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Abstract and Keywords

This article reports a model explaining previously identified gender differences in 
negotiation and generating new and testable insights. It specifically addresses how 
prescriptive gender stereotypes affect evaluators' perceptions of an employee who 
negotiates for higher compensation and how they influence negotiators' subjective 
experience of asking for higher pay. Immediate salary gains from the negotiation, the 
long-run reputation costs of negotiating, and the effect of negotiating on one's self-image 
may help to explain why it might be rational for women to be more reticent than men 
about bargaining for higher pay. The reputation costs of negotiating may depend on the 
norms in the local environment. Decreased status in the workplace constrains men's 
propensity to negotiate. The two-period model articulates the conditions necessary for 
increasing the likelihood that women will negotiate and suggests that finding 
mechanisms such as focal points or “calls to action” can help women to coordinate 
around negotiating.

Keywords: gender differences, negotiation, gender stereotypes, evaluators, compensation, bargaining, reputation 
costs, two-period model

Gender differences in bargaining behavior have long been observed and have been 
implicated as causes of the glass ceiling, the gender wage gap, and other gender 
inequalities. Linda Babcock, Julia Bear, and Hannah Riley Bowles provide a model 
describing the incentives that men and women face in choosing to negotiate for their 
compensation. They show that this model can predict the observed gender differences in 
bargaining behavior. The results demonstrate how collective action is necessary in order 
to equalize the bargaining behavior and outcomes of men and women.
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Linda Babcock is James M. Walton Professor of Economics at the Heinz College of 
Carnegie Mellon University. She is the founder and faculty director of the Program for 
Research and Outreach on Gender Equity in Society (PROGRESS) and the coauthor of 
Women Don't Ask: Negotiation and the Gender Divide. Julia Bear is a postdoctoral scholar 
in industrial engineering and management at the Technion-Israel Institute of Technology. 
Her research focuses on gender roles and negotiation behavior. Hannah Riley Bowles is 
Associate Professor of public policy at the Harvard University's John F. Kennedy School of 
Government and the faculty director of Women and Power, the Kennedy School's 
executive program for women leaders from the public, private, and nonprofit sectors. Her 
work focuses on gender differences in a wide variety of organizational settings.

Research suggests that women are more likely than men to pass over 
opportunities to negotiate for higher compensation. Studies from the laboratory, surveys, 
and the field suggest that men are at least four times more likely than women to 
negotiate for compensation (Babcock and Laschever, 2003; Babcock et al., 2006; Small, 
Gelfand, Babcock, and Gettman, 2007). When they do negotiate, women tend to claim 
smaller percentage increases than men on their initial salary offers (Brett and Stroh, 
1997; Gerhart and Rynes, 1991; Stevens, Bavetta, and Gist, 1993). Aghast by women's 
apparent lack of negotiating ability as well as the implications of this “gender negotiation 
gap” for the gender wage gap, both policy makers and professors have proposed 
additional training for women to raise their negotiating aspirations and effectiveness.

In this chapter, we argue that this perceived bargaining deficiency on women's part is 
actually a rational response to the differences in incentives and expectations that men 
and women face in compensation negotiations—one that is obscured by focusing solely on 
the immediate material payoffs from negotiation. Gender differences in immediate 
material payoffs (e.g., wage increases due to the negotiation) are, of course, important. 
Even small differences in salaries can accumulate into substantial wealth differences as 
raises are granted on a percentage increase (Babcock and Laschever, 2003). However, 
compensation negotiations can also affect negotiators’ reputations in ways that could 
have long-term career implications and that could ultimately affect one's future earning 
potential (e.g., Curhan, Elfenbein, and Kilduff, 2009; O’Connor and Arnold, 2001; Tinsley, 
O’Connor, and Sullivan, 2002). Finally, it is important to take into account how male and 
female employees experience the negotiation process and how it affects how they view 
themselves for having negotiated (Curhan, Elfenbein, and Xu, 2006). All of these factors—
immediate salary gains from the negotiation, the long-run reputation costs of negotiating, 
and the effect of negotiating on one's self-image—may influence the decision to negotiate 
for higher compensation. These factors also help to explain why it might be rational for 
women to be more reticent than men about bargaining for higher pay.

(p. 314) 
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Compensation negotiations are masculine 
stereotyped
Gender stereotypes influence our expectations about how men and women typically 
behave and perform in various situations. For example, there is a descriptive stereotype 
that men are more competitive and effective negotiators than women (Kray and 
Thompson, 2005). Gender stereotypes also influence how we think men and women 

should act in particular situations. For instance, research shows that, in American culture 
(as well as in many other cultures), we believe that men should be agentic (e.g., take 
charge, assert their self-interest) and that women should be communal (e.g., 
defer, care for others). These normative gender-based behavioral expectations are 
prescriptive stereotypes (or gender roles, Eagly, 1987; for broader theoretical discussions 
of descriptive and prescriptive gender stereotypes, see Burgess & Borgida, 1999; Eagly 
and Carli, 2007; Rudman and Glick, 2008). In this chapter, we focus primarily on how 
prescriptive gender stereotypes influence evaluators’ perceptions of an employee who 
negotiates for higher compensation and how they influence negotiators’ subjective 
experience of asking for higher pay.

A recent study showed that negotiating for higher compensation is still generally 
perceived as a stereotypically masculine (and unfeminine) behavior (Bear, 2011). This 
perception has important implications for how people perceive men and women who 
negotiate for higher pay and how men and women who negotiate feel about themselves 
when they ask for higher pay. Extensive research shows that people respond negatively to 
women when they engage in counterstereotypical behavior in the workplace (for reviews, 
see Eagly and Carli, 2007; Heilman, 1983; Rudman and Glick, 2008). Because negotiating 
for greater compensation is counterstereotypical for women and violates prescriptions of 
the feminine stereotype, women who negotiate for higher pay are penalized socially 
(Amanatullah and Morris, 2010; Bowles, Babcock, and Lai, 2007). They may also 
experience personal discomfort from engaging in counterstereotypical behavior (Bosson, 
Prewitt-Freilino, and Taylor, 2005). One study showed that some individuals will pay to 
avoid engaging in counterstereotypical activities, even in a lab context with no clear 
social consequences (Bem and Lenney, 1976). Women may avoid negotiating for higher 
pay because of the negative consequences of how they will be perceived by others and 
because of how it will tarnish their feminine self-image.

In this chapter, we elaborate further on the differential influence for men and women of 
compensation negotiation being a masculine activity. We develop a model of the decision 
to negotiate that depends on how others respond to the negotiator and on how 
negotiators feel about themselves for having negotiated. We embed this model in a game-
theoretic framework that illustrates how coordination among the negotiators can change 
the parameters of the decision model and lead to different equilibrium outcomes. This 
model raises a series of new research questions and suggestions for future research.

(p. 315) 
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A model of the individual decision to negotiate 
for higher compensation
We propose a two-period model in which employees make decisions about whether to 
negotiate for higher compensation in period 1. Our purpose in creating a mathematical 
model is to be concrete about the different effects that negotiating may have on a 
person's utility and then to investigate how optimal decisions are affected by the salience 
of gendered behavioral norms and expectations within the negotiation context. While we 
are particularly interested in using the model to understand gender differences in the 
decision to negotiate, the model is general enough to explore any kind of situation in 
which stereotype-based expectations create differential incentives for different types of 
people to negotiate.

We specify the utility function to be wages in time periods 1 and 2 (W , W ) and by 
intrinsic utility derived from how negotiators feel about themselves for having negotiated 
in period 1 (X ):

The latter component of utility, X , we call identity, following Akerlof and Kranton (2000). 
The weighting of parameters α and β reflect the importance of wages versus identity in 
the utility function. The discount factor (δ) indicates that outcomes in the future are less 
valuable than outcomes in the present.

Our model captures three different ways in which negotiating influences utility. First, 
there is the most obvious way studied by numerous negotiation scholars: negotiating for 
higher compensation can lead to an employer granting that request and paying more. 
Second, negotiating may impact future earnings if the negotiation process influences how 
others at work feel about the negotiator and interact with him or her in the future. Third, 
the subjective experience of the negotiation influences the negotiator's identity. We next 
discuss each of these three concepts and then integrate them into an overall decision to 
negotiate.

Will Negotiating Raise My Salary?

Research indicates that negotiating for higher compensation tends to increase salaries 
(Gerhart and Rynes, 1991; Pinkley and Northcraft, 2000). We model the value of W in the 
first period as contingent on whether the employee negotiates and how much the 
employer changes the salary as a result of the negotiation:

(p. 316) 
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where N = 0 if the employee does not negotiate and N = 1 if the employee does negotiate. 
The amount the employer changes the wage as a result of the negotiation is γ , where γ  ≥ 
0 and the subscript indexes the sex of the negotiator (m for men and w for women) since 
this parameter may differ for men and women. Some research suggests that negotiating 
counterparts are likely to offer men more than they offer women (Ayres and Siegelman, 
1995; Belliveau, 2005; Solnick, 2001; Solnick and Schweitzer, 1999). Nevertheless, 
negotiating is likely to have a positive payoff for both men and women, and how 
negotiators value these instrumental wage outcomes is assessed by α in the 
utility function. We assume that the negotiated increase also carries into the second 
period:

Will Negotiating Have Reputation Effects that could Undermine My 
Future Earnings?

Researchers have demonstrated that evaluators perceive women who negotiate for higher 
compensation (as compared to those who do not) as less nice and more demanding and, 
as a result, they are less inclined to work with them (Bowles et al., 2007). This effect 
persists even when they explain that they have an outside offer for more money (Bowles 
and Babcock, 2009). Across numerous experiments, researchers have found this cost of 
negotiating, which we call a reputation cost, to be significantly greater for women than 
men (Bowles and Babcock, 2010; Bowles et al., 2007). Our research suggests that these 
reputation costs occur because negotiation for greater pay contradicts the communal 
prescriptions of the feminine stereotype—whereas it aligns with the agentic character of 
the masculine stereotype.

In a similar vein, Rudman (1998) found that women who self-promote are considered less 
likeable and less hireable than modest women. The different interpersonal impressions 
that women and men make when they behave assertively are important because 
likeability and social connections in the workplace matter. A recent study found that, for 
assertive women, evaluators shift the hiring criteria to emphasize social skills more than 
competence, whereas for assertive men, competence and social skills are given equal 
weight (Phelan, Moss-Racusin, and Rudman, 2008). Since assertive women are rated as 
having lower social skills than assertive men, this greater emphasis on social skills when 
evaluating women has detrimental effects on hiring decisions for assertive women.

Why do reputations have an impact on wages? A reputation represents a belief that the 
employee's current behavior (e.g., negotiating) will be an indicator of his or her behavior 
in the future (e.g., being a demanding co-worker). If a woman negotiates and this causes 
her supervisor and co-workers to believe that she is too demanding, they would 
reasonably predict that she will behave this way in the future as well. As a result, she may 

j j

(p. 317) 
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be shut out of important social networks, team projects, or interactions with others in the 
organization.

Research shows that employees’ social networks are important to career advancement 
(Brass, 1984, 1985; Burt, 1992) and increased compensation, in particular (Dreher and 
Cox, 1996). Some research suggests that social connections may be even more important 
for women's than men's career achievement (Burt, 1998). Thus, the damage to women's 
reputation from negotiating has real consequences that may be larger than the effects for 
men.

Based on this research, we argue that the reputation costs of negotiating should 
be incorporated into the employee's wages in period 2. As previously depicted, 
negotiating in the first period may produce a monetary gain if the request is granted (γ). 
This wage increase will carry over into period 2 but will also be affected by how the 
negotiation affects the negotiator's reputation. The sign and magnitude of this effect will 
depend on whether it is normative for people of one's “type” (i.e., gender) to negotiate. 
Counternormative behavior suggests a “lack of fit” within the social environment 
(Heilman, 1983), which leads to negative impressions that can have negative reputation 
effects and career implications (e.g., exclusion from career-enhancing social networks, 
work assignments). These negative career implications can undermine future earnings 
(W ):

While negotiating for compensation violates prescriptions of the feminine stereotype in 
general, it may be the case that whether others punish this behavior is context specific 
and depends on the norms of the local environment. Therefore, we model the penalty for 
women as dependent on what other women in the environment do, such that if a woman 
negotiates and most other women in her environment do not, then φ  〈 0 (that is, if (1/I)*∑
N  ≤ ½ then φ  〈 0 where I is the number of women in the population of relevance, for 
example in a firm). If a woman negotiates and most other women do as well, then φ  = 0 
(that is, if (1/I)*∑ N  〉 ½, then φ  = 0) so there are not reputation costs for negotiating 
(because it is normative). For men, research has suggested that reputation costs are 
minimal, therefore we assume that φ  = 0 (Bowles et al., 2007). However, if it were 
counternormative in a particular context for men to negotiate for higher compensation, 
then φ  〈 0.

(p. 318) 
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Will Negotiating Affect My Identity?

Research in negotiation has predominantly focused on the immediate instrumental or 
material outcome of the negotiation. However, recent research has begun to articulate a 
theory of the subjective outcomes that arise from the negotiation (Thompson, 1990) and 
develop an empirical strategy for measuring both subjective and instrumental outcomes 
(Curhan et al., 2006). One subjective outcome to emerge from these analyses is “feelings 
about the self,” which are sometimes an important aspect of how people evaluate their 
negotiations.  This concept encompasses whether the negotiation positively or negatively 
impacted the negotiator's self-image or identity (Akerlof & Kranton, 2000) and whether 
the negotiation behavior was consistent with the negotiator's own principles and values.

This idea that behavior as well as outcomes impact a person's utility has recently gained 
considerable traction in economics (Akerlof and Kranton, 2000). Specifically, 
Akerlof and Kranton (2005) argue that “a person's identity describes gains and losses in 
utility from behavior that conforms or departs from the norms for particular social 
categories in particular situations” (p. 12) and that a “person who identifies with being a 
member of a respective social category then loses utility insofar as her behavior is 
different from that of the ideal” (p. 13). This notion of identity has been used by 
economists to understand the way that morality affects decision making (Benabou and 
Tirole, 2011; Köszegi, 2006; Rabin, 1995), how workers respond to managerial decisions 
about compensation (Akerlof and Kranton, 2005), and the way that one's behavior 
provides evidence to oneself about one's identity (Benabou and Tirole, 2004).

Putting these two literatures together, we argue that negotiating may positively reinforce 
a person's identity if negotiating is consistent with the person's gender identity (i.e., the 
extent to which the person categorizes him- or herself in stereotypically feminine and/or 
masculine terms). However, if negotiating conflicts with an individual's gender identity, 
then the individual may suffer a threat to identity. For instance, Witt and Wood (2010) 
found conformity to one's gender norms correlates with self-esteem and positive 
emotions. Negotiating for higher compensation is consistent with the idealized masculine 
image of the agentic family breadwinner (Callahan-Levy and Messe, 1979; Jackman, 1994; 
C. L. Ridgeway and Bourg, 2004), so a man's identity may be positively reinforced by 
initiating a compensation negotiation. For women, on the other hand, making claims to 
greater pay contradicts cherished images of womanhood as giving rather than taking in 
nature. Particularly for women who identify with the feminine stereotype, negotiating for 
higher pay may lead them to have negative feelings about themselves because it 
contradicts a positive image that they hold of themselves.

One might wonder how these stereotypes with their negative implications for both 
reputation and identity are so persistent. A partial answer is that stereotypes typically 
include appealing attributions that stereotyped people themselves embrace. For instance, 
stereotypes of women as warm and nice help to maintain the system of gender inequality 
because these represent attractive features that women embrace (Glick and Fiske, 1996, 

1

(p. 319) 
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2001b). If stereotypes were purely negative, people would be more likely to rebel against 
them (Glick and Fiske, 1996, 2001b; Kilianski and Rudman, 1998). Therefore, even though 
prescriptions of the communal stereotypes constrain women's behavior, women embrace 
them because they feed into positive aspects of their self-identity (Glick and Fiske, 2001a; 
Jost and Kay, 2005).

For women, the potential immediate material gains from negotiating for higher 
compensation might not outweigh the personal cost of violating one's idealized feminine 
self-image. Therefore, even if a woman were negotiating in a context in which no one else 
would judge her negatively, she might still find the behavior aversive.

In our model, we specify the impact of negotiating on one's identity as:

where θ  ≤ 0 because negotiating may contradict gender identity. Note that the 
sign of θ  does not depend on what other women do.  For men, negotiating reinforces 
their masculine identity, so θ  ≥ 0.

The decision to negotiate
The decision maker will negotiate if:

or

Without loss of generality, we can normalize α to 1. Therefore, a sufficient (though not 
necessary as we will see below) condition for the employee to choose to negotiate is:

The first term in the equation depicts how wages increase over the two periods because 
the employer pays more if the employee negotiates than if they do not. The second term 
represents how having negotiated affects the negotiator's career advancement (and thus 
future wages) because the negotiation has affected reputation. The third term indicates 
how negotiating affects the negotiator's identity.

For men, this decision is straightforward because φ  = 0, and all the other terms are 
positive (or at least non-negative). As a result, negotiation is expected to yield only 
positive benefits to men because it grants them immediate and long-term wage increases 
and may positively reinforce their identity. This is an accurate depiction of how the 
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decision to negotiate for higher compensation is characterized in the negotiation 
literature, but it does not accurately represent women's experience.

For women, the calculation is more complicated because some of the terms are positive 
and some are negative. In the context of a compensation negotiation, previous research 
suggests that γ  is positive (employers respond to negotiation by at least partially granting 
the request for a wage increase), while the literature on negotiation backlash for women 
suggests that reputation costs, φ , are negative. The parameter, θ , may be negative 
because negotiating for more money may conflict with a woman's identity. If the negative 
consequences of reputation and identity are large enough, they can outweigh the short-
term benefits to negotiating.

While we are mainly focused on compensation negotiations, this model yields insights 
into negotiating decisions in other domains. In a context such as negotiating something 
for another person, there may be no negative consequences for a woman. 
Research indicates that the reputation costs are likely to be zero since behavior that 
helps another person is consistent with the feminine stereotype (Amanatullah and Morris,
2010). The impact on identity may be positive rather than negative because negotiation 
for another person reinforces the woman's identity as a helper rather than conflicts with 
it (Bowles, Babcock, and McGinn, 2005; Bowles, Bear, and Thomason, 2011).

The reputation costs of negotiating may depend on the norms in the local environment, 
such as the standard practice within the organization and the behavior of the other 
members of the individual's social category (e.g., whether other women in the 
organization routinely negotiate). In this case, the sign of φ  depends on what other 
women do and thus creates an interdependence among women's decisions to negotiate. 
This type of situation has been modeled in the game-theory literature as a coordination 
game (Bryant, 1983; Van Huyck, Battalio, and Beil, 1990). For simplicity, let us consider a 
coordination game involving two women. Payoffs from this game are depicted in Table 

22.1.

This set-up is called a stag-hunt coordination game and was first conceptualized by the 
eighteenth-century philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau (Crawford, 1991). As depicted in 
the matrix, if both women choose not to negotiate, the current norm stays in place such 
that negotiating is a violation of the feminine norm. When a woman does not negotiate 
she gets a status quo payoff of zero (i.e., she fails to get the additional money from having 
her request granted, she faces no threat to her identity, and she incurs no reputational 
costs that could affect her future career and future wages).

If both women choose to negotiate, a new norm is established in which negotiation is 
acceptable for women. As a result, each woman receives the benefit in both periods from 
her employer granting her wage request γ (1 + δ), each woman also faces a cost to 
identity, βθ , but neither woman incurs a reputation cost that undermines her future 
earnings (φ  drops out because φ  = 0 if (1/I)*∑ N  〉 ½, that is, most women are 
negotiating so it is no longer counternormative). If one woman chooses to negotiate and 
one woman does not, the woman who does not negotiate receives neither benefits nor 

j

j j
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costs and receives the status quo payoff of zero. However, the woman who negotiates 
receives the benefits (γ (1 + δ)) and the costs (δφ  + βθ ). The term φ  does not drop out 
since φ  〈 0 if (1/I)*∑ N  ≤ ½, that is, most women are not negotiating so a woman's 
behavior is counternormative and she receives the reputation cost penalty.

Table 22.1 Payoffs to negotiating

Woman #2

Woman #1 Negotiate Do Not Negotiate

Negotiate γ  (1 + δ) + βθ , γ  (1 + δ) + βθ γ  (1 + δ) + δφ  + βθ ,

Do Not Negotiate 0, γ  (1 + δ) + δφ  + βθ 0, 0

Without knowing more about the values of the parameters, it is not possible to 
specify which set of strategies are equilibrium strategies and whether or not there are 
Pareto-efficient outcomes. There are three possibilities for the values of the parameters 
that will affect which outcomes are equilibria.

 

Case 1
Consider the situation in which:

In this case, the gain in wages to having the negotiation request granted is not as large 
(in absolute value) as the negative impact on the woman's identity for having negotiated. 
As a result, the only Nash equilibrium is that neither woman negotiates because it is a 
dominant strategy. There is no coordination element to this situation because a woman 
chooses not to negotiate, no matter what the other woman chooses to do. This arises 
because the cost to her identity (which is not sensitive to the actions of others) is simply 
too large to overcome increases in wages.

Case 2
Consider the situation in which:

The first inequality indicates that the financial benefit to having her wage increase due to 
negotiation is greater than the cost to her identity for having negotiated. The second 
inequality indicates that adding in the reputation costs now makes the option to negotiate 
a negative proposition, where the benefits to negotiation no longer outweigh the costs. In 

w w w w

w i

w w w w w w w

w w w

(p. 322) 



A Model of When to Negotiate: Why Women Don't Ask

Page 11 of 22

PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). © Oxford University Press, 2018. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice).

Subscriber: Harvard University Library; date: 31 October 2018

this case, there are two Nash equilibria, one in which both women negotiate (because 
then φ  would disappear) and the other in which neither woman negotiates. This now 
becomes a coordination game in which each woman wants to match the strategy of the 
other woman. While the “both women negotiate” equilibrium is the Pareto-efficient Nash 
equilibrium (both women prefer it to the “both women don't negotiate” equilibrium), it 
entails risk. Each woman would like to move to that equilibrium, but a woman will be 
worse off if she negotiates and the other woman chooses not to.

Case 3
Finally, there is a third possibility for the parameter values:

In this case, the only Nash equilibrium is that both women negotiate, because the 
benefits to negotiation outweigh the costs even when reputation costs arise. This means 
that each woman will choose to negotiate no matter what the other woman does, so 
negotiation is a dominant strategy and no coordination problem arises.

Discussion of the Three Cases

Because the different parameter values in the three cases predict different equilibria, it is 
important to think about what their likely values are of the parameters for women in a 
salary negotiation situation (later in the chapter we explore other negotiation contexts 
that will produce different parameter values and therefore different equilibrium 
outcomes). The research strongly suggests that while γ  is greater than zero, both φ  and
θ  are less than zero.

Recall that case 1 implies that a woman would never negotiate, even in situations in 
which there were no reputation costs, because the identity costs are too large. While this 
may be true for individual women in particular contexts, in salary negotiations the 
evidence suggests that the gains to even a single negotiation can be enormous, 
potentially several hundred thousand dollars when measured over the course of a career 
(Babcock and Laschever, 2003, 2008). This may make it unlikely that the identity costs 
are larger than these financial gains.

Case 3 implies that women always negotiate, even in situations in which there are large 
reputational costs. However, empirical evidence implies that case 3 may be relatively rare 
because reputation costs for women who negotiate for their salary can be substantial 
(Bowles and Babcock, 2009; Bowles et al., 2007) and much larger than reputation costs 
for men, which is consistent with women being much less likely than men to initiate 
negotiations over salary (Bowles et al., 2007).

It is reasonable to suggest that the case 2 parameter values are the most likely to exist in 
salary negotiations and, therefore, issues of coordination will be important. However, an 
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unanswered question remains: Because this is a coordination game with multiple 
equilibria, which equilibrium will be most likely to arise and under what conditions?

A large body of research on coordination games with parameters values for case 2 has 
studied how participants play them in the laboratory. In general, there are three main 
empirical findings (see Camerer, 2003, for a summary of this research). First, over time, 
groups of participants converge to one of the two Nash equilibria and do not always 
choose the Pareto-efficient equilibrium. In a study by Cooper et al. (1989), participants in 
the two-player stag hunt coordination game gravitated to the Pareto-dominated 
equilibrium (in our game this is the “both women don't negotiate” equilibrium) in 97 
percent of the cases. Second, limited communication between the players can help but 
does not completely eliminate selection of the inefficient equilibrium. For example, in the 
Cooper paper when one player could announce her intended choice, the two participants 
moved to the Pareto-efficient equilibrium only 67 percent of the time. Third, initial 
conditions or history can help considerably to predict which equilibrium they gravitate 
toward. For example, if one of the equilibria is the status quo, it creates a focal point for 
future play, increasing the likelihood that participants will continue to play. In our 
situation, this means that if the current status quo is the “both women don't negotiate” 
equilibrium, this creates a strong momentum to continue to play.

Factors that Can Affect Coordination

While these games are highly stylized and stark abstractions of reality, the lessons from 
them can help us to understand the complexity involved in changing norms by individuals 
coordinating their behavior. Although it is clear that all the parties involved could be 
better off through collective action (together deciding to play the Pareto-efficient Nash 
equilibrium), the risks involved when individuals make decisions separately are 
substantial. The empirical evidence also points to the importance of history and focal 
points that could influence whether or not actions that change the norms could occur.

In practice, what could serve as coordinating mechanisms that would encourage women 
to choose the risky, yet Pareto-efficient equilibrium? Perhaps legislation such as the 
passage of the Paycheck Fairness Act that is working its way through Congress could 
serve as a focal point. This legislation points to the importance of women using 
negotiation to close the gender salary gap and allocates money to teach women and girls 
to negotiate. This type of initiative could provide a coordinating mechanism that would 
encourage women to negotiate and be more confident so that other women would decide 
to negotiate as well.

Though this legislation is encouraging, applying recent findings from social psychology to 
the current historical context suggests that it may be difficult to achieve the level of 
collective action required in order to realize coordinated outcomes. Gender stereotypes 
are perpetuated because they consist of hostile and benevolent components, and the 
benevolent components reinforce adherence to the status quo (Glick and Fiske, 2001a; 
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Jost and Kay, 2005; C. Ridgeway, 2011). Recent findings from social psychologists have 
shown that, compared to hostile sexism, benevolent sexism decreases people's likelihood 
of engaging in collective action for change (Becker and Wright, 2011). More generally, 
increased contact between dominant and subordinate groups has the ironic effect of 
undermining interest in collective action among members of the subordinate group 
(Saguy, Tausch, Dovidio, and Pratto, 2009). In practical terms, this means that the more 
implicit and benevolent the sexism, the lower the likelihood of collective action to 
coordinate on the Pareto-efficient Nash equilibrium.

From a historical perspective, this research resonates with societal trends over the last 
60 years. The women's rights movement in the 1960s and 1970s in the United States and 
elsewhere was preceded by outright, hostile sexism. For instance, women could not open 
their own bank account without a male relative, usually their father or spouse, cosigning 
on the account. Likewise, discrimination against women in higher education and in the 
workforce was explicit and accepted. This hostile sexism spurred collective action (i.e., 
the women's movement) that led to major structural and societal changes. Today, sexism 
in education and at work is more likely to be implicit and benevolent in nature. For 
example, the lack of women in positions of power in institutions and high-level career 
tracks is often explained by women's greater interest in home life as compared to men—
an interest that is often praised by society. Furthermore, because the decision to 
negotiate is often thought of as an individual decision, individuals do not recognize the 
externalities present. In this case, if a woman negotiates, it makes it easier for other 
women to negotiate—negotiation is unlikely to be seen by women's rights groups as a 
cause for collective action.

If the coordination problem is a difficult one to solve, it might be more fruitful for those 
desiring change to focus on how to alter the parameter values of the individual's decision. 
If negotiation is considered an acceptable and expected behavior, then it is less likely to 
violate norms for niceness or to be potentially considered asking for too much. For 
women, this means that the act of negotiating may be less likely to exact reputation and 
identity costs. While the benevolent stereotypes that inform idealized self-images are slow 
to change, we cannot forget the drastic transformations that have occurred in women's 
self-presentation within the past 50 years. Take, for example, a behavior that was once 
considered revolutionary and unfeminine for women, but is now widely accepted: wearing 
pants. In 1960, Lois Rabinowitz was ejected from a court in New York for wearing pants, 
a decision that entailed potential costs to her reputation and her identity. However, as 
this behavior gradually became acceptable and normative, presumably those costs 
decreased, and the decision became less risky. Similarly, removing the ambiguity in 
regard to the appropriateness of negotiation at work may make the decision less risky for 
women, not only in terms of reputation but also in terms of identity, since norm violation 
will be less salient.

Though institutionalized forms of collective action may be a remote possibility in the 
current climate, it is possible to imagine situations in which women's decision calculus 
could change based on modification of the perceived parameter values, particularly in 
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terms of the reputation costs of negotiating. For example, the practice of separating the 
human resources function (i.e., who does the salary negotiation) and the supervisory 
function (i.e., who determines assignments and advancement) might serve to minimize 
the reputation effects for women from negotiating. In addition, companies could make 
norms about negotiation explicit rather than ambiguous in order to reduce perceived 
reputation risks (Kray and Gelfand, 2009). Companies could make negotiation an official 
component of annual performance reviews. Though one might argue that companies have 
little incentive for adopting such a policy, in the long term, an explicit negotiation policy 
could benefit corporations in the same way that work-life policies have been shown to be 
beneficial by increasing employee satisfaction and retention.

Moving beyond salary and gender
We have used this model to elucidate gender differences among the multiple groups in 
the propensity to negotiate for higher compensation. However, the model is general 
enough to help explain differences in the propensity to negotiate across a broad 

range of situations. For example, this model suggests that the propensity to negotiate is 
likely to be greater when negotiators face no reputation costs (e.g., anonymous or single-
shot interactions). In this case, the decision to negotiate would rest on whether γ (1 + δ) 
+ βθ  was greater than zero, a situation that would arise if the identity cost for having 
negotiated is not too large and the financial gain for having negotiated is large. This 
prediction fits with research indicating that gender differences in car purchase prices are 
diminished when sales occur over the Internet (Scott Morton, Florian, and Silva-Risso, 
2003). One explanation for this effect is reduced discrimination, but it is also possible 
that female negotiators have a greater propensity to negotiate when they know that their 
gender is not observable and they can avoid others’ forming negative impressions of them 
for having negotiated.

Recent research has shown that decreased status in the workplace also constrains men's 
propensity to negotiate. Bowles and Al Dabbagh (2011) studied Arab Gulf nationals’ 
propensity to negotiate for higher compensation with global (i.e., multinational) versus 
local (i.e., national) employers. Male nationals in the Arab Gulf have high status with local 
employers but low status with global employers. In a simulated employment context, the 
researchers found that male nationals were significantly more reticent to negotiate for 
higher pay with global than with national employers.

Other recent research based on interviews with US military and government executives 
suggests that negotiating for career rewards for oneself (e.g., training, advancement 
opportunities) is common among government officials but counternormative in military 
institutions—even though negotiating for career rewards for others is normative in both 
contexts (Bowles et al., 2011). This scenario fits with case 2 of our model where the status 
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quo “do not negotiate” equilibrium is self-perpetuating because of strong norms 
discouraging such behavior—even in a highly masculine-stereotyped work context.

It is easy to imagine other situations as well, in which negotiating for higher 
compensation at work would contradict valued aspects of one's identity. For instance, a 
public-service worker might imagine negotiating for higher compensation as a 
contradiction of a valued ideal that she or he works to help others and not to make 
money. Because much of the negotiations literature has focused on compensation 
negotiations typically in a corporate setting, little is known about the factors that affect 
the decision to negotiate in settings like public service employment.

Directions for future research
There is still considerable research to be done. Empirical research should investigate 
women's propensity to negotiate in settings other than compensation negotiations in 
which the identity and reputation costs may not be so large. Initial research comparing 
negotiation over compensation versus work-life issues has shown that women 

find work-life negotiations less aversive than compensation negotiations whereas the 
opposite was found for men (Bear, 2011). This may occur because the costs to identity 
differ for men and women across topics and the impact on the negotiator's reputation 
may depend on the interaction between the topic and gender of the negotiator.

When norms about negotiation are more explicit, then the identity and reputation costs 
for having negotiated should be attenuated where negotiation is considered to be 
appropriate; but this remains an empirical question. It could be that even with explicit 
norms about negotiation as an acceptable and expected behavior, women still face 
identity costs due to violating norms for nice, feminine behavior. Likewise, perhaps the 
penalties to reputation costs for women remain even in the presence of explicit norms 
about negotiating. Both of these questions could be studied experimentally by 
manipulating norms about negotiation in various ways and measuring identity and 
reputation costs, as well as the propensity to negotiate. In addition to investigating the 
presence versus absence of explicit norms, future research could also examine different 
types of norms and whether there is a tipping point to change to a different equilibrium. 
There are many remaining questions that are ripe for future research in this area, 
particularly how situations affect the parameter values for both men and women and how 
this affects the decision to negotiate.

Conclusion
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In this chapter, we analyzed the decision to negotiate by explicitly modeling dynamics not 
typically considered in the existing literature. We parameterized how identity can affect 
the decision to negotiate, as suggested by Curhan et al. (2006) and considered the impact 
of negotiating on one's reputation as studied by Bowles et al. (2007). We embedded these 
factors in a coordination game to highlight the fact that reputation costs may depend on 
the norms of the situation that are influenced by what other women do. Our model 
articulates the conditions necessary for increasing the likelihood that women will 
negotiate and suggests that finding mechanisms such as focal points or “calls to action” 
can help women to coordinate around negotiating. It also makes predictions about the 
types of situations that will change women's propensity to negotiate, such as norms in the 
environment and whether or not interactions are ongoing and have the potential to 
produce reputation costs.
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Notes:

(1.) This subjective component most closely parallels Curhan, Elfenbein, and Xu's 
subjective value component of “feelings about the self.” We chose to focus on this feature 
of their model rather than some of the other features (such as feelings about the process) 
because we suspected that this component was most likely to be different for men and 
women.

(2.) We model the impact on identity as not being affected by what other women do while 
the reputation costs do depend on what other women do. If other women in the 
environment negotiate and so does the woman, she will not incur a reputation cost but 
she may still feel worse about herself. We believe this is realistic because reputation 
effects are likely to be strongly influenced by local norms, whereas feeling about the self 
are influenced by global stereotypes about womanhood (their idealized feminine self-
image).

(3.) Notice that we have modeled the decision to negotiate as maximizing the individual's 
welfare. We have not considered the welfare of the employer or other employees. As a 
result, what is individually optimal may not be socially optimal.

(4.) This game is easily generalizable to more than two women. In this case, the value of 
φ  might depend on what the majority of women do, what the highest-status women do, 
or some similar summary measure.
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