

The Interplay of Gender and Power

The research provides compelling evidence that gender stereotypes drive
behavior between men and women in competitive contexts. By creating condi-
tions that lead to, or eliminate, performance gaps favoring one gender over the
other, a picture has been painted whereby the set of beliefs that negotiators
bring with them to the bargaining table is the key determinant of how well they
do. In essence, negotiators are either empowered or disempowered by the beliefs
they carry with them and the beliefs that are circulating in their environment at
any given time. Recognizing that stereotypes are merely mechanisms for affect-
ing one’s personal sense of power reduces their potency.

Power can be assessed both in terms of a legitimate ability to control
resources as well as individuals’ beliefs about their effectiveness at influencing
others. Negotiators derive power from their ability to walk away from a deal
because having an attractive back-up plan provides a legitimate basis for
demanding more resources. For example, in an employment negotiation, the
existence of an offer from a competitor virtually mandates that the prospective
employer meet the terms of the offer if they hope to hire the prospective
employee.

In a recent investigation of the relationship between the ability to walk
away and gender, we observed men and women using this power advantage 
in a similar fashion.26 When women had a relatively attractive alternative to 
a negotiated agreement, they outperformed men; when men had the relative
power advantage of alternatives, they outperformed women. A critical reason,
for women in particular, to establish multiple alternatives before entering nego-
tiations is that it also protects them against stereotype threat. Without these
alternatives, they can feel totally dependent on one party to achieve their nego-
tiating goals and thus be unable to walk away from the table easily. Moreover,
without alternatives, they are also more limited in their ability to react forcefully
against the blatant endorsement of gender stereotypes.27

Power is also derived from a personal sense of efficacy. Implicit beliefs
about personal power impact negotiating effectiveness by affecting negotiators’
confidence—how assertively they enter the negotiation; their willingness to hold
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firm in the face of requests for concessions by their bargaining partner; and 
their comfort in disclosing information that enables win-win opportunities to be
uncovered. Perceived power also elevates moods,28 thereby enabling negotiators
to resolve conflict in an amiable manner that also fosters relationships. In my
research with Sebastien Brion, we observed that the more reasons negotiators
identified for feeling powerful prior to attempting to settle a business dispute,
the more it translated into attractive deals for themselves. This power advantage
held true regardless of whether the sources of power they identified were verifi-
ably accurate; what mattered was how powerful negotiators felt.

Perhaps not surprisingly, men tend to integrate power into their self-con-
cepts with greater ease than women do.29 With more widespread access to
power in society, men’s stronger association with power reflects a certain reality.
However, in contrast to what would be expected according to a world driven 
by innate differences, providing women temporary access to power through 
the roles they served in an organizational simulation completely eliminated this
perceived power differential. In addition, women who were randomly assigned
to high-power roles in our simulation identified more with the concept of power
than women who were randomly assigned to low-power roles. This research
demonstrates that perceived power dynamically varies from situation to situa-
tion rather than being inherent to the individual and static across contexts. By
developing access to alternatives in negotiations and actively fostering one’s
sense of power, perceived power disadvantages due to unflattering stereotypes
can be mitigated.

Strategies for Leveling the Playing Field

The results of this research suggest three strategies that women and men
alike can employ to improve their negotiation outcomes.

▪ Do your homework. Expert negotiators agree that the primary characteristic
ascribed to effective negotiators is planning and preparation skill.30 Rather
than winging it, expert negotiators take the time up front to plan out a
strategy and to set the negotiation parameters. By researching alternatives
and gathering comparison data, critical information can be gained to help
set appropriate opening offers that psychologically anchor the negotiation
dialogue and outcomes.31 Having reliable knowledge about the market-
place enables negotiators to set optimistic opening offers without running
the risk of offending their counterparts by making outrageous demands.
In addition to researching the negotiation from one’s own perspective,
effective negotiators also put themselves in the shoes of their counter-
parts, assessing their likely alternatives and points of resistance. By taking
the perspective of their counterpart up front, effective negotiators are able
to construct offers and arguments that are mutually beneficial and, as a
result, the degree of conflict and tension encountered at the bargaining
table is reduced. Another critical aspect of the preparation process
involves developing attractive alternatives to a negotiated agreement. 
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The ability to walk away from the table provides a point of leverage for
negotiators regardless of their sex, effectively leveling the playing field.

▪ Learn to love the game. The fact that people are willing to invest more time
and energy into activities that they find intrinsically enjoyable is intu-
itively obvious. While negotiating is an activity that some people find
stressful, women report more aversion to the idea of negotiating than
men do. In a recent survey of MBA students regarding the job negotiation
process, women students were significantly more likely to report feeling
anxiety, dread, and an absence of confidence at the start of a negotiation
relative to their male peers.32 In the context of a salary negotiation that
can affect years of future earnings, women also reported being more
likely to breathe a sigh of relief when a recruiter agreed to the first figure
they had put on the table than men did, whose reaction was more likely
to involve regret. Although regret may sound like a less desirable reaction
than relief, we know that the counterfactual process of thinking about
how a negotiation might have unfolded more favorably, which tends to
follow from feelings of regret, actually spurs negotiators to invest more in
their future negotiation preparations,33 thus promoting future success. A
lack of enthusiasm reduces how committed negotiators are to a process
that can vastly improve their lives. 

How might people who cringe at the thought of negotiating learn 
to love the game? One idea is to rethink what they are trying to achieve
in doing so. In research on implicit negotiation beliefs, those negotiators
who held that negotiating ability is malleable achieved considerable suc-
cess, primarily because they were more likely to approach a negotiation
with the goal of learning something new. In contrast, those who believed
that negotiating ability is fixed simply aimed to demonstrate to others that
they had the “right stuff.” Even when they ran the risk of failure, negotia-
tors who approached the task with the goal of learning persevered and
ultimately prevailed whereas negotiators who approached the task with 
a performance goal withdrew as soon as their ability to prevail became
questionable. Framing a negotiation as an opportunity for growth and
learning may make it more palatable to people who would normally
avoid it for fear of failure. Additionally, the greater success over time
derived by the adoption of learning goals, positively reinforces the
thought that negotiating is fun. Another intrapersonal tool for managing
negative stereotypes is maintaining a sense of humor when encountering
challenges in a stereotype-relevant domain because it reduces the anxiety
that contributes to stereotype threat.34 In general, taking conscious steps
to psychologically embrace the negotiation process as a normal part of
everyday life is likely to promote success.

▪ Challenge beliefs and assumptions. Our beliefs are incredibly powerful deter-
minants of how well we do in negotiations, and yet often these beliefs
exist below the threshold of our conscious awareness and thus go unex-
amined. The questions of whether gender differences exist and, if so, why
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they exist, rarely surface. Deliberately assessing one’s own beliefs and
reinforcing supporting beliefs in the business, social, and political envi-
ronments is an adaptive mechanism for building confidence and the
motivation to succeed. Additionally, being aware of the stereotype threat
phenomenon helps to reduce it.35 If negotiators find themselves in a dis-
advantaged position as a result of the stereotype-based expectations of
others, then working to regenerate the stereotype by focusing on its posi-
tive aspects or gathering the wherewithal to react against its negative
implications can help to mollify the stereotype’s harmful effects. Likewise,
spending time up front identifying the common ground between negotia-
tors that transcends stereotypes will lay the groundwork for the creation
of mutually beneficial agreements. However, none of these positive con-
sequences will occur on their own. Instead, developing a healthy vigi-
lance toward questioning the veracity of taken-for-granted beliefs is
critical for negotiating effectiveness.

Thank You, Larry Summers?

By researching the impact of gender stereotypes on performance in com-
petitive contexts, the thorny implications of Larry Summers’s remarks become
apparent. On one hand, if Summers had not pronounced that innate differences
limit women’s ability to attain elite academic positions, Harvard would not likely
have seen a woman rise to the top of its ranks. By diversifying the upper eche-
lon of leadership in elite institutions, the academy’s collective endeavors for
progressive leadership and innovation are more likely to be achieved. Individual
targets of negative stereotypes who are challenged to disprove the suggestion
that they lack what it takes to succeed may actually experience performance
gains as a result of this challenge.

On the other hand, focusing on inherent differences between men and
women can produce an exaggerated divide that causes opportunities for mutual
benefit to be overlooked. In addition, marshalling the courage to disprove harm-
ful stereotypes requires an unshakable belief in the value of hard work and per-
sistence for overcoming obstacles. It also requires the availability of multiple
potential pathways for achieving one’s goals. Over time, however, these path-
ways to success are likely to be eroded by repeated exposure to negative stereo-
typic messages, rendering the tale of Larry Summers a cautionary one indeed.
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