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INTRODUCTION

Women Don’t Ask

A FEW YEARS AGO, when Linda was serving as the director of the Ph.D.
program at her school, a delegation of women graduate students came to
her office. Many of the male graduate students were teaching courses of
their own, the women explained, while most of the female graduate stu-
dents had been assigned to work as teaching assistants to regular faculty.
Linda agreed that this didn’t sound fair, and that afternoon she asked the
associate dean who handled teaching assignments about the women’s
complaint. She received a simple answer: “I try to find teaching opportu-
nities for any student who approaches me with a good idea for a course,
the ability to teach, and a reasonable offer about what it will cost,” he ex-
plained. “More men ask. The women just don’t ask.”

The women just don’t ask. This incident and the associate dean’s expla-
nation suggested to Linda the existence of a more pervasive problem.
Could it be that women don’t get more of the things they want in life in
part because they don’t think to ask for them? Are there external pressures
that discourage women from asking as much as men do~—and even keep
them from realizing that they can ask? Are women really less likely than
men to ask for what they want?

To explore this question, Linda conducted a study that looked at the
starting salaries of students graduating from Carnegie Mellon University
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with their master’s degrees.' When Linda looked exclusively at gender, the

difference was fairly large: The starting salaries of the men were 7.6 per-

cent or almost $4,000 higher on average than those of the women. Trying

to explain this difference, Linda looked next at who had negotiated his or

her salary (who had asked for more money) and who had simply accepted

the initial offer he or she had received. It turned out that only 7 percent of
the female students had negotiated but 57 percent (eight times as many)

of the men had asked for more money. Linda was particularly surprised to
find such a dramatic difference between men and women at Carnegie
Mellon because graduating students are strongly advised by the school’s
Career Services department to negotiate their job offers. Nonetheless,
hardly any of the women had done so. The most striking finding, however,
was that the students who had negotiated (most of them men) were able
to increase their starting salaries by 7.4 percent on average, or $4,053—
almost exactly the difference between men’s and women’s average starting
pay. This suggests that the salary differences between the men and the
women might hav¢ been eliminated if the women had negotiated their
offers.

Spurred on by this finding, Linda and two colleagues, Deborah Small
and Michele Gelfand, designed another study to look at the propensity of
men and women to ask for more than they are offered.” They recruited stu-
dents at Carnegie Mellon for an experiment and told them that they would
be paid between three and ten dollars for playing Boggle™, a game by Mil-
ton Bradley. In Boggle, players shake a cube of tile letters until all the letters
fall into a grid at the bottom of the cube. They must then identify words
that can be formed from the letters vertically, horizontally, or diagonally.
Each research subject was asked to play four rounds of the game, and then
an experimenter handed him or her three dollars and said, “Here’s three
dollars. Is three dollars okay?” If a subject asked for more money, the exper-
imenters would pay that participant ten dollars, but they would not give
anyone more money if he or she just complained about the compensation
(an indirect method of asking). The results were striking—almost nine
times as many male as female subjects asked for more money.’ Both male
and female subjects rated how well they’d played the game about equally,
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meaning that women didn’t feel they should be paid less or should accept

less because they’d played poorly. There were also no gender differences in

how much men and women complained about the compensation (there
was plenty of complaining all around). The significant factor seemed to be
that for men, unhappiness with what they were offered was more likely to
make them try to fix their unhappiness—by asking for more.

In a much larger study, Linda, Michele Gelfand, Deborah Small, and

another colleague, Heidi Stayn, conducted a survey of several hur;dred
people with access to the Internet (subjects were paid ten dollars to log on
to a website and answer a series of questions).* The survey asked respon-
dents about the most recent negotiations they’d attempted or initiated (as
f)pposed to negotiations they’d participated in that had been prompted or
initiated by others). For the men, the most recent negotiation they’d initi-

ated themselves had occurred two weeks earlier on average, while for the
women the most recent negotiation they’d initiated had occurred a full
month before. Averages for the second-most-recent negotiations at-
tempted or initiated were about seven weeks earlier for men and twenty-
four weeks earlier for women. '

. 'These results suggest that men are asking for things they want and ini-
tiating negotiations much more often than women—two to three times as
often.’ Linda and her colleagues wanted to be sure that this discrepancy
was not produced simply by memory lapses, however, so the survey also
?sked people about the next negotiation they planned to initiate. In keep-
ing with the earlier findings, the negotiations planned by the women were
much further in the future than those being planned by the men—one
month ahead for the women but only one week ahead for the .men. This
means that men may be initiating four times as many negotiations as
Vx.fomen. The sheer magnitude of this difference is dramatic, especially
since respondents to the survey included people of all ages, from a wide
range of professions, and with varied levels of education. It confirms that
men really do take a more active approach than women to getting what

they want by asking for it.

. The more than 100 interviews we conducted in the process of writing

this book—with men and women from a range of professions (including
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full-time mothers) and from Britain and Europe as well as the United
States—supported these findings.* When asked to identify the last negoti-
ation in which they had participatéd, the majority of the women we talked
to named an event several months in the past and described a recognized
type of structured negotiation, such as buying a car. (The exceptions were
women with small children, who uniformly said, “I negotiate with my kids
all the time”) The majority of the men described an event that had oc-
curred within the preceding week, and frequently identified more infor-
mal transactions, such as negotiating with a spouse over who would take
the kids to soccer practice, with a boss to pay for a larger-size rental car be-
cause of a strained back, or with a colleague about which parts of a joint
project each team member would undertake. Men were also more likely to
mention more ambiguous situations—situations that could be construed
as negotiations but might not be by many people. For the most part, the
men we talked to saw negotiation as a bigger part of their lives and a more
common event than the women did.

One particularly striking aspect of our findings was how they broke
down by age. The changes brought about by the women’s movement over
the last 40 years had led us to expect greater differences between older men
and women than between their younger counterparts. And indeed when
we discussed the ideas in the book with younger women they often sug-
gested that the problems we were studying were “boomer” problems, af-
flicting older women but not themselves. To our surprise, however, when
we looked exclusively at respondents to the web survey who were in their
twenties and early thirties, the gender differences in how often they initi-
ated negotiations were similar to or slightly larger than the differences in
older cohorts (with men attempting many more negotiations than
women).” In addition, both the starting salary study and the Boggle study

used subjects who were in their twenties. This persuaded us that the ten-
dency among women to accept what they’re offered and not ask for more

is far from just a “boomer” problem.
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The Asking Advantage

But just because women don’t ask for things as often as men do, is th
necessarily a problem? Perhaps directly negotiating for advanta e—;ellssk' "
for what you want—is a male strategy and women simply emg lo t}llng
equally effective strategies to get what they want. This is an fmy ant
poil.lt, but only partly accurate. Women often worry more than meiogam
the impact their actions will have on their relationships. This can r?) -
t?lem to change their behavior to protect personal connectionspsompt
times by asking for things indirectly, sometimes by asking for lc:s t?e_
they really want, and sometimes simply by trying to be more deservsin aI;
w%lat they want (say, by working harder) so they’ll be given what the o
without asking. Women also frequently take a more collaboratiZewalnt
proach to problem-solving than men take, trying to find solutions t;p_
benefit both parties or trying to align their own requests with sh zt
goals. In many situations, women’s methods can be superior to thos :re
ically employed by men (we explore the advantages of women’s dif;eryp_
approaches and styles in the last chapter of the book). Unfortunateeln t
however, in our largely male-defined work culture, women’s strategies .
often be misinterpreted and can leave them operating from a pos?tionc ZI;

Solet’s look at the importance of asking.

First, consider the situation of the graduating students at Carnegi
Mell?n, in which eight times as many men as women negotiated thg%e
st~art1ng salaries. The women who did not negotiate started out not just belr
h11~1d their male peers, but behind where they could and should ha\je b N
Wlt.h every future raise predicated on this starting point, they coulc? eI;L
payln.g‘ for this error for a long time—perhaps for the rest :)f their careerse

. Llhi.lne, now 46, is an electrical engineer and a successful software de:
signer in New England’s competitive high-tech industry. Although sh
fearned excellent grades in college, she was so insecure when she startid X
in her field that she felt she didn’t even deserve to be interviewed for an :1111 :

gineering job—she was only “faking it.” Despite her doubts, she quickly
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received an offer from a highly regarded company. When the company’s.
personnel manager asked her what kind of salary she was looking for, she
said, “I don’t care what you pay me as long as you give me a job. A big
smile spread across the personnel manager’s face, she remembers. She later
learned that he gave her the absolute bottom of the range for her position,
which was 10 to 20 percent less than her peers were earning. It took her ten
years to fix this inequity, and she only did so, finally, by changing jobs.
Quantifying—in terms of dollars and cents—the loss to Liliane and
women like her from not negotiating their salaries produces sobering re-
sults. Take the following example. Suppose that at age 22 an equally quali-
fied man and woman receive job offers for $25,000 a year. The man
negotiates and gets his offer raised to $$30,000. The woman does not
negotiate and accepts the job for $25,000. Even if each of them receives
identical 3 percent raises every year throughout their careers (which is un-
likely, given their different propensity to negotiate and other research
showing that women’s achievements tend to be undervalued), by the time
they reach age 60 the gap between-their salaries will have widened to more
than $15,000 a year, with the man earning $92,243 and the woman only
$76,870. While that may not seem like an enormous spread, remember
that the man will have been making more all along, with his extra eérnings
over the 38 years totaling $361,171. If the man had simply banked the dif-
ference every year in a Savings account earning 3 percent interest, by age
60 he would have $568,834 more than the woman—enough to underwrite
a comfortable retirement nest egg, purchase a second home, or pay for the
college education of a few children. This is an enormous “return on invest-
ment” for a one-time negotiation. It can mean a higher standard of living
throughout one’s working years, financial security in old age, or a top-
flight education for one’s kids.

The impact of neglecting to negotiate in this one instance—when
starting a new job—is so substantial and difficult to overcome that some
researchers who study the persistence of the wage gap between men and
women speculate that much of the disparity can be traced to differences in
entering salaries rather than differences in raises.?

Another estimate of a woman’s potential lost earnings from not nego-
tiating appears in the book Get Paid What You’re Worth by two professors
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of management, Robin L. Pinkley and Gregory B. Northcraft. They esti-
mate that a woman who routinely negotiates her salary increases will e
over one million dollars more by the time she retires than a woman ;I:n
accepts what she’s offered every time without asking for more. And th (t)
figure doesn’t include the interest on the extra amount earne(i * Even 'a
such a small matter as the Boggle experiment, the gains to asl;in Wi "
g}:eat. Everyone who asked for more money received ten-dollarsgm(::
; Oa;lr; ::ree times as much as those who didn’t ask and received only three
We a}l know that few employers will pay us any more than they need
to. They’re prepared to spend extra to get an applicant they want, but
h.appy to pay less if they can. Assuming applicants will negotiate, the ,r
tinely offer less than they’re able to pay.” But if we fail to ask fo; mo)r’ o'u;
a rare employer who will insist that we’re not being paid enough. A r:c’ s i
stuc.iy shows that this is true even at institutions with a committ.ed ol‘?n
against discriminating between men and women. This study descrli)belscy
man and a woman with equivalent credentials whe were offered assistani
p.rofessorships by the same large university. Shortly after the two w
h.lred, a male administrator noticed that the man’s salary was signiﬁcanetire
higher than the woman’s. Looking into it, he learned that both were fy
fered the same starting salary. The man negotiated for more, but t(;xe_:
woman accepted what she was offered. Satisfied, the administrat’or let the
matter drop. He didn’t try to adjust the discrepancy or alert the female
professor to her mistake. The university was saving money and enjoyi
the benefits of a talented woman’s hard work and expertise. He did)n’z, 1sng
the lo-ng—term damage to his institution and to society from not correcti o
such inequities (which we explore later in the book), and she didn’t kn:vi
how much she had sacrificed by not negotiating the offer she’d received.
Other new research emphasizes how important asking can be. Dee ;1k
Malhotra, who is now a professor at the Harvard Business SC}.IOOI ;
signed every student in a negotiation class he was teaching at the Kel’loas_
School of Management to “go negotiate something in the real world” Tflg
students were then asked to write a report about what had ha ene'd Al(;
of the students were part-timers who worked during the dazpand t.ook
classes at night. Of the 45 students in the class, 35 negotiated something
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for themselves (the purchase of an antique, the rental fee for an apart-
ment, the salary for a job) and ten negotiated something on behalf of an
employer (a contract with a consultant or supplier, a work agreement with
a client). The median amount of money saved by the students who nego-
tiated something for themselves was $2,200. The median amount saved by
those who negotiated something for their employers was $390,000 (and
these are just the medians; some people saved much more). More signifi-
cant than the amounts saved, however, was the answer the students gave
when asked to name the most important tactic that enabled them to
achieve such extraordinary results: “Choosing to negotiate at all” They re-
ported that the biggest benefit of completing the exercise was learning that
they could negotiate for things (such as rental fees) that they never knew

were negotiable.”

Because Molehills Become Mountains

We've demonstrated how negotiating your starting salary for your first job
can produce a gain of more than a half-million dollars by the end of your
career. This one example illustrates a truth that has become better under-
stood in recent years—that even small initial differences can quickly turn
into big discrepancies over time. As a result, the cumulative effects of the
gender gap in asking can be enormous. In the realm of social equity, small
inequalities between men and women, between racial groups, or between
heterosexuals and homosexuals have been shown to accumulate rapidly
and dramatically to one group’s advantage and the other’s disadvantage.
To illustrate this phenomenon, three psychologists, Richard Martell,
David Lane, and Cynthia Emrich, looked at what would happen if men in
an organization consistently received slightly higher performance evalua-
tions than women." (In chapter 4 we explore the dynamics of how this can
occur even when there are no real differences in performance or produc-
tivity.) The researchers constructed a hypothetical “pyramid structure”
organization, in which many people labor at the bottom levels of the orga-
nization and successively fewer people are promoted upward to the orga-
nization’s top levels. In this type of organization, people with the highest
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performance evaluations tend to be promoted more quickly from lowe
le.vels to higher ones. They also tend to go further—to get promotec;
higher up the ladders of responsibility and power than people with low
evaluations. The researchers noted that even when differences in the eer
formance evaluations awarded to men and women were miniscule (asI;oi;
as 1 pe'rce.nt), and men and women started out in identical positions in the
organization, it didn’t take long before the overwhelming majority of peo-
ple at the highest levels were men. : e ‘pe'o
This is what sociologists call “accumulation of disadvantage.” As the
psychologist Virginia Valian writes in her book Why So Slow: Thef.ldvanc
ment of Women: “It is unfair to neglect even minor instances of grou g
based bias, because they add up to major inequalities.”* The bottomg linepi;

 that even if women were asking for comparable things and were equally

successful at getting what they ask for when they do ask, this simple differ-
ence in the “asking propensity” of men and women would inevitably lead
to men having more opportunities and accumulating more resources. But
women don’t ask for comparable things—they ask for less when the. do
ask, and they usually get less, too. The net result is a huge imbalance iny th

distribution of resources and opportunities between men and women B:
cause women ask for what they want less often than men do, and there.fore
get what they want much less of the time, the inequities in our society, and

all .the problems they create, continue to pile up. Or, as Virginia Valian has
written, “molehills become mountains "

More than Money

The penalties for not negotiating extend far beyond the merely monetary,
too. As Pinkley and Northcraft demonstrate, 7

Applicants with identical experience and performance records but
different salary histories are rated differently by employers. If your
compensation record is better than others, employers will assume that

your performance is better too.... Accepting less will imply that you
have less value than other new hires.'s






