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Gender bias in tertiary science faculties 

This American study examined whether tertiary science faculty members would demonstrate 

preferential evaluation of male or female students who would potentially work in their 

laboratories. Moss-Racusin et al. (2012, p. 16475) used a nationwide sample of 127 biology, 

chemistry and physics professors from six universities who “evaluated the application 

materials of an undergraduate science student who had ostensibly applied for a science 

laboratory manager position. All participants in the double-blind study received the same 

materials, which were randomly assigned either the name of a male or a female student; 

student gender was thus the only variable that differed between conditions.” 

The researchers assessed: perceived student competence, salary offers “which reflect the 

extent to which a student is valued for the competitive positions,” and the “extent to which 

the student was viewed as deserving of faculty mentoring” (p. 16475). Faculty participants 

“believed that their feedback would be shared with the student they had rated” (p. 16475). 

A significant gender bias was found; both male and female faculty participants rated the 

male applicants as significantly more competent and “hireable” than the identical female 

applicant. Male applicants were offered more career mentoring and a higher starting salary 

(p. 16474). The mean starting salary offered to the female student was $26,507.94 

compared to $30,238.10 for the male student. Using further analysis, Moss-Racusin et al. (p. 

16476) determined that the female student was less likely to be hired because she was 

viewed as less competent overall. 

Moss-Racusin et al. (p. 16476) explained that the participants’ “pre-existing subtle bias 

against women significantly interacted with student gender to predict perceptions of student 

composite competence, hireability and mentoring…The more pre-existing subtle bias 

participants exhibited against women, the less composite competence and hireability they 

perceived in the female student, and the less mentoring they were willing to offer her.” 

However, pre-existing subtle gender bias did not impact perceptions and treatment of the 

male student. 

Further findings revealed that the faculty participants reported liking the female more than 

the male student but this “did not translate into positive perceptions of her composite 

competence or material outcomes in the form of a job offer, an equitable salary, or valuable 

career mentoring” (p. 16477). Moss-Racusin et al. argued that because the professors liked 

the female students, they were not exhibiting hostility or dislike towards them but were rather 

affected by “pervasive gender stereotypes” (p. 16477). 

The results and conclusions of this unique study have important implications for girls 

entering the science fields at the tertiary level. Previous research has indicated that the lack 

of women at the higher end of the STEM professions may be due to timing and choice 

factors. Women who are progressing down the science research path often have to make 

choices about having children at the same time. If they leave the science workplace to rear 

children and then re-enter, they are often disadvantaged in their long-term science career. 

However, Moss-Racusin et al. showed that tertiary science faculty gender bias may also 

contribute to the advancement of women in the STEM fields. “There is a persistent disparity 



Kate Broadley 
 

between the number of women receiving PhDs and those hired as junior faculty. This gap 

suggests that the problem will not resolve itself solely by more generations of women moving 

through the academic pipeline but that instead, women’s advancement within academic 

science may be actively impeded” (p. 16474). If there is less support and mentoring of 

women who are already in tertiary science jobs, then this may also contribute to women 

dropping out of their studies and profession later on in their careers. Subtle gender bias “is 

important to address because it could translate into large real-world disadvantages in the 

judgment and treatment of female science students” (p. 16477). 

The researchers concluded that “interventions addressing faculty gender bias might advance 

the goal of increasing the participation of women in science” (p. 16474). Specific academic 

policies and mentoring interventions “targeting undergraduate advisors could contribute to 

reducing the gender disparity” (p. 16478). There is also a need to establish “objective, 

transparent student evaluation and admissions criteria to guard against observers’ tendency 

to unintentionally use different standards when assessing women relative to men” (p. 

16478). The warning at the end of this study is stark; “to the extent that faculty gender bias 

impedes women’s full participation in science, it may undercut not only academic 

meritocracy, but also the expansion of the scientific workforce needed for the next decade’s 

advancement of national competitiveness” (p. 16478). 

 

Moss-Racusin, C.., Dovidio, J., Brescoll, V., Graham, M., & Handelsman, J. (2012). Science 

faculty’s subtle gender biases favour male students. Proceedings of the National 

Academy of Sciences of the United States of America, 109(41), 16474-16479. doi: 

10.1073/pnas.1211286109 


