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O

The Significance of Status:
What It Is and How It Shapes
Inequality

CECILIA L. RIDGEWAY® AND HAZEL ROSE MARKUS

Status, a form of inequality based on esteem, respect, and honor, pervades social life but is poorly under-
stood and underestimated in terms of significance. We offer a new look at status as a dynamic relationship
between the shared views of others and the self that organizes behavior at the micro, meso, and macro levels
of society. The status process is governed by a taken-for-granted sociocultural schema consisting of implicit
norms for allocating status based on the perceived value of the individual to the group, as well as on histori-
cally changing status beliefs about what types of people are more worthy and competent than others. Status
plays a role as a powerful motive for individual and group action and in the construction of durable patterns
of inequality based on social differences such as race and gender. The pernicious effects of status processes
can be mitigated by undermining status beliefs, stereotypes, and norms.

Keywords: status, inequality, sociocultural schema, gender, race

Status is everywhere. But what is it, how does
it work, and why can’t we ignore it? Why is it
that a concern with status no longer seems to
be just a vanity, a concern of insecure status-
seekers, or the abstract scholarship of social
scientists? Why do these questions seem so ur-
gent? Examples of threats to status, ways to
mitigate threats, ways to claim status, and situ-
ations and conversations that turn on status
can be picked from the headlines.

In rural and white working-class contexts,
people are pushing back against the status

threat of cultural dominance by urban elites.
Many now claim that social class status was at
least as important as economics in driving sup-
port for Donald Trump as president (Cramer
2016; Gidron and Hall 2017; Hochschild 2016;
Mutz 2018). In the racial reckoning that fol-
lowed the murder of George Floyd, companies
and organizations rushed to claim allyship sta-
tus by pledging to support Black businesses
(Hsu 2020). The state of California announced
that lunch is now free for public school stu-
dents—a bold move to reduce the stigma and
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low status associated with free lunch programs
(James 2021). American Meghan Markle cap-
tured worldwide attention when she joined the
British royal family and struggled with a change
in a status, one that required deference to the
queen. Of course, in all of these examples, so-
cial media played a powerful yet still uncharted
role in status-making, enhancing the status of
some and challenging the status of others, of-
ten overnight.

In this double issue, we take another look at
status, answering some of the questions of sta-
tus and how it works and why we care now. We
approach status not as an entity that is obvious
and that some groups and people have and oth-
ers do not, but as an ongoing set of processes
that have often been too invisible for too long
and that may be both more complex and con-
sequential than we realize. We show here that
status deserves much more attention and rec-
ognition (one might say more status) for the
way it holds social worlds together but some-
times rearranges them, and especially for its
role in inequality.

STATUS: WHAT IS IT?

Max Weber ([1918] 1968) famously highlights
status as a form of inequality that is different
from power and wealth and that, although of-
ten correlated with them, has its own distinct
effects on social relationships and life out-
comes. Wealth is possession of valued, ex-
changeable resources, such as money and
goods; power derives from control over posi-
tions in organizations that produce and dis-
tribute valued resources (Emerson 1962; Tilly
1998). But status is different. It is inequality
based on differences in the esteem, honor, and
respect accorded individuals and groups in the
social worlds in which they participate. These
terms and many others used variously in dif-
ferent contexts and disciplines (dignity, worth,
value, reputation, standing, face) belong to a
large family of concepts that refer to the shared
views of others and that communicate the eval-
uative position an individual or group has in
their mutual social world. In the workplace,
some become more admired, prominent, and
influential than others and are often favored
for good opportunities. The same thing hap-
pens among students in the classroom. It also

happens among senators on a task force. Rela-
tive esteem and status attaches as well to the
significant groups to which people belong—
their preschool, college, retirement home,
church, and nation— but also, importantly, to
their racial group, their gender, and their class
background. The status of people’s group iden-
tities affects how they are treated by others in
all aspects of their lives, including the institu-
tional contexts such as work, school, and
health organizations that are consequential for
their life outcomes.

As all this suggests, status is everywhere in
social life, a ubiquitous form of inequality that
interpenetrates modern, ostensibly merito-
cratic institutions such as schools, workplaces,
and government. Status even attaches to ob-
jects, such as a BMW versus a Kia automobile,
but does so through association with high- and
low-status individuals and groups, so we do not
deal separately with that here (Veblen [1899]
1953). Status is also an ancient form of inequal-
ity and is apparently universal in human societ-
ies (van Vugt and Tybur 2016). It emerges from
the deep sociality of humans, the way they look
to others for their sense of worth and depend
on them for what they want and need in life
(Anderson, Hildreth, and Howland 2015). Yet,
despite its deceptive familiarity, that it is right
in front of our faces in everyday life, status is
so taken for granted as to be oddly invisible to
us as scholars of inequality. The fundamental
nature of status as a form of inequality—what
it is, how it works, and why it matters for life
outcomes—remains poorly understood.

Status may be poorly understood partly be-
cause its significance in social life is often un-
derestimated which has reduced scholars’ mo-
tivation to study it closely. From the perspective
of social sciences that focus on collective and
group-level processes, such as sociology, polit-
ical science, and some parts of economics, sta-
tus is often thought of as a mere gloss on more
powerful, underlying inequality processes
based on wealth and power. From the perspec-
tive of social sciences focused on individual-
level processes, such as psychology and other
parts of economics, status is highly implicated
in well-known concerns such as belonging or
group identity yet is rarely analyzed for its
broader array of sources and consequences.
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Status Emerges in Interaction

Between Others and the Self

Appreciating the pain or the humiliation of a
threat to status, the anxiety that anticipates the
threat, or the comfort that accompanies having
status affirmed or assured is relatively easy. But
discerning and investigating what status is, why
status is continually manifest and how it works
has been harder, even for social scientists. One
part of the difficulty of fully grasping the cen-
trality of status in the United States is that it
emerges in interaction and in the relationship
between others and the self.

Capturing and analyzing the relationality
that is status and the inequality it generates
may be particularly taxing in highly individual-
ist cultures like those of North America. Here,
most people, and even some social scientists,
when they seek to explain behavior, are likely
to emphasize the actions of the individual but
less likely to emphasize the ongoing connec-
tion between the individual and others. In the
more collectivist contexts common in much of
the world, relational dynamics are more evi-
dent and elaborated as the source of behavior
(Markus and Kitayama 1994; Rai and Fiske 2011;
Vignoles et al. 2016; Triandis 1995). In U.S. con-
texts, although “others” are acknowledged,
scrutiny often goes first to the preferences, mo-
tives, goals, and capacities of the individual.

American ideology also makes the relational
process of status harder to see. A cultural em-
phasis on the self and an ideological focus on
equality among unconstrained individuals is
built into America’s foundational documents
and continually stoked by everyday narratives
and cultural products. Despite the many over-
lapping status hierarchies that organize social
life for almost everyone in the United States,
the American Dream says it does not and
should not matter. No matter who you are or
where you have come from, if you work hard,
you should have an equal opportunity to suc-
ceed (Hochschild 2016). Echoing this powerful
theme, a recent cultural product—a best-
selling children’s book—urges girls to push
against the gender status hierarchy —“don’t let

anyone tell you who you are. You tell them who
you are” (Harris 2021, emphasis added).

Another part of the difficulty in appreciating
the significance of status and understanding
its nature is that status is manifestly a multi-
level process. It involves status among individ-
uals in interpersonal groups as well as status
among groups in societies. Moreover, status, as
esteem granted one individual or group relative
to another, is a kind of reputation. That is, it
operates through the shared beliefs of others
toward the individual or group. These shared
beliefs are part of the culture of the group or
society. Thus, in contrast to better-known in-
equality processes such as wealth or power, sta-
tus is primarily a cultural process.! We explain
these points in more detail.

Although status may be distinctive as an in-
equality process, we argue that the failure to
take it seriously is a major mistake. At the mi-
cro level, we will never understand the motives
involved in the struggle for precedence that lies
behind inequality if we do not take into ac-
count how much people care about being seen
as worthy and valued in the eyes of their group
and society. At the macro level, we argue that
we will never come to terms with inequality
based on categorical differences among people,
such as race, gender, and class (understood as
lifestyle and culture) if we do not understand
the role status plays in such inequalities.

In what follows, we argue that status is best
understood as a sociocultural schema people
use to manage situations in which they are co-
operatively interdependent to achieve valued
goals that they want or need, but competitively
interdependent to maximize their personal
outcomes from the collective effort. Such situ-
ations are fundamental to the human condi-
tion, which is one reason that status is ubiqui-
tous in social life. Before we turn to explaining
the sociocultural schema model of status, how-
ever, we begin with the evidence that status is
in fact both a motivating concern for individu-
als and an inequality process that is apparent
over a wide range of social spheres. After de-
scribing the sociocultural schema model, we

1. Culture is defined in various ways in the social sciences. We use culture to mean shared ideas, beliefs, and
values as well as the norms and practices that reflect them both at the interpersonal level and at the organiza-
tional level (Hamedani and Markus 2019; Ridgeway 2019).
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4 STATUS: WHAT IT IS AND WHY IT MATTERS FOR INEQUALITY

then use it to show more clearly how status has
powerful and distinctive effects at the societal
level.

Status Shapes Individual Motivation

Social psychologists have been especially active
in demonstrating some aspects of status as a
motivating concern even if they have not always
used the term in their studies. Since Gordon
Allport’s The Nature of Prejudice was published
in 1954, studies have tracked how the negative
and devaluing views of others toward the
groups that people identify with matter for
their life outcomes. Status is all about what
other people think. Research across the social
sciences has revealed how the devaluing views
of prejudice and the group stereotypes they are
based on are often driven by and reflect status
concerns (see, for example, Bobo 1999; Fiske
2011).

Status as Stereotypes
A vivid demonstration of the power of group
stereotypes in the way people assign status and
also how status changes with the situation was
on display in a recent European soccer cham-
pionship in which Italy defeated England
(Burdick 2021). The English team included a
number of Black players from African coun-
tries. When England lost, viewers hurled racial
slurs and epithets at the Black players on the
team who had missed their penalty shots. The
pundits noted this status-making and status-
taking in action, reporting, “when you win,
you're English; when you lose, you're Black.” A
related study compared the performance of all
Black soccer players in the European league
during the first half of the 2019/2020 season
with their performance on second half of the
season, which occurred during the pandemic
when no audience was present (Caselli, Falco,
and Mattera 2021). Relieved of the devaluing
views of others during the game, the Black play-
ers who were most commonly targeted showed
a 10 percent improvement in performance
when they played to empty stadiums.
Sometimes people are well aware of the in-
fluence of others on their status or their sense
of worth or value. In many other cases, they are
not, or, given the individualist cultural press to
resist the influence of others, claim not to be.

The agenda-setting contribution of the theory
of stereotype threat and research has been to
illuminate how being seen through the lens of
a stereotype about one’s gender, race, social
class, or age can have a pervasive influence on
all aspects of performance across multiple do-
mains (Steele 2010). As we will see, it is the sta-
tus content of stereotypes that links group
identity to performance (Fiske et al. 2002).
Claude Steele and his colleagues reason that for
negatively stereotyped groups, the negative
views of others did not need to be explicitly in-
voked, as in the soccer example, to undermine
performance. Instead, the pressure not to con-
firm a stigmatizing view of one’s self is suffi-
cient to undermine performance.

Black college students who think a task is a
test of academic competence score more poorly
than Black students who believe the same task
requires trying out a new puzzle (Steele 2010).
Asian women reminded of their gender identity
on a questionnaire before a math test score
more poorly than Asian women reminded
of their ethnic identity (Shih, Pittinsky, and
Ambady 1999). White people talking to a
stranger showed a greater increase in blood
pressure when talking to a Black stranger than
to a White stranger (Mendes at al. 2002). Why?

When performing in the shadow of histori-
cally and societally pervasive stereotypes that
links class or race or gender to poor perfor-
mance, people become vigilant. This is the
case for Black students who assume a task is a
test of academic competence and for women
who take a difficult math test. It is also the case
for White students in conversation with an un-
known Black partner, aware that their race may
be linked to general racial insensitivity. In
these situations, people’s heart rates and
blood pressures can change, their minds race,
and distracting and self-doubting thoughts
can enter (Schmader and Hall 2014; Krendl et
al. 2008). Notably, these stereotype threat ef-
fects are most apparent when people are
strongly identified with the activity at hand
and among people who do not themselves be-
lieve the stereotype. A concert of internal activ-
ity can divert attention from the task at hand,
dampen performance, and generate anxiety.
Often people report no awareness of the ste-
reotype. Yet rearrange the situation so that the

RSF: THE RUSSELL SAGE FOUNDATION JOURNAL OF THE SOCIAL SCIENCES
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stereotype is lifted and no longer relevant, and
performance returns to normal higher levels.
Hundreds of studies demonstrate similar and
related effects of group stereotypes in multiple
domains, showing the relevance of status for
almost all forms of individual behavior (for re-
views, see Liu et al. 2021; Schmader and Hall
2014).

Across studies of stereotype threat, the acti-
vation of a well-known stereotype reflecting the
views of others devalues some aspect of iden-
tity and generates anxiety over one’s individual
or group status in that moment. The source of
that anxiety is some awareness of one’s relative
positioning in a broader social system that con-
fers more advantage and worth to some over
others. Although people commonly talk about
people who have status, at school, work, or in
the organization, these studies underscore the
fact that status is not a natural, basic, or per-
manent attribute of a person. And whether
one’s status is threatened by a stereotype de-
pends on the constellation of relational reali-
ties that make up particular situations, includ-
ing how one is treated or has been treated in
similar situations relative to how others are
treated, how one infers one’s group (racial, eth-
nic, gender, class, or other) is perceived and
how one believes they and other members of
their group should be treated relative to others,
and what is at stake for them and others in that
situation, and of course how the others in the
situation respond to the stereotype.

People at the top of the ladder often think,
feel, and behave differently from those on the
lower rungs, whether the ranking is objectively
anchored with clear indications of status, sub-
jectively experienced, or manifest through the
temporary manipulation of status and social
comparison (for reviews, see Fiske and Markus
2012; Kraus, Coté, and Keltner 2010; Wilkinson
2000) For example, with respect to psychologi-
cal experience, those at the top of the status
ladder tend to be more optimistic, experience
more positive and few negative emotions, and
feel less threatened and anxious than those at
the bottom (Keltner, Gruenfeld, and Anderson
2003). They also have a relatively stronger sense
of themselves as relatively independent from
the others, have more interest in expressing
their preferences, choices, and goals, and more

practice in influencing and controlling social
interactions (Stephens et al. 2012).

Of course, people individually and together
find multiple ingenious ways to navigate status
threats, to counter status disavowal and to re-
claim and assert status. For example, African
Americans, many of whom are continually sub-
ject to the cold wind of negative stereotypes,
often report the highest self-esteem scores of
all ethnic groups. (Twenge and Crocker 2002;
Gray-Little and Hafdahl 2000). Yet, when people
repeatedly experience situations in which they
are cast into lower-status positions by cultural
stereotypes, institutional policies, and devalu-
ing interpersonal interactions, some enduring
consequences are likely. It is here where the
growing volume of work linking status with
health and well-being is particularly informa-
tive (Hoebel and Lampert 2020).

Status Under the Skin

A serious concern with how status can shape
health and well-being began with the Whitehall
studies of civil servants in England (Marmot et
al. 1991). In these investigations, those in low
occupational grades had much worse health
and higher mortality than those in higher
grades, but surprisingly improvements in
health and mortality were evident at each oc-
cupation level up to the very highest occupa-
tion levels. These findings challenged the wide-
spread view that social class differences were
primarily a matter of economic circumstances,
and underscored that status is indeed more
than just a reflection of material resources.
Studies in the United States confirm this clear
gradient between social class and health (Adler
et al. 1994; Adler and Stewart 2010). Although
socioeconomic status is important in explain-
ing race disparities in health outcomes, signif-
icant differences in health inequalities remain
even when SES is controlled (Franks et al. 2006;
House and Williams 2000). These disparities
track a deficit in status as indexed by stereotype
exposure, ongoing devaluation across multiple
domains, and disrespectful treatment (Phelan
and Link 2015). Confronting and negotiating
pervasive and multilevel insults to status can
result in a cumulative wear and tear on the
body’s systems (Brown and Turner 2014)—on
their biological health as indexed by levels of
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inflammation, cardiovascular and immune sys-
tem functioning, body mass index, and so on.

The strong relationship between status and
health suggests that people’s sense of their po-
sition on the social ladder—their subjective so-
cioeconomic status gets under the skin and af-
fects health above and beyond their objective
socioeconomic status. A relatively lower status
can instigate a recursive cycle of poorer mental
and physical health in which those who experi-
ence the compounding stress of discrimina-
tion, invisibility, less respect, and less personal
worth typically have worse health and shorter
lives. In contrast, multiple forms of higher sta-
tus can instigate a recursive cycle of higher
mental and physical health in which those who
experience the compounding positive effects of
visibility, no explicit discrimination, a sense of
respect and personal worth, and favorable so-
cial comparisons have better health and longer
lives. The mechanisms that tie status to health
are complex and both social psychological and
psychoneurobiological (Hoebel and Lampert
2020). The accumulating evidence implies,
however, that a critical element of reducing in-
equality and thereby enhancing individual and
group motivation, performance, health and
general well-being is restoring or elevating both
individual and collective respect, worth, and
value.

Belongingness and Affirmation

Can Mitigate Status Threats

When people are affirmed and included rather
than threatened and excluded and when they
sense that they are seen and accorded some
appropriate standing, they tend to feel com-
fortable and that they belong (e.g., Walton and
Crum 2021). Studies in the social psychologi-
cal literature organized by the label of self-
affirmation or belongingness do not invoke the
concept of status explicitly. Yet they demon-
strate that when people experience a sense of
being valued and of worth, motivation and per-
formance improve. In one study, Black and
White students in a racially integrated school
characterized by a strong racial achievement
gap were given a chance to write down some of
their most important values. They wrote about
family, music, friends, or religion. Other stu-
dents wrote about their least important value

and why others thought they were important.
This affirmation improved the performance of
the Black students, reducing the achievement
gap with the White students (Cohen et al. 2006).
Explicitly recognizing and affirming a person’s
relevant identity groups has similar positive ef-
fects on performance (Brannon, Markus, and
Taylor 2015).

Transitions from one social situation to an-
other is a time when many worry about whether
they will fit in or belong and, as we see, this in-
volves a sense of whether they will be respected
or devalued in the new situation. Focusing on
the transition from high school to college, one
study followed first-generation and African
American college students who read the stories
of older college students who told them not to
worry about whether they belong in college and
assured them that if they felt worried about
their belonging, their situation would improve
with time. This exercise increased the percent-
age of students who stayed full-time enrolled
in college, relative to those in a randomized
control condition, by 10 percent. These stu-
dents chose to live on campus, used academic
support services, and joined student groups
(Walton and Cohen 2011; Walton and Wilson
2018) . Similar interventions have been effective
in mitigating a chilly climate for women in
male-dominated spaces. One study in which
students heard stories from older engineering
students and also wrote a letter to a future en-
gineering student raised the grades and moti-
vation of women in male-dominated engineer-
ing majors, eliminating the gender gap in
achievement (Walton et al. 2015). A wide variety
of other methods, some much more indirect
and involving seemingly small changes to the
social environment can also increase people’s
sense that people “like them” belong in a par-
ticular situation. These include school web-
sites, mission statements, or walls of fame that
represent and explain the value of a diverse stu-
dent body and thus strive to flatten the status
hierarchy and foster a sense of inclusion. For
example, a study with a diverse sample of ado-
lescents from more than one hundred schools
finds that when schools emphasize the value of
diversity (indexed by mentioning diversity in
their mission statements), the health of stu-
dents of color in these schools is better as re-
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flected in multiple physiological measures
(Levine et al. 2019). This difference was not ob-
served for the White students.

Status in Norms and Institutional Forms

Thus it is evident from studies on stereotype
threat, self-affirmation, and belonging that
one’s sense of self, one’s position or status in
the situation, emerges between people, de-
pends on the relations among them, and is con-
sequential for individual behavior. My status in
this situation depends on your view of me. Of
course, if the devaluing reaction was just one
person’s view—one teacher with low expecta-
tions, one potential boss who passes over a ré-
sumé, one neighbor who never says hello, it is
possible to avoid or ignore the particular en-
counter and maintain a sense of esteem and
respect. Yet stereotypes are so powerful and
inequality-generating because we presume
them to be the beliefs of “most people.” They
are shared beliefs that are dispersed deeply,
that are widely reinforced, and that package
and deliver inequality through people’s ongo-
ing relations with one another at school, at
work, and in the community, shaping their life
outcomes.

A situation may appear free of a concert of
the devaluing views of others, or chock full of
indications of one’s belongingness, but one
never knows about the next situation. Many
people in many situations seem to “just know”
that women or people from working-class back-
grounds, or one of many minoritized groups
are less competent in STEM (science, technol-
ogy, engineering, mathematics) fields than
men. The views of others are ever present, and
the reflections of stereotypes with their devalu-
ing status implications are built into all levels
of organizational and institutional cultures, in-
cluding the physical environment (see, for ex-
ample, Cheryan et al. 2009). In some settings,
stereotypes can be effectively kept at bay by
shoring up people’s sense of value and worth
and with strategies for alternate ways of mak-
ing meaning in a situation (Thomas et al. 2020).
Yet, in many cases, they are easily brought to
mind. As Steele theorizes, they constitute “a
threat in the air.” They are compelling evidence
at the level of the individual for the ubiquity
and power of status. They also illuminate sta-

tus as an inequality-generating force that ex-
tends well beyond its powerful influence on the
individuals’ feelings of their belongingness or
group identity.

In some cases, the status-allocating views of
others—particularly those related to race, eth-
nicity, gender, and social class—are so widely
shared and have been taken for granted for so
long that they are reflected in unmarked orga-
nizational and institutional norms and seldom
recognized as biasing, stereotyping, or devalu-
ing. Instead, these norms are seen as standard,
neutral, or necessary policies and practices
(Cheryan and Markus 2021). For example, many
organizations that are currently actively en-
gaged in efforts to mitigate gender bias are still
rooted in a powerful foundation of masculine
beliefs and norms that prevent the full partici-
pation of women. This mostly hidden founda-
tion can be found in the valuing and rewarding
of employees who behave independently, poli-
cies requiring that employees nominate them-
selves for promotion, and interaction styles in
which assertively interjecting and debating is
necessary for being heard and having influence
(Cheryan and Markus 2021; Diekman et al. 2011;
Kang 2014; Karpowitz and Mendelberg 2014;
Wynn and Correll 2018). Taken for granted, in-
visible norms that value and reward indepen-
dence as the most worthy and competent way
to be are also common in many universities,
colleges, and workplaces. These norms can de-
value the more interdependent motivations
and actions that often drive students from
working-class backgrounds to attend college
and can undermine their achievement and per-
formance (Stephens et al. 2015).

THE MULTILEVEL AND SOCIOCULTURAL
NATURE OF STATUS

We said at the outset that one of the difficulties
in coming to grips with status as an inequality
process is that it is primarily a cultural process,
in contrast to the more material and concrete
processes of wealth, which involve exchange-
able resources, and power, which is based on
the control of valued resources. That status is
a cultural process would benefit from a little
unpacking. Because status is the esteem and
perceived social value accorded one individual
or group relative to another, as we have seen, it
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is rooted in the beliefs of others. It reflects
these others’ roughly shared beliefs about
which individuals and which groups are “bet-
ter” than others at what the group values. As
Erving Goffman and others have pointed out,
individuals can take strategic actions to claim
status, but they cannot directly seize and pos-
sess it as they can wealth or power (Goffman
1956; Goode 1978; Gould 2002). The same is true
for groups in society. Status must be granted by
the collective views of others. If these views
change or become less widely shared, status
can be lost. For instance, Bill Gates can engage
in philanthropy to gain esteem and status in
the eyes of his countrymen. But if information
becomes public that undercuts shared views of
the value or sincerity of his philanthropy, his
status will decline despite his continued wealth
and power and that decline will reduce his ap-
peal as an exchange partner for others.

In this way, as we have said, status exists in
the social space between the individual or
group and the surrounding community, that is,
in the relationship between them. And that re-
lationship is continually being negotiated
through the actions of the individual or group
and the ongoing evaluative reactions of the
community, as reflected in its emergent shared
beliefs and norms in regard to the individual
or group. Thus status is a process, something
people and groups do and continually redo
rather than a fixed personal attribute. Because
this process is governed by shared beliefs and
the associated practices of a group or commu-
nity of people, we refer to status as primarily
cultural in nature.

As the description of status as an ongoing
process illustrates, status is inherently a mul-
tilevel process, involving the interplay between
an individual and the surrounding interper-
sonal group or between a group and the sur-
rounding community or society. Because status
hierarchies or inequalities develop among in-
dividuals in interpersonal groups as well as
among groups such races or genders in society,
status is a multilevel process in this sense too.
Decades of research on the development of sta-
tus hierarchies in interpersonal groups, partic-
ularly that associated with status characteris-
tics and expectation states research, has shown
that the status society attaches to individuals’

group identities, such as race, gender, educa-
tion, or class background powerfully shapes
their esteem, status, and influence in interper-
sonal groups (Berger et al. 1977; Berger, Rosen-
holtz, and Zelditch 1980; Correll and Ridgeway
2003; Ridgeway and Nakagawa 2014; Berger and
Webster 2018). This is the message of the ste-
reotype threat research we reviewed as well
(Schmader and Hall 2014; Steele 2010).

As such research clearly shows, status be-
tween groups in society and between individu-
als within groups are not separate processes
but instead fundamentally linked in the way
status works as a system of inequality. Widely
shared beliefs about the relative status of
groups in society are part of the macro-level
culture of that society. But they affect inequal-
ity most directly by affecting the evaluative
treatment of individuals at the micro level of
interpersonal relations, including mediated re-
lations, such as when someone assesses the ré-
sumé of another. In other words, the inequality
embedded in society’s status beliefs about peo-
ple’s significant group identities is delivered
home to the individual and shapes their life
outcomes at the level of what people do every
day in their work-oriented relations with one
another. To understand what status really is as
an inequality process and what its significance
is for inequality in people’s valued life out-
comes, we need a model of status that can ac-
count for its multilevel and processual-cultural
nature as well as its ubiquity in social life.

Status as a Sociocultural Schema

of Norms and Status Beliefs

Status is ancient, universal, and ubiquitous, we
suggest, because it arises out of a fundamental
tension in the human condition. Whether peo-
ple like it or not, they have to cooperate with
others to get most of what they want and need
in life from the basics of survival to what it
takes to make them happy. We have to work
with others to make a living, to find meaningful
relationships and develop satisfying self-
identities, and to form families and raise chil-
dren. But this deep cooperative interdepen-
dence that is built into the human condition
has nested within it an inherent competitive
tension. When people coordinate their efforts,
questions necessarily arise about the terms on
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which their relationship will be conducted and
how the spoils of their joint efforts will be di-
vided. Who will be the center of attention? Ac-
cording to whose will and judgments will joint
actions be determined? Everyone has an un-
avoidable interest in forming cooperative en-
deavors but everyone also has an interest in
maximizing what they get from those endeav-
ors. Status is best understood, we argue, as a
sociocultural schema or blueprint for organiz-
ing social relations to manage this basic ten-
sion and produce collective outcomes (Ridge-
way 2019).

William Sewell (1992) has argued that social
structures have a dual nature, consisting on the
one hand of a cultural schema of rules for en-
acting the structure and, on the other, of the
material distribution of behaviors and re-
sources that result from that enactment. The
sociocultural schema of status is a structural
schema in this sense.” It is a set of deeply
learned, taken-for-granted cultural rules that
people use to organize their behavior with oth-
ers in a manner that produces a status hierar-
chy—that is, a behavioral ranking in esteem
demonstrated through deference, prominence
and, typically, influence over collective deci-
sions. As people draw on the familiar, if im-
plicit, sociocultural schema of status to orga-
nize the many shared endeavors they engage
in, status pervades social life from the interper-
sonal to the organizational (Ridgeway 2019).

To some, the claim that status is regulated
by a sociocultural schema of rules might seem
controversial. The obvious alternative would
explain status entirely in terms of long-standing
evolutionary theories of dominance and hier-
archy and more recent evolutionary arguments
about prestige (Cheng and Tracy 2014; Henrich
and Gil-White 2001; van Kleef and Cheng 2020).
Yet recent analyses show that these evolution-
ary arguments cannot fully account for status
hierarchies as they are commonly observed,
particularly in groups of three or more (Ridge-
way 2019). Furthermore, they do not explain the
reach of status beyond the interpersonal group.
If, instead of a cultural process based on shared
beliefs and rules, status were based solely on

evolved, individual attributes and response ten-
dencies, it would be confined to interpersonal
hierarchies. Yet, as we have seen, status pro-
cesses as we observe them involve hierarchies
among groups in society, such as races, gen-
ders, and classes, as well as among individuals.
This is difficult to explain without understand-
ing status as a sociocultural process. The status
schema may be a cultural development laid on
a residue of evolved responses, this suggests,
but it is not reducible to them. In this it is like
language, which is fully cultural in nature but
developed on top of evolved capacities.

The Basic Norm of Status
Especially if people might have some evolved
tendencies for rank and deference, why might
they develop a sociocultural schema of rules to
regulate deference and status? Cecilia Ridge-
way (2019) argues that it is the interdependent
interest of group members in who ends up high
status that gives rise to the development of cul-
tural rules, or norms for status. Under goal in-
terdependence, who ends up high status in the
group affects all our interests. If, for example,
that person who likes to talk but does not seem
to know much about our problem ends up high
status rather than the quieter one with experi-
ence, that affects my outcomes as well as theirs.
As a result, whatever status we egoistically de-
sire for ourselves, we want others in the group
to defer to others who appear most able and
willing to contribute to the collective effort be-
cause this will maximize success and the shared
benefits that flow from that (Ridgeway and
Diekema 1989). This means we are likely to
pressure others to defer on the basis of ex-
pected value to the group. The consequence,
though, is that, by the same token, we will be
faced with pressure from others to defer on this
basis ourselves. In this way, as Christine Horne
(2004) shows, such an interdependence of ex-
change interests gives rise to group norms that
members enforce. Here it creates implicit
norms for deference on the basis of perceived
value to the group’s goal efforts.

Evidence is overwhelming that interper-
sonal status hierarchies grant deference and

2. We call the status schema sociocultural rather than just cultural to emphasize its nature as a structural schema

in Sewell’s (1992) sense.
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influence to group members in proportion to
their perceived value to the collective effort (An-
derson and Willer 2014; Correll and Ridgeway
2003; Magee and Galinsky 2008). Note the em-
phasis on perceived value, given the possible
disjunction between perceived and actual value
(Correll et al. 2017; Lynn, Poldolny, and Tao
2009). This is the basic norm of status, which
people learn from observations and treatment
by others and pass on through their own behav-
ior so that it becomes deeply learned, taken for
granted cultural knowledge for most people.
The norm is a means by which the group exer-
cises some control over a would-be dominator
who threatens to take over the group without
contributing to the shared endeavor. In a study
of status among MBA students, Cameron An-
derson and his colleagues (2006) show that stu-
dents who tried to claim higher status than
their peers felt was justified by their value to the
team were isolated and disliked. Ridgeway and
David Diekema (1989) also find that when a
member of a decision-making group attempted
to seize influence through dominance that was
not backed up by competence, other members
turned on the dominator and rejected him or
her. Norms can be recognized not just by their
enactment, but also by their enforcement. Here
we see evidence that people enforce the basic
status norm with sanctions against violators
and do so spontaneously (Anderson, Ames, and
Gosling 2008).

Cultural Status Beliefs

The sociocultural schema of status is more
complex than the basic status norm, however.
The expectation the norm creates for defer-
ence to others on the basis of perceived value
to the group immediately confronts the indi-
vidual member with a second question. How
can she figure out what her fellow members
will take to be the signs of greater or lesser
value to the group? Ridgeway (2019) argues
that people solve this coordination problem
by developing shared cultural status beliefs
about the attributes and behaviors that indi-
cate higher or lower levels of status worthiness
and types of competence. Especially in a West-
ern, achievement-oriented society such as the
United States, beliefs about status, that is, who
is “better,” and therefore more valuable to the

collective endeavor, are closely associated with
presumptions of instrumental competence
(Fiske et al. 2002; Fiske 2011).

Experiments show that people form shared
status beliefs about the indicators of worthi-
ness and competence quite easily and act on
these newly formed status beliefs in their sub-
sequent treatment of people (Ridgeway et al.
2009). Other evidence shows that such beliefs
are widespread in U.S. culture. Research shows
that status beliefs form central elements in the
widely held cultural stereotypes of all the major
social difference groups by which inequality is
patterned in the United States, including race,
gender, class, education, and occupation (Fiske
et al. 2002; Cuddy, Fiske, and Glick 2007). It is
because beliefs about status and competence
are embedded in group stereotypes that stereo-
type threat can affect performance. North
Americans also have status beliefs linking as-
sertive, agentic behavior with greater status
and competence (Conway, Pizzamiglio, and
Mount 1996). These same studies show that sta-
tus beliefs are recognized by people as “com-
mon knowledge” in that they are presumed to
be the beliefs of “most people” (Fiske 2011). In
that way, common knowledge status beliefs
function as ready bases for coordinating judg-
ments of value to the group (Chwe 2001;
Thomas et al. 2014). They allow group members
to form roughly shared perceptions of who in
the group is “better” than whom for the collec-
tive effort (Anderson et al. 2006; Anderson et al.
2012; Troyer and Younts 1997).

Common knowledge status beliefs work to
coordinate status in the group because each
group member presumes that the others will act
according to them and thus must take those be-
liefs in account in their judgments and behav-
ior. In other words, widely known status beliefs
act as a kind of social map that we all presume
we are all looking at in figuring out how to be-
have. For instance, in a work group in which
some have Ivy League credentials and others do
not, all are implicitly aware of the expectations
this difference evokes and take that into ac-
count in their behavior whether they agree with
the expectations or not. Thus common knowl-
edge status beliefs allow group members to
quickly converge on a rough working consensus
in their relative ranks in the group status hier-
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archy even if not everyone in the group fully en-
dorses the status beliefs as correct (Anderson et
al. 2012; Correll et al. 2017). They similarly draw
on shared status beliefs to make sense of sub-
sequent events in the group in an ongoing pro-
cess through which they jointly maintain or re-
negotiate the hierarchy. Indeed, the formation
and maintenance of an ongoing, working con-
sensus on status in interpersonal groups is
probably only possible because it does not re-
quire complete agreement at the level of what
each member “really deserves.”

A Twofold Status Schema

The sociocultural schema for status, then,
would seem to be twofold (figure 1). We have a
taken-for-granted but fundamental basic status
norm that we learn from experience and pass
on to others through our behavior. We combine
this deeper, more implicit normative rule with
amore explicit, variable, and historically chang-
ing set of shared cultural status beliefs that we
use to anticipate what others will see as “bet-
ter,” more competent, and valuable in various

11

situations. It is through the combination of a
shared basic status norm and shared status be-
liefs that people are able to quickly form status
hierarchies in the real time of interaction, as
evidence shows they do (Bales 1950, 1970).

Understanding status as a sociocultural
schema helps us account for some of its dis-
tinctive characteristics as a form of inequality.
First, because the sociocultural schema ap-
proach shows how status hierarchies work
through a combination of status beliefs, which
typically are shared at the macro level of a
broader community or society, and an applica-
tion of those beliefs at the micro level of social
relations among actors, it helps explain the in-
herently multilevel and cultural nature of sta-
tus inequality as we observe it around us. Sec-
ond, in so doing, the sociocultural schema
approach clarifies for us the powerful link be-
tween status processes and inequality based on
social differences and group identity. Finally, it
also helps explain the wide range of status
rankings in society.

As Sewell (1992) points out, a cultural

Figure 1. A Sociocultural Schema of Status: Societally Specific, Learned and Shared Norms and

Beliefs for Organizing Social Relations
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schema or blueprint for organizing social rela-
tions in a certain way can be applied permis-
sively to new situations and phenomena be-
yond the contexts of its origins. It is like
acquiring a tool for a certain purpose and then
finding new ways to use it. It is because of its
cultural nature that people can apply status as
a way of coordinating with others in regard to
a broad range of social phenomena well beyond
the interpersonal group. Wendy Espeland and
Michael Sauder (2016), for instance, studied
how status rankings of law schools develop and
become consequential points of reference for
both schools and students alike. Shelley Correll
and her colleagues (2017) show how, when peo-
ple must make a decision whose success de-
pends in some degree on the reactions of oth-
ers, they draw on beliefs about the status of
various options to make a choice that will co-
ordinate well with the likely reactions of others.
Unfortunately, this can mean that even if a
decision-maker thinks, say, that the woman
candidate for police chief is as good as or
slightly better than the male candidate, the
decision-maker may still favor the male candi-
date as easier to “sell” to others. Indeed, with-
out something like the sociocultural schema
approach, the very broad reach of status rank-
ings in advanced industrial societies is much
harder to explain.

SIGNIFICANCE OF STATUS

FOR INEQUALITY BASED

ON GROUP IDENTITY

Understanding status as an inequality process
regulated by a deeply learned and shared so-
ciocultural schema helps us see how diverse
status phenomena like those between groups
in society and those among individuals in
groups work together. It also illuminates the
processural-cultural nature of status and its ba-
sis in the ongoing relationship between the ac-
tor and the surrounding group (Grusky, Hall,
and Markus 2019). How much does the group
value that actor, relative to others, given what
counts with the group as important, worthy,
and valuable? But for our purposes here, the
most important advantage of the sociocultural
schema approach is the further insight it pro-
vides into the powerful role status plays in cre-
ating and maintaining durable patterns of in-

equality in valued life outcomes among identity
groups based on social differences such as race,
gender, and class background. These insights
derive from the way the status beliefs compo-
nent of the schema shapes people’s evaluative
reactions and behaviors toward one another to
create status advantage, legitimates inequality
between groups based on social difference, and
fosters a sense of group position and resistance
to status threats.

Status Advantage

We have seen that widely held status beliefs are
associated with all the social difference groups
by which inequality is patterned in the United
States. Status beliefs are a central part of the
content of the stereotypes of these groups
(Fiske et al. 2002). Status beliefs about a social
difference such as race, gender, or class, link
people in one category of the difference (men,
Whites, the middle class) not only greater es-
teem, but also with cultural presumptions of
greater competence, especially at what “counts”
in society, relative to people in other categories
of that difference (women, people of color, the
working class) (Berger et al. 1977; Ridgeway and
Erickson 2000; Ridgeway et al. 2009; Berger and
Webster 2018). Status beliefs suggest that peo-
ple in a higher-status category of a social differ-
ence such as race, gender, or class, are typically
“better” and can be expected to be diffusely
more competent than those in lower-status cat-
egories of the difference.

Status beliefs about a social difference be-
come salient for people in a goal or work-
oriented situation when people differ on the
characteristic as well as when the social differ-
ence is culturally understood to be relevant to
the setting’s goals, as in a gender-, race-, or
class-typed setting (Berger and Webster 2018).
When implicitly salient in a setting, status be-
liefs create a cascading set of subtle biases in
people’s evaluations and treatments of one an-
other that jointly create status advantage (Cor-
rell et al. 2017; Ridgeway and Nakagawa 2014).
Status advantage is the treatment of people la-
beled high status by the status beliefs, such as
Whites or men, as more valued and competent
in the situation than they otherwise would be
and favoring them for rewards and opportuni-
ties as a consequence. And, as a corresponding
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part of status advantage, those labeled low sta-
tus by the beliefs find themselves treated as less
valued, competent, and favored for rewards
than they would otherwise be.

Status advantage based on status beliefs
about social differences is the foundation of
why status matters for broader patterns of in-
equality in society. With status advantage, a
rich, powerful person from a higher-status
group, say, a White person, has an added ad-
vantage over an equally rich, powerful person
from a lower-status group, say, an Asian, Latinx,
or African American. At least three types of bias
created by status beliefs compound to create
status advantage: status bias, legitimacy bias,
and associational bias.

Status bias refers to a series of self-fulfilling
evaluative competence biases triggered by sta-
tus beliefs that have been documented by sta-
tus characteristics and expectations states re-
search (Berger and Webster 2018; Correll and
Ridgeway 2003; Ridgeway and Nakagawa 2014).
By this analysis, stereotype threat effects on
performance would also fall under the category
of status bias (Ridgeway and Correll 2004;
Schmader and Hall 2014). Implicitly salient sta-
tus beliefs bias people’s expectations for oth-
ers’ relative to their own competence and suit-
ability for authority in a situation. Biased
expectations, in turn, have self-fulfulling ef-
fects on people’s behaviors, performance, eval-
uations, and outcomes. By subtly shaping one
person’s behavior toward another, status be-
liefs create inequalities in assertive versus def-
erential behavior, actual task performance and
evaluations of performance, attributions of
ability, influence, and situational rewards be-
tween otherwise equal Whites and non-Whites,
men and women, and middle- and working-
class people (Correll and Ridgeway 2003;
Kahlkoff et al. 2020; Melamed et al. 2019; Ridge-
way 2011; Ridgeway and Correll 2004; Ridgeway
and Fisk 2012; Webster and Driskell 1978).

As people go about their everyday efforts to
achieve the valued outcomes by which we judge
inequality, such as wealth, health, and posi-
tions of power, status bias acting in the social
relationships through which they pursue these
outcomes shape both their behavior and oth-
ers’ treatment of them. They affect the confi-
dence and energy with which people put them-

selves forward in a situation and others’
willingness to pay attention to their efforts and
evaluate them positively. Expecting themselves
to be more competent, the status advantaged
speak up eagerly while the status disadvan-
taged hesitate. The same idea or performance
seems better to others coming from the status
advantaged. In addition, to both others and
themselves, the status advantaged seem more
the sort for leadership (Berger and Webster
2018; Ridgeway and Nakagawa 2014). Because
of the way people use status beliefs to coordi-
nate evaluations, status bias can even cause
people to favor a status advantaged candidate,
say for hiring, promotion, or school admission,
over a similar or slightly more qualified status
disadvantaged candidate if they think the sta-
tus advantaged candidate will be more readily
accepted by others in the situation (Correll et
al. 2017). In these ways, status bias, acting
through the many goal-oriented encounters
that take place in consequential contexts such
as the workplace, schools, government or
health organizations subtly, but systematically,
direct people from higher-status groups toward
more valued resources and positions of power
than otherwise similar people from lower sta-
tus groups.

In addition to status bias, status advantage
is also fostered by legitimacy bias, which is the
tendency to treat people from more privileged,
higher-status groups as more legitimate occu-
pants of high-status positions of authority in
groups and organizations (Berger et al. 1998).
Legitimacy matters for people in leadership
roles because it affects their ability to act au-
thoritatively and expect compliance (Johnson,
Dowd, and Ridgeway 2006; Zelditch 2018). Ex-
perimental evidence shows, for instance, that
people from lower-status groups who attain a
leader role on skill-based merit nevertheless
experience more resistance and less compli-
ance from those they lead than those from
higher-status groups in the same position
(Ridgeway, Johnson, and Diekema 1994). When
a distinguished-looking White man is named
to lead a government task force, his power and
influence is bolstered by the fact that he looks
“right” for the role in a way that a Latinx woman
in the same role does not.

Legitimacy bias is behind the resistive, back-
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lash reaction that women and African Ameri-
can men sometimes experience when they
try to act dominant in a leadership setting
(Brescoll, Okimoto, and Vial 2018; Livingston,
Rosette, and Washington 2012; Rudman et al.
2012; Williams and Tiedens 2016). When a per-
son from a lower status group (a woman or
person of color) acts “too dominant,” it implic-
itly challenges the accepted status hierarchy
reflected in status beliefs about the differ-
ence (Rudman et al. 2012). Those present from
the more status-advantaged groups (men or
Whites) frequently react with hostility to the
status threat that undercuts the status disad-
vantaged leader’s ability to succeed and rise to
positions of greater power. Further, if a leader
from a status disadvantaged group does make
a mistake, it is often criticized more severely
than a similar mistake by a leader whose le-
gitimacy is bolstered by a privileged status
group background (Rosette and Livingston
2012).

Finally, status beliefs about social difference
groups also create associational preference bias
that further contributes to status advantage.
Status spreads through association among
both individuals and organizations (Hysom
2009; Poldolny 2005; Thye 2000). Because the
status of those you associate with affects your
status, status beliefs bias people’s associational
preferences toward higher-status others, espe-
cially in work or goal-oriented settings. Status
beliefs intensify in-group preferences on the
part of those from higher-status groups who
see every reason to prefer their own for network
ties, recommendations, and information about
new opportunities (Rivera 2015). For those from
lower-status groups, status-driven preference
biases undercut solidarity as they are torn be-
tween networking with higher-status people to
improve their opportunities and supporting
their in-group (Cabrera and Thomas-Hunt
2007; Duguid, Lloyd, and Tolbert 2012; Krysan
et al. 2009; Tajfel and Turner 1986).

The biases that together make up status ad-
vantage are rarely noticed by those involved as
they happen. They take place through many
small behaviors, judgments, and responses
among individuals as they carry out their ef-
forts to achieve the valued outcomes they seek,
a job, a promotion, an educational degree,

good health care. Here again, we see the pro-
cessural aspect of status inequality as some-
thing we continually do in our goal-oriented
social relations. The effect of any one of these
biases in a given work- or goal-oriented en-
counter can be large, but most often is small.
But over the many such encounters taking
place in consequential environments, the effect
of these biases accumulates (Botelho and Abra-
ham 2017; Korver-Glenn 2018). Together, they
silently but systematically steer people from
higher-status groups—Whites, men, the mid-
dle class—toward positions of greater re-
sources and power while constraining and in-
terrupting the progress of those from lower
status groups.

Through the process of status advantage,
which we argue results from people’s everyday
reliance on the status schema to manage their
interdependent, goal-oriented efforts, status
functions as an independent force in the main-
tenance of inequality in power and wealth be-
tween social difference groups such as race,
gender, and class background. This is the foun-
dation of status’s significance as an inequality
process over and above power and wealth.

Two additional aspects of that significance
are worth pointing out. First, because status
beliefs work their effects through multiple
small, mostly unremarked biases, the effect for
participants in the situations is that those from
status-advantaged groups are simply revealed
to be “better,” more competent and valuable,
for the work at hand. This aspect of status ad-
vantage, that people rarely see the way that they
participate in its production, is how status pro-
cesses legitimate advantage on the basis of
merit in a meritocratic society (Ridgeway 2014).
In this manner, status-based inequality based
on social difference interpenetrates ostensibly
meritocratic institutions.

Second, notice that status creates advan-
tages for some types of people relative to others
based only on those people’s group identities.
That is, status advantages people from high-
status groups over those who are just as accom-
plished but from a lower status group. A job
candidate’s blinded résumé shows a record of
accomplishment. In the interview, however,
where the candidate’s group identities become
apparent, she is clearly also an African Ameri-
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can woman with a working-class accent. Or he
is a White man with a smooth upper-middle-
class manner. By advantaging people based
on their status-valued social differences alone,
status gives inequalities based on social dif-
ferences such as race, gender, and class back-
ground an endogenous capacity to reproduce
themselves independent of the accomplish-
ments or other attributes of the people with
these identities (Ridgeway 2011, 2019). This fur-
ther suggests that to overcome inequality based
on social differences, status processes must be
taken into account.

Sense of Group Position and Status

Threat as a Political Motive

Aswe have seen, status, including that attached
to social identity groups, has a public character
in that the arena in which it is supported or
contested is in the eyes of others. The position
of one’s social identity groups in the surround-
ing society’s status rankings is known to all
both through common-knowledge status be-
liefs and the everyday status and deference be-
haviors observed by all who are driven by these
beliefs. Status beliefs also function as public,
legitimating ideologies for these observed in-
equalities in life outcomes by linking presump-
tions of greater competence with people in
some social difference groups but not with peo-
ple from others. Status beliefs give people in
higher-status social groups few reasons to
doubt that they have fairly won their relative
advantages. Together, the public and legitimat-
ing effects of status beliefs create for people
what Herbert Blumer (1958) called a sense of
group position, a sense of the deserved public
dignity due to people of their group relative to
those ranked as lower in status.

A sense of group position motivates people
to react with anger and even aggression not just
to threats to their personal status in an inter-
personal context, but to perceived threats to
the status of their social identity group relative
to other groups, in the public arena, including
media representations and public policies
(Blumer 1958; Bobo 1999). Examples include
challenges to policies that favor a lower-status
group over a higher one, such as loans targeted
to Black farmers rather than White farmers.
Studies show, for instance, that highlighting

for Whites changing racial dynamics that will
eventually make Whites a racial minority
evoked status threat in them and led them to
endorse more conservative political ideologies
as well as oppose welfare programs seen to ben-
efit non-Whites (Craig and Richeson 2014;
Wetts and Willer 2018).

As we saw at the outset, status threats
evoked by the growing cultural dominance of
urban elites who are perceived as disparaging
rural and working-class whites as well as the
greater political prominence of women and ra-
cial minorities has fueled political support for
political movements like the Tea Party and
iconoclastic candidates such as Donald Trump
(Cramer 2016; Gidron and Hall 2017; Hochs-
child 2016; Mutz 2018). Studies of these effects
suggest that it is not those at the very top of the
societal status hierarchy, such as upper-class
White men, nor those at the bottom, such as
lower-class people of color, who have been the
most politically reactive to status threats to
their group identities. Rather, in recent events,
it has been people in the threatened middle or
lower middle of the societal status hierarchy
who have reacted most strongly. These are peo-
ple who have felt that their respectable position
as White, hard-working, Main Street Americans
has been threatened by changing demograph-
ics and cultural and political representations
that appear to favor previously lower-status
groups above them (Cramer 2016; Hochschild
2016; Vance 2016). By fostering political resis-
tance to social, economic, and political changes
that challenge the established status hierar-
chies among social groups, the sense of group
position created by status processes is a second
way that these processes independently and
significantly contribute to inequality in life out-
comes based on group identity.

FINAL THOUGHTS

To make sense of the interactional, processual,
and yet inherently multilevel nature of status,
we proposed that status is best understood as
a sociocultural schema that people use to man-
age situations in which they are cooperatively
interdependent with one another to achieve val-
ued goals but competitively interdependent to
maximize their personal outcomes from the
collective effort. Status is everywhere in social
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life partly because such situations are funda-
mental to the human condition. But if status is
a cultural invention to manage a fundamental
tension in the human condition, is it likely that
people will ever stop doing and redoing status
in one work or goal-oriented situation after an-
other? Probably not. Indeed, widespread evi-
dence shows that people’s sense of how much
they are valued relative to others in the eyes of
their group or community is and will probably
remain a powerful motivating force in their be-
havior across social spheres (Anderson, Hil-
dreth, and Howland 2015).

If the everyday doing of status is not going
away, then we must take status processes into
account and consider how to address their ef-
fects if we want to create more egalitarian soci-
eties. This is especially the case if we seek a
society in which social differences like race or
gender are no longer powerful, independent
determinants of unequal life outcomes. Status
may be an ancient and deeply rooted form of
inequality but it is nevertheless cultural and
therefore not beyond our control. Although we
may never undo status inequality altogether,
we can undo its most pernicious effects by un-
dermining the status beliefs embedded in
widespread stereotypes of major social groups.
It is these status beliefs that link social groups
to greater or lesser worthiness and competence
and by doing so, transform the everyday doing
and redoing of status into the production and
maintenance of durable patterns of inequality
between these groups.

As cultural beliefs, status beliefs about so-
cial groups have to be widely held in a popula-
tion to have effect. The assumption that status
beliefs are what “most people” think is what
makes them a basis by which people across
multiple social encounters implicitly coordi-
nate their doing and redoing of status. Evi-
dence shows that disrupting the appearance
of consensuality and validity that supports sta-
tus beliefs reduces people’s tendency to act on
them in their social encounters (Ridgeway and
Correll 2006; Seachrist and Stangor 2001). This
suggests that changing material circumstances
and persistent social and political efforts can
create growing public challenges to our most
pernicious status beliefs such as those about
race, gender, and class background. And, with

growing public challenges, even if these spark
status threat and resistance, the appearance of
consensuality nevertheless erodes. And, as it
erodes, the power of these status beliefs to or-
ganize local status hierarchies narrows in
range and declines. We used to have widely
held, devaluing status beliefs about some
White ethnic groups, such as the Irish, for in-
stance, but these beliefs lost consensuality and
dissipated in effect. Social change is possible,
then, but will not happen without sustained
effort.

A LOOK AHEAD TO THE ARTICLES

In the sixteen articles that make up this double
issue, social scientists from several disciplines
take a new look at the nature and significance
of status as an inequality process.

We organize them into three categories,
each addressing different aspects of the ques-
tions of what is status and why does it matter
for inequality. The first section features articles
that define status as a fundamental form of
equality that shapes broad institutional and in-
teractional patterns of inequality and that also
functions as a powerful motive at the individ-
ual level. Poulomi Chakrabarti begins the dou-
ble issue with an article titled “Status and De-
velopment: How Social Hierarchy Undermines
Well-Being,” in which she synthesizes literature
from multiple disciplines to compare the leg-
acy of slavery in the United States and the caste
system in India to illustrate how status plays a
powerful and unacknowledged role in both de-
velopment and redistributive politics. Tali
Mendelberg in “Status, Symbols, and Politics:
A Theory of Symbolic Status Politics” main-
tains that status has been seriously undertheo-
rized in politics; she makes the compelling case
that government is an official authority for the
allocation of status, and as such almost all im-
portant political events, issues, movements,
and laws arise as groups seek to gain or main-
tain their status. Biko Koenig in “Politicizing
Status Loss Among Trump Supporters in 2020”
agrees that status is fundamental in politics
and based on interviews argues that Trump
supporters were mobilized by “identity entre-
preneurs” who sold the idea that status loss
was a result of the Democratic Party’s rejection
of working-class values—hard work, manual
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occupations, small-town family-centric cul-
ture.

In “The Architecture of Status Hierarchies:
Variations in Structure and Why They Matter
for Inequality,” Fabien Accominotti, Freda
Lynn, and Michael Sauder direct our attention
to the structure, or “architectural features” of
status hierarchies themselves. They show how
these features can differ in ways that exacerbate
the inequality in rewards that the status hier-
archy distributes, affecting inequality based on
power and resources as well as status. The rela-
tion between status inequality and inequality
based on resources is also the theme of Kevin
Leicht’s “Inequality and the Status Window: In-
equality, Conflict, and the Salience of Status
Differences in Conflicts over Resources.” He in-
troduces the idea of the status window in which
people transform their sense of resource differ-
ences in society into a status distinction be-
tween those with “more” than them and those
with “less” than them, which blinds them to
the further reaches of resource inequality. Es-
pecially in highly unequal societies, narrow sta-
tus windows increase the salience of status dif-
ferences in social conflict to the neglect of
resource differences. In “To Forgive Is Devine?
Morality and the Status Value of Intergroup Re-
venge and Forgiveness,” Stephen Benard, Long
Doan, D. Adam Nicholson, Emily Meanwell,
Eric L. Wright, and Peter Lista explore both the
fundamental nature of what status is based on
and the role it plays in intergroup conflict. They
examine the circumstances under which not
just perceived competence but also the per-
ceived morality of a group member’s actions of
forgiveness or revenge toward the other group
functions as a basis for status in their own
group.

The second section includes articles high-
lighting the relational, cultural, and multilevel
nature of status and revealing that implicit
norms for allocating status are shared, enacted,
and reinforced by people in both high- and low-
status positions. Hilary J. Holbrow, in “When
All Assistants Are Women, Are All Women As-
sistants? Gender Inequality and the Gender
Composition of Support Roles,” demonstrates
that changing the link between women and low-
status positions is as or more important for im-
proving pay equity and the status of women in

organizational culture than is bringing women
into managerial positions. Natasha Quadlin in
her article “Do Perceptions of Privilege En-
hance—or Impede—Perceptions of Intelli-
gence? Evidence from a National Survey Exper-
iment” finds that despite scholarly criticism of
meritocracy and the growing awareness of the
degree to which educational success can be
purchased, a nationally representative study re-
veals that public opinion still holds that educa-
tional credentials are indicative of a person’s
intelligence.

E. K. Maloney, Kimberly B. Rogers, and Lynn
Smith-Lovin in their article “Status as Defer-
ence: Cultural Meaning as a Source of Occupa-
tional Behavior” argue that we need a more re-
lational measure of occupational status that
captures the extent to which the cultural mean-
ings associated with a given set of occupations
imply voluntary deference to people in another
set of occupations. They use affect control the-
ory and data measuring the cultural meanings
of occupations to explore culturally expected
deference relations among classes of occupa-
tions. Lauren Valentino’s “Status Lenses: Map-
ping Hierarchy and Consensus in Status Be-
liefs” introduces the concept of status lenses to
reflect how flat or hierarchical the status order
is and how much a given group agrees or dis-
agrees about that order, finding that people use
different status lenses depending on their prox-
imity to traditional centers of power in the
United States.

The third and final group of articles in this
double issue illuminates that status is a pro-
cess that people do and redo through their so-
cial relations, that status beliefs (such as about
race, gender, or class) systematically bias out-
comes, and that the effects of these biased out-
comes accumulate over multiple social rela-
tions. Using in-depth interviews with very
wealthy White women (median net worth $16.6
million), Annette Lareau in “Downplaying
Themselves, Upholding Men’s Status: Women’s
Deference to Men in Wealthy Families” finds
that women perform an abdication of interest
and expertise in financial matters, revealing
what she calls the “stickiness” of gender in shap-
ing family dynamics and maintaining implicit
status norms. In “Racial and Ethnic Status Dis-
tinctions and Discrimination: The Effects of
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Prior Contact and Group Interaction,” Bianca
Manago, Jane Sell, and Carla Goar tackle the
doing of racial status in two experiments test-
ing techniques from intergroup contact and
status characteristics theory for interrupting
the formation of status hierarchies based on
race in work groups. The experiments, which
involved Black-White and Mexican American-
White work groups that met multiple times,
find that it is necessary to alter status-biased
perceptions of competence, not just reduce in-
tergroup anxiety, to reduce racial inequality in
influence.

Mesmin Destin, Régine Debrosse, Michelle
Rheinschmidt-Same, and Jennifer A. Richeson
in their article “Psychological Challenges and
Social Support That Shape the Pursuit of Socio-
economic Mobility” examine status uncer-
tainty and the doing of status among college
students, finding that status uncertainty can
have negative consequences for achievement
and well-being, and that social support may
provide some buffer against these negative out-
comes.

In “‘But the Fellows Are Simply Diversity
Hires!” How Organizational Contexts Influence
Status Beliefs,” Sandra Portocarrero and James
Carter show how the dynamics of status and
race shift over organizational contexts in their
study of the fates of Pickering Fellows as they
take up careers in the U.S. Department of State.
Although the fellowships bring prestige to the
winners in college, in the State Department
workplace, the fellowships mark them (inaccu-
rately) as “diversity hires,” undercutting their
perceived competence and status in the work-
place.

In a different institutional context but one
also consequential for individual careers, Kevin
Nazar, Roberta Spalter-Roth, and James C.
Witte in “Who Gets Accepted and Who Gets Re-
jected? Status in the Production of Social Sci-
ence” examine the impact of race and gender
on the peer review process that leads to publi-
cation in the American Sociological Review, a
high-status, flagship journal of an academic
discipline. Their unique data set includes not
only the race and gender of authors and articles
accepted for publication in the journal over sev-
eral years, but also all those articles that were

submitted but rejected. Finally, Lehn M. Benja-
min in “How Helping Can Reinforce or Attenu-
ate Status Inequalities: The Case of Nonprofit
Organizations” highlights how status is main-
tained in helping exchanges between staff and
participants in nonprofit organizations (such
as those for addiction, unemployment, home-
lessness), observing the effects on participants
of three status attenuation practices—sharing
control, establishing commonalities, and ques-
tioning causes, and comparing them with three
status maintenance strategies—asserting con-
trol, reinforcing differences, and assuming
causes.

As the collection of articles in this double
issue demonstrates, we are gaining increasing
insight into what status is, how it operates, and
what its consequences are for unequal life out-
comes. The next great challenge we face as re-
searchers is to learn to use what we know about
status processes to more effectively interrupt
durable patterns of inequality based on social
differences among people in society.
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When All Assistants Are
Women, Are All Women
Assistants? Gender Inequality
and the Gender Composition of
Support Roles

HILARY J. HOLBROW

A growing literature examines whether women’s integration into management jobs erodes gender stereo-
types and gender inequality. However, this literature neglects the other side of the status coin—women’s
continued predominance in low-level support jobs. I theorize that what people see when they “look down” the
occupational structural is more critical to the creation of status beliefs than what they see when they “look
up,” and test this theory using matched employer-employee data from Japan. I find that, adjusting for job
type and human capital, the gender pay gap is nearly three times greater in companies where subordinate
Jobs are female dominated. This theory provides new ways to understand the “stalled gender revolution” in
the United States, Japan, and beyond.

Keywords: inequality, status, gender, organizations, work, United States, Japan

Many scholars and business consultants agree
that higher managerial representation for
women is key to disrupting patterns of male
supremacy in the workplace (see, for example,
Cohen and Huffman 2007, 700; Huffman, Co-
hen, and Pearlman 2010, 273; Nemoto 2016;
Kramer and Harris 2019, chap. 11; Shams and
Tomaskovic-Devey 2019). Because managerial

women erode gender essentialist beliefs, the
argument goes, women’s representation in
management also benefits the vastly larger
ranks of nonmanagerial women workers by re-
ducing bias and discrimination against all
women (Ely 1995; Huffman, Cohen, and Pearl-
man 2010; Kramer and Harris 2019).

This perspective draws on status construc-
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tion theory (SCT), which posits that where re-
sources and power are unevenly distributed
among groups, members of the better-
resourced group will tend to be more highly
valued and esteemed. This esteem for mem-
bers of the better-resourced group not only
leads people to bestow its members with
higher rewards, but also gives their higher re-
wards the halo of merit and justice, further re-
inforcing the unequal conditions that first give
rise to the belief (Ridgeway 1997, 2019). In-
spired by this framework, a rapidly growing
body of organizational scholarship investi-
gates the effects of women’s gradual incursion
into management on outcomes for nonmana-
gerial women in the United States and other
postindustrial countries (see, for example, Ely
1995; Hultin and Szulkin 2003; Cohen and
Huffman 2007; Huffman, Cohen, and Pearl-
man 2010; Kurtulus and Tomaskovic-Devey
2012; Stainback and Kwon 2012; Stainback,
Kleiner, and Skaggs 2016; Abendroth et al. 2017;
Halldén, Save-Soderbergh, and Rosén 2018;
Stojmenovska 2019).

This scholarship, however, has overlooked
the other side of the status coin—women’s en-
during overrepresentation in low-level service
and administrative positions. Although wom-
en’s representation in historically male-typed
professional and management positions has
grown dramatically over the past five decades,
men’s representation in historically female-
typed jobs, such as those of secretaries or office
assistants, has not increased accordingly (En-
gland 2010; Brynin and Perales 2016; on men’s
hostility to feminized service jobs, see Koenig
2022). SCT implies that this persistent female
overrepresentation in jobs with little power and
resources may have marked effects on gender
status beliefs and consequently on the ways in
which all women are viewed and treated in the
workplace. Yet the relationship between the
gender composition of these categorically sub-
ordinate roles and other metrics of gender in-
equality receives little attention.

In this article, I draw on the cross-national
literature on gender inequality and workplace
demography to theorize why the composition
of low-status jobs may be of even greater im-
portance to the creation of status beliefs than
the composition of managerial and profes-

sional jobs. I test the implications of this the-
ory using data from Japan and show that gen-
der gaps in pay and in the subjective experience
of feeling valued by supervisors are both far
larger where subordinate jobs are female dom-
inated. I argue that the exclusive focus on wom-
en’s representation in management in previous
scholarship can itself be seen as a form of pro-
male bias, whereby the gender composition of
stereotypically male-typed management jobs is
implicitly assumed to matter more for work-
place dynamics than the composition of
female-typed subordinate jobs.

This new theory can illuminate the causes
of what Paula England (2010) terms “the stalled
gender revolution.” Although the direct rela-
tionship between women’s overrepresentation
in low-status support roles and the stagnant
gender wage gap is well documented (England
2010; England, Levine, and Mishel 2020), the
theory developed here highlights how women’s
predominance in support jobs may have im-
portant indirect consequences. In addition to
its direct effect on wages, women’s overrepre-
sentation in low-status jobs may entrench
views of women as “mere” assistants, justifying
devaluative treatment of women, regardless of
the job they hold. This theory thus provides a
new lens through which to understand why
gendered beliefs in the workplace have re-
mained intractable (Vial, Napier, and Brescoll
2016) and why gender inequality in pay has
barely changed since the early 2000s (England,
Levine, and Mishel 2020), despite women’s con-
sistent gains in managerial representation over
the past half century in the United States and
beyond (World Bank 2021).

WHY THE GENDER COMPOSITION

OF SUBORDINATE JOBS MATTERS

Contrary to media hyperbole (for example,
Feintzig 2020), office digitization has by no
means eliminated secretarial work. Office and
administrative support is the single largest oc-
cupational category in the United States, em-
ploying over 18.5 million workers in 2020, more
than three times the number classified as man-
agerial (Bureau of Labor Statistics 2021a). De-
spite the near disappearance of “secretary” as
a job title, an army of “assistants,” “coordina-
tors,” and even “managers” (Seeley 2018), “di-
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rectors” (ZipRecruiter 2021), or “partners”
(Facebook Careers 2021) continue to greet cus-
tomers, answer phones and emails, make pho-
tocopies, manage calendars, order supplies,
and maintain filing systems and databases
(Truss et al. 2013) in the name of facilitating the
“more important” work of others (Karlsson
2011; Seeley 2018).

The face of this administrative army is, and
has long been, female. Women made up 77 per-
cent of administrative support workers in the
United States in 1975 (Wootten 1997) and 72 per-
cent of administrative support workers in 2020
(Bureau of Labor Statistics 2021b). The more
closely an administrative job hews to the secre-
tarial model (Truss et al. 2013), the more female
dominated it tends to be. In 2020, 93 percent of
U.S. administrative assistants were women (Bu-
reau of Labor Statistics 2021b).

Rosabeth Kanter’s groundbreaking study of
gender in the white-collar workplace paid care-
ful attention to the role of the secretary and
noted how women secretaries’ categorically
subordinate positions bolstered the power and
authority of male managers (1993, 18, 84).
Building on this study, status construction the-
ory has focused on how power and resource
differentials reinforce men’s workplace su-
premacy (Ridgeway 2019), acknowledging the
role that female support employees play in
workplace status dynamics (Ridgeway and
Smith-Lovin 2002, 196-97).

Yet few studies investigate the circum-
stances of low-level administrative personnel
(for exceptions, see Karlsson 2011; Truss et al.
2013; Costello 2015; Seeley 2018). Moreover, em-
pirical work on organizational demography as
a determinant of gender inequality focuses ex-
clusively on the effects of women’s entry into
and presence in male-typed managerial and
professional jobs (Ely 1995; Cohen and Huff-
man 2007; Huffman, Cohen, and Pearlman
2010; Maume 2011; Kurtulus and Tomaskovic-
Devey 2012; Penner, Toro-Tulla, and Huffman
2012; Srivastava and Sherman 2015; Stainback,
Kleiner, and Skaggs 2016; Abendroth et al. 2017;
Halldén, Séve-Soderbergh, and Rosén 2018; Sto-
jmenovska 2019).

This cross-national literature, which in-
cludes cases from the United States (Kurtulus
and Tomaskovic-Devey 2012), the United King-

dom (Stojmenovska 2019), Sweden (Halldén,
Save-Soderbergh, and Rosén 2018), Germany
(Abendroth et al. 2017), South Korea (Stainback
and Kwon 2012), and Japan (Nemoto 2016) has
largely, if not universally, supported the predic-
tions that women’s entry into management
ameliorates other measures of gender inequal-
ity. However, where studies have found positive
effects of women’s managerial presence, these
effects are substantively small. For example, Fi-
dan Kurtulus and Donald Tomaskovic-Devey
(2012) find that a 1 percent increase in women’s
share of management in large U.S. firms is fol-
lowed by a less than 0.1 percent increase in
women’s share of mid-level management over
a six-year period. Matt Huffman, Philip Cohen,
and Jessica Pearlman (2010) show that a 1 per-
cent increase in women’s share of management
is followed by change of 0.02 in the 0-1 segrega-
tion index of nonmanagerial jobs. Dragana Sto-
jmenovska (2019), using British data, finds that
a1 percent increase in women’s share of man-
agement jobs is associated with a £17 (about
$24) decrease in the gender wage gap in annual
earnings. Why, given these small effect sizes,
have scholars not turned their attention to
other aspects of workplace demography, in-
cluding the enduring overrepresentation of
women in support roles?

In principle, the continued focus on the ef-
fects of women managerial workers is logical if
women managers’ direct power and influence
is the primary mechanism linking female man-
agerial representation to better outcomes for
other women (Hultin and Szulkin 2003). Women
in management have far greater leeway to al-
locate resources in ways favorable to women
than secretaries or other subordinate person-
nel do. In contrast to the symbolic processes
described in SCT, then, the power mechanism
justifies a narrower focus on women’s entry
into management.

However, the power mechanism is poorly
substantiated. First, qualitative studies cast
doubt on claims that female managers foster
subordinate women’s professional advance-
ment (Costello 2015, 115-17). Second, even
when female managers are motivated to reduce
gender inequality, their capacity to act is con-
strained. Not only do they face more scrutiny
and suspicion than male managers (Kanter
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1993); they are also often concentrated on the
bottom rungs of management hierarchies (Sto-
jmenovska, Steinmetz, and Volker 2021). Fi-
nally, if managerial women’s power reduces
gender inequality, we would expect to see the
ameliorative effects of women leaders most
strongly on gender inequality among their di-
rect subordinates (Srivastava and Sherman
2015). Dyadic study designs, which capture the
genders of both employees and their managers,
are best suited to this task. However, dyadic
studies have universally found null or even neg-
ative relationships between the presence of fe-
male managers, and outcomes for female sub-
ordinates (Maume 2011; Penner, Toro-Tulla,
and Huffman 2012; Srivastava and Sherman
2015).

Support for the hypothesis that women’s
managerial presence improves conditions for
nonmanagerial women comes overwhelmingly
from studies that examine gender inequality at
higher levels of aggregation. These studies in-
vestigate whether gender inequality is lower
across the board in firms with higher shares of
women in management (Ely 1995; Cohen and
Huffman 2007; Stainback, Kleiner, and Skaggs
2016; Abendroth et al. 2017), or in firms where
women’s share of management has grown
(Huffman, Cohen, and Pearlman 2010; Kurtu-
lus and Tomaskovic-Devey 2012; Stojmenovska
2019). The disjuncture in the results of dyadic
and aggregative studies suggests that, to the
extent that women’s entry into management
ranks mitigates gender inequality for nonman-
agerial women, it is predominantly through
symbolic channels operating at higher levels of
analysis—in establishments, in organizations,
industries, and society more broadly—as sug-
gested by SCT.! In turn, the importance of the
symbolic divisions between the genders urges
attention toward not just the top of the organi-
zational pyramid but also the bottom.

Other strands of research also indicate that
the composition of support jobs is likely to be
a potent generator of status beliefs. Perhaps be-
cause assistants are seen as peripheral, aca-
demic studies that center their experiences are
few and far between. However, the rare exam-

ples of such studies vividly highlight the per-
sistent devaluation and marginalization of
women in these roles (Truss et al. 2013; Costello
2015). An ocean of anecdotal evidence further
suggests that this devaluation matters not just
to the female assistants most directly affected
by it, but also to women in professional and
managerial roles. Female CEOs (McNally 2019),
engineers (Niselow and Omarjee 2018), lawyers
(Melaku 2019), medical doctors (Wible 2016),
research scientists (Williams, Hall, and Philips
2014), photographers (Nittle 2017), professors
(Laufenberg 2021), and politicians (Wheeler
2015) all report being mistaken for assistants.
In the United States, these experiences are es-
pecially common among Black and Latina
women (Williams, Hall, and Philips 2014).

The attention on female representation in
elite (and male-typed) managerial and profes-
sional jobs and its effects on gender inequality
is remarkably widespread, persistent, and im-
pervious to countervailing evidence (also see
Leicht 2022). Despite these examples from
women’s daily lives, despite decades-old in-
sights that female subordination shapes views
of women in the workplace, despite subordi-
nate women’s numerical predominance over
managerial women across national contexts,
and despite findings from across the postin-
dustrial world that women’s entry into manage-
rial positions has had small (or null) impacts
on gender inequality for other women, the lit-
erature has perversely maintained this exclu-
sive focus. I argue that this evidence enjoins us
to take a new look at the construction of status
and its effects on inequality in the workplace
and beyond, with the spotlight on the bottom
of the hierarchy rather than the top.

THE JAPANESE CASE

Building on the transnational literature on sta-
tus, inequality, and workplace demography, I
use a case study from Japan to test the implica-
tions of the theory that the composition of low-
status jobs has important indirect effects on
gender inequality. The selection of a Japanese
case is a practical one. Contemporary American
organizations sometimes attempt to sustain il-

1. If power is the mechanism, it may narrowly benefit the relatively small cadre of management-adjacent women

professionals rather than women as a whole.
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lusions of equality, concealing the subordinate
or support nature of jobs behind inflated titles,
such as “Director of First Impressions” rather
than the prosaic “receptionist” (ZipRecruiter
2021). However, this sleight of hand is not typi-
cal of Japanese businesses, where hierarchy is
generally accepted as a matter-of-fact feature
of organizational life. Japanese organizations
thus use worker classification systems that
make the identification of subordinate workers
straightforward.

Japanese firms’ particular delineations be-
tween subordinate jobs and other positions
arise in the context of employers’ emphasis on
long-term employment and internal labor mar-
kets, or ILMs (Brinton 1993; Ono 2007; Mun and
Jung 2018). ILMs generate premiums for tenure
and incentivize core workers to demonstrate
potential and commitment by working long
hours (Ono 2018). However, the dual expecta-
tion of long-term employment and long work
hours make it all but impossible for women
with children to fit the “ideal worker” model of
Japanese firms (Brinton and Mun 2016; Ono
2018). Hence, over the past fifty years, firms
have employed women predominantly, al-
though not exclusively, in peripheral roles, ei-
ther as irregular workers who lack job security
and access to seniority wages (Mun 2016; JILPT
2021a), or as regular workers on a clerical track
in which employees engage primarily in sup-
port work and are ineligible for promotion to
management (Kanai 2013; Mun 2016).

Regular management-track jobs are male
dominated in more than 80 percent of firms
(Ministry of Health, Labor, and Welfare 2013, 9).
Meanwhile, the clerical track is female domi-
nated in 64 percent of firms (Ministry of Health,
Labor, and Welfare 2013, 9), and 68 percent of
irregular workers are women (JILPT 2021a).
Thus the management, clerical, and irregular
job categories institutionalize the female “sec-
retarial ghetto” that is a ubiquitous, but less for-
malized, feature of office life in the United
States and other postindustrial countries.

However, as in the United States, Japan’s
dearth of women in management is the subject
of far greater attention than women’s overrep-

resentation in irregular or clerical track jobs.
Although the number of female irregular work-
ers exceeds the number of managers of both
genders by a factor of eleven (JILPT 2021a,
2021b),? in the period between 2000 and 2021,
mentions of “managerial work” and “women”
(kanrishoku and josei) in the Asahi Shimbun, a
leading Japanese newspaper, were twice as fre-
quent as mentions of “irregular [employment]”
and “women” (hiseiki and jose).

Elite discourse and policy follow this same
pattern. In 2013, Prime Minister Shinzo Abe set
a target of increasing women’s share of leader-
ship positions to 30 percent by 2020 (The Econo-
mist 2014, 25). As of 2016, large companies have
been required to set (voluntary) targets for wom-
en’s managerial representation and report wom-
en’s share of management jobs to a publicly ac-
cessible database. Prominent global consulting
firms (Goldman Sachs 2019; McKinsey & Com-
pany 2021) champion the cause of female repre-
sentation in management in Japanese firms, as
do international investors (Mun and Jung 2018),
often in the name of improving Japan’s econ-
omy and companies’ bottom lines. However, al-
though there is ample room for improvement
in women’s access to managerial jobs—Japan
fell far short of Abe’s target, with women hold-
ing just 15 percent of managerial jobs in 2020—
managerial workers are a scant 2 percent of the
labor force (JILPT 2021b). As in the United
States, then, faith that increasing women’s rep-
resentation in management will revitalize Ja-
pan’s economy rests implicitly on the weakly
supported assumptions that managerial women
will create “trickle down” equality (see Leicht
2022), and that the composition of management
is the most potent driver of status beliefs.

DATA

The data for this study come from a 2015 survey
of employees nested within twelve large Japa-
nese firms. The firms represent three indus-
tries—high-tech manufacturing, business ser-
vices, and consumer services. All are members
of the diversity subcommittee of the Japan As-
sociation of Corporate Executives, a prestigious
business group.

2. The number of female workers in clerical occupations exceeds the total number of managerial workers by a

factor of six (JILPT 2021b).
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Figure 1. Respondents’ Percentage of Interactional Work Time
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Each firm selected at least two teams and
sent the survey to every member of the team,
including management track, clerical track,
and irregular workers.? The inclusion of both
regular and irregular workers in nested teams
and firms makes this survey unique and is cru-
cial for exploring the question of interest be-
cause it has become increasingly common for
firms to replace regular employees on the cler-
ical track with irregular workers (Mun 2016).
This data structure makes visible not only gen-
der differences in managerial representation
between firms, but also differences in gender
representation at the bottom of the corporate
hierarchy.

In total, 539 employees completed the sur-
vey for a response rate of 59 percent, exceeding
the mean response rate of 52.7 percent in orga-
nizational surveys (Baruch and Holtom 2008).
Respondents provided extensive information
on their demographic background, their pay,
job content, supervisory authority, and job
classification. They also rated their workplaces
on various subjective measures.

Working with
managers

Descriptive data from the survey highlight a
reason the composition of subordinate jobs
may not only be influential in the creation of
status beliefs, but also more important than
the composition of management jobs. As Ceci-
lia Ridgeway and Hazel Markus describe (2022,
this issue), status beliefs emerge and are ex-
pressed in interaction. Further, deferential be-
haviors and attitudes are a key way in which
organizational actors perform status differ-
ences (Maloney, Rogers, and Smith-Lovin 2022,
this issue). In this sample, as in postindustrial
economies more generally, subordinate jobs
are more numerous than managerial jobs—25
percent of respondents are in subordinate roles
versus 15 percent in managerial ones. Intui-
tively, then, we can expect that most respon-
dents have greater opportunity to receive (or
exact) deference from subordinate workers
than to offer deference to managerial workers.

Respondents’ time-use reports, illustrated
in figure 1, support this intuition. Including
only time spent in interaction with coworkers,
the median time respondents spent with man-

3. Because these data were collected to understand foreign workers’ workplace integration (see Holbrow 2020),
the teams were selected based on the presence of white-collar foreign workers; team selection is thus unrelated

to gender composition of the teams.
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agerial workers is 17 percent; 25 percent of
workers spent no time at all with managers. In
contrast, the median time spent with nonman-
agerial workers is 80 percent. Whatever ways in
which employees perform deference to manag-
ers, these performances are infrequent. Thus,
contrary to the stance of the organizational de-
mography literature, the gender composition
of management is unlikely to be of highest im-
portance in undermining or reinforcing gender
status beliefs, while the gender composition of
subordinate jobs is potentially of much greater
impact.

Individual-level sample descriptives are pre-
sented in table 1. The analytic sample size of
528 is slightly smaller than the 539 total respon-
dents because eleven respondents are missing
data on income.

Although some Japanese firms “symboli-
cally comply” to gender norms in other wealthy
countries by hiring more women managers and
leaving other aspects of gender inequality un-
touched (Mun and Jung 2018), both individual

Table 1. Individual-Level Descriptive Statistics

STATUS: WHAT IT IS AND WHY IT MATTERS FOR INEQUALITY

and firm-level statistics indicate this is not the
case among the sample firms.

Including clerical track workers, nearly 80
percent of women in the sample have regular
status, meaning they enjoy long-term job secu-
rity and access to company welfare benefits. In
contrast, at a national level, most women work
in irregular positions, including part-time,
term-limited, and dispatch jobs (JILPT 2021a).
Further, adjusted for their shorter tenures,
women have more job transfers within their
firms, a key metric of firms’ commitment to de-
veloping female employees’ human capital in
the context of ILMs.

Nonetheless, these metrics do not indicate
that the firms have achieved a gender-equal en-
vironment. As in most Japanese firms, women
are overrepresented in subordinate clerical
track and irregular jobs and underrepresented
in management.

Descriptive statistics on the firms in table 2
confirm the impression of the sample firms as
unusually gender progressive in the broader

Men Women
(n = 355) (n=173)
Mean or % SD Mean or % SD

Income (1,000s of JPY) 8,632.2 4,468.0 5,566.5 2,988.2
Job category

Management track 80.8 62.4

Clerical track 6.8 16.8

Irregular job 12.4 20.8
Education

High school or associates’ 6.2 11.6

BA 69.3 65.3

MA/MS 19.4 17.3

MBA/JD/PHD 5.1 5.8
Work hours 43.8 8.6 42.2 8.4
Number of job placements, adjusted for -0.1 1.0 0.1 1.0

tenure and normalized
Supervisory level

No subordinates 64.5 89.6

One to five subordinates 10.7 3.5

Six or more subordinates 24.8 6.9
Has children 54.6 16.8

Source: Author’s calculations.
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context of large Japanese businesses. Nation-
wide, women’s average share of management
positions in large firms, defined here as the sec-
tion chief (kacho-level) and above, is around 5
percent (Ministry of Health, Labor, and Welfare
2016, 3); in 80 percent of firms, women’s share
of management is less than 10 percent (Teikoku
Databank 2018, 2). However, women’s share of
management jobs exceeds 10 percent in seven
of the twelve sample firms. Four firms have
shares of women in management that are sim-
ilar to the average for large firms, but three of
these are manufacturing firms, where women’s
typical share falls well below the cross-industry
average. Thus, for large firms in their industry,
even these firms are progressive.* If women’s
overrepresentation in subordinate roles is as-
sociated with greater gender inequality even in
this environment where employers are unusu-
ally supportive of women’s advancement, this
suggests that the relationship between these
two factors may be even more marked among
firms with lower commitments to women’s
workplace advancement.

ANALYTIC STRATEGY

Previous research has often used cross-
sectional data to investigate whether gender
wage gaps are lower in firms where women
make up a larger share management (Hultin
and Szulkin 2003; Cohen and Huffman 2007;
Stainback and Kwon 2012; Stainback, Kleiner,
and Skaggs 2016; Abendroth et al. 2017). In this
study, I use this same methodology to ask

whether gender wages gaps are wider where
women compose a larger share of the subordi-
nate workforce, as implied by the theory that
the demography of subordinate jobs is critical
for the construction of status beliefs, and for
the distribution of resources in the workplace.

To do so, I model respondents’ earnings us-
ing two-level hierarchical linear modeling. This
strategy accounts for clustering in the standard
errors of income for individuals within firms
(Snijders and Bosker 2012).° All models use ran-
dom effects for firms. The outcome variable is
annual earnings, including salary and bonus. I
do not log wages because earnings are not
highly dispersed, reflecting the low ratio of
highest to lowest earnings in Japanese firms
relative to U.S. firms (Koike 1988). All models
adjust for standard measures of human capital,
including age, tenure, education, and work
hours, as well as individual job classification
(management track, clerical track, or irregular)
and number of employees supervised.®

I assess the effect of interest by interacting
respondent gender with a binary variable indi-
cating whether women are overrepresented in
subordinate roles in their firms.” As a point of
comparison, I also interact a binary variable of
women’s representation in management with
respondent gender.

If the gender composition of subordinate
jobs is associated with gender inequality, it is
also of interest how this association varies with
job category. I therefore run a final model that
interacts a categorical variable for gender and

4. Shares of women in management in the firms are strongly correlated with women'’s share of management in
the surveyed teams (Pearson’s r = 0.77), indicating that the surveyed teams are representative of their firms as
a whole.

5. Within firms, variation is minimal in wages at the team level, so the models do not include random effects for
teams.

6. One potential concern with this modeling strategy is that the small number of level two units (firms) may bias
the point estimates and standard errors of the cross-level interactions, leading to a higher rate of type one errors
(Snijders and Bosker 2012). To mitigate these concerns, | use Restricted Maximum Likelihood (REML) estima-
tion, with a Kenward-Roger adjustment (Kenward and Roger 1997, 2009). Although traditional maximum likeli-
hood estimation requires twenty to thirty clusters to generate unbiased estimates, REML with the Kenward-
Roger adjustment produces unbiased estimates with as few as ten clusters (McNeish and Stapleton 2016;
McNeish and Harring 2017).

7. Data on firm-wide share of women in subordinate roles is not available, but the comparison of women's share
of management in the sample and the firms as a whole shows a strong correlation between the sample-level
and firm-level representation, indicating that sample-derived data are an adequate proxy.
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job type (divided into management track and
nonmanagement tracks jobs of all kinds due to
small sample size) with the binary variable for
women’s overrepresentation in subordinate
jobs. This allows us to determine whether
women in both management track and in cler-
ical track or irregular positions experience
greater wage inequality in firms with female-
dominated subordinate jobs.

Because the data used here are cross-
sectional, I cannot make causal claims about
the findings. I have argued that women’s over-
representation in subordinate jobs may pro-
duce a devaluative organizational climate,
where all women are seen as less worthy and
capable and hence receive less pay. However,
associations between gender inequality and
subordinate job composition may be the prod-
uct of other, unobserved characteristics of
firms or workers. For example, HR practices
may be different in firms where women are
overrepresented in subordinate jobs; alterna-
tively, women with high career ambitions may
avoid firms where subordinate jobs are female
dominated. However, studies of the relation-
ship between women’s representation in man-
agement and gender inequality share these
limitations. Even longitudinal studies cannot
rule out time-variant differences between firms
that drive both growing shares of women in
management and reductions in gender in-
equality. Like previous research in the organi-
zational demography tradition, this study does
not conclusively demonstrate a causal relation-
ship between the variables of interest. Instead,
it establishes the promise of an analytical ap-
proach centered on the demography of subor-
dinate jobs in the study of status processes and
gender inequality.

RESULTS

Model 1 in table 3 shows the relationship be-
tween individual-level variables and earnings.
Measures of human capital follow expected pat-
terns, and, also as anticipated, wages vary sig-
nificantly by job classification. For example,
clerical track employees earn around ¥1.6 mil-
lion ($16,000) less than management-track em-
ployees on an annual basis. Irregular jobs are
not significantly associated with lower wages
after adjustments for tenure because irregular

workers by definition do not stay with the firm
long enough for their low returns to tenure to
accrue. Supervisory authority is strongly and
positively associated with earnings. However,
significant gender gaps in pay remain after ad-
justments for human capital and job character-
istics. Women are predicted to earn ¥1.4 million
($14,000, or 17 percent) less than men, net of
adjustment variables. Although vertical segre-
gation and shorter tenure are frequently cited
as reasons for Japan’s high levels of gender in-
equality, direct effects of these measures ex-
plain just over half of the gender pay gap in this
study context.

Model 2 tests whether, as I have hypothe-
sized, gender inequality is greater where sub-
ordinate jobs are female dominated. The model
reveals a large and statistically significant neg-
ative interaction between female gender and
women’s share of subordinate roles. This inter-
action is visualized in figure 2. For women in
firms where subordinate jobs are gender bal-
anced or dominated by men, women’s wage
disadvantage shrinks to around ¥0.8 million
($8,000), or 11 percent; in contrast, women’s
wage disadvantage is more than three times
larger, ¥2.8 million ($28,000), or 31 percent, in
the firms where subordinate jobs are female
dominated. In other words, in the firms where
women are “the face” of subordinate jobs,
women earn considerably less than men, net of
human capital and job category.

This large interaction effect is robust to a
number of different modeling variations.
Changing the cut point for female-dominated
subordinate jobs from 60 to 70 percent in-
creases the predicted size of the effect (model
not shown). And, the effect is also apparent in
a linear specification of women’s share of sub-
ordinate jobs in model 3. This model shows
that, for every percentage increase in women’s
share of subordinate jobs, the gender wage gap
increases by ¥31,000 ($310). Figure 3 illustrates
this effect.

I also examine the relationship between
gender inequality and women’s representation
in management jobs, using a binary measure
of female managerial representation with a cut-
off point of 15 percent, following Kanter’s esti-
mation of the percentage below which minority
group members are perceived as tokens. No
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Figure 2. Predicted Female Wage Disadvantage by Gender Composition of Subordinate Jobs (Binary
Specification)
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Figure 3. Predicted Female Wage Disadvantage by Gender Composition of Subordinate Jobs
(Linear Specification)
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evidence indicates that women’s representa-
tion in management is associated with the gen-
der wage gap, other than through its direct ef-
fects on women managers themselves.

Model 5 in table 4 investigates how gender
inequality varies by job category as well as by
composition of the subordinate workforce. Fig-
ure 4 presents these results. As the error bars
show, estimates are imprecise due to small
sample size but we can nonetheless observe
some interesting patterns. Consistent with
previous research that has found that female
share of a job predicts low wages (England, Al-
lison, and Wu 2007), both women and men in
subordinate jobs earn considerably less than
management-track men in firms where subor-
dinate jobs are female dominated. Thus sub-
ordinate jobs are devalued more heavily, re-
gardless of who holds them, in firms with
female-dominated subordinate workforces. We
also see a heavy penalty for management-track
women in firms with female-dominated subor-
dinate jobs. But, most significantly, the biggest
losers in the firms with female-dominated sub-

ordinate tracks are women who themselves
hold subordinate positions. Not only do these
women experience the largest penalties relative
to management-track men; in addition, relative
to men in subordinate jobs, the gender penalty
they face is also greater relative to that of their
counterparts in firms where subordinate jobs
are male dominated or gender balanced. Al-
though this difference is not statistically sig-
nificant, it suggests an amplification effect
whereby if women significantly outnumber
men in subordinate jobs, these women experi-
ence double jeopardy of lower occupational
wages and steeper gender devaluation.
Because these data are cross-sectional, the
observed interactions between gender compo-
sition of subordinate jobs and gender inequal-
ity in pay are not necessarily causal. However,
subjective measures of workplace environment
offer a rare opportunity to further explore
whether a causal relationship is plausible. Re-
spondents to the survey were asked to answer
the prompt, “My supervisors value my
contributions on the job,” on a 1-5 scale rang-

Table 4. Regression of Job Type and Gender Representation on Annual Earnings

Model 5
Beta SE
Gender and job category®
Women on the management track -763.5* 355.1
Men in subordinate jobs -128.8 414.0
Women in subordinate jobs -1,296.7* 609.0
Subordinate jobs female-dominated 2,393.6* 1,158.0
Women on the management track*subordinate jobs female-dominated -1,977.2%* 673.3
Men in subordinate jobs*subordinate jobs female-dominated -2,526.6** 849.6
Women in subordinate jobs*subordinate jobs female-dominated -2,920.5%** 793.9
Constant -5,061.1*** 1,257.8
Model information
Human capital controls® Yes
Job characteristics controls® Yes
Observations 528
Number of firms 12

Source: Author’s calculations.

Note: Model is from HLM with random effects for firms.
aReference category is men on the management track.
bEducation, age, tenure, tenure squared, work hours, and number of job placements by tenure.

¢Job category and number of employees supervised.

*p <.05;** p <.01; *** p <.001

RSF: THE RUSSELL SAGE FOUNDATION JOURNAL OF THE SOCIAL SCIENCES



42 STATUS: WHAT IT IS AND WHY IT MATTERS FOR INEQUALITY

Figure 4. Predicted Wage Disadvantage Compared to Management Track Men by Gender Composition

of Subordinate Jobs
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ing from never to always. If subjective valua-
tions of women and men link women’s domi-
nance in subordinate jobs to women’s lower
pay in these firms, we would expect a larger
gender gap in feeling valued in the firms where
subordinate jobs are female dominated. Table
5 shows the likelihood of feeling valued by gen-
der, job type, and composition of subordinate
jobs. Although women are less likely than men
to say that their supervisors usually or always
value their contributions in both types of firms,
the difference with male peers is far more strik-
ing in firms where subordinate jobs are female
dominated. In these firms, women on the man-
agement track are 19 percent less likely to feel
valued, and women in subordinate jobs 27 less
likely to feel valued, while in other firms, their
counterparts are just 5 and 6 percent less likely
than men to feel valued.

These perceptions of feeling valued by su-
pervisors are not simply proxies for dissatisfac-
tion with pay. Men in subordinate jobs in the
firms where such jobs are female dominated
report feeling valued at a high rate even though
their wages are low relative to management-

Subordinate jobs
female-dominated

track men. Further, respondents were also
asked to respond to the prompt “Relative to my
contributions on the job, my pay is )
with one of the following choices: very low,
somewhat low, appropriate, somewhat high,
very high. Answers to this question correlate
only weakly (Pearson’s r = 0.12) with responses
to the question on how often supervisors value
their contributions. That both objective and
subjective devaluation of women occurs in the
firms where subordinate jobs are female dom-
inated, but that subjective devaluation is only
weakly associated with perceptions of low pay
increases confidence that devaluation causes
low wages for women in these firms.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

In the United States and around the world, the
gender revolution has stalled—wage gaps be-
tween men and women are no longer rapidly
shrinking (England, Levine, and Mishel 2020),
and at current rates it will take 135 years for
gender gaps to close worldwide (Haynes 2021).
As Paula England argues (2010), this is a result
of the failure of gender integration in histori-
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Table 5. Likelihood of Feeling Valued by Firm Characteristics, Job Characteristics, and Sex

Percentage of
employees who
always or often

feel valued N

Subordinate jobs are not female dominated

Men on the management track 43.6 204

Women on the management track 38.4 78

Men in subordinate jobs 42.3 52

Women in subordinate jobs 36.3 22
Subordinate jobs are female dominated

Men on the management track 47.7 88

Women on the management track 28.5 28

Men in subordinate jobs 53.3 15

Women in subordinate jobs 25.6 43

Source: Author’s calculations.

cally female jobs. Although women have moved
into professional and managerial jobs, this
movement is not enough to counterbalance
women’s continued predominance in the more
heavily populated world of low-paid service and
administrative work. However, as I argue, the
implications of women’s concentration in low-
paid, low-status work may be even more pro-
found than previously recognized. This is be-
cause women’s overrepresentation in these
roles has symbolic and cultural implications as
well as structural ones. Where all, or nearly all,
assistants are women, all women risk being
perceived as “mere” assistants.

A voluminous literature draws on status
construction theory to examine the impact of
women’s entry into management on gender in-
equality. However, I theorize here that this em-
phasis on the top of the occupational structure
is misplaced. As Kanter cogently argues, many
of the negative stereotypes of women, such as
emotionalism or excessive focus on details, are
examples of women’s behavioral responses to
the dependent status of the secretarial role
(Kanter 1993, 73-97). Where these jobs remain
female-typed, we can expect these stereotypes
to persist.

Status construction theory further posits
that status beliefs emerge in interaction (Ridge-
way and Markus 2022, this issue). In the corpo-
rate pyramid, there are commonly more work-
ers at the bottom of the hierarchy than at the

top. For example, in Japan, clerical workers out-
number managers by a factor of ten (JILPT
2021b), and in the United States by a factor of
three (Bureau of Labor Statistics 2021a). As
demonstrated empirically here, this means
that workers spend only a relatively small share
of their time interacting with managers. In an
environment where most subordinate jobs are
held by women, and where subordinate jobs,
and interactions with subordinate jobs holders,
are more numerous, when employees think
“woman,” they are far likelier to think “assis-
tant” than “CFO,” even if management teams
are gender balanced or female dominated.

My analyses also bear out the insight that
group-level representation in low-status roles
is closely related to both attitudes toward, and
treatment of, group members. As I show, where
(nearly) all assistants are women, women feel
less valued than men, and receive lower pay,
regardless of their job category. The effects are
severe for non-subordinate women, whose
wage gap with men is more than three times
greater in firms where subordinate jobs are fe-
male dominated. However, women in subordi-
nate jobs bear the highest cost. Their enor-
mous wage disadvantage in firms where
support jobs are female dominated is a result
of both higher gender penalties and higher job
penalties for subordinate jobs in these firms.

The effect sizes in these analyses dwarf
those found in the literature on women in man-

RSF: THE RUSSELL SAGE FOUNDATION JOURNAL OF THE SOCIAL SCIENCES



44 STATUS: WHAT IT IS AND WHY IT MATTERS FOR INEQUALITY

agement. Dragana Stojmenovska (2019), using
British data, finds that a 1 percent increase in
women’s share of management jobs is associ-
ated with a $24 decrease in the gender wage gap
in annual earnings.? In contrast, in the current
study, a 1 percent decrease in women’s share of
subordinate jobs is associated with a $310 de-
crease in the gender earnings gap, an effect
more than twelve times as large. These large
effects imply not only that the demographic
makeup of subordinate jobs affects status be-
liefs, but also that the composition of low-
status jobs matters more for status beliefs than
the composition of high-status jobs.

Although the data used in this case study are
cross-sectional, and unobserved firm-level
characteristics may explain both the gender
composition of subordinate jobs and the size
of the gender pay gap, the findings highlight
the imperative for and promise of further re-
search on the relationships between subordi-
nate job composition, status beliefs, and in-
equality across the postindustrial world. The
theoretical insights generated here have the
potential not only to illuminate the causal dy-
namics of the “stalled gender revolution,” but
also to deepen our understanding of other axes
of workplace inequality, such as race or ethnic-
ity.

Management consultants routinely recom-
mend increasing women’s representation in
management as a tool of workplace transfor-
mation. Of course women and men deserve
equal opportunities for workplace advance-
ment, but I argue that these initiatives target-
ing managerial representation are unlikely to
achieve these lofty goals. What, then, are orga-
nizations to do? Affirmative action for male sec-
retaries is unlikely to prove useful. Few men
apply to secretarial or other support jobs. Fur-
thermore, any affirmative action for men runs
the risk of further disadvantaging women to
whom even a poorly paid secretarial job is a fi-
nancial lifeline. However, Rosabeth Kanter’s
early and groundbreaking study of “Indsco” of-
fers a useful starting point. Specifically, Kanter
advocated for job redesign to give the secre-
tarial workforce greater scope to develop skills
and build careers (1993, 267-81). To degender

the workplace, employers will need to delegate
highly valued tasks to low-level workers, and
more equitably distribute the labor of under-
valued tasks across levels of the organizational
hierarchy.

Restarting the “stalled gender revolution”
will require scholars to push back against sta-
tus beliefs that predispose us to assume that
the composition of male-typed managerial jobs
is necessarily the most important determinate
of status beliefs, and organizations to reconfig-
ure subordinate and support jobs to be reward-
ing and powerful enough to appeal to both
men and women. Although undoing gendered
patterns at the top of an organization may help
all women to a degree, undoing gendered pat-
terns at the bottom, as Kanter recommended
more than forty years ago, may help more
women, more consequentially.

REFERENCES

Abendroth, Anja Kristin, Silvia Melzer, Alexandra
Kalev, and Donald Tomaskovic-Devey. 2017.
“Women at Work: Women's Access to Power and
the Gender Earnings Gap.” Industrial and Labor
Relations Review 70(1): 190-222.

Baruch, Yehuda, and Brooks C. Holtom. 2008. “Sur-
vey Response Rate Levels and Trends in Organi-
zational Research.” Human Relations 61(8): 1139-
60.

Brinton, Mary C. 1993. Women and the Economic
Miracle: Gender and Work in Postwar Japan.
Berkeley: University of California Press.

Brinton, Mary C., and Eunmi Mun. 2016. “Between
State and Family: Managers' Implementation and
Evaluation of Parental Leave Policies in Japan.”
Socio-Economic Review 14(2): 257-81. DOI:
https://doi.org/10.1093/ser/mwv021.

Brynin, Malcolm, and Francisco Perales. 2016. “Gen-
der Wage Inequality: The De-gendering of the
Occupational Structure.” European Sociological
Review 32(1): 162-74.

Bureau of Labor Statistics. 2021a. “May 2020 Na-
tional Occupational Employment and Wage Esti-
mates.” Accessed May 17, 2021. https://www.bls
.gov/oes/current/oes_nat.htm#00-0000.

——. 2021b. “Labor Force Statistics from the Cur-
rent Population Survey.” Accessed June 4, 2021.
https://www.bls.gov/cps/cpsaatii.htm.

8. This is calculated by multiplying the effect size, which is displayed as weekly earnings, by fifty-two.

RSF: THE RUSSELL SAGE FOUNDATION JOURNAL OF THE SOCIAL SCIENCES


https://doi.org/10.1093/ser/mwv021
https://www.bls.gov/oes/current/oes_nat.htm#00-0000
https://www.bls.gov/oes/current/oes_nat.htm#00-0000
https://www.bls.gov/cps/cpsaat11.htm

WHEN ALL ASSISTANTS ARE WOMEN, ARE ALL WOMEN ASSISTANTS? 45

Cohen, Philip N., and Matt L. Huffman. 2007. “Work-
ing for the Woman? Female Managers and the
Gender Wage Gap.” American Sociological Re-
view 72(5): 681-704.

Costello, Carla A. 2015. “Women in the Trenches:
Barriers to Female Staff's Advancement in
Higher Education.” Ed.D. diss., College of William
and Mary.

The Economist. 2014. “Holding Back Half the Na-
tion.” The Economist, March 29. Accessed June
8, 2022. https://www.economist.com/briefing
/2014/03/29/holding-back-half-the-nation.

Ely, Robin J. 1995. “The Power in Demography:
Women'’s Social Constructions of Gender Identity
at Work.” Academy of Management Journal 38(3):
589-634.

England, Paula. 2010. “The Gender Revolution: Un-
even and Stalled.” Gender & Society 24(2): 149-
66.

England, Paula, Paul Allison, and Yuxiao Wu. 2007.
“Does Bad Pay Cause Occupations to Feminize,
Does Feminization Reduce Pay, and How Can We
Tell with Longitudinal Data?” Social Science Re-
search 36(3): 1237-56.

England, Paula, Andrew Levine, and Emma Mishel.
2020. “Progress Toward Gender Equality in the
United States Has Slowed or Stalled.” Proceed-
ings of the National Academy of Sciences of the
United States of America 117(13): 6990-97.

Facebook Careers. 2021. “Administrative Partner.”
Accessed June 4, 2021. https://www.facebook
.com/careers/v2/jobs/348321213242057/.

Feintzig, Rachel. 2020. “The Vanishing Executive
Assistant.” Wall Street Journal, January 18. Ac-
cessed June 8, 2022. https://www.wsj.com
/articles/the-vanishing-executive-assistant
-11579323605.

Goldman Sachs. 2019. “Womenomics 5.0.” Accessed
June 10, 2021. https://www.goldmansachs.com
/insights/pages/womenomics-5.0/multimedia
/womenomics-5.0-report.pdf.

Halldén, Karin, Jenny Save-Séderbergh, and Asa Ro-
sén. 2018. “Gender of the Immediate Manager
and Women's Wages: The Importance of Mana-
gerial Position.” Social Science Research 72: 115-
33.

Haynes, Suyin. 2021. “The Global Gender Gap Will
Take an Extra 36 Years to Close After the CO-
VID-19 Pandemic, Report Finds.” Time, March 30.
Accessed November 16, 2021. https://time.com
/5951101/global-gender-gap-135-years/.

Holbrow, Hilary J. 2020. “Detangling Capital from
Context: A Critical Investigation of Human Capi-
tal Explanations for Immigrant Wage Inequality.”
Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 46(19):
4043-65. DOI: 10.1080/1369183X.2018.1527682.

Huffman, Matt L., Philip N. Cohen, and Jessica
Pearlman. 2010. “Engendering Change: Organi-
zational Dynamics and Workplace Gender De-
segregation, 1975-2005." Administrative Science
Quarterly 55(2): 255-77.

Hultin, Mia, and Ryszard Szulkin. 2003. “Mecha-
nisms of Inequality. Unequal Access to Organiza-
tional Power and the Gender Wage Gap.” Euro-
pean Sociological Review 14(2): 143-59.

Japan Institute for Labor Policy and Training (JILPT).
2021a. “Koyou keitaibetsu koyou shasuu
1984nen-2020nen” [Number of employees by
employment type, 1984-2020]. Accessed June
10, 2021. https://www.jil.go.jp/kokunai/statistics
/timeseries/html/g0208.html.

——. 2021b. “Shokugyoubetsu shuugyou shasuu”
[Number of workers by occupation]. Accessed
June 10, 2021. https://www.jil.go.jp/kokunai
/statistics/chart/html/g0006.html.

Kanai, Kaoru. 2013. ““Tayou na seishain’ shisaku to
josei no hatarakikata he no eikyou” ['Diverse reg-
ular employee’ policy and its influence on wom-
en's work]. Nihon Roudou Kenkyuu Zasshi 636:
63-76.

Kanter, Rosabeth M. 1993. Men and Women of the
Corporation. New York: Basic Books.

Karlsson, Anette. 2011. “Occupational Identity in Ad-
ministrative Service Work: The Aspect of Care-
fulness.” Gender, Work and Organization 18(S1):
E132-56.

Kenward, Michael G., and James H. Roger. 1997.
“Small Sample Inference for Fixed Effects from
Restricted Maximum Likelihood.” Biometrics
53(3): 983-97.

——.2009. “An Improved Approximation to the
Precision of Fixed Effects from Restricted Maxi-
mum Likelihood.” Computational Statistics &
Data Analysis 53(7): 2583-95.

Koenig, Biko. 2022. “Politicizing Status Loss Among
Trump Supporters in 2020.” RSF: The Russell
Sage Foundation Journal of the Social Sciences
8(6): 69-86. DOI: https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF
.2022.8.6.04.

Koike, Kazuo. 1988. Understanding Industrial Rela-
tions in Modern Japan. New York: St Martin’s
Press.

RSF: THE RUSSELL SAGE FOUNDATION JOURNAL OF THE SOCIAL SCIENCES


https://www.economist.com/briefing/2014/03/29/holding-back-half-the-nation
https://www.economist.com/briefing/2014/03/29/holding-back-half-the-nation
https://www.facebook.com/careers/v2/jobs/348321213242057/
https://www.facebook.com/careers/v2/jobs/348321213242057/
https://www.wsj.com/articles/the-vanishing-executive-assistant-11579323605
https://www.wsj.com/articles/the-vanishing-executive-assistant-11579323605
https://www.wsj.com/articles/the-vanishing-executive-assistant-11579323605
https://www.goldmansachs.com/insights/pages/womenomics-5.0/multimedia/womenomics-5.0-report.pdf
https://www.goldmansachs.com/insights/pages/womenomics-5.0/multimedia/womenomics-5.0-report.pdf
https://www.goldmansachs.com/insights/pages/womenomics-5.0/multimedia/womenomics-5.0-report.pdf
https://time.com/5951101/global-gender-gap-135-years/
https://time.com/5951101/global-gender-gap-135-years/
https://www.jil.go.jp/kokunai/statistics/timeseries/html/g0208.html
https://www.jil.go.jp/kokunai/statistics/timeseries/html/g0208.html
https://www.jil.go.jp/kokunai/statistics/chart/html/g0006.html
https://www.jil.go.jp/kokunai/statistics/chart/html/g0006.html
https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2022.8.6.04
https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2022.8.6.04

46 STATUS: WHAT IT IS AND WHY IT MATTERS FOR INEQUALITY

Kramer, Andrea S., and Alton B. Harris. 2019. /t's Not
You, It's the Workplace: Women'’s Conflict at Work
and the Bias That Built It. Boston, Mass.: Nicholas
Brealy Publishing.

Kurtulus, Fidan Ana, and Donald Tomaskovic-Devey.
2012. “Do Female Top Managers Help Women to
Advance? A Panel Study Using EEO-1 Records.”
Annals of the American Academy of Political and
Social Science 639(1): 1773-97.

Laufenberg, Bella. 2021. “ND Female Professors
Share Their Stories of Success.” The Observer.
March 19. Accessed June 10, 2021. https://
ndsmcobserver.com/2021/03/nd-female
-professors-share-their-stories-of-success/.

Leicht, Kevin T. 2022. “Inequality and the Status
Window: Inequality, Conflict, and the Salience of
Status Differences in Conflicts over Resources.”
RSF: The Russell Sage Foundation Journal of the
Social Sciences 8(6): 103-21. DOI: https://doi.org
/10.7758/RSF.2022.8.6.06.

Maloney, E. K., Kimberly B. Rogers, and Lynn Smith-
Lovin. 2022. “Status as Deference: Cultural
Meaning as a Source of Occupational Behavior.”
RSF: The Russell Sage Foundation Journal of the
Social Sciences 8(7): 70-88. DOI: https://doi.org
/10.7758/RSF.2022.8.7.04.

Maume, David J. 2011. “Meet the New Boss . . .
Same as the Old Boss? Female Supervisors and
Subordinate Career Prospects.” Social Science
Research 40(1): 287-98.

McKinsey & Company. 2021. “Mobilizing Women to
Step Up as Leaders in Japan.” April 27. Accessed
June 10, 2021. https://www.mckinsey.com
/featured-insights/asia-pacific/mobilizing
-women-to-step-up-as-leaders-in-japan.

McNally, Danielle. 2019. “Cartier's Women'’s Initiative
Award Winners Prove Women Will Change the
World.” Marie Clair, May 5. Accessed June 4,
2021. https://www.marieclaire.com/career-advice
/a27360808/cartiers-womens-initiative-awards
-winners-2019/.

McNeish, Daniel M., and Jeffery Harring. 2017. “Clus-
tered Data with Small Sample Sizes: Comparing
the Performance of Model-Based and Design-
Based Approaches.” Communications in Statis-
tics—Simulation and Computation 46(2): 855-69.

McNeish, Daniel M., and Laura M. Stapleton. 2016.
“The Effect of Small Sample Size on Two-Level
Model Estimates: A Review and lllustration.” Ed-
ucational Psychology Review 28: 295-314.

Melaku, Tsedale. M. 2019. You Don't Look Like A

Lawyer: Black Women and Systemic Gendered
Racism. Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefield.

Ministry of Health, Labor, and Welfare. 2013. “Heisei
24 nendo koyou kintou kihon chousa no gaikyou”
[Overview of the 2012 basic survey of equal em-
ployment]. Accessed December 22, 2015. http://
www.mhlw.go.jp/toukei/list/dl/71-24e.pdf.

——. 2016. “Kigyou chousa kekka gaiyou” [Sum-
mary of survey results]. Accessed June 10, 2021.
https://www.mhlw.go.jp/toukei/list/dl/71-7
-02.pdf.

Mun, Eunmi. 2016. “Negative Compliance as an Or-
ganizational Response to Legal Pressures: The
Case of Japanese Equal Employment Opportu-
nity Law.” Social Forces 94(4): 1409-37.

Mun, Eunmi, and Jiwook Jung. 2018. “Change Above
the Glass Ceiling: Corporate Social Responsibil-
ity and Gender Diversity in Japanese Firms.” Ad-
ministrative Science Quarterly 63(2): 409-40.

Nemoto, Kumiko. 2016. Too Few Women at the Top:
The Persistence of Inequality in Japan. Ithaca,
N.Y.: Cornell University Press.

Niselow, Tehillah, and Lameez Omarjee. 2018.
“Women Engineers Speak Out: From No Female
Toilets to Being Mistaken for a Secretary.” News
24, August 8. Accessed June 4, 2021. https://
www.news24.com/fin24/Companies/Industrial
/women-engineers-speak-out-from-no-female
-toilets-to-being-mistaken-for-a-secretary
-20180808-2.

Nittle, Nadra. 2017. “Sexism Is Rampant for Female
Fashion Photographers.” Racked.com, November
30. Accessed June 10, 2021. https://www.racked
.com/2017/11/30/16720374/photography-sexism
-fashion.

Ono, Hiroshi. 2007. “Careers in Foreign-Owned
Firms in Japan.” American Sociological Review
72(2): 267-90.

——. 2018. “Why Do the Japanese Work Long
Hours ?" Japan Labor Issues 2(5): 35-49.

Penner, Andrew M., Harold J. Toro-Tulla, and Matt L.
Huffman. 2012. “Do Women Managers Amelio-
rate Gender Differences in Wages? Evidence
from a Large Grocery Retailer.” Sociological Per-
spectives 55(2): 365-81.

Ridgeway, Cecilia L. 1997. “Interaction and the Con-
servation of Gender Inequality: Considering Em-
ployment.” American Sociological Review 62(2):
218-35.

——. 2019. Status: Why Is It Everywhere? Why Does
It Matter? New York: Russell Sage Foundation.

RSF: THE RUSSELL SAGE FOUNDATION JOURNAL OF THE SOCIAL SCIENCES


https://ndsmcobserver.com/2021/03/nd-female-professors-share-their-stories-of-success/
https://ndsmcobserver.com/2021/03/nd-female-professors-share-their-stories-of-success/
https://ndsmcobserver.com/2021/03/nd-female-professors-share-their-stories-of-success/
https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2022.8.6.06
https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2022.8.6.06
https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2022.8.7.04
https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2022.8.7.04
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/asia-pacific/mobilizing-women-to-step-up-as-leaders-in-japan
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/asia-pacific/mobilizing-women-to-step-up-as-leaders-in-japan
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/asia-pacific/mobilizing-women-to-step-up-as-leaders-in-japan
https://www.marieclaire.com/career-advice/a27360808/cartiers-womens-initiative-awards-winners-2019/
https://www.marieclaire.com/career-advice/a27360808/cartiers-womens-initiative-awards-winners-2019/
https://www.marieclaire.com/career-advice/a27360808/cartiers-womens-initiative-awards-winners-2019/
http://www.mhlw.go.jp/toukei/list/dl/71-24e.pdf
http://www.mhlw.go.jp/toukei/list/dl/71-24e.pdf
https://www.mhlw.go.jp/toukei/list/dl/71-7-02.pdf
https://www.mhlw.go.jp/toukei/list/dl/71-7-02.pdf
https://www.news24.com/fin24/Companies/Industrial/women-engineers-speak-out-from-no-female-toilets-to-being-mistaken-for-a-secretary-20180808-2
https://www.news24.com/fin24/Companies/Industrial/women-engineers-speak-out-from-no-female-toilets-to-being-mistaken-for-a-secretary-20180808-2
https://www.news24.com/fin24/Companies/Industrial/women-engineers-speak-out-from-no-female-toilets-to-being-mistaken-for-a-secretary-20180808-2
https://www.news24.com/fin24/Companies/Industrial/women-engineers-speak-out-from-no-female-toilets-to-being-mistaken-for-a-secretary-20180808-2
https://www.news24.com/fin24/Companies/Industrial/women-engineers-speak-out-from-no-female-toilets-to-being-mistaken-for-a-secretary-20180808-2
https://www.racked.com/2017/11/30/16720374/photography-sexism-fashion
https://www.racked.com/2017/11/30/16720374/photography-sexism-fashion
https://www.racked.com/2017/11/30/16720374/photography-sexism-fashion

WHEN ALL ASSISTANTS ARE WOMEN, ARE ALL WOMEN ASSISTANTS? 47

Ridgeway, Cecilia L., and Hazel Rose Markus. 2022.
“The Significance of Status: What It Is and How
It Shapes Inequality.” RSF: The Russell Sage
Foundation Journal of the Social Sciences 8(7):
1-25. DOI: http://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2022
.8.7.01.

Ridgeway, Cecilia L., and Lynn Smith-Lovin. 2002.
“The Gender System and Interaction.” Annual
Review of Sociology 25(1): 191-216.

Seeley, J. Lotus. 2018. “’Show Us Your Frilly, Pink
Underbelly’: Men Administrative Assistants Do-
ing Masculinities and Femininity.” Gender, Work
and Organization 25(4): 418-36.

Shams, Safi, and Donald Tomaskovic-Devey. 2019.
“Racial and Gender Trends and Trajectories in
Access to Managerial Jobs.” Social Science Re-
search 80: 15-29.

Snijders, Tom A. B., and Roel J. Bosker. 2012. Multi-
level Analysis: An Introduction to Basic and Ad-
vanced Multilevel Modeling, 2nd ed. London:
Sage Publishers.

Srivastava, Sameer B., and Eliot L. Sherman. 2015.
“Agents of Change or Cogs in the Machine? Re-
examining the Influence of Female Managers on
the Gender Wage Gap.” American Journal of So-
ciology 120(6): 1778-1808.

Stainback, Kevin, Sibyl Kleiner, and Sheryl Skaggs.
2016. “Women in Power: Undoing or Redoing the
Gendered Organization?” Gender and Society
30(1): 109-35.

Stainback, Kevin, and Soyoung Kwon. 2012. “Female
Leaders, Organizational Power, and Sex Segrega-
tion.” Annals of the American Academy of Politi-
cal and Social Science 639(1): 217-35.

Stojmenovska, Dragana. 2019. “Management Gen-
der Composition and the Gender Pay Gap: Evi-
dence from British Panel Data.” Gender, Work
and Organization 26(5): 738-64.

Stojmenovska, Dragana, Stephanie Steinmetz, and
Beate Volker. 2021. “The Gender Gap in Work-
place Authority: Variation Across Types of Au-
thority Positions.” Social Forces 100(2): 599-
621.

Teikoku Databank. 2018. “Josei kanrishoku wariai ha

heikin 7.2%" [Women'’s average share of manage-
ment positions is 7.2%]. Accessed June 10, 2018.
http://www.tdb.co.jp/report/watching/press/pdf
/p180805.pdf.

Truss, Catherine, Kerstin Alfes, Amanda Shantz, and
Amanda Rosewarne. 2013. “Still in the Ghetto?
Experiences of Secretarial Work in the 21st Cen-
tury.” Gender, Work and Organization 20(4): 349-
63.

Vial, Andrea C., Jaime L. Napier, and Victoria L.
Brescoll. 2016. “A Bed of Thorns: Female Leaders
and the Self-Reinforcing Cycle of lllegitimacy.”
Leadership Quarterly 27(3): 400-414.

Wheeler, Brian. 2015. “Lib Dem Ex-Minister Jo Swin-
son ‘Mistaken for Secretary.” BBC, September
20. Accessed June 10, 2021. https://www.bbc
.com/news/uk-politics-34307798.

Wible, Pamela. 2016. “Female Physicians Told to Sit
Down, Shut up, and Get Out of the Way During
Emergencies as Patients Nearly Die.” Ideal Medi-
cal Care, October 14. Accessed June 4, 2021.
https://www.idealmedicalcare.org/female
-physicians-told-to-sit-down-shut-up-and-get
-out-of-the-way-during-emergencies-as-patients
-nearly-die/.

Williams, Joan C., Erika V. Hall, and Katherine Phil-
ips. 2014. “Double Jeopardy? Gender Bias
Against Women in Science.” Technical Report.
San Francisco: University of California, Hastings
College of the Law. DOI: http://doi.org/10.13140
/2.11763.8723.

Wootton, Barbara H. 1997. “Gender Differences in
Occupational Employment.” Monthly Labor Re-
view, April 15-24.

The World Bank. 2021. “Female Share of Employ-
ment in Senior and Middle Management (%).”
Data from International Labour Organization, IL-
OSTAT database, January 29. Accessed June 4,
2021. https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL
.EMP.SMGT.FE.ZS.

ZipRecruiter. 2021. “Director of First Impressions Job
Description Sample.” Accessed June 4, 2021.
https://www.ziprecruiter.com/e/Director-of
-First-Impressions-Job-Description-Sample.

RSF: THE RUSSELL SAGE FOUNDATION JOURNAL OF THE SOCIAL SCIENCES


http://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2022.8.7.01
http://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2022.8.7.01
http://www.tdb.co.jp/report/watching/press/pdf/p180805.pdf
http://www.tdb.co.jp/report/watching/press/pdf/p180805.pdf
https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-politics-34307798
https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-politics-34307798
https://www.idealmedicalcare.org/female-physicians-told-to-sit-down-shut-up-and-get-out-of-the-way-during-emergencies-as-patients-nearly-die/
https://www.idealmedicalcare.org/female-physicians-told-to-sit-down-shut-up-and-get-out-of-the-way-during-emergencies-as-patients-nearly-die/
https://www.idealmedicalcare.org/female-physicians-told-to-sit-down-shut-up-and-get-out-of-the-way-during-emergencies-as-patients-nearly-die/
https://www.idealmedicalcare.org/female-physicians-told-to-sit-down-shut-up-and-get-out-of-the-way-during-emergencies-as-patients-nearly-die/
http://doi.org/10.13140/2.1.1763.8723
http://doi.org/10.13140/2.1.1763.8723
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.EMP.SMGT.FE.ZS
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.EMP.SMGT.FE.ZS
https://www.ziprecruiter.com/e/Director-of-First-Impressions-Job-Description-Sample
https://www.ziprecruiter.com/e/Director-of-First-Impressions-Job-Description-Sample

Do Perceptions of Privilege
Enhance—or Impede—
Perceptions of Intelligence?
Evidence from a National
Survey Experiment

NATASHA QUADLIN

Scholars have long criticized the notion of meritocracy, in part because many achievements that are ostensi-
bly earned stem from the intergenerational transmission of advantage. Although much research has demon-
strated this link, fewer studies have considered public attitudes toward these constructs, including whether
perceptions of privilege mitigate the symbolic power that educational accomplishments hold. In this article,
I use data from an original, nationally representative survey experiment (N=1,800) that focuses on public
perceptions of college degree holders. I find that, if anything, college graduates who are perceived as wealthy
are perceived as more intelligent than they otherwise would be. Yet I also find evidence that less-privileged
respondents are more likely than their more-privileged peers to convey status on those who may have faced
obstacles in completing college.

Keywords: educational inequality, income and wealth, social perceptions, experimental methods,
conjoint experiments

Generations of social scientists have criticized
the notion of meritocracy because it is imbued
with inequality (McNamee and Miller 2009). Al-
though outcomes such as status, wealth, and
power purportedly reflect objective notions of
merit, these outcomes often capture privileges
that can be passed down through generations
(see, for example, Blau and Duncan 1967;
Sewell, Haller, and Portes 1969).

Educational outcomes are no exception. A

degree from a highly selective college (or any
college, for that matter) is considered a great
accomplishment, and for many people a col-
lege degree conveys a great deal of skill and
competence (Quadlin and Powell 2022). Re-
search has shown repeatedly, however, that so-
cioeconomic status (SES) is a better predictor
of college attendance and completion than ac-
ademic performance measures per se (see, for
example, Dynarski 2015; Pfeffer 2008; Reardon
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2011). This is true especially at highly selective
colleges, where applicants often receive a pre-
mium in the admissions process for engaging
in high-status activities and hobbies that are
only accessible to a select few (Arcidiacono,
Kinsler, and Ransom 2022; Stevens 2009), and
students disproportionately come from fami-
lies in the top 1 percent of the national income
distribution (Aisch et al. 2017). Children raised
in high-SES families have substantial advan-
tages when it comes to education, suggesting
that the more economic privilege one has, the
easier it is to achieve success in education.

Despite many studies that have demon-
strated this relationship between economic
privilege and educational success, less schol-
arly research has assessed public perceptions
of privilege, including the extent to which these
perceptions affect the symbolic power of a col-
lege degree in the United States. Research sug-
gests contrasting perspectives on this question.
On the one hand, Americans as a whole believe
deeply in the power of meritocracy and the idea
that individual accomplishments reflect indi-
vidual effort (Kluegel and Smith 1986; McCall
2013). When a person encounters someone
with a high-status college degree, their first im-
pression may be that this person is highly ac-
complished, rather than that the person may
have had economic advantages that made the
degree more attainable. Thus we might expect
college graduates to be highly regarded in
terms of their intelligence, even if (and perhaps
especially if) they are perceived as economi-
cally privileged. At the same time, recent events
(for example, the college admissions “scandal”
involving multiple celebrity parents and their
children) imply that Americans may not be sur-
prised at the extent to which educational suc-
cess can be purchased.! Members of the public
may question whether educational credentials
indeed indicate a person’s intelligence—or if
they, instead, are merely indicators of intergen-
erational wealth.

In this article, I ask whether perceptions of
privilege enhance—or impede—perceptions of

intelligence. In other words, when a person is
perceived as economically privileged, to what
extent do these perceptions affect the status
that their educational credentials convey? I
assess these questions using data from an
original online survey experiment with a large
sample (N =1,800) of respondents who are na-
tionally representative of the U.S. adult English-
speaking population. The experiment is de-
signed to capture how Americans think about
college degrees of varying selectivity levels, and
the extent to which these degrees signal intel-
ligence, economic privilege, and likability—a
construct that is often considered alongside
measures of intelligence and competence, as I
discuss in the sections that follow.

BACKGROUND

Educational Credentials and

Americans’ Belief in Meritocracy

The American Dream is premised on the belief
that anyone in the United States can achieve
success as long as they work hard. This is a
dominant ideology in American society—one
that has simultaneously comforted and moti-
vated generations of Americans, and one that
has had an outsize influence on political dis-
course (Cullen 2003; Hochschild 1995). A re-
lated, but ultimately separate, construct is mer-
itocracy, the idea that people achieve success
and power on the basis of their merit, and that
people who are successful were able to advance
because they worked hard and proved them-
selves to be superior to others in one or more
relevant areas (McNamee and Miller 2009). Re-
search shows that Americans have largely
bought into these belief structures and rely on
them in their everyday lives. For example, in a
recent iteration of the International Social Sur-
vey Programme (ISSP), approximately 95 per-
cent of U.S. adults indicated that advancement
in society is determined on the basis of hard
work (Mijs 2021; see also Kluegel and Smith
1986; McCall 2013; McNamee and Miller 2009;
Young 1958).2 This pattern suggests that when

1. Although the media and some members of the public portrayed these events as a scandal, many subject-matter
experts were not surprised that they took place and would not characterize them as particularly shocking.

2. This also looks to be the case for most Western countries, although the percentage of people who agree with
this statement is largest in the United States. As Jonathan Mijs (2021) describes, using data from twenty-three
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a person achieves success in the United States,
most Americans assume that this person
earned their success through hard work, supe-
rior intellect, outstanding skills, or some other
indication of merit.

But despite Americans’ strong belief in the
American Dream and meritocracy, much re-
search across the social sciences has shown
that intergenerational privileges—including,
but not limited to, parental occupation, educa-
tion, income, and wealth—have just as much
(if not more) predictive power in explaining
people’s outcomes relative to individual-level
measures of ability or achievement (see Blau
and Duncan 1967; Conwell 2021; Conwell and
Ye 2021; Erikson and Goldthorpe 2002; Ermish,
Jantti, and Smeeding 2012; Hout 2018; Pfeffer
and Killewald 2018; Quadlin and Conwell 2021;
Sewell, Haller, and Portes 1969). Predictors of
academic performance (for example, grades,
test scores) and educational attainment (for ex-
ample, college completion, years of education
completed) have been widely studied in this re-
gard. This is partly because schooling is com-
pulsory in the United States up to a certain
point, and thus virtually everyone has some
data to report on their academic performance
and educational experiences, which is conve-
nient for quantitative studies of these relation-
ships. At the same time, educational outcomes
are highly salient to the intergenerational
transmission of advantage because the grades,
test scores, and credentials earned through
schooling are purported to measure and reflect
traits such as intelligence and competence.

Just as income and wealth are socially heri-
table, research shows that success in education
is socially heritable. SES often is a better pre-
dictor of college attendance and completion
than academic performance measures per se
(Pfeffer 2008; Reardon 2011). One particularly

striking analysis by Susan Dynarski (2015) in
the New York Times Upshot examines rates of
bachelor’s degree completion by SES and math
achievement in the Education Longitudinal
Study of 2002 (ELS-02).° In these nationally rep-
resentative data, high-SES students in the top
quartile of math achievement had a very high
likelihood of completing a bachelor’s degree
(74 percent), but this outcome was far less cer-
tain for low-SES students with comparable
achievement (41 percent). In fact, low-SES stu-
dents in the top quartile of math achievement
were equally likely to earn a bachelor’s degree
as high-SES students in only the second quar-
tile of math achievement (that is, those in the
25th to 49th percentiles; 41 percent likelihood
for both groups). This contrast in educational
outcomes between students at the top and bot-
tom of the family income hierarchy clearly
demonstrates the power of socioeconomic priv-
ilege in predicting educational credentials,
even conditional on ability or achievement
measures.

College Degrees as Signals of
Privilege and/or Merit
Although social scientists have frequently
pointed out the strong relationship between so-
cial origins and educational outcomes, less re-
search has considered how the public thinks
about these dynamics. In particular, I focus on
perceptions of socioeconomic privilege and the
extent to which these perceptions either en-
hance or impede the positive attributes that a
college degree conveys. Although few studies
speak to this topic directly, existing theory and
research provide two contrasting perspectives
that can help guide our thinking on this ques-
tion.

The first perspective, which I call an en-
hancement perspective, suggests that percep-

countries in the 2014 ISSP, “A first thing to note is how strongly citizens, across the board, think success depends
on hard work. With the exception of communist pre-1989 Poland, a majority in each country and time period
believes theirs is a meritocracy society. A second thing to note is that the percentage of people who does, has
gone up in almost every country since the late 1980s” (2).

3. The ELS-02 is a nationally representative survey conducted by the National Center for Education Statistics
that captures education, family, and work experiences for a cohort of students who were high school sophomores
in 2002. In Dynarski's (2015) analysis, math achievement was measured using students’ scores on a standardized
math assessment that all ELS respondents took, which is a standard measure of ability in many educational

studies.
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tions of socioeconomic privilege further en-
hance the merit that a college degree conveys.
In this perspective, perceptions of privilege and
merit are considered additive, and a college
degree-holder who is perceived as coming from
a high-SES family will be perceived as demon-
strating even more merit than they otherwise
would. Theories of cumulative advantage (as
well as empirical research in this line of work)
posit that those who are raised in more-
privileged families will typically, though not al-
ways (Streib 2020), become privileged adults
(Blau and Duncan 1967; DiPrete and Eirich
2006; Merton 1968; Sewell, Haller, and Portes
1969). This process happens through a variety
of mechanisms, including, but not limited to,
educational opportunities that are restricted to
privileged children starting at an early age and
continuing through postsecondary education
(Massey et al. 2011; Owens 2018); exposure to
dominant forms of cultural capital (Bourdieu
1986; DiMaggio 1982); and a sense of confidence
(or perhaps entitlement) that equips children
to advocate for themselves more effectively
than their less-privileged peers (Calarco 2011).

For the intergenerational transmission of
advantage to occur, people would not necessar-
ily perceive privileged individuals as any less
meritorious than less-privileged individuals
with the same credentials—or, alternatively,
gatekeepers and those in positions of power
would need to perceive privileged individuals
as meritorious (a possibility that I consider in
this study). Some research suggests that the
most privileged students who attend elite col-
leges tend to secure the highest-paying post-
college opportunities, in part because they
have the cultural capital and other skills that
appeal to elite gatekeepers, such as those who
conduct hiring at top consulting firms (Binder,
Davis, and Bloom 2016; Rivera 2015). This pat-
tern generally supports the notion that privi-
leged college students are perceived as more
competent, or at least equally competent, rela-
tive to their less-privileged peers. Yet these
studies were not conducted in an experimental
framework, and thus more research is needed
to establish the causal relationships behind
perceptions of privilege and merit.

In a similar vein, insights from sociological
social psychology support the idea that people

work to confirm, rather than challenge, their
expectations of others. A key principle of status
characteristics theory is that people form ex-
pectations for others’ task performance on the
basis of consensually held status beliefs. For
example, women are often expected to be less
effective than men in task groups, in part be-
cause women are broadly considered less com-
petent and less worthy than men in society
(Ridgeway 2011; Ridgeway and Correll 2004).
Status beliefs and performance expectations
work in tandem, and they also work to generate
self-fulfilling prophecies (Berger, Cohen, and
Zelditch 1972). When individuals are expected
to perform well, they “are offered more oppor-
tunities to contribute to the group task, are
more likely to accept (or create) opportunities
to contribute, and their contributions are more
likely to be evaluated positively and accepted
by the group” (Dippong and Kalkhoff 2015, 3).
Accordingly, we might expect individuals to
work much harder to confirm their expecta-
tions of others’ competence than they would to
refute these expectations. When they encoun-
ter a person who has achieved academic suc-
cess, they may not readily challenge that per-
son’s intelligence, even if they suspect (or know
of) that person’s economic privilege, because a
person can rationally be both privileged and
intelligent simultaneously.

The second perspective, which I call an im-
pediment perspective, is the idea that percep-
tions of socioeconomic privilege impede per-
ceptions of merit. This perspective posits that
when a person is perceived as coming from a
wealthy family, others may be skeptical of that
person’s individual abilities, and therefore
their accomplishments are viewed in a less fa-
vorable light than they otherwise would be.

This perspective is informed largely by re-
cent events and the sense of a possible growing
backlash toward the wealthiest and most privi-
leged Americans. For example, what the media
referred to as a recent college admissions
“scandal” involving numerous wealthy or celeb-
rity parents and their children shows that fam-
ilies can buy their way into some of the nation’s
top universities (Medina, Benner, and Taylor
2019). This reality was difficult for many mem-
bers of the public to swallow because educa-
tional success, including admission to top uni-
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versities, is theoretically supposed to be based
on academic performance and skill—not the
prominence of one’s family. These events may
have led some members of the public to realize
that the wealthy have outsized advantages in
college admissions. Indeed, long-standing
practices such as legacy preferences in admis-
sions have institutionalized educational advan-
tages for those who are already advantaged (Es-
penshade and Chung 2005)—something that
many members of the public are deeply op-
posed to, as evidenced by recent successful
pushes to ban legacy preferences at Johns Hop-
kins University (Castro 2020) and public col-
leges in Colorado (Jaschik 2021).

Recent research using public documents
from the Students for Fair Admissionsv. Harvard
case relatedly shows that 43 percent of Har-
vard’s White students are recruited athletes,
legacies, children of faculty and staff, or chil-
dren of those who have made sizable dona-
tions.* What is more, three-quarters of these
White students would not have qualified for
admission without these advantages (Arcidi-
acono, Kinsler, and Ransom 2022). Although it
is unclear whether members of the public are
familiar with the details of this case, many peo-
ple would likely disapprove if such details be-
came widely known, considering public atti-
tudes toward legacy preferences in admissions.
Given these events and others like them, it may
be that some members of the public are deeply
skeptical of the cognitive abilities of those who
they perceive as privileged. If it is easier for
high-SES students to achieve educational suc-
cess, then the status tied to their success may
be muted relative to those from humbler back-
grounds.

Similarly, some literature questions whether
rising inequality has affected people’s beliefs
about meritocracy. Although economic in-
equality is on the rise and has been for several
decades, some research suggests that Ameri-
cans are not concerned about such inequali-
ties, and that they may double down in their
beliefs about meritocracy in order to convince
themselves that opportunity is readily available

(Bénabou and Tirole 2006; Jost, Banaji, and
Nosek 2004). These studies broadly support the
enhancement perspective, described earlier,
because they imply that people tend to over-
look matters of economic inequality in favor of
meritocratic beliefs. Recent experimental re-
search, however, calls this into question, find-
ing that rising inequality makes respondents
skeptical about the degree of economic oppor-
tunity in society and encourages support for
policies that improve equity (McCall et al.
2017). If people are skeptical of economic op-
portunity, they may also be skeptical of those
who have achieved success, especially in light
of the many studies and popular accounts that
have demonstrated a link between socioeco-
nomic privilege and high-status educational
credentials.

Additional Considerations: Likability

as a Potential Mediating Variable, and
Variation Across Respondent Education

In addition to adjudicating between these en-
hancement and impediment perspectives, I
also assess two other questions: the extent to
which perceptions of likability mediate the re-
lationship between perceptions of privilege and
intelligence, and whether the relationship be-
tween perceived privilege and perceived intel-
ligence varies across social groups. As to the
first question, perceptions of likability are im-
portant because they are intimately related to
perceptions of competence. Much social psy-
chological research has shown that perceptions
of competence and likability are interwoven,
such that people who are perceived as likable
often tend to be perceived as competent, and
vice-versa (Cuddy, Fiske, and Glick 2008; al-
though this relationship may be weaker for tar-
gets in certain social groups, as I outline in the
methods section). As discussed earlier, mem-
bers of the public may be becoming increas-
ingly knowledgeable about the advantages that
wealth buys in college admissions, and re-
search points to something of a growing back-
lash against the most privileged Americans
(McCall et al. 2017). This evidence suggests

4. Students for Fair Admissions, Inc. v. President and Fellows of Harvard College, Students for Fair Admissions,
Inc. v. University of North Carolina, et al., Docket nos. 20-1199, 21-707, U.S. Court of Appeals, 1st Circuit, Amicus

Brief no. 19-2005.
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that, to the extent that people who are per-
ceived as privileged are perceived as less intel-
ligent than they otherwise would be, this may
be because these individuals are penalized in
terms of their likability. I incorporate this idea
into the experimental design by capturing per-
ceptions of likability alongside measures of
perceived intelligence and privilege, as dis-
cussed in the methods section.

Second, I consider the extent to which the
enhancement or impediment perspectives
predominate among certain social groups:
specifically, among those who have and do not
have bachelor’s degrees. College-educated in-
dividuals tend to come from higher-SES back-
grounds than those who have not completed
college (Reardon 2011). They also are familiar
with, and serve to benefit from, the status ad-
vantages associated with college completion.
Thus we might expect people with college de-
grees to take these educational credentials at
face value more so than those with less educa-
tion. Even if, and perhaps especially if, they
perceive a given college degree-holder as com-
ing from socioeconomic privilege, they may
be more willing to perceive that person as hav-
ing demonstrated merit. Conversely, individu-
als without college degrees may be skeptical
of those whom they perceive as benefiting
from an unequal, or even rigged, playing field.
For this reason, we might expect perceptions
of privilege to impede perceptions of merit,
but only for those who do not have a college
degree.

DATA AND METHODS

This study uses data from an original survey
experiment fielded through the survey com-
pany YouGov (Quadlin 2019a). In recent years,
scholars have increasingly relied on survey
companies, such as YouGov, Qualtrics, and the
AmeriSpeak panel through NORC, to collect
high-quality data with established panels of re-
spondents (see, for example, Doan, Quadlin,
and Powell 2019; Galperin et al. 2020; Pedulla
2014; Ray 2017; Schachter 2016; Wildeman et al.
2017). The sample used in this study (N = 1,800)
is nationally representative of the adult nonin-
stitutionalized population when using survey
weights, which are included in all analyses. The
survey uses a conjoint experiment design, such

that respondents are presented with and asked
to assess two hypothetical people at the same
time. Conjoint designs are effective for reduc-
ing social desirability bias (Schachter 2016),
which is important in this study because I
asked respondents to make judgments related
to gender, race-ethnicity, and social class,
which may invoke social desirability for some
respondents. That said, capturing people’s gen-
uine beliefs about race and gender remains a
perennial challenge in surveys because Ameri-
cans are ideologically committed to color and
gender blindness (see, for example, Bonilla-
Silva 2006; Risman and Ferree 1995). As a result,
survey respondents may not make as big of a
distinction between race and gender groups as
they normally would in social life. This is an
important topic that I return to in the discus-
sion because it has implications for this re-
search as well as survey methodology more
broadly.

Experimental Design

The experiment is outlined in figure 1. After
viewing an instruction screen, respondents
were randomly assigned to view profiles for two
recent college graduates. I chose recent college
graduates as the targets because I wanted to
capture the extent to which people’s undergrad-
uate institutions and college experiences signal
intelligence, privilege, and likability, and these
signals are perhaps most salient among this
specific population. If I were to use older tar-
gets with more work experience, their occupa-
tions or graduate institutions may have con-
founded the primary signals used in the study.
Other scholars have examined, for example, the
extent to which occupations signal prestige and
other personal traits (Valentino 2020), and this
question is certainly of interest to many schol-
ars of social inequality, but is not the core focus
here.

The targets’ characteristics were random-
ized using a 2 (gender) x 4 (race) x 6 (college
selectivity) x 6 (field of study) x 6 (grades re-
ceived) factorial design, with each possible
combination of characteristics being repre-
sented in the data. Although gender and race-
ethnicity are not the core interests in this study,
I vary these characteristics nonetheless be-
cause respondents’ perceptions may well vary
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Figure 1. Conjoint Experimental Design

Introduction screen

We are interested in studying how you perceive of young adults who have recently finished col-
lege. You will be presented with pairs of profiles describing different college graduates. Then, you
will be asked whether you perceive those people as intelligent; whether you perceive them as kind;
and whether you perceive them as coming from a wealthy family. For each pair of profiles, please
look at the information carefully, and then indicate how you perceive of each person. There are no
correct or incorrect answers for this, we just want to know how you perceive of these individuals.

Example conjoint profile display

Young Adult 1 Young Adult 2
Name Emily Meyer Dwayne Jefferson
College Harvard University University of Wyoming
Field of study Biology English literature
Grades received Mostly Cs and Ds Mostly As

Experimental manipulations (randomly selected as components in the conjoint profiles)

Component Used to Signal

Name
Emily Meyer White woman
Matthew Becker White man
Janae Washington Black woman
Dwayne Jefferson Black man
Mariana Velazquez Hispanic woman
Carlos Orozco Hispanic man
Amy Wong Asian woman
Daniel Chen Asian man

College

Harvard University or Stanford University
University of California, Berkeley or University of
Virginia
Syracuse University or Pepperdine University
Pennsylvania State University or University of
Washington
Suffolk University or Seattle Pacific University
Montclair State University or University of Wyoming
Major
Biology
Mathematics
Psychology
Economics
English literature
History
Grades
“Mostly As” through “Mostly Cs and Ds”

Highly selective private
Highly selective public

Moderately selective private
Moderately selective public

Less selective private
Less selective public

Female-dominated STEM
Male-dominated STEM

Female-dominated social science
Male-dominated social science
Female-dominated humanities

Male-dominated humanities

Quality of academic performance

Source: Quadlin 2019a.
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depending on the targets’ social groups. Gen-
der was manipulated using gendered first
names. Race was manipulated using racialized
first names and/or last names. For White,
Black, and Latinx targets, both the first and last
names are racialized and derived from prior re-
search (Gaddis 2017b; Quadlin 2018; Weisshaar,
Chavez, and Cabello-Hutt 2020). For Asian tar-
gets, I chose names from among the most com-
mon first and last names for Chinese Ameri-
cans (Bartz 2009), who are the largest Asian
ethnic group in the United States. The Asian
names are notable because Chinese Americans
frequently have White-sounding first names,
making their last names most important for
signaling race-ethnicity (Crabtree and Chykina
2018). This represents a slight deviation across
experimental conditions, but one that is con-
sistent with naming patterns in the United
States. In addition, all eight names are in-
tended to be perceived as middle class. This is
a key consideration especially for Black and
Latinx names because, for example, if a name
is readily perceived as both Black and lower
class, Black targets may be penalized not only
because they are perceived as Black (which
studies are attempting to capture), but also be-
cause the name evokes socioeconomic disad-
vantage (which would be a confound from the
researcher’s name selection; Gaddis 2017a).

I chose undergraduate institutions repre-
senting six levels of college selectivity, accord-
ing to their ranking in U.S. News and World Re-
port (high, moderate, and low) and their sector
(private and public). Notions of selectivity are
based on several factors, such as academic
qualifications of the entering classes and the
percent of applicants rejected, and selectivity
is often considered akin to prestige or college
quality in the United States (see, for example,
Conwell and Quadlin 2022; Stevens 2009). The
targets’ majors are either female dominated or
male dominated, and are intended to span di-
verse content areas, that is, STEM (science,
technology, engineering, math), social science,
and the humanities. Finally, the targets’ aca-

demic performance spans six levels, ranging
from high to low. The low achievement condi-
tion (that is, mostly Cs and Ds) is intended to
be just high enough that it would be conceiv-
able for a person to earn a college degree with
these grades; any lower, and it would be un-
likely that the target would have been allowed
to stay enrolled and graduate. Readers who are
intimately familiar with higher education may
quibble about whether, for example, students
can graduate from Harvard while earning
mostly C and D grades. Such an academic re-
cord may be improbable, or sometimes even
impossible, but most members of the public
are unlikely to know about minimum grade re-
quirements at specific institutions.

Directly beneath the two profiles, I asked re-
spondents three questions that gauged their
impressions of the targets. Specifically, I asked
respondents to report their perceptions of the
targets in terms of how intelligent they are,
how kind they are, and the extent to which they
are perceived as coming from a wealthy family.®
The first two items are drawn from research on
perceptions of competence and social warmth,
which are considered fundamental aspects of
social perception that are often complemen-
tary (Fiske et al. 2002). Yet perceptions of com-
petence and warmth may be in conflict when
assessing members of some social groups. For
example, Whites and Asians are frequently
viewed as possessing high competence, but low
warmth (Cuddy, Fiske, and Glick 2008). Further,
research shows that women who exhibit agen-
tic traits (for example, professional women,
high-achieving women) risk being perceived as
lacking social warmth more so than their men
counterparts (Eagly and Carli 2007; Glick and
Fiske 1996; Quadlin 2018). The third item is in-
tended to capture perceptions of intergenera-
tional privilege, which are theoretically distinct
from, but certainly help support, achieved sta-
tuses such as educational and occupational at-
tainment (Sewell, Haller, and Portes 1969).

After respondents completed their first set
of ratings, they then repeated the task two

5. Perceptions of kindness are not exactly the same thing as perceptions of social warmth, and thus this measure
deviates slightly from prior research. However, | could only include one measure of social warmth in the survey,
and | decided that respondents could gauge whether a person is kind in this context more easily than they could
assess whether a person is warm. | ultimately expect that these measures would produce equivalent results.
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more times. I dropped twenty-two cases with
missing data on one or more outcome variables
(.2 percent of the sample), leaving a final sam-
ple size of 10,778 profile ratings.

Methods

I begin by showing descriptive statistics for per-
ceptions of intelligence, likability, and privi-
lege, including how these perceptions vary
across the main experimental manipulations.
Ithen use linear regressions, first to assess how
the main experimental manipulations are as-
sociated with perceptions of intelligence, and
then to examine the extent to which percep-
tions of privilege and likability also factor into
these perceptions. Finally, I consider whether
these perceptions vary according to respon-
dents’ educational attainment—that is,
whether respondents have not attained a bach-
elor’s degree (n =7,665), or whether they have
attained a bachelor’s degree or more (7 = 3,113).
For this component of the analysis, I use both
structural equation models (SEM) and linear
regressions to quantify each of the pathways of
interest and compare them across education
groups. For all analyses, standard errors are
clustered by respondent.

RESULTS

Perceptions of Intelligence,

Privilege, and Warmth

Table 1 shows descriptive statistics for the three
perceptions of interest in this study: intelli-
gence, privilege, and kindness. These percep-
tions are shown across each of the target char-
acteristics (that is, gender, race-ethnicity,
college selectivity, field of study, academic per-
formance), along with test statistics to indicate
which groups are perceived as significantly dif-
ferent from each other.

One point becomes immediately apparent:
college characteristics and experiences—in-
cluding college selectivity, field of study, and
especially academic performance—look to be
much more determinative of individual percep-
tions than a person’s race and gender. Broadly
speaking, among targets who attended differ-
ent types of colleges, majored in different fields
of study, and earned different grades, respon-
dents tended to view these groups quite differ-

ently for each of the perceptions under consid-
eration. As an illustration of this point,
consider the targets with the lowest grades
(mostly Cs and Ds in college) versus those with
the highest grades (mostly As). Respondents
perceived the highest-achieving targets as con-
siderably more intelligent than their lowest-
achieving peers, with a 2.27-point differential
between these groups (p <.001). The highest
achievers were also perceived as more likable
(p <.001) and as coming from wealthier fami-
lies than the lowest achievers (p <.001), al-
though the point differentials for perceived in-
telligence are by far the largest of the three.
Similar patterns are observed among targets
who attended colleges of varying selectivity lev-
els, and among those who majored in different
fields of study. College selectivity looks to have
the largest effects on perceptions of wealth.
Targets who attended highly selective private
universities (such as Harvard) are perceived as
wealthier than those who attended less selec-
tive public universities (such as Montclair
State; p <.001). The biggest disparities across
fields of study are in terms of intelligence. The
mean for the highest-rated field, biology (6.76),
is only slightly higher than that for the lowest-
rated field, psychology (6.50), although this
point differential is statistically significant
(p <.001). That STEM majors are rated as more
intelligent than other majors underscores the
growing importance of STEM fields in the na-
tional discourse, even at the same time that
much of the country expresses anti-science be-
liefs (O’Brien and Noy 2020). This is a potential
source of tension that may be a fruitful area for
future research—that is, the extent to which in-
dividuals who espouse anti-science attitudes
see the value of scientific careers for them-
selves, their children, or other members of the
public, especially given the prestige and strong
economic returns that are tied to many scien-
tific careers (Kim, Tamborini, and Sakamoto
2015; VanHeuvelen and Quadlin 2021). Al-
though some individuals may be decidedly
anti-science, they may nonetheless endorse
STEM majors and careers for instrumental rea-
sons, but this question is ultimately empirical.
By comparison, race and gender are much
less determinative of perceptions of intelli-
gence, wealth, and kindness. Men and women

RSF: THE RUSSELL SAGE FOUNDATION JOURNAL OF THE SOCIAL SCIENCES



DO PERCEPTIONS OF PRIVILEGE ENHANCE PERCEPTIONS OF INTELLIGENCE? 57

Table 1. Perceptions of Intelligence, Privilege, and Kindness by Target's Characteristics

Intelligence Privilege Kindness
Gender
Man (ref.) 6.59 5.68 6.23
Woman 6.62 5.63 6.28
Race-ethnicity
White (ref) 6.59 5.80 6.25
Black 6.58 5.60* 6.23
Hispanic 6.59 5.49% 6.34
Asian 6.68 5.72 6.21
Race-gender
White man (ref.) 6.59 5.85 6.20
White woman 6.58 5.76 6.31
Black man 6.58 5.66* 6.21
Black woman 6.57 5.54* 6.25
Hispanic man 6.58 5.51% 6.32
Hispanic woman 6.59 5.48* 6.35
Asian man 6.63 5.72 6.19
Asian woman 6.74 5.73 6.23
Selectivity
Highly selective private (ref.) 6.74 6.35 6.19
Highly selective public 6.64 5.62* 6.27
Moderately selective private 6.55* 5.72* 6.28
Moderately selective public 6.54* 5.49* 6.24
Less selective private 6.56* 5.38* 6.21
Less selective public 6.63 5.37* 6.35*
Major
Biology (ref.) 6.76 5.72 6.35
Math 6.71 5.60 6.28
Psychology 6.50* 5.57* 6.15%
Economics 6.57* 5.66 6.20%
English literature 6.55* 5.77 6.29
History 6.56* 5.60 6.26
Grades
Mostly Cs and Ds (ref.) 5.35 5.33 5.93
Mostly Cs 5.97* 5.55% 6.16*
Mostly Bs and Cs 6.49* 5.66* 6.31*
Mostly Bs 6.88* 5.68* 6.33*
Mostly As and Bs 7.33* 5.75% 6.35*
Mostly As 7.62* 5.95* 6.46*

Source: Author’s tabulation from original data collected through YouGov (Quadlin 2019a).
* p <.05; mean is significantly different from the mean for the reference category.

have comparable mean scores across each of
these perceptions. In addition, all four race-
ethnicity groups are perceived similarly in
terms of their intelligence and kindness. In an

exception, both Black targets (p < .01) and His-
panic targets (p <.001) are perceived as coming
from less-privileged families than their White
counterparts, which is consistent with research
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on the demography of race, income, and wealth
in the United States (Hamilton and Darity
2010). It may be surprising that gender and
race-ethnicity groups are not rated more dispa-
rately, considering that research has pointed to
wide gulfs in perceptions of these groups
(Berger, Cohen, and Zelditch 1972; Ridgeway
2011). Part of this equalization may be due to
the fact that all the targets in the experiment
were described as college graduates. I suspect
that this standardization of educational attain-
ment is mitigating some of the group-based
disparities that have been observed in research.
That said, we might still expect larger race and
gender effects in this experiment, given the
large racial and gender disparities we observe
in social life; this is an important topic that I
return to in the discussion.

A final point is that respondents’ mean rat-
ings of privilege typically were lower than their
ratings of intelligence and kindness. Broadly,
this speaks to Americans’ general distaste for
the concept of privilege, even as Americans
seem to be becoming more aware of how
powerful it is and how it operates. As other ar-
ticles in this volume mention (see, for example,
Koenig 2022), the recognition of undeserved
status may be one of the key mechanisms fuel-
ing the pro-Trump movement as well as larger
forces of political polarization in the United
States. Although many of the vignette charac-
ters could have reasonably been interpreted as
quite privileged on the basis of their race and
undergraduate institution, among other at-
tributes, respondents may have been more
likely to gravitate toward perceptions of intel-
ligence and kindness than perceptions of priv-
ilege per se.

Predicting Perceptions of Intelligence

Table 2 builds on these descriptive statistics by
presenting how respondent perceptions of
wealth and kindness, along with the target’s
characteristics, are associated with perceptions
of intelligence. The first model shows the ef-
fects of target characteristics before incorporat-
ing the other respondent perceptions. Men and
women are perceived as about equally intelli-
gent, as are all four race-ethnicity groups. The
effects of college selectivity also are relatively
sparse. Targets who attended moderately selec-

tive private institutions (p <.05) and moder-
ately selective public institutions (p <.05) are
perceived as less intelligent than their peers
who attended the highest-status private col-
leges, but other categories of selectivity are not
significant. This finding may be surprising
given the vast differences in selectivity be-
tween, for example, Harvard and the University
of Wyoming; this is a point that I return to later
in the analyses. As expected given what we saw
in the descriptive statistics, biology majors are
perceived as more intelligent than those who
majored in several other fields, including psy-
chology (p < .001), economics (p < .01), English
literature (p <.001), and history (p < .001). Fi-
nally, academic performance has a significant
and substantively large effect on perceived in-
telligence: each step increase in a target’s
grades (for example, from “mostly Cs and Ds”
to “mostly Cs”) is associated with a .45-point
increase in perceived intelligence on a 10-point
scale (p <.001), which is the largest effect here
in substantive terms.

Models 2 and 3 incorporate perceptions of
privilege and kindness. Here I start by discuss-
ing these respondent perceptions before turn-
ing to how the effects of target characteristics
(such as college selectivity) change across mod-
els. In model 2, we see that perceptions of
wealth are positively associated with percep-
tions of intelligence (p <.001). When a recent
college graduate is perceived as coming from a
wealthy family, they are perceived as more in-
telligent than they otherwise would be, net of
their sex, race, and college information. After
incorporating perceptions of kindness in
model 3, the effect of perceived wealth remains
significant (p <.001), although the size of the
coefficient declines between models 2 and 3.
This pattern suggests that perceptions of kind-
ness and wealth are positively correlated, such
that people who are perceived as coming from
awealthy family are also perceived as relatively
kind. In addition, perceptions of kindness are
positively associated with perceptions of intel-
ligence (p <.001), which is consistent with re-
search on the positive relationship between
perceptions of competence and social warmth
(Cuddy, Fiske, and Glick 2008).

Turning to the effects of target characteris-
tics, many patterns are observable throughout

RSF: THE RUSSELL SAGE FOUNDATION JOURNAL OF THE SOCIAL SCIENCES



DO PERCEPTIONS OF PRIVILEGE ENHANCE PERCEPTIONS OF INTELLIGENCE? 59

Table 2. Predictors of Perceptions of Intelligence, N = 10,778

(1) 2) (3)
R’s perceptions:
Comes from a wealthy family 0.33*** 0.15%**
(0.02) (0.02)
Kind 0.53***
(0.02)
Sex (ref: Male)
Female 0.03 0.05 -0.00
(0.03) (0.03) (0.03)
Race-ethnicity (ref: White)
Black -0.00 0.06 0.04
(0.05) (0.05) (0.04)
Hispanic 0.03 0.13** 0.03
(0.05) (0.05) (0.04)
Asian 0.10 0.12* 0.13**
(0.05) (0.05) (0.04)
College (ref: Highly selective private)
Highly selective public -0.12 0.13 -0.05
(0.07) (0.07) (0.06)
Moderately selective private -0.17* 0.04 -0.12*
(0.07) (0.07) (0.06)
Moderately selective public -0.19* 0.10 -0.07
(0.07) (0.07) (0.06)
Less selective private -0.15 0.17* -0.02
(0.08) (0.08) (0.06)
Less selective public -0.08 0.24%** -0.02
(0.08) (0.07) (0.06)
Major (ref: Biology)
Math -0.10 -0.07 -0.04
(0.07) (0.07) (0.06)
Psychology -0.31%** -0.26*** -0.16**
(0.07) (0.07) (0.06)
Economics -0.18** -0.17** -0.10
(0.07) (0.07) (0.06)
English literature -0.24%** -0.26*** -0.21%**
(0.07) (0.07) (0.06)
History -0.27%** -0.22%** -0.19%**
(0.07) (0.07) (0.06)
Grades 0.45%** 0.42%** 0.39%**
(0.02) (0.01) (0.01)

Source: Author’s tabulation from original data collected through YouGov (Quadlin 2019a).
Note: OLS regressions; coefficients reported. Standard errors clustered by respondent. Mod-

els include survey weights.
*p <.05; ** p <.01; *** p <.001
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the table, but the effects of college selectivity
are perhaps most instructive. In model 1, we
observe that students who attended low-status
private and public institutions are perceived as
about equally intelligent as those who attended
high-status private institutions (the reference
category). After accounting for perceptions of
privilege in model 2, the coefficients for low-
status private and public institutions are now
significant and positive (p < .05 and p <.001,
respectively). This pattern suggests that when
respondents are presented with students from
low-status institutions, their perceptions of in-
telligence are suppressed partly because they
perceive these students as lacking privilege.
Yet, once perceptions of privilege are con-
trolled for, we see that these students are per-
ceived as more intelligent than students who
attended high-status private colleges. Finally,
in model 3, the coefficients for low-status insti-
tutions are again not significant when control-
ling for perceptions of kindness. Thus, percep-
tions of intelligence among low-status college
graduates look to be driven by perceptions of
kindness. This explanation is consistent with
what we saw in the descriptive statistics in table
1—that is, students who attended low-status
institutions are often rated relatively low in
terms of intelligence and wealth, but relatively
high in terms of kindness.

Despite these variations, it is worth under-
scoring just how large the effects of academic
performance are relative to that of college se-
lectivity in guiding perceptions of intelligence.
Figure 2 illustrates this point well. Both panels
show mean perceptions of intelligence for
White men targets. The top panel captures bi-
ology majors who received mostly As in college,
across all six levels of college selectivity; the
bottom panel captures psychology majors who
received mostly Cs and Ds, across all six levels.
From left to right in both of these panels, we
see how perceptions of intelligence vary (mod-
estly) according to college selectivity. Here it
becomes abundantly apparent that one’s
grades in college are far more determinative of
perceived intelligence than where one went to
college. Put differently, a degree from Harvard,
which some scholars and members of the pub-

lic have argued is an indicator of intergenera-
tional wealth, will not “save” a person from be-
ing perceived as lacking intelligence if they
received poor grades, at least in the context of
this experiment.

Comparing Respondents with and
Without Bachelor’s Degrees
As a final component of the analysis, I consider
whether respondents with and without bache-
lor’s degrees make distinct assessments of re-
cent college graduates in terms of their intel-
ligence, privilege, and kindness. Figure 3 shows
structural equation models for each of these
groups, which help quantify and compare each
of the relationships of interest. Perhaps sur-
prisingly, these SEM results are virtually identi-
cal across groups. In both panels, we see posi-
tive pathways between perceptions of privilege
and likability, between perceptions of likability
and intelligence, and between perceptions of
privilege and intelligence (all p <.001). What is
more, the magnitudes of these relationships
are extremely consistent across education
groups, suggesting that regardless of whether
one has attained a bachelor’s degree, the as-
sessments of these traits follow similar pro-
cesses. In general, when a recent college gradu-
ate is perceived as economically privileged, they
are also perceived as more intelligent than they
otherwise would be, and this pattern holds re-
gardless of respondents’ level of education.®
Table 3 provides something of a counter-
point to this finding, however. This table mir-
rors figure 2 by showing how perceptions of
intelligence vary across levels of college selec-
tivity for two distinct groups: White men who
majored in biology and received mostly As, and
White men who majored in psychology and re-
ceived mostly Cs and Ds. These estimates are
derived from separate models by respondent
educational attainment. For those who have a
bachelor’s degree or more, we see a distinct gra-
dient in perceived intelligence across levels of
college selectivity. Targets who attended highly
selective private institutions are perceived as
more intelligent than those who attended less
selective public institutions, even though they
majored in the same subject and received the

6. A similar consistency is seen in the regression models in table A.1.
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Figure 2. Perceptions of Intelligence: Comparing Variation in Academic Performance

versus College Selectivity
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Source: Author’s tabulation from original data collected through YouGov (Quadlin 2019a).
Note: Figures are derived from OLS regressions. Models include survey weights.

same grades (p <.05). Put differently, respon-
dents who have a bachelor’s degree or more
tend to use college selectivity information to
make assessments of others’ intelligence.
This is not the case when we limit the sam-

ple to respondents who have less than a bach-
elor’s degree, however. For this group, percep-
tions of intelligence do not vary significantly
across levels of college selectivity. This is partly
driven by the fact that respondents with less
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Figure 3. Structural Equation Model Estimates for Perceptions of Intelligence, Likability, and Privilege
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Source: Author’s tabulation from original data collected through YouGov (Quadlin 2019a).
Note: Standard errors clustered by respondent. Models include survey weights.

than a bachelor’s degree rated students from
less selective institutions relatively highly in
terms of intelligence (a pattern evident in the
contours in table 2). Further research is needed
to fully unpack this mechanism, but I suspect
that these respondents were especially likely to
recognize the barriers that students from less
selective colleges face, and they awarded them
an intelligence “boost” as a result. Accordingly,
it may not be that lower-SES respondents are
skeptical of privileged people’s intelligence; in-
stead, they may be more willing to recognize

the intelligence that less-privileged individuals
possess. This is a potentially important path-
way in the assessment of individual merit that
can be refined in future work.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Using data from an original, nationally repre-
sentative survey experiment, this article has
considered the intertwined relationships be-
tween perceptions of intelligence and privilege.
People make assessments of others’ intelli-
gence every day, and these assessments matter
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Table 3. Perceptions of Intelligence: Comparing Variation in Academic Performance
versus College Selectivity, by Respondent Education Level

Less than Bachelor’s Degree
Bachelor's Degree or More
White men—biology—mostly As
Highly selective private (ref.) 7.85 8.32
Highly selective public 7.75 8.16
Medium selective private 7.74 7.99*
Medium selective public 7.69 8.06*
Less selective private 7.76 8.01%*
Less selective public 7.86 8.01%
White men—psychology—mostly Cs and Ds
Highly selective private (ref.) 5.46 5.31
Highly selective public 5.36 5.16
Medium selective private 5.35 4.99*
Medium selective public 5.30 5.06*
Less selective private 5.37 5.01*
Less selective public 5.47 5.00*

Source: Author’s tabulation from original data collected through YouGov (Quadlin 2019a).
Note: OLS regressions. Standard errors are clustered by respondent. Models include sur-

vey weights.
*p<.05

for determining many outcomes that have an
impact on people’s lives. Scholars of educa-
tional inequality are well aware that students
who attend the nation’s most elite institutions
are not necessarily more intelligent than simi-
lar others; instead, they may have gained ad-
mission to these institutions, at least in part,
as a byproduct of the intergenerational trans-
mission of advantage (Bero 2021). But what
does the public make of this? Are graduates of
the most elite institutions perceived as privi-
leged and intelligent simultaneously? Or are
members of the public skeptical of wealthy
Americans to the point that people who are per-
ceived as privileged are regarded as less intel-
ligent than they otherwise would be?

The results from this study are very clear in
this regard: when a recent college graduate is
perceived as coming from a wealthy family,
they are perceived as more intelligent than
their peers who are perceived as less wealthy.
In this sense, perceptions of privilege tend to
enhance—rather than impede—perceptions of
intelligence. This finding is consistent with re-
search such as that in the status attainment tra-
dition (Sewell, Haller, and Portes 1969), which

finds a persistent positive relationship between
one’s social class of origin and one’s life
chances. For these relationships to persiston a
large scale, privileged individuals would not
face disproportionate barriers in their pursuit
of status; instead, they would have an easier
time demonstrating to others that they are
competent and worthy. This pattern also is con-
sistent with insights from sociological social
psychology, which suggests that people work to
confirm their impressions of others rather than
to debunk their initial assumptions. This study
likewise shows that people who are perceived
as privileged are effectively given a vote of ini-
tial confidence when it comes to their intelli-
gence.

I also considered the extent to which this
relationship is consistent across social groups.
Specifically, I assessed whether perceptions of
recent college graduates are consistent for re-
spondents with and without bachelor’s de-
grees. Considering that college graduates tend
to come from high-SES families, and that col-
lege graduates likewise stand to benefit from
the status advantages tied to postsecondary
education, it would not necessarily be surpris-
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ing if perceptions of privilege and intelligence
were especially strong for bachelor’s degree—
holders.

For the most part, I find that these groups
have similar perceptions of college graduates,
and that the direction and magnitude of these
perceptions are consistent across groups. Yet I
also find a deviation when it comes to the sym-
bolic power tied to college selectivity. Whereas
college graduates tend to differentiate between
levels of college selectivity in assessing people’s
intelligence, people without college degrees
may not make such distinctions. Instead, in
many cases, they may perceive recent college
graduates as about equally intelligent regard-
less of the selectivity of their college. This is
partly driven by the fact that nongraduates tend
to rate students from the least selective institu-
tions rather highly when assessing their intel-
ligence. Perhaps these respondents are more
likely than college graduates to recognize the
barriers that these students face in attaining
their degrees and thus are more generous in
their assessments. An alternative possibility is
that college graduates and nongraduates are
motivated to either maintain or disrupt the sta-
tus hierarchy, respectively, and that respon-
dents’ perceptions are a reflection of these dif-
ferential motivations. College graduates, for
example, may be more likely to distinguish be-
tween levels of college selectivity as a way to
bolster their status and promote themselves
relative to those who attended less selective col-
leges. Those without college education, mean-
while, may minimize differences between lev-
els of college selectivity as a way of flattening a
prestige hierarchy they are not privy to. Overall,
this may be a fruitful area for future research
to help enhance our understanding of how and
for whom educational credentials hold sym-
bolic power.

Broadly, the findings from this study tell us
much about the status implications of privilege
and power in the United States. Despite much
social scientific evidence that socioeconomic
privilege enhances people’s chances of aca-
demic success, members of the public regard
privilege as an indicator of merit in and of
itself. Put differently, respondents generally
perceive privileged individuals—or those who
are least likely to have to “pull themselves up

by their bootstraps” based on skill alone—as
the most intelligent. These findings have im-
plications for college admissions, hiring and
promotion in professional organizations, and
many other settings where perceptions of intel-
ligence are used in decision-making. Perhaps
the status tied to privilege would not be as
strong if people were reminded about the many
advantages that flow from income and wealth.
This could be an effective intervention for re-
ducing the linkages between privilege and in-
telligence—at least in an experimental setting,
where respondents do not have to justify their
choices to others or make decisions based on
other competing interests. In the real world,
however, these linkages are much more diffi-
cult to break. College admissions officers may
continue to admit privileged students, even if
they are reminded of the biases in doing so,
because they are incentivized to admit entering
classes that will benefit the university finan-
cially. Similarly, hiring decision-makers may
continue to hire privileged applicants, even if
they are reminded of the biases in doing so,
because clients and coworkers are likely to re-
gard these applicants positively. All of this is to
say that bias is not the only mechanism that
contributes to patterns of cumulative advan-
tage, and any successful intervention will take
into account both the cognitive biases and the
social structures that reinforce inequality.

The data for this study come from a conjoint
survey experiment using a nationally represen-
tative sample of U.S. English-speaking adults.
Conjoint experiments have been shown to re-
duce social desirability bias in individual per-
ceptions, which can be a concern for some
types of survey experiments, especially those
that ask respondents to report impressions of
people from diverse racial and gender groups
(for related discussion, see Quadlin 2019b). Al-
though I have taken care to mitigate the poten-
tial for social desirability bias here, it is a pe-
rennial concern among survey experimentalists,
especially given Americans’ deep-seated ten-
dencies toward color and gender blindness. Fu-
ture research could incorporate other modes of
data collection, such as interviews or even sur-
veys with open-ended components, to triangu-
late the perceptions reported here.

Research could also make in-depth assess-
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ments, for example, of Americans’ current nar-
ratives or theories of intelligence, privilege, and
kindness. How do these narratives account for
higher education credentials and experiences?
Is intelligence a fixed and innate trait, or does
it grow and expand when we give people the
opportunity to attend an elite college—espe-
cially students from humbler backgrounds?
Similarly, does college provide an environment
that engenders feelings of kindness and trust
in students, or does this kindness not shine
through as brightly for those who attend less
selective institutions where resources are
scarce? I find that credentials tend to shape
perceptions of intelligence, privilege, and kind-

ness, but more work could be done to assess
where these feelings come from.

Studies could also assess how perceptions
of intelligence and privilege vary across other
social divides, such as social class of origin and
parents’ educational attainment. These are key
measures of socioeconomic privilege that are
likely to shape the way people think about, and
differentially reward, achieved statuses such as
education. Although scholars are well aware
that many so-called achieved statuses are at
least partly ascribed, these linkages are not well
known among members of the public, which
only helps reinforce existing forms of inequal-

1ty.
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Table A1. Predictors of Perceptions of Intelligence, by Respondent Education Level

No Bachelor’s Degree Bachelor's Degree or More
1) ) () ()
R’s perceptions:
Comes from a wealthy family 0.34%** 0.16*** 0.30*** 0.14%**
(0.03) (0.02) (0.04) (0.04)
Kind 0.55%** 0.46***
(0.02) (0.04)
Sex (ref: Male)
Female 0.06 -0.01 0.03 0.02
(0.04) (0.04) (0.06) (0.05)
Race-ethnicity (ref: White)
Black 0.02 0.02 0.13 0.07
(0.06) (0.06) (0.07) (0.07)
Hispanic 0.10 0.02 0.19* 0.05
(0.06) (0.05) (0.08) (0.07)
Asian 0.10 0.12* 0.15 0.15
(0.06) (0.05) (0.08) (0.08)
College (ref: highly selective private)
Highly selective public -0.32%** -0.04 -0.03 0.19
(0.09) (0.08) (0.13) (0.11)
Moderately selective private -0.15 -0.04 -0.00 0.03
(0.08) (0.06) (0.13) (0.11)
Moderately selective public -0.21** -0.12 -0.16 -0.05
(0.08) (0.07) (0.11) (0.10)
Less selective private -0.18* -0.07 -0.03 0.00
(0.08) (0.07) (0.10) (0.10)
Less selective public -0.10 0.01 -0.00 -0.02
(0.09) (0.07) (0.11) (0.10)
Major (ref: biology)
Math -0.11 -0.10 0.02 0.09
(0.08) (0.07) (0.11) (0.10)
Psychology -0.26** -0.15*% -0.28* -0.21
(0.09) (0.07) (0.11) (0.11)
Economics -0.20* -0.12 -0.11 -0.05
(0.08) (0.07) (0.11) (0.10)
English literature -0.23** -0.21** -0.33** -0.21
(0.08) (0.07) (0.12) (0.11)
History -0.19* -0.17* -0.33** -0.27**
(0.08) (0.07) (0.10) (0.09)
Grades 0.38*** 0.36*** 0.50*** 0.47*%**
(0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02)
n 7,665 3,113

Source: Author’s tabulation from original data collected through YouGov (Quadlin 2019a).

Note: OLS regressions; coefficients reported. Standard errors clustered by respondent. Models include
survey weights.

*p <.05; ** p <.01; *** p <.001
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equal actions, treatment by others, and re-
source allocations in social interactions. Status
also stabilizes existing inequalities via pre-
sumptions that those with greater power and
material resources are worthy and deserving of
these advantages (Ridgeway 2014; Ridgeway
and Markus 2022, this issue).

Despite the clear importance of status for
inequality, however, most scholarship focuses
on material and structural dimensions of strat-
ification (power and resources) rather than
interaction dynamics and cultural forces (sta-
tus), perhaps because the latter are more chal-
lenging to measure. Even the most widely used
operationalization of status, occupational
prestige, maps more closely onto features of oc-
cupations such as income and educational pre-
requisites than cultural and interactional pat-
terns (Freeland and Hoey 2018). A long-standing
criticism that these measures are simply “error-
prone estimates” of occupations’ material fea-
tures (Featherman and Hauser 1976, 405) has
encouraged reliance on material measures of
occupational importance, and a corresponding
reluctance to theorize status as a basis of strat-
ification in its own right.

In this article, we review a new conceptual-
ization and operationalization of status based
in affect control theory (ACT)—a formal, math-
ematical theory of culture, identity, and social
action (Heise 2007; Robinson and Smith-Lovin
2018). This approach measures status using
ACT predictions about deference between oc-
cupational groups in social interactions (Free-
land and Hoey 2018) and identifies occupa-
tional status groups (OSGs) with similar
deference patterns and therefore similar posi-
tions within the interactional status structure
(Maloney 2020). We use this approach to ex-
plore culturally expected behaviors between oc-
cupational actors occupying different positions
in the status structure by predicting the actions
and social treatment of objects from different
occupational status groups. In so doing, we il-
luminate the micro-social dynamics that pro-
duce and justify inequalities between groups
with differing status. We close by showing that
our model predictions conform to people’s ac-
tual expectations about unequal interactions
among status groups with a vignette survey.

SOCIAL SCIENCE VIEWS OF
INEQUALITY AND SOCIAL CLASS

Weber (1978, 2014) delineates three conceptu-
ally independent sources of inequality: status,
power, and resources. Social scientists have
concentrated most of their efforts on the anal-
ysis of resource disparities (usually in terms of
income or wealth) and differences in power
(usually in terms of organization or mobiliza-
tion), perhaps because these are easier to mea-
sure than cultural features of honor, esteem,
and worthiness (status). However, social psy-
chological research shows that beliefs about
the worthiness of social identities create and
legitimize unequal allocations of power and re-
sources, in that high-status individuals are
deemed more deserving of leadership and re-
wards than those with low status (Correll and
Ridgeway 2003; Ridgeway 2014; Ridgeway and
Correll 2006).

The most commonly used measure of status
at present, occupational prestige, overlaps sub-
stantially with measures of the human capital
and material rewards associated with specific
jobs (see Bukodi, Dex, and Goldthorpe 2011).
We contend, however, that measures that rely
on the material dimensions of social standing
and discount the role of cultural honor, es-
teem, and respect can lead to incorrect predic-
tions about status dynamics, or a failure to
really understand them at all. For example, oc-
cupations that offer low material rewards may
nevertheless be highly regarded (for example,
coal mining and manufacturing versus ware-
house jobs, see Koenig 2022; Valentino 2022,
this issue), making them desirable in ways that
cannot be easily understood by their physical
conditions and pay. People often prefer respect
to rank position (Anderson et al. 2021).

Recent work has reinvigorated the study of
status as an independent source of inequality
by developing a new measure of status that
better reflects its cultural and interactional
character, thereby addressing the shortcom-
ings of prevailing measures of status as occu-
pational prestige. This work uses ACT—a for-
mal, mathematical theory of culture, identity,
and social action (Heise 2007; Robinson and
Smith-Lovin 2018)—to quantify the expecta-
tion that a person in one occupation will defer
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to someone in another occupation in interac-
tion based on cultural meanings regarding the
pleasantness, dominance, and expressiveness
of these occupations.? A deference structure
derived from these data identifies groups of
structurally equivalent occupations with simi-
lar deference patterns and thus similar posi-
tions in the status hierarchy (OSGs). Because
ACT may not be familiar to a wide interdisci-
plinary audience, we summarize its core char-
acteristics before discussing the interactional
deference structure that motivates our analysis
in this article.

Affect Control Theory
ACT is a mathematical model of social interac-
tion that quantifies the cultural meanings of
identities and behaviors and that generates pre-
cise predictions about the consequences of
these meanings for social action. It uses em-
pirically estimated, culture-specific models of
impression formation norms to show how so-
cial interactions change our feelings about ac-
tors and actions (for reviews of the theory, see
Heise 1979, 2007; MacKinnon 1994; Robinson
and Smith-Lovin 2018). Widely shared cultural
meanings, known in ACT as fundamental senti-
ments, are measured along three dimensions:
evaluation (good or bad), potency (powerful or
weak), and activity (active or passive), referred
to as EPA. These meanings reflect basic cultural
knowledge about the social order (Heise 2010;
Rogers 2021b), are foundational to socioemo-
tional processing (Scholl 2013), and parsimoni-
ously summarize concept meanings across
many cultures (Osgood, May, and Miron 1975;
Osgood, Suci, and Tannenbaum 1957). For ex-
ample, U.S. English-speakers see doctors as
good, powerful, and neutral in activity (E = 2.69,
P =2.94, A =0.37), and patients as neutral in
goodness, weak, and passive (E = 0.57, P = -1.49,
A= -1.28 on scales that range from 4.3 to -4.3).
The fundamental sentiments that ACT mea-

sures map onto cultural features measured in
other theoretical models interested in status
(see Scholl 2013). This includes, for example,
status defined as evaluations of competence
within and expectations for contributions to a
task group in expectation states theory (Dip-
pong and Kalkhoff 2015; Rogalin, Soboroff, and
Lovaglia 2007; Ridgeway and Smith-Lovin 1994)
and intergroup judgments of warmth and com-
petence in the stereotype content model (Rog-
ers, Schroder, and Scholl 2013). Here we argue
that ACT offers unique advantages for under-
standing inequalities in status behavior that
arise as people endeavor to maintain funda-
mental sentiments in interactions with others.
The theory’s precise measurement of cultural
meanings allows for, among other things, a con-
crete description of how events change these
meanings and how people react to that change.
In addition, ACT is distinctive in modeling sta-
tus behavior in a manner that is not constrained
to task-oriented interaction settings (Ridgeway
and Smith-Lovin 1994) and that f ocuses on in-
teraction dynamics rather than intergroup bias
(Rogers, Schroder, and Scholl 2013).

ACT’s impression-change equations predict
the shift in meaning resulting from an event in
which an actor does a behavior to an object
(Heise 1979, 2010; Smith-Lovin and Heise 1988).°
These new event-contextualized meanings for
the actor, behavior, and object-person following
a situation are the transient impressions created
by a social encounter. After a doctor listens to a
patient, for example, the doctor seems nicer,
less powerful, and less active (E = 3.11, P = 2.03,
A =-0.10) than we would expect based on fun-
damental sentiments alone. The greater the
EPA distance between transient impressions
and fundamental sentiments, the more cultur-
ally misaligned the situation. This misalign-
ment is quantified in ACT as deflection, the sum
of the squared differences between transient
impressions and fundamental sentiments in

2. Robert Freeland and Jesse Hoey (2018) use a Bayesian version of ACT that allows for variation and uncertainty
in the cultural meanings associated with occupational identities and behaviors (for a description of BayesACT
and its properties, see Schroder, Hoey, and Rogers 2016). Given that occupational identities usually have well-
institutionalized and widely shared cultural meanings (Heise 2010; Ridgeway 2019), we use the non-Bayesian
ACT that assumes a point estimate in three-dimensional space for our analyses in this article.

3. The estimation of these impression-change equations from simple actor-behavior-object event vignettes is
described in detail elsewhere (see Smith-Lovin and Heise 1988; Heise 2010; Morgan, Rogers, and Hu 2016).
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EPA (Heise 2007; Robinson and Smith-Lovin
2018). Higher deflection events are less likely to
occur, less expected, and less culturally norma-
tive (Rogers 2021a). Situations that violate cul-
tural expectations prompt restorative actions or
reinterpretations of events that realign tran-
sient impressions with fundamental cultural
meanings for the people and actions involved.*

Crucially, for the cultural nature of the the-
ory (and our view of status presented here),
both the cultural sentiments associated with
identities and the impression-change pro-
cesses that occur when these identities are em-
bedded in social events show high consensus
across members of a national language culture
(Heise 2010; Rogers 2019a, 2019c¢). Although
some variation in meaning is observed in social
position, as with occupational prestige and
other subjective measures of inequality, these
beliefs are widely shared. The exceptions are
striking because they are precisely that—excep-
tions.®

Cecilia Ridgeway and Hazel Markus (2022,
this issue) contend that status is distinct from
other bases of inequality in being primarily cul-
tural, operating through shared evaluations of
a person or group’s worthiness by others; mul-
tilevel, affecting the relative worth of persons
within groups as well as groups within societ-
ies; and relational, in being inherently compar-
ative and emergent through social interactions.
We argue that ACT is an especially useful tool
for examining status dynamics because it quan-
tifies culturally shared meanings of identities
and behavior, reveals how actors’ relative posi-
tioning on these dimensions reflects their cul-
tural and interactional standing, and predicts
the relational, situated behavior between actors
occupying identities that carry status. In addi-
tion, ACT is amenable to the study of status
dynamics across cultures. Indeed, the data and

models already exist to apply the theory in this
manner. This is noteworthy because the bases
of status differ across cultures. For example, in
cultures such as Japan, more traditional occu-
pations might be higher evaluation and po-
tency than they are in the United States be-
cause the elderly are seen as sources of wisdom
(Schroder et al. 2013). Here we focus on the U.S.
context, where status is highly influenced by
judgments of competence. However, ACT could
also be used to study status processes in cul-
tural contexts where status is more strongly de-
termined by, for example, attributions of mo-
rality (Zhao 2022). We expect such cultural
features to affect the EPA assessments of differ-
ent identity groups and the impression-change
processes that combine with these assessments
to guide social action.

ACT and the Measurement of

Occupational Deference Scores

Robert Freeland and Jesse Hoey (2018) leverage
ACT’s approach to modeling cultural expecta-
tions to create a new method of operationaliz-
ing occupational status. Because ACT is a for-
mal model of how cultural sentiments create
expectations for behavior and deference behav-
ior is an expression of an underlying status or-
der, Freeland and Hoey argue that deflections
from simulations of deference events provide
a quantitative, theoretically motivated indica-
tor of occupational status.

Using ACT, they estimate deflection (cul-
tural dislocation) from simulated deference
events of the structure occupation A defers to oc-
cupation B for all possible combinations of 304
occupational identities as actors and object-
persons. For example, the event a surgeon
(E =.09, P=3.14, A = -0.13) defers to (E = -0.15,
P=0.45, A=-0.44) a coal miner (E=0.78,
P =0.01, A = 0.47) results in a deflection of 7.2.°

4. ACT also has an explicit model of attribution and emotion, but we do not describe it here because we do not

use this aspect of the theory in this article.

5. Prior work has generally found high consensus in EPA ratings within cultures, but some differences in these

ratings are associated with race and class (see Ambrasat et al. 2014; Rogers 2019c¢). This mirrors the findings
of Valentino (2022, this issue) about different “status lenses” on occupational prestige. We identify this as an

area for future research in the discussion section.

6. Ridgeway (2019) has in her recent status work more explicitly brought in motivations to further group interests,
but this has not historically been a major feature of expectation states theory. The principle that status is a reward
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A coal miner deferring to a surgeon produces
less deflection (5.9), indicating that ACT pre-
dicts the latter situation to be more likely, less
unexpected, and more culturally aligned than
the former (Rogers 2021a). A single deference
score was created for each occupation (analo-
gous to occupational prestige scores) by averag-
ing deflections across all events involving inter-
actions with other occupations. For example,
the deference score for surgeons was produced
by averaging the deflection from all 304 events
wherein a surgeon deferred to some other oc-
cupation.

Freeland and Hoey’s (2018) deference score
summarizes the social, relational, and consen-
sual nature of status that Ridgeway (2019) ob-
serves as being culturally and interactionally
grounded and relative rather than absolute—
the result of an occupation’s position relative
to others in the cultural system. It outperforms
the standard measure of occupational prestige
in predicting Harris poll rankings of occupa-
tions’ prestige as well as a variety of affective
job outcomes such as workplace attachment,
job satisfaction, general happiness, respon-
dents’ feeling that their work is meaningful
and that they are respected at work, and their
willingness to keep working even if not finan-
cially necessary. Thus it has both construct and
criterion validity as a measure of occupational
status.

A New Conceptualization of Social Classes:
Occupational Status Groups

Although the new deference score provides a
concise summary of status rankings, it ignores
agreat deal of information contained in the 304
x 304 matrix of simulated interactions by aver-
aging across rows to create a single deference
score for each occupational identity. E. K. Ma-
loney (2020) addresses this issue by using net-
work methods to derive occupational status
groups with common patterns of deference
from the same matrix of deflections.” Such
methods look for structural equivalence, group-

ing occupational identities that defer to the
same occupations and receive deference from
the same occupations. Unlike research that
uses network methods to search for direct con-
nections between occupations, such as cliques
or interconnected positions, this method iden-
tifies similarities in occupations’ positions
within the cultural status system.

Maloney’s (2020) analysis identifies four
OSGs. The first and largest group included 120
everyday specialists (mean EPA =1.35, 0.92,
0.26)—occupations that are respected for their
skills and have authority within their specialty,
but which are not revered more generally (such
as bricklayer or baker). The second status
group, service-to-society (mean EPA = 1.65, 1.08,
0.85), included fifty-five largely female-typed oc-
cupations that are valued but tend not to re-
ceive high wages, such as teacher or social
worker. The third status group, the disagreeably
powerful (mean EPA = 0.74,1.27, 0.26), included
109 largely male-typed occupations with the
ability to change others’ actions or influence
the course of someone’s day without much col-
laboration (such as foreman or bailiff). The fi-
nal status group—the actively revered (mean
EPA =1.91,1.44. 1.44) is the smallest, including
only thirteen occupations, but is perhaps the
most striking. It includes occupations often
seen as heroes and caretakers but that garner
lower material rewards than the everyday spe-
cialists and disagreeably powerful (such as nurse
or firefighter).

Two recent articles demonstrate that the
cultural sentiments associated with occupa-
tional identities and the status groups within
which occupations fall have important implica-
tions for the emotional experiences of their oc-
cupants (Maloney 2022; Maloney and Smith-
Lovin 2021). This article explores the behavioral
implications of these status meanings. More
specifically, it identifies the behaviors that are
most common, expected, and normative (Rog-
ers 2021a) in interactions within and between
the occupations in each status group. These

for high-competence people devoting themselves to positive, shared group outcomes is, however, core to that

theory.

7. All EPA profiles come from a compilation of ratings by undergraduates at two universities in a collaborative
project conducted from 2012 through 2014 (Smith-Lovin et al. 2016).
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patterns demonstrate how status dynamics
contribute to inequality, as higher status
groups are culturally entitled to engage in ac-
tions and receive social treatment that justifies
and reinforces their advantaged position (Rog-
ers 2021b). The article contrasts high- and low-
prestige occupations within each status group
(using more conventional measures) to develop
our understanding of the differences between
status as voluntary deference and status as re-
sources or power. Model predictions are vali-
dated with a vignette survey.

DATA
Analyses for this article take two forms: theo-
retical models of status behavior using ACT and
a vignette survey validating the predictions.
Data for models of status behavior come from
four sources. Deference scores are from Free-
land and Hoey (2018). Occupational status
groups are from Maloney (2020). A crosswalk
was used to match occupational identities in
the deference dataset to occupations in the
General Social Survey (Smith et al. 2017), from
which we gathered ISCO-88 classifications to
match with Standard International Occupa-
tional Prestige Scale scores (SIOPS) (Treiman
1977) and the International Socio-Economic In-
dex of Occupational Status (ISEI) (Ganzeboom
and Treiman 1996; Ganzeboom, de Graaf, and
Treiman 1992). For some occupations, the
SIOPS is an average across several occupations
mapped to a single occupational identity (such
as different types of teachers). EPA ratings of
identities and behaviors were taken from an
ACT sentiment dictionary collected between
2011 and 2014 (Smith-Lovin et al. 2016).°

Data for the vignette validation survey were
gathered online via Amazon Mechanical Turk
in the fall of 2021. After participants who did
not pass a manipulation check question and
responses with the same IP address were re-
moved, the study included 424 respondents. On

average, participation took around ten and a
half minutes, and respondents were paid $5 on
completion of the study. In our analytic sam-
ple, the median age is thirty-six, and the major-
ity of respondents were white (81 percent), male
(62 percent), and identified as men (61 percent).
The most common education level of our re-
spondents was a bachelor’s degree (58 per-
cent).®

METHODS

The first analysis elaborates theoretical models
of status behavior, using ACT impression-
change equations to predict culturally expected
behaviors in interactions between all possible
pairs of occupational identities in the design.
The EPA value identified reflects the action that
will maximally confirm the identities of both
the actor and object-person (that is, maintain
the status of both occupational identities in-
volved in the modeled situation). This EPA
value is then matched with the nearest behavior
labels in the most recent ACT sentiment dic-
tionary (Smith-Lovin et al. 2016). The analysis
was completed using the R package inteRact
(Maloney 2021), which implements ACT’s
impression-change equations in R. Functions
that implement the theory’s U.S. English
impression-change equations (Heise 2007) were
used to estimate optimal behavior.

To assess the effects of status as a cultural
(deference) versus material (occupational pres-
tige) construct, we selected four occupational
identities from each status group in Maloney
(2020), two low in prestige and two high in
prestige. We chose occupational identities with
fundamental sentiments as close as possible to
the median EPA value of each of the four OSGs
to ensure that the identities used in the simula-
tions matched the social positions of their re-
spective OSGs in the status structure. Table 1
displays these sixteen occupational identities,
along with their EPA ratings, OSG, prestige

8. For alist of all 303 occupational identities including their EPA ratings, GSS occupational markers, deference
scores, SIOPS, and occupational status group, see online appendix A (https://www.rsfjournal.org/content/8/7
/70/tab-supplemental). Maloney (2020) eliminates one occupational identity, dishwasher, because respondents
interpreted this identity as a machine rather than a person. For a full replication repository, see https://github
.com/ekmaloney/rsf occ_status (accessed June 19, 2022).

9. A table with descriptive statistics for the validation sample and a more detailed description of the data col-

lection process is in section B of the online appendix.
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Table 1. Occupational Identities Chosen for Simulations

Distance

Occupational Occupational Status from

Identity Group Prestige E P A Median SIOPS-08
Pediatrician actively revered High 3.01 2.52 0.53 2.02 78.00
Nurse actively revered Low 2.84 1.75 0.53 5.77 78.00
Surgeon actively revered High 2.92 3.05 -0.33 1.43 49.02
Firefighter actively revered Low 3.27 2.85 2.29 1.79 35.00
Defense attorney disagreeably powerful ~ High 0.86 2.05 1.44 0.03 45.94
Bailiff disagreeably powerful ~ Low 0.72 1.56 0.10 1.87 73.10
Foreman disagreeably powerful ~ High 0.64 1.30 0.34 0.03 32.39
Crane operator disagreeably powerful ~ Low 0.94 1.23 0.29 0.09 54.17
Dentist everyday specialists High 1.62 1.51 0.08 0.25 70.00
Dental hygienist everyday specialists Low 1.68 0.86 0.34 0.37 70.00
Civil engineer everyday specialists High 1.70 1.55 -0.02 0.08 52.72
Technician everyday specialists Low 1.67 1.08 0.45 0.11 49.87
Nutritionist service-to-society High 2.30 1.20 0.16 0.69 52.00
Cook service-to-society Low 2.24 1.69 1.58 1.91 62.63
Teacher service-to-society High 2.50 2.31 0.32 0.45 46.09
Musician service-to-society Low 1.77 1.25 1.47 1.03 33.00

Source: Authors’ tabulations.
Note: E = Evaluation, P = Potency, A = Activity.

(high or low), deference score, distance from
the median EPA of the OSG, and SIOPS. The
optimal behavior EPA and closest behavior la-
bel were estimated for all possible combina-
tions of these identities, 256 in all.

Vignette Survey

To validate these theoretical projections, we
fielded a vignette survey on Amazon Mechani-
cal Turk. Respondents consented to participate
in the study, then completed a brief demo-
graphic survey. Afterward, they responded to
vignette questions that asked them to choose
the behavior most likely to occur in an interac-
tion between the two people shown (for exam-
ple, a surgeon and a nurse). Two response op-
tions were provided, the optimal behavior from
our theoretical models and a randomly chosen
behavior from the most recent U.S. ACT senti-
ment dictionary (Smith-Lovin et al. 2016). Re-
spondents were randomly assigned to com-
plete subsets of stimuli, answering thirty-two
questions each. The study included 512 stimuli

in total; approximately twenty-five respondents
answered each.’® The interaction (actor-
behavior-object) is the unit of analysis.

Two constraints on the random selection of
behaviors from the ACT dictionary reduced
bias in design. First, the chosen behaviors were
required to be a Euclidean distance of five or
greater away from the optimal behavior EPA,
because distance in EPA space predicts how
culturally appropriate an action seems accord-
ing to ACT; we did not want the randomly cho-
sen behavior to be an affective synonym for the
theoretically predicted behavior. Second, we fil-
tered out violent or sexual behaviors and ac-
tions clearly constrained to a single profession
(such as inject with medicine), which may be
viewed as unlikely for cognitive reasons rather
than the cultural affective reasons of interest
here (Rogers 2021a). This constraint was con-
servative in the sense that some random be-
havior choices were still institutionally inap-
propriate and might not have been chosen for
that reason.

10. A full list of the stimuli, including events, the optimal behavior term, the randomly selected behavior term,
and the distance between the two are in section C of the online appendix.
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Figure 1. Relationship Between Deference and Prestige
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Note: Occupational prestige scale is the Standard International Occupational Prestige Scale (Treiman
1977). The socioeconomic index is the International Socio-Economic Index of Occupational Status
(Ganzeboom, De Graaf, and Treiman 1992). Deference scores are from Freeland and Hoey (2018).

To analyze the resulting data, we regressed
a binary indicator of choosing the optimal be-
havior (yes =1/ no = 0) on the Euclidean dis-
tance between the random and optimal behav-
ior in EPA space. We expected that respondents
would be more likely to choose the optimal be-
havior when the randomly chosen behavior was
further away from optimal EPA, as predicted by
ACT. A multilevel model with questions nested
in individuals nested in modules accounted for
the underlying grouping of our design. We ran
three models: one assessing the base rate of
choosing the optimal behavior over the ran-
domly selected behavior (model 1), another in-
cluding only the distance measure (model 2),
and a third including both measures and con-
trols for sex, age, and education (model 3). To
help the models converge, both distance and
age were standardized such that the mean is 0
and the standard deviation 1. Because the pat-
terns are consistent across these models, only
model 3 is discussed in detail here (for addi-
tional results, see the online appendix at
https://www.rsfjournal.org/content/8/7/70/tab
-supplemental).”

RESULTS

To illustrate the differences among our core
concepts, we show scatterplots (figure 1) of the
relationship between deference scores and
both occupational prestige (SIOPS) and a stan-
dard index of socioeconomic status (ISEI), with
status group indicated by color and symbol
(Ganzeboom, De Graaf, and Treiman 1992; Tre-
iman 1977). The zero-order Pearson correlation
between SIOPS and the Freeland and Hoey def-
erence score is 0.401. The modest association
between these measures is predictable from
the findings of prior work. Freeland and Hoey
(2018) find that conventional prestige scores,
which are closely related to education and in-
come for an occupation, are most strongly pre-
dicted by their potency (power, dominance),
whereas deference scores are most strongly pre-
dicted by their evaluation (warmth, esteem).
Prestige is also negatively associated with activ-
ity (expressivity, engagement), whereas defer-
ence scores are positively associated with activ-
ity. Put differently, deference and prestige
evoke different cultural connotations: high
prestige occupations carry connotations of

11. For a more detailed summary of modeling choices and results from all three models as well as robustness

checks, see section D of the online appendix.
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quiet dominance; high deference occupations
carry connotations of esteem, efficacy, and
agency. Occupational status groups are clearly
stratified along the y axis of deference (because
they are based on deference relations) and also
spread widely across the x axis of prestige. No-
tably, actively revered occupations are grouped
at the top of the deference scale but differ dra-
matically in prestige. Disagreeably powerful oc-
cupations span into the upper part of the pres-
tige scale, but never make it past the middle
range on deference.

The plot relating deference and the socio-
economic status index shows almost exactly
the same patterns as the occupational prestige
plot, which is not surprising; occupational
prestige is effectively a subjective measure of
objective material resources.

Theoretical Models of Status Behavior

Table 2 and figure 2 present results from the
theoretical models of status behavior. Table 2
displays the mean EPA of optimal behaviors
given the status group of the actor (the person
enacting the behavior) and object-person (the
person receiving the behavior), as well as exem-
plar behavior labels for the events modeled.
The violin plots in figure 2 visualize the prob-

Table 2. Optimal Behaviors

ability density of behavior EPA across the three
models. They enable us to see the degree of
consistency in behavior EPA across the events
comprising each cell in the plot. The columns
in this plot reflect actor OSG and the rows re-
flect object OSG.

Findings summarized in each cell are af-
fected both by actors’ expected actions based
on their status and object-persons’ expected
treatment based on their status, because both
factors influence cultural expectations about
appropriate behavior in the interactions mod-
eled. The top left cell, for example, summarizes
the EPA distribution of optimal behaviors for
all sixteen modeled events in which actively re-
vered actors interact with actively revered ob-
jects. In that cell, we see that all of the optimal
behaviors that actively revered actors direct at
actively revered objects are uniformly positive
(the plot for evaluation is concentrated in one
value region), whereas the potency and activity
of their behaviors are more variable. Our theo-
retical models consistently predict that when
actively revered people interact with one an-
other, they will expect and enact behaviors that
are extremely positive, pleasant, and congenial.

Our models predict differences in the cul-
tural meanings of optimal behaviors across sta-

Actor Object Evaluation  Potency Activity Example Behaviors

AR AR 2.68 1.79 0.97 praise, greet, welcome

AR DP 2.44 1.81 -0.01 explain something to, remember, grin at
AR ES 2.62 2.05 0.44 acknowledge, treat, like

AR StS 2.64 2.03 0.66 reward, praise, acknowledge

DP AR 1.68 0.58 0.65 call, ask about, decorate

DP DP 1.12 0.83 0.13 show something to, identify, indulge
DP ES 1.36 0.91 0.30 identify, escort, brief

DP StS 1.48 0.84 0.43 escort, brief, ask about

ES AR 1.98 0.56 0.43 ask about, answer, agree with

ES DP 1.62 0.71 -0.21 serve, ask about, turn to

ES ES 1.82 0.81 0.05 ask about, consult, agree with

ES StS 1.88 0.77 0.19 ask about, answer, agree with

StS AR 2.26 0.86 1.09 chat with, eat with, reply to

StS DP 1.93 0.97 0.27 answer, agree with, consult

StS ES 2.14 1.11 0.62 caution, chat with, reply to

StS StS 2.18 1.08 0.81 chat with, caution, reply to

Source: Authors’ tabulations.

Note: AR = actively revered, DP = disagreeably powerful, ES = everyday specialist, StS = service-to-society.
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Figure 2. Optimal Behavior Violin Plot by Actor and Object Status Group
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tus group interactions (table 2; for full simula-
tion results, see the online appendix). The most
pronounced differences occur based on the ac-
tor’s status group. Actively revered occupations
are expected to engage in actions high in evalu-
ation, potency, and activity (for example,
praise, treat, reward). In contrast, the disagree-
ably powerful are expected to engage in moder-
ately powerful actions low in evaluation and

activity (such as ask about, show something to,
escort). Service-to-society occupations are ex-
pected to engage in actions that are just below
the actively revered in goodness and activity and
moderate in potency (such as caution, chat
with, consult). And everyday specialists are ex-
pected to engage in actions that are good but
low in potency and activity (such as answer,
serve, concur with).
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Optimal behaviors also differ in some cases
based on the status group of the object-person
at whom they are directed. This is most notice-
able in events with disagreeably powerful ob-
jects, who are recipients of actions lower in ac-
tivity and sometimes evaluation than other
status groups. We find the greatest consistency
in behavior evaluation across the events mod-
eled, with less consistency in potency and activ-
ity (figure 2).

Our results point to relationality of status
dynamics, as actions are dependent, to some
extent, on the status of both the actor and
object-person. For example, actively revered ac-
tors such as firefighters are expected to engage
in warmer actions toward those in the more
positively evaluated everyday specialist, service-
to-society, and actively revered occupations (for
example, congratulating a musician, applaud-
ing a nutritionist) than toward those in less
positively evaluated disagreeably powerful occu-
pations (such as coaching a foreman, greeting
a bailiff). Disagreeably powerful actors such as
bailiffs are expected to engage in more power-
ful actions toward those in the less powerful
everyday specialist and service-to-society occupa-
tions (for example, identifying a musician, es-
corting a nutritionist), than toward those in
more powerful actively revered and disagreeably
powerful occupations (such as asking about a
surgeon, showing something to a foreman).
Whereas firefighters receive honor, deference,
and camaraderie from those in most other oc-
cupations (for example, defense attorneys
toast, pediatricians praise, musicians joke with
firefighters), the disagreeably powerful have
their status affirmed in more relationally de-
pendent ways. Everyday specialists (such as den-
tal hygienists, technicians) are expected to
serve bailiffs, whereas those in higher status
occupations are expected to treat them more
warmly (firefighters greet, pediatricians grin at
bailiffs).

We also compared optimal behavior EPA for
modeled events that involve low- versus high-
prestige actors across status groups to deter-
mine whether this contributed to the greater
variation detected along the potency and activ-

ity dimensions (for a summary of the results,
see tables A.1 and A.2 and figure A.1). We in-
deed find that optimal behaviors differ in
potency and activity, but not evaluation, for
high- versus low-prestige occupations across all
status groups. Specifically, behaviors are com-
paratively high in potency and low in activity
for high-prestige actors in most status groups,
while the reverse is true for low-prestige actors.
The only status group that does not follow this
pattern is the disagreeably powerful, for whom
the opposite is true.” For example, high-
prestige service-to-society actors are expected to
turn to or seek advice from (2.05, 1.13, -0.33)
high-prestige disagreeably powerful objects.
Low-prestige service-to-society actors are ex-
pected to call or chat with (2.01, 0.97, 1.22) low-
prestige disagreeably powerful objects. This is
consistent with Freeland and Hoey’s (2018) out-
lined argument about the relationship of defer-
ence scores and occupational prestige with
EPA.

Several core predictions emerge from the
theoretical models of optimal behavior. First,
the models suggest that evaluation (goodness,
pleasantness, esteem) has central importance
in status behavior. Although the dominance
and expressiveness of behavior among occupa-
tions varies across status groups, the positivity
of the actions differs most strongly. This find-
ing echoes the finding that forgiving someone
(a very positive, potent, lively behavior, in our
terms) confers more status than the powerful
and lively, but nasty act of exacting revenge (Be-
nard et al. 2022). Second, the status of the actor
has a larger impact on expected behavior than
that of the object-person. The columns of fig-
ure 2 show much more consistency than the
rows do. This suggests that the esteem in which
we hold someone says more about how we
think they will treat others than it does about
how we expect others to treat them. Third, oc-
cupational prestige (as traditionally measured)
influences the dominance (potency) and ex-
pressiveness (activity) of status behavior but
tells us nothing about the largest and most con-
sistent difference in behavioral patterns—how
positively (evaluation) people treat one another.

12. This pattern has some exceptions, the most noteworthy being the slightly lower evaluation levels found among

low-prestige actors in the everyday specialists and service-to-society status groups.
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Figure 3. Deflection by Distance of Random Behavior from Optimal Behavior
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Put differently, the effects of prestige on status
behavior are always contingent on something
prestige cannot directly explain—how good,
bad, or evaluatively neutral the behavior seems.

Taken together, our theoretical predictions
provide a different view of the behavioral im-
plications of status hierarchy than those de-
rived from the traditional focus on wealth and
power. Our findings highlight the important
role doing good (or not) can play in the actual-
ization of one’s status through behavior viewed
as appropriate to the situation—especially to
the cultural meaning of one’s own identity. At-
tempts at dominance should be more effective,
according to ACT, when culturally aligned with
the situation at hand and the identities of those
involved. Thus actively revered actors should
have their status affirmed when their domi-
nance is paired with warmth and expressive-
ness, and disagreeably powerful actors should
have theirs affirmed through dominant actions
that are less nice and more reserved. In other
words, situated action can contribute to the (re)

4

production of social hierarchies through mul-
tiple behavioral pathways. We now move to see-
ing whether our predictions are supported by
the expectations of real people (participants in
a Mechanical Turk vignette survey).

Vignette Survey

On average, participants in the vignette survey
had a 71 percent probability of choosing the
theoretically optimal behavior over one ran-
domly selected from a large corpus of potential
social actions. The distance between the opti-
mal and randomly chosen behavior also had a
significant effect, meaning that respondents
were more likely to choose the optimal behavior
when random behaviors were more divergent
in EPA from (culturally dissimilar to) the opti-
mal behavior (see figure 3). Both the base rate
of choosing the optimal behavior and the effect
of distance between the two behavior choices
indicate that the behaviors predicted by the
theoretical models follow respondents’ two cul-
tural expectations about status behavior.
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Implications for Inequality

Ridgeway and her colleagues (Ridgeway 2014,
2019; Ridgeway and Markus 2022, this issue)
argue that status contributes to inequality
through two main pathways. First, status cre-
ates inequality as cultural beliefs about essen-
tial differences between identity groups gener-
ate interaction dynamics that produce and
reproduce social hierarchies. Second, status
stabilizes existing inequalities by legitimizing
unequal allocations of power and resources
based on attributions of greater worthiness to
powerful and resource-rich actors. Here we
briefly discuss the implications of our findings
for status-based inequality generated through
each of these pathways and consider the utility
of our approach for understanding status dy-
namics in other domains.

In regard to the first pathway, evidence is
consistent that occupational status as mea-
sured culturally with ACT stratifies how we ex-
pect individuals in different status groups to
enact their status advantage or disadvantage in
social encounters with others. By capturing oc-
cupational status in the three-dimensional cul-
tural structure of goodness, potency, and activ-
ity, ACT enables us to measure the relative
status of occupations within the broader cul-
tural system (Freeland and Hoey 2018; Maloney
2020). The theory demonstrates how status dif-
ferences produce behavior dynamics that up-
hold the social order (the findings here about
the expected behaviors among status groups).
We specifically show that patterns of relational
deference emerge from the cultural meanings
of occupational identities, producing distinc-
tive behavioral norms for different status
groups. Although the powerful actions of the
actively revered are warm and expressive, the
disagreeably powerful enact dominance in ways
less nice and more reserved. Others honor,
praise, toast, and applaud the actively revered
but serve, answer, and turn to the disagreeably
powerful. In the aggregate, these behavior pat-
terns not only reify the occupational status
structure but also have downstream conse-
quences. For example, they can shape deci-
sions to enter into particular professions (such
as by influencing which identities are seen as
desirable to occupy, or align with gendered self-
sentiments) as well as workplace experiences

and outcomes (for example, treatment by oth-
ers, emotions, retention). Our work centers the
relationality of occupational status as enacted
in reference to and through interactions with
other occupational identities.

In regard to the second pathway, deference
dynamics based in ACT offer a novel approach
to studying status in that it both contributes to
and arises from inequalities in power and re-
sources. Access to material resources and cul-
tural scripts can afford actors greater ability to
influence the definition of an interaction (Cast
2003). If individuals with high material re-
sources want to gain status as shown here, they
may try to create situational contexts that con-
form with the behavioral patterns expected
(and even prescribed) for our highest status
group, the actively revered. Basically, one can
“buy” status when material resources or power
allow one to control interactions in ways that
create certain affective meanings. The rich can
afford to be pleasant and supportive, if they
choose to be so; they have the ability to acquire
status by enacting behaviors that confer those
meanings and pushing others into social roles
that support them. Similarly, we see that high-
status people may tend to move upward in
prestige (material resources and power) over
time as others respond to them more positively
and afford them social opportunities to gain
wealth and power. Our empirically validated
theoretical models suggest at least two path-
ways by which high-prestige actors (who have
greater material resources) might effectively ac-
tualize their advantage through status behavior
in social interactions—via powerful actions
that are warm and expressive or dispassionate
and reserved. The pathway likely to be most ef-
fective will depend on the cultural meanings of
the actor’s identity and, to a lesser extent, the
object-person with whom they are interacting
(Robinson, Smith-Lovin, and Zhou 2020).

This article focuses on behavior dynamics
emergent from the occupational status struc-
ture, but the same methods can be applied to
analyze status structures and dynamics for so-
cial identities (such as race, class, gender), role
identities related to the major institutions that
structure social life (parent-child, boss-
employee), and even traits (assertive, agree-
able) (Rogers 2019b). Maloney’s (2020) method
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for detecting OSGs can be used to uncover
groups of identities with distinctive interaction
patterns in a network of simulations involving
identities of any type. Our approach can be
used to understand the behavior and emotion
dynamics emergent from structurally equiva-
lent identity groupings (Maloney 2022; Malo-
ney and Smith-Lovin 2021; Rogers 2021b). This
is because all identities carry cultural mean-
ings with implications for social norms regard-
ing the appropriate behavior, treatment, and
emotions of identity groups.

Kimberly Rogers (2019b, 2021b), for exam-
ple, finds that privileged social identities
(such as white, rich, cisgender, heterosexual)
carry distinctive cultural meanings that are
higher than all other social identity groups in
potency but lower than all other groups in
evaluation and activity. These cultural mean-
ings affect behavior dynamics and emotional
experiences in interactions between the privi-
leged and members of other identity groups.
Privileged actors are expected to engage in sig-
nificantly nicer behavior toward powerful than
weak object-persons and to direct the least
dominant actions toward in-group members.
They experience the most positive and acti-
vated emotions in interactions with highly eval-
uated object-persons closest to them in power
and the least positive emotions in interactions
with weak object-persons. These stratified be-
havior and emotion dynamics reproduce and
justify inequalities between social identity
groups much as the occupational status dy-
namics observed here do.

DISCUSSION

This article shows how deference scores, as a
cultural measure of status, differentiate occu-
pations in a distinct way from prior operation-
alizations of prestige that more closely map
onto material features of occupations, such as
income or education. Deference scores based
in ACT leverage culture-specific identity and
behavior meanings and impression-change
models to predict relational status behavior
and can be used to identify status inequalities
at both the cultural and interactional level.
They therefore capture the cultural, relational,
and multilevel nature of status (Ridgeway and
Markus 2022, this issue). The lower correlation

of deference versus prestige with material re-
sources also suggests that deference is better
suited to disentangling inequalities based on
status and resources.

Using theoretical models of status behavior,
we predict which behaviors are most culturally
expected in interactions between actors and
objects belonging to differing status groups
and examine how predictions differ for occu-
pations with low versus high prestige. We find
appreciable differences in predicted behavior
EPA based on the status group of the actor and,
less often, object-person involved in an event.
These behaviors reflect the cultural meanings
associated with occupational identities. For ex-
ample, actively revered actors are predicted to
engage in warm, expressive, and powerful ac-
tions, and disagreeably powerful actors are ex-
pected to be less nice and more reserved as
they enact their power. More powerful, less
lively behaviors were expected for high- than
low-prestige occupations across most status
groups; the goodness of predicted behavior did
not differ appreciably by prestige. Our predic-
tions were validated through a vignette survey.
Respondents were more likely to report that be-
haviors which were close to culturally optimal
were more likely to occur between a given pair
of occupations.

In all, we endeavored to show how status dif-
ferences between occupational identities shape
interactions differently than material resource
(prestige) levels. Status expectations guide in-
teractions between occupational identities,
shaping what sorts of behaviors are enacted.
These behavioral expectations, then, uphold
status asymmetries.

We see several possible avenues for future
research on this subject. Here, we use diction-
aries and impression-change models devel-
oped for U.S. English language culture, but fu-
ture research could examine whether status
dynamics operate differently in other cultural
contexts where, for example, judgments of mo-
rality are a more important basis of status than
competence. Future work could also examine
the extent of consensus in deference scores by
social position in a similar manner to Lauren
Valentino’s work on occupational prestige
(2022, this issue). Although the fundamental
sentiments in EPA used here are highly consen-
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sual, variation (especially in potency and activ-
ity ratings) by social position may still be
enough for different behavioral patterns by
race or class. In addition, scholarship building
on our approach to examine the efficacy of dif-
ferent behavior pathways for legitimizing
power and resource advantages through status
could be particularly fruitful. Given that ACT
has historically been used to generate both ex-
pectations about and normative prescriptions
for behavior (Heise 2007), this line of theoreti-
cal development seems particularly promis-
ing.

Finally, this article treats occupational inter-
actions as a function of general occupational
status identities. Most occupational interac-
tions, of course, occur within narrower institu-
tional frameworks, and involve interactions

with nonoccupational actors. For example, doc-
tors interact in medical settings with patients
as well as other medical personnel, such as
nurses, physical therapists, lab workers, secre-
taries, hospital administrators, insurance
claim processors, and so on. The interactions
among status groups analyzed here are more
like those among occupational occupants out-
side work, such as when a doctor and a bill col-
lector serve on a jury together or meet at a party
or neighborhood association meeting. Their
occupational status is relevant there in the
same ways that other status identities such as
race-ethnicity, gender, sexuality, and physical
attractiveness might be. However, future re-
search should explore the more contextualized,
institutionally anchored interactions among
occupational roles within work settings.
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Table A.1. High-Prestige Optimal Behaviors

STATUS AS DEFERENCE 85

Actor Object Evaluation Potency Activity Example Behaviors
AR AR 2.76 1.92 0.31 acknowledge, like, treat
AR DP 2.42 2.02 -0.59 entrust, sympathize with, reason with
AR ES 2.66 2.21 -0.17 foster, assure, reassure
AR StS 2.65 2.25 0.10 advise, foster, share something with
DP AR 1.74 0.52 0.97 call, chat with, acclaim
DP DP 1.09 0.87 0.41 indulge, brief, relish
DP ES 1.39 0.87 0.60 decorate, brief, bargain with
DP StS 1.55 0.83 0.78 call, decorate, contact
ES AR 2.08 0.69 0.24 ask about, answer, agree with
ES DP 1.62 0.91 -0.41 serve, excuse, turn to
ES ES 1.87 0.97 -0.14 turn to, consult, ask about
ES StS 1.95 0.96 0.06 consult, agree with, turn to
StS AR 2.40 0.98 0.47 dine with, caution, reply to
StS DP 2.05 1.13 -0.33 turn to, seek advice from, admire
StS ES 2.28 1.24 0.03 dine with, compensate, visit
StS StS 2.30 1.25 0.28 dine with, compensate, caution

Source: Authors'’ tabulations.
Note. AR = actively revered, DP = disagreeably powerful, ES = everyday specialist,
StS = service-to-society.

Table A.2. Low-Prestige Optimal Behaviors

Actor Object Evaluation Potency Activity Example Behaviors
AR AR 2.60 1.64 1.63 speak to, amuse, entertain
AR DP 2.46 1.59 0.58 invite, accommodate, reply to
AR ES 2.58 1.87 1.06 greet, praise, coach
AR StS 2.62 1.81 1.19 greet, warn, coach
DP AR 1.62 0.63 0.33 ask about, escort, serve
DP DP 1.16 0.80 -0.15 show something to, sit next to, serve
DP ES 1.34 0.93 0.00 show something to, identify, serve
DP StS 1.42 0.84 0.08 ask about, serve, identify
ES AR 1.88 0.42 0.63 ask about, answer, chat with
ES DP 1.61 0.50 -0.01 serve, ask about, sit next to
ES ES 1.76 0.64 0.24 ask about, serve, answer
ES StS 1.81 0.58 0.33 ask about, answer, agree with
StS AR 2.13 0.74 1.72 joke with, toast, speak to
StS DP 1.82 0.79 0.87 call, chat with, acclaim
StS ES 2.01 0.97 1.22 chat with, toast, acclaim
StS StS 2.06 0.90 1.33 chat with, toast, acclaim

Source: Authors'’ tabulations.
Note. AR = actively revered, DP = disagreeably powerful, ES = everyday specialist,
StS = service-to-society.
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Figure A.1. Optimal Behavior Violin Plot
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Status Lenses: Mapping
Hierarchy and Consensus in
Status Beliefs

LAUREN VALENTINO

Research on status beliefs demonstrates that judgments of status are not always universally shared and are
shaped by social structural factors. Building on this literature, I introduce the concept of status lenses, re-
flecting a hierarchical-nonhierarchical dimension and a consensus-dissensus dimension of how social
groups view the status order. Using data from the 2012 General Social Survey module on occupational pres-
tige, the most common measure of status in sociology, I find that groups use different status lenses depending
on their proximity to the traditional centers of power in the United States. Men, Whites, college-educated,
and higher-earning groups have a diffuse consensus status lens; women have a discriminating consensus
status lens; and Black, noncollege degree, and lower-earning groups have a discriminating dissensus status
lens.

Keywords: status, inequality, occupational prestige

Status is a form of social standing distinct from
class. Although both involve perceptions, class
is derived from an individual’s (perceived) rela-
tionship to the market, yet status has a uniquely
intersubjective quality. Weber defines status as
“an effective claim to social esteem in terms of
positive or negative privileges” (1968, 305).
Thus, status—unlike other dimensions of so-
cial inequality, such as class or power—is fun-
damentally rooted in shared cultural percep-
tions of who deserves honor, respect, and
esteem (Ridgeway 2019; Lamont 2012).

Yet the extent to which perceptions of status

are widely shared remains an open question.
How do we understand where someone falls in
the status order? To what extent is our view
similar to—or different from—others’ views of
the social hierarchy? This study examines the
cognitive processes underlying the way people
in the United States make judgments of social
status. I focus on Americans’ mental maps of
the occupational status hierarchy, using a cul-
tural cognitive approach at the intersection of
the sociology of culture and social psychology.
In so doing, this study develops a new concept
around perceptions of status—status lenses.
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This concept captures two dimensions related
to perceptions of status: how flat or hierarchi-
cal the status order is seen as (sensitivity or dis-
crimination) and how much a given group
agrees or disagrees about the status order (con-
sensus and dissensus). Further, I examine the
extent to which different social groups use dif-
ferent status lenses. In particular, I consider
the hypothesis that individuals closer to the
traditional centers of power in American soci-
ety (Whites, men, more educated, higher earn-
ing) have a status lens distinct from that of
those who have been historically excluded from
core American institutions (ethno-racial mi-
norities, women, less educated, lower earning).

To test this hypothesis, I use data on judg-
ments of occupational prestige, which is his-
torically one of the most common measures of
status sociologists use.! Occupational prestige
reflects the way we value the division of labor
within a society by expressing whose role is
most important, worthy, and deserving of so-
cial acclaim. It captures not just how much tal-
ent, hard work, or experience is required to per-
form that role or how much a person should be
materially rewarded for fulfilling it—occupa-
tional prestige also reflects a moral (MacKin-
non and Langford 1994) and deferential (Free-
land and Hoey 2018; Maloney 2020; see
Maloney, Rogers, and Smith-Lovin 2022, this
issue) component of that role, in addition to
inscribing elements of existing gender and ra-
cial inequalities (Valentino 2020, 2022). Thus
occupational prestige is an ideal test case for
examining perceptions of status, whether cer-
tain social groups vary in terms of how sensi-
tive or discriminating they are in perceiving the
status order, and whether there is more or less
consensus within those groups.

SHAREDNESS IN STATUS PERCEPTIONS
Much research on status—particularly in the
area of occupational prestige—assumes a rela-
tively high degree of uniformity in how people

perceive the status hierarchy. Early social theo-
rists argued that society itself is defined by its
singular, homogeneous view of the status order.
Emile Durkheim’s (1912) notion of the con-
science collective captures the idea of a set of
fundamental representations or symbols
shared among all members of a society. For
Durkheim, these shared representations or
symbols encode social categories and classifi-
cation systems. In the transition from a “prim-
itive” society (characterized by mechanical sol-
idarity) to a “modern” one (characterized by
organic solidarity), the division of labor comes
to prescribe a set of fixed roles that enable so-
cial cohesion. Durkheim argues that social
meanings are widely shared precisely because
everyone understands where they fit into soci-
ety’s hierarchy. Talcott Parsons also views soci-
eties as having a relatively unified set of agreed-
upon values. This purported value consensus
leads to several core features that, in Parsons’s
view, characterize a social system: a system for
categorizing people, places, and things; role
definitions; a system for allocating people to
those roles; and, most important, a system for
allocating “sanctions and rewards, especially
prestige and status” based on the performance
of these roles (Parsons and Shils 1951, 257). For
Parsons, much like Durkheim, a society is in
fact defined by its members’ adherence to a sin-
gular view of status.

Specific to occupational prestige, studies
throughout the twentieth century have docu-
mented high correlations between the mean
values of a given occupation’s prestige rating
among members of different education and in-
come levels, occupations, genders, ages, re-
gions, and even countries and time periods (for
a review, see Wegener 1992). In his study of
more than sixty societies, Donald Treiman
(1977) famously asserts that “there is extraordi-
nary consensus throughout each society re-
garding the relative prestige of occupations”
(59), indicative of what he calls a “single world-

1. Status can be measured in various ways, certainly, such as consumption patterns and tastes (Bourdieu 1984),
symbolic boundaries (Lamont 1992, 2000), third-party rankings (Sauder 2006), subjective social status (Nielsen,
Roos, and Combs 2015), and sociometric status (Jiang and Cillessen 2005). Expectation states theory in socio-
logical social psychology argues that identities such as sex, race, education level, or even right- versus left-
handedness can acquire a particular status (in the language of expectation states, they become diffuse status
characteristics), leading to performance expectations (Berger et al. 1977; see also Ridgeway 2014).
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wide prestige hierarchy” (159). In fact, the uni-
versal agreement regarding which occupations
are high prestige and which are low prestige is
known among sociologists as the Treiman con-
stant. Even in more contemporary studies of
occupational prestige, perceptions of an occu-
pation’s status are often assumed to be equiva-
lent across individuals, regardless of back-
ground.

Yet recent evidence from work on percep-
tions regarding other types of status suggest
that a universal view of status may not always—
or even often—be the case. Women and men
use different bases on which to determine their
subjective class identification (Luo and Bray-
field 1996), and individuals of different social
class backgrounds use different bases for deter-
mining social worth of other groups in the
United States and France (Lamont 1992, 2000;
Gorman 2000), as well as in China (Wang 2017).
Race and ethnicity have been shown to be par-
ticularly important determinants of how a per-
son views a particular group’s status (Kahn et
al. 2009; Wolff et al. 2010; Melamed et al. 2019).
Kevin Leicht (2022) argues that different in-
equality regimes entail different perceptions of
status due to an individual’s social distance
from their near-status peers.

Even in terms of occupational prestige,
there is reason to doubt its universality. Xue-
guang Zhou (2005) finds that a person’s educa-
tion, race, and gender are important determi-
nants of the bases upon which they confer
prestige to a given job. Gordon Gauchat and
Kenneth Andrews (2018) find that a person’s in-
come and degree of scientific literacy deter-
mine the extent to which Americans emphasize
scientific prestige when understanding expert
professions. Using inductive techniques, Lau-
ren Valentino (2021) finds evidence for five dis-
tinct logics of occupational prestige in the
United States, and which logic a person uses
to order the hierarchy depends on their race,
gender, education, income, age, religiosity, and
geographic region. In Sweden, Dustin Avent-
Holt, Martin Hillsten, and David Cort (2020)
uncover substantial variation across organiza-
tions in terms of how occupations’ statuses are
perceived within the workplace.

Yet most of these studies emphasize differ-
ences in mean status beliefs, saying little about

dispersion or disagreement between and
within groups in terms of how prestige is per-
ceived. Freda Lynn and George Ellerbach (2017)
are an important exception: they find that
highly educated individuals are more consis-
tent in their views on occupational status, par-
ticularly when it comes to occupations requir-
ing more educational credentials. They posit
that education is a socializing institution that
creates more uniformity in how people see the
occupational structure. Using interview data,
Amy Binder, Daniel Davis, and Nick Bloom
(2016) find evidence for this process: they ob-
serve that elite colleges expressly narrow stu-
dents’ ideas about what constitutes a presti-
gious job. Indeed, Fabien Accominotti, Freda
Lynn, and Michael Sauder (2022) demonstrate
that status hierarchies vary in their architec-
tural features, depending on the context. Thus
it is reasonable to expect that people perceive
these architectural features differently as well
depending on their position in society.

STATUS LENSES

A cultural cognitive approach lies at the inter-
section of the sociology of culture and social
psychology, imploring scholars to focus on
“processes or mechanisms, cognitive and so-
cial, through which cultural elements are ac-
quired, rendered salient, linked to broader pat-
terns of meaning, and displaced” (DiMaggio
and Markus 2010, 348). The cultural cognitive
approach thus invites social scientists to con-
sider the sharedness of status beliefs as an em-
pirical question rather than an orienting as-
sumption. Based on the emerging research
regarding the way social structural factors
(such as class, race, and gender) shape status
judgments as well as the nascent evidence re-
garding key variations in how status is per-
ceived, I use the cultural cognitive approach to
propose the existence of a more general con-
cept: status lenses.

Status lenses reflect two aspects of how sta-
tus beliefs can vary within a society: their level
of sensitivity or discrimination, and their level
of agreement. These dimensions are illustrated
in figure 1. First, drawing on signal detection
theory (Gambetta 2009; Wickens 2002), I argue
that social groups may vary in how sensitive or
discriminating they are—that is, how hierarchi-
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cal they perceive the status order. Some may
have a more discriminating mental map of sta-
tus that includes a large social distance be-
tween the bottom and top positions. Other in-
dividuals, by contrast, may have a more diffuse
one in which the positions are less differenti-
ated or distanced from one another. In social
theory, this is known as a rhizomatic system
(Deleuze and Guattari 1987), and in informa-
tion science and complex systems as a heterar-
chy (McCulloch 1945).

Second, social groups may vary in terms of
the degree to which they exhibit consensus or
dissensus about the status hierarchy. A group
may uniformly agree about its hierarchy: it may
order its positions identically or very similarly.
High consensus about status is often the result
of commensuration, the process by which qual-
itative entities become publicly defined or
ranked by a single set of metrics (Espeland and
Stevens 1998). Conversely, a social group may
exhibit very little agreement about which posi-
tions fall where in the hierarchy. This phenom-
enon is known as status disagreement (Kilduff,
Willer, and Anderson 2016) and may occur as a
result of internal heterogeneity within groups
(Boltanski and Thévenot 1983).

Figure 1illustrates how these two axes work
together to produce different types of status
lenses. The first cell, diffuse dissensus, reflects
a status lens in which a group perceives a rela-
tively flat hierarchy, and their mental map of
the status order varies, reflecting a heteroge-
neous set of views. An example of the diffuse
dissensus status lens occurs when sportscast-
ers speculate about the performance of various
teams in a professional sports league at the be-
ginning of the season. In most leagues, the dif-
ference between the team with the best record
and the team with the worst is still relatively
small—both are composed of professional ath-
letes with very high levels of talent and ability.
Furthermore, at the beginning of the season,
fans and experts debate vigorously about who
will have a winning record and who will not this
season—disagreement about which teams are
best and which are the worst is considerable.
The next cell, diffuse consensus, reflects a reality
in which the group agrees, relatively speaking,
about the nature of the hierarchy, but that hi-
erarchy is much flatter. Consider small tribes

of hunter-gatherers, which are known to be rel-
atively egalitarian but still exhibit a minimal
division of labor (see Sterelny 2021), or certain
nonprofit organizations (see Benjamin 2022,
this issue).

The third cell, discriminating dissensus, would
mean the status order takes the shape of a mul-
timodal distribution: this status lens reflects a
situation in which a group has subgroups with
distinctly different understandings of the status
hierarchy, a state Pierre Bourdieu refers to as
“classification struggles” (1984, 483). University
rankings are emblematic of this view: although
most people likely agree that the distance be-
tween the very worst and very best universities
are quite large, disagreement is significant in
terms of how the universities should be ranked.
Indeed, we have seen a proliferation of different
types of rankings (for example, U.S. News and
World Report, QS World and University Rankings,
Niche, and so on) that reflect this dissensus (see
also Espeland and Sauder 2016). Finally, discrim-
inating consensus represents the dominant view
in the existing literature on occupational pres-
tige and status beliefs more generally. This sta-
tus lens captures the idea of a uniform prestige
hierarchy about which all members of a given
group make fine-grained distinctions. Modern
bureaucratic organizations such as the military
or hospitals are excellent examples: everyone
agrees on highly prescribed and differentiated
roles, and the status distance between a private
and a four-star general or between an orderly
and an attending physician is large (see Jenkins
2020).

Critically, status lenses may be socially pat-
terned, reflecting what Kimberly Rogers (2019)
calls “cultural variegation”—the existence of
distinctions across social groups in terms of
cultural meanings, including (but not limited
to) status beliefs. Earlier research leads to sev-
eral predictions. Norman Alexander (1972, 767)
argues that “the lower the perceiver’s actual,
imagined, or aspired-to status, the smaller the
dispersion of his status judgments.” The mech-
anism here is in essence self-enhancement
bias: individuals on a lower rung of the status
ladder are motivated to move the rungs closer
together to minimize the distance between
their status and the highest status on the lad-
der. Alexander finds evidence for this process
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Figure 1. Conceptual Representation of Four Status Lenses
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in terms of occupational prestige as well as
high school popularity in observing that raters
who are lower in occupational prestige and stu-
dents who are less popular exhibited smaller
dispersion in their ratings of others’ prestige
and popularity. This prediction implies that
these groups will therefore have less sensitive
or discriminating status lenses but says little
about consensus differences between groups.
In terms of consensus, the institutional log-
ics perspective suggests that socializing institu-
tions such as schools, workplaces, and neigh-
borhoods will lead to converging views of what
constitutes high status versus low status within
certain groups (see Zhou 2005). Here two mech-
anisms are relevant. First, consistent views of
status enable coordination within organiza-
tions. Thus organizations such as workplaces
have a vested interest in imposing explicit sta-
tus hierarchies as a way of facilitating efficiency
and productivity. They may also emerge induc-
tively and become entrenched through path de-
pendency as individuals solve coordination
problems on the ground—for instance, when
deciding who should take notes at an office
meeting, or nominating someone to run for
president of a school’s parent-teacher associa-
tion. Second, once individuals have been so-
cialized within these formal institutions—es-
pecially schools and universities—they become
invested in justifying the allocation of rewards
(such as status) on the basis of these institu-
tions’ credentials. Those who are the most
likely to reap rewards from these credentials—
Whites, men, the higher earning in the United

States—are the most likely to see these creden-
tials as fair bases for resource distribution (see
Cech and Blair-Loy 2010). This prediction im-
plies that these groups have more consensus in
terms of their status lens but says little about
whether they are more or less sensitive or dis-
criminating. It is therefore vital to consider the
two dimensions of status lenses simultane-
ously.

This study thus seeks to first answer the
question of whether status lenses exist. It then
determines the degree to which different social
groups have different status lenses—that is,
whether they exhibit varying levels of sensitiv-
ity or discrimination about the status hierarchy
and agreement (consensus versus dissensus)
about the rank order of that hierarchy. I focus
on two key sets of groups in American society:
those who are closer to the traditional centers
of power (men, Whites, the college educated,
and higher earners), and those who are farther
away (women, racial minorities, those without
a college degree, and lower earners). Using the
case study of occupational prestige judgments,
I bring a cultural cognitive approach to bear on
what has largely been an orienting assumption
for much of the existing research on status.

DATA AND METHODS

The source of data for this study is the 2012 oc-
cupational prestige module from the General
Social Survey (GSS). Every few decades, to up-
date its prestige score variable, the National
Opinion Research Center, which administers
the GSS, asks a subset of its survey-takers to
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics of GSS Sample

STATUS: WHAT IT IS AND WHY IT MATTERS FOR INEQUALITY

Proportion

Male 449

Female .551

White 792

Black 142

Hispanic .026

Asian .026

Other race .008

Work less than full time 527

Working full time 474

Mean SD

Prestige rating 4.538 .928
Education (years) 13.661 2911
Income 58173.30 42549.74
Age 51.633 16.326
Prestige score of own job 43.991 13.185

Source: Author’s calculations.

Note: Descriptives shown for full sample (N =1,001).

rate a number of occupational titles spanning
the breadth of occupations in the United
States.” In 2012, members of the in-person ro-
tating panel were asked to complete the occu-
pational prestige module, a total of 1,001 re-
spondents. The module uses a split-ballot
design, in which 860 total occupational titles
are rated, but each survey respondent is ran-
domly assigned to one of twelve possible bal-
lots including seventy occupations. Every re-
spondent is also asked to rate twenty core
occupations. Respondents are presented with
a stack of cards with the ninety occupational
titles and a box with slots labeled one through
nine. They are instructed to place each occupa-
tion in the slot corresponding to its social
standing, one being the lowest and nine being
the highest (for data collection details, see
Smith and Son 2014). Although most research-
ers use the scaled occupational prestige scores
that are trimmed and aggregated measures of
occupational status, I obtained the raw ratings
data from NORC in order to examine the micro-
level, cognitive process by which these status
judgments are made.

The GSS is a national probability sample of

Americans, and thus the subset of those who
participated in the occupational prestige mod-
ule are largely representative of the United
States in 2012 (see table 1). The analytic sample
includes 1,001 respondents and detail about
their gender, race-ethnicity, educational attain-
ment, income, and age. Demographic data and
work-related variables (work status and pres-
tige score of own job) are also included in some
models as well.

Beginning with occupations, we can see that
the mean occupational rating is 5.7 of 9. As we
can see in panel A of figure 2, however, some
occupations were rated very low on average
(street corner drug dealer received a mean rat-
ing of 1.902) and some were rated very high on
average (surgeon received a mean rating of
7.744), indicating an occupational hierarchy.
Further, respondents varied dramatically in
how dispersed their ratings were, as evidenced
by the histogram in panel B. Some respondents
exhibited high dispersion, with variances as
large as 12.053; others exhibited low dispersion,
as low as 0.198. I use this within-respondent
dispersion as a measure of sensitivity and dis-
crimination.

2. This list also includes a handful of unusual or unofficial occupations, such as street corner drug dealer and

panhandler.
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Figure 2. Occupational Means and Rater Variances in Prestige
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To assess whether this dimension of status
lenses varies across social groups, I examine
person-specific variance in occupational pres-
tige ratings. Because different people rated dif-
ferent occupations, looking at the overall dis-
persion of respondents’ occupational prestige

ratings is the best way to ascertain sensitivity
and discrimination. Higher levels of individual
dispersion indicate that a rater perceives a
large status distance between the lowest-
prestige and highest-prestige occupations,
whereas lower levels of individual dispersion
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indicate that a rater perceives a small status
distance between the lowest-prestige and
highest-prestige occupations. I begin by look-
ing at descriptive differences between groups
in terms of variance in their ratings to assess
whether they may be more or less sensitive or
discriminating in how they perceive the hierar-
chy. Next, I model person-level variance in pres-
tige ratings as a function of these group vari-
ables to isolate the specific relationship
between each demographic characteristic and
the variation in prestige ratings. I use Poisson
regression with variance as the outcome be-
cause this variable is noticeably right-skewed
(see figure 2, panel B) and follows a Poisson
distribution (its mean and variance are nearly
identical); furthermore, this modeling ap-
proach avoids the problem of producing nega-
tive predictions, which are nonsensical in the
case of variances. All models include robust
standard errors to account for potential viola-
tion of the dispersion assumption (see Cam-
eron and Trivedi 2013). I also include ballot con-
trols in all models to account for possible
anchoring effects in terms of how respondents
rated the particular list of occupations they re-
ceived.

To examine agreement (level of consensus
versus dissensus) within groups, I focus on how
respondents ranked the twenty core occupa-
tions because these were the only ones that all
members of the sample rated. I convert each
respondents’ ratings into rankings to account
for potential differences in the sensitivity-
discrimination component of status percep-
tions. Rankings focus on the order of occupa-
tions without regard for the distance between
them, and disregarding distance is necessary
to isolate the consensus dimension of status
lenses. I next compute all pairwise dyads of re-
spondents (N =500,500) in these rank order-
ings, which allows me to examine the extent to
which every possible combination of raters
agree with one another in terms of how these
occupations should be ordered. I use Spear-
man’s rho, as well as Kendall’s tau, to calculate

these pairwise correlations. To assess whether
groups agree or disagree about these orderings,
I focus on whether pairs of matched dyads from
the far group (for example, women) are more
or less likely to exhibit a higher ordinal correla-
tion relative to matched dyads of the close
group (for example, men). I first examine de-
scriptive differences in these correlations, and
then regress the group-level variables on these
correlations to examine their unique contribu-
tions to level of consensus.

FINDINGS

I begin by examining descriptive differences in
sensitivity-discrimination between groups. To
simplify comparisons in figure 3, I dichotomize
education into those who do not have a college
degree versus those who have a college degree
(or higher credential) and income into below
median income versus at or above median in-
come.’ I consider those who identify as White
versus non-White and those who identify as
male versus female.

This figure reveals key differences between
groups with regard to how discriminating they
are in their prestige ratings. In terms of gender,
we see that women exhibit more dispersion
than men. This is borne out in the median-
centered Levene’s test of equality of variances
(F =181.329, p <.001). In terms of race, respon-
dents who are racial minorities exhibit more
dispersion than White respondents, also con-
firmed by the median-centered Levene’s test
(F =347.318, p <.001). Looking at education, re-
spondents who do not have a college degree
exhibit more dispersion than those who do
have a college degree, evidenced by the signifi-
cant median-centered Levene’s test (F = 645.447,
p <.001). Finally, respondents whose house-
hold income is below the median exhibit more
dispersion than those whose income is at or
above the median level, again supported by the
median-centered Levene’s test (F = 568.566,
p <.001).

Yet we know that many of these variables are
interrelated; thus it is important to disentangle

3. The median household income in 2012 was $51,371 (Noss 2013). Because the GSS asks respondents to pro-
vide their household income in categories, | consider a respondent “at or above median income” if they selected
an income category of $50,000 or more. Calculations in regression models use logged midpoint values of the
income category to account for right-skewness in the distribution.
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98 STATUS: WHAT IT IS AND WHY IT MATTERS FOR INEQUALITY

Table 2. Poisson Regression of Ratings Variance on Group Level Variables

Model 1 Model 2
Female .144*** (.032) .138*** (.032)
Black2 .186*** (.044) .187*** (.045)
Hispanic? -.078 (.113) -.066 (.119)
Asian? -.080 (.080) -.075 (.082)
Other race? .197 (.167) .181  (.166)
Education (years) -.027*** (.006) -.023** (.008)
Income (logged) -.034** (.012) -.039** (.011)
Age -.001 (.001) -.002 (.001)
Working full time -.046  (.035)
Prestige score of own job -.001 (.001)
Constant 2.051%** (.144) 2.083*** (,144)
Ballot controls? Yes Yes
Deviance goodness-of-fit 785.282 758.642
Pearson goodness-of-fit 779.289 754.772
N 927 903

Source: Author’s calculations.
2Reference group is Whites.
*p <.05; ** p <.01; *** p <.001 (two-tailed tests)

the unique impact of each social structural fac-
tor on the sensitivity of prestige ratings. I there-
fore turn now to the Poisson regression mod-
els, which simultaneously estimate the impact
of gender, race, education, and income, with
controls for age and ballot. Model 1 estimates
these group-level variables. Model 2 introduces
the work-related variables to capture whether
arespondent is working full time, part time, or
not at all, and the prestige score of a respon-
dent’s own job. As seen in table 2, both models
exhibit nonsignificant goodness-of-fit statistics
(p > .05) for the deviance and Pearson tests,
suggesting that the Poisson specification fits
the data well in both cases.

Results from model 1 demonstrate that
women have a larger variance than men, net of
race-ethnicity, education, income, and age, by
about 16 percent. Black respondents have
around 20 percent larger variance than White
respondents, all else equal, although Hispanic
and Asian respondents do not significantly dif-
fer from White respondents. The more educa-
tion and income a respondent has, the smaller

their variance, net of other variables. For every
additional year of education, the ratings vari-
ance decreases by about 2.7 percent; for every
$10,000 of additional household income, they
decrease by about 3 percent. Finally, a respon-
dent’s age does not have an independent effect
on the dispersion of their ratings.* Introducing
work-related variables in model 2 very slightly
attenuates the gender, race, education, and in-
come variables, but differences between social
structural groups remain significant nonethe-
less. A person’s work status as well as the aver-
age prestige score of their own occupation do
not seem to impact the degree of sensitivity or
discrimination with which they view prestige.
Overall, then, these results demonstrate that
women, Black respondents, less-educated and
lower-income respondents are more likely to
have a dispersed view of the occupational hier-
archy—evidence that those furthest from the
traditional centers of power in American soci-
ety have higher levels of sensitivity and dis-
crimination in their status views.

The results for sensitivity-discrimination

4. Additional analyses testing for a quadratic effect of age did not change the nonsignificance of the variable
and did not improve model fit. Tables A1 and A.2 test alternative specifications of dispersion using a log-linear
and generalized binomial approach, respectively. Both alternative models demonstrate patterns consistent with

the Poisson results presented in table 2.
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Figure 4. Predicted Dispersion for Groups Close to and Far from Centers of Power

54

Predicted dispersion

Gender Race

B Close

Source: Author's calculations.

are illustrated in figure 4 using predicted values
of key independent variables, holding all other
variables at their means and modes. These fig-
ures help demonstrate the magnitude of each
social structural variable net of other factors.
All else constant, men’s dispersion is smaller
than women’s by 0.552, and White respon-
dents’ dispersion smaller than that of Black re-
spondents by 0.765. In terms of education, go-
ing from a high school diploma to a college
degree decreases a respondent’s prestige dis-
persion by 0.408. Going from the 25th percen-
tile of household income to the 75th percentile
of median income diminishes a respondent’s
dispersion by 0.178. We can conclude that race
(specifically, White versus Black) is the most
important determinant of how sensitive or dis-
criminating a respondent is in their percep-
tions of the status hierarchy, followed by gen-
der, followed by education, followed by income.

I now turn to the question of agreement. We
have seen that women, racial minorities, less-
educated, and lower-earning respondents per-
ceive a more hierarchical status order in terms
of occupational prestige. But can we claim that
these groups necessarily perceive a more highly

Education

. Far

Income

differentiated occupational status hierarchy—
a discriminating consensus status lens? Or do
they simply exhibit more heterogeneity overall
in their views of the status order—a discrimi-
nating dissensus status lens? To investigate
this second dimension of status lenses, I now
turn to the pairwise rankings data. Spearman
correlations for the rankings of close dyads
(men, Whites, more educated, higher earning)
versus far dyads (women, racial minorities, less
educated, lower earning) are shown in figure 5.5

Descriptively, we can see that groups further
from the traditional centers of power have
lower dyadic correlations, suggesting a relative
lack of agreement (dissensus) within these
groups in terms of how they perceive the status
order. T-tests between group dyads reveal that
men are significantly more likely to agree than
women (¢ = 6.726, p < .001), Whites are signifi-
cantly more likely to agree than racial minori-
ties (¢ =11.370, p < .001), those with a college
degree are significantly more likely to agree
than those without (¢ =17.568, p <.001), and
those at or above the median income are sig-
nificantly more likely to agree than those below
it (¢ = 15.106, p < .001). However, it is once again

5. Figures A.1and A.2 chart these relationships using Kendall’s tau. The overall pattern remains the same to the

results using Spearman’s rho shown here.
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Table 3. Linear Regression of Ranked Correlations on Group Level Variables

Spearman’s p Kendall's t A Kendall's t B
Male .010  (.007) .005  (.004) .010  (.006)
White .037*** (.008) .022*** (.005) .032*** (,007)
College .036*** (.009) .024*** (.005) .031*** (,008)
At or above median income .017*  (.008) .010*  (.005) .015*  (.007)
Constant .050*** (.007) .031*** (.004) .043*** (,006)
N dyads 49,234 48,692 48,692

Source: Author’s calculations.

Standard errors clustered by respondent ID. Reference category is “far” group (female, non-Whites, no

college degree, below median income).
*p <.05; ** p <.01; *** p <.001 (two-tailed tests)

important to parse out unique effects of each
social structural variable because we know
these four factors are deeply interrelated. I
therefore regress these four structural variables
onto the correlations using linear regression
with robust standard errors clustered by re-
spondent to account for the dyadic structure of
the data. These results are presented in table 3.

Results indicate that women are not statisti-
cally significantly different from men in terms
of their level of agreement once controls are
included in the models. However, Whites ex-
hibit significantly higher levels of consensus,
as do those with a college degree, and those at
or above the median household income relative
to non-Whites, those without a college degree,
and those below the median income, respec-
tively. These differences are illustrated using
predicted values in figure 6. As we can see, race
once again has the largest impact on consen-
sus, with a difference of 0.037 between Whites
and non-Whites in terms of their Spearman
correlations. Education is next in importance,
with a difference of 0.036 between those with a
college degree and those without. Finally, in-
come is third in importance, showing a differ-
ence of 0.011 between those at or above the me-
dian income and those below it.®

Results from the second part of the analysis
provide evidence that gender does not shape
level of agreement—both men and women are
similar in their degree of consensus regarding
the status order—but race, education, and in-
come do shape level of agreement—respon-

dents who are racial minorities, have less edu-
cation, and have lower income all have
significantly lower levels of consensus. Overall,
then, we can conclude that gender affects sen-
sitivity and discrimination but not consensus,
whereas race, education, and income affect
both dimensions.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Using perceptions of occupational prestige as
a measure of status beliefs, this study finds ev-
idence for three different types of status lenses
among social groups in the United States.
Women have a discriminating consensus status
lens: they perceive a highly differentiated oc-
cupational hierarchy and tend to agree about
how the positions should be ranked. Men,
Whites, highly educated respondents, and
high-earning respondents have a diffuse con-
sensus status lens: they tend to perceive a rela-
tively flat occupational status hierarchy and
they agree about the order of the occupations
within that hierarchy. Black, less-educated, and
lower-earning respondents have a discriminat-
ing dissensus status lens: they perceive consid-
erable distance between the high and low posi-
tions within the hierarchy, and they exhibit
heterogeneity in terms of where they think
those positions should rank within that hierar-
chy, consistent with Andrei Boutyline and Ste-
phen Vaisey’s (2017) findings regarding how
lower educated individuals exhibit less orga-
nized political attitudes and David Harding’s
(2007) findings regarding the presence of cul-

6. Figures A.3 and A.4 illustrate these relationships with Kendall's tau, once again demonstrating a similar pat-

tern in terms of differences and effect sizes.
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Figure 6. Predicted Correlations of Dyads in Rank Orderings of Core Occupations by Social Group
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tural heterogeneity in disadvantaged neighbor-
hoods. Altogether, these results indicate that
analysts should no longer conclude that every-
one uses a widely agreed-upon, highly sensi-
tive, and discriminating status lens to make
sense of the occupational hierarchy. As I show,
this is only true for one group—women—in the
United States.

Instead, consistent with the nascent evi-
dence on how social structure shapes a per-
son’s status beliefs, I find that gender, race-
ethnicity, and social class play an important
role in which status lens a person uses. What
is driving these differences in status lenses?
Findings align with the idea that groups that
are farther away from the traditional centers of
power in the United States—women, racial mi-
norities, the less educated, and lower-earning
individuals—are more likely to experience sta-
tus threats during interactions and to have to
navigate situations in which status is visible
and highly salient to them (see Ridgeway and
Markus 2022, this issue). This helps explain why
they perceive larger social distance between
low-status and high-status roles and positions.
The results regarding group differences in con-
sensus and dissensus can likely be explained
by the institutional logics perspective: social-
izing institutions and on-the-ground coordina-

tion problems have likely led to greater levels
of agreement regarding the status hierarchy
among Whites, the college educated, and
higher-earning individuals as a result of time
spent in schools, universities, workplaces,
associations, and other formal organizations.
Racial minorities, the less educated, and lower-
earning individuals have likely had less forma-
tive experience in these socializing institutions
and therefore are less likely to hold unified
views of the status order. Nevertheless, future
studies should directly examine the degree to
which status threat and socializing institutions
can explain these differences in perceptions of
status. Furthermore, the present analytic ap-
proach is limited in its ability to draw conclu-
sions about the intersectional impact of these
social groups on status lenses. Overcoming this
limitation using intersectional techniques is
another important avenue for future research.

The extent to which these particular status
lenses are used in realms other than occupa-
tional status remains an open question. In par-
ticular, I suspect that other-regarding status
beliefs, such as sociometric status, may follow
the pattern observed here, whereas status be-
liefs that are self-regarding (for example, sub-
jective social standing and class identification)
may not, given their complex relationships to
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identity and self-perception. Further, the cur-
rent findings raise questions about whether
and how these status lenses change over time.
Is it possible that Treiman was correct in the
mid-twentieth century when he argued for the
existence of a singular, discriminating consen-
sus lens, but that other status lenses have
emerged since then as the United States has
become more diverse but also more unequal?
Looking forward, one question is whether
other aspects of social structure—such as po-
litical affiliation, due to increasing political po-
larization—will also become salient factors
that shape our view of the occupational hierar-
chy (see Koenig 2022). In addition, researchers
should consider the behavioral consequences
of different status lenses, particularly in the
realm of status attainment. For example, we
can imagine that having a discriminating sta-
tus lens might restrict the range of occupa-
tional and educational aspirations an adoles-
cent develops or the occupational mobility they
ultimately pursue throughout their career tra-
jectory; relatedly, having a dissensus status lens
might make it more difficult for individuals to
realize their aspirations accordingly (Harding
2007; Frye and Trinitapoli 2015). These are also
critical questions for future research.

Finally, scholars of status have more re-
cently argued for the importance of third-order
status beliefs: a foundational aspect of status
is not just what people believe is high or low
status, but what people believe the generalized
other believes about status (Correll et al. 2017;
Melamed et al. 2019). Indeed, third-order be-
liefs about status lead to stereotype threat, in
which a stigmatized group often carries a psy-
chological burden of having to navigate a world
in which the status order has been decided by
those in positions of power—even though they
themselves may not hold that belief (for a re-
view, see Spencer, Logel, and Davies 2016). The
current GSS data on occupational prestige rat-
ings cannot disentangle first-order status be-
liefs from third-order status beliefs: are people
rating occupations based on what they think is
a high-status job, or are they rating them based

on what they think most other people think is
a high-status job—regardless of their own
views? Indeed, we cannot know whether part
of the dissensus observed among racial minor-
ities, low-education, and low-income groups is
due to the fact that some may be reporting first-
order status beliefs and some may be reporting
third-order status beliefs. This vital question
requires researchers to collect data on occupa-
tional status beliefs that is different than the
way we have gathered prestige data for the past
near-century.

A cross-disciplinary line of inquiry has es-
tablished the many micro, meso, and macro
domains in which social status impacts our life
chances (see Ridgeway 2019; Fiske and Markus
2012). A person’s occupational status is known
to influence their stress level (Matthews et al.
2000), body mass index (McLaren and Godley
2012), cancer risk (Behrens et al. 2016), mortal-
ity rate (Christ et al. 2012), as well as their chil-
dren’s educational outcomes (Conley and
Yeung 2005), above and beyond their material
resources. Yet this study’s cultural cognitive ap-
proach to status beliefs has demonstrated so-
cial patterning in status lenses, suggesting that
these status beliefs are not necessarily widely
shared. This means that existing work using oc-
cupational prestige as a measure of status is
likely incomplete, given that standard occupa-
tional prestige scores use trimmed means of
these ratings, erasing any systematic differ-
ences between social groups in these status
perceptions (see Smith and Son 2014). Further-
more, status lenses are likely a driver of inter-
actional inequality in the United States because
the rewards of status are allocated based on the
status lens of those closest to the traditional
centers of power—men, Whites, the college ed-
ucated, and the higher earning. These groups,
in essence, create and enforce the rules of the
game by making decisions on the basis of a sta-
tus order that others do not necessarily hold.
Acknowledging and even acquiring a different
status lens may help equalize these status ef-
fects and allocate the rewards of status in a
more just way.
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Table A.l. Log Linear Approach to Modeling Sensitivity-Discrimination

Model 1 Model 2

Female .183*** (.038) .164%** (.039)
Blacke .206*** (.055) .186** (.059)
Hispanic? -.086 (.123) -.089 (.128)
Asian? -.012 (.121) -.031 (.126)
Other race? .160 (.216) 127 (.216)
Education (years) -.028%** (.007) -.024** (.008)
Income (logged) -.040%* (.013) -.041%* (.014)
Age -.001 (.001) -.002 (.001)
Working full time -.065 (.045)
Prestige score of own job .000 (.002)
Constant 1.932%** (.174) 1.983*** (.184)
Ballot controls? Yes Yes

N 927 903

Source: Author’s calculations.

Note: The log linear approach linearly regresses a logged outcome on the covariates. Unsurprisingly, this
model violates the nonnormality assumption of OLS, as evidenced by the significant Shapiro-Wilk test

(p <.001), as well as visual inspections of the residuals, so it is not preferred over the Poisson model in this
case. Nevertheless, it produces very similar results to the Poisson approach in table 2.

2Reference group is Whites.

*p <.05; ** p <.01; *** p <.001 (two-tailed tests)

Table A.2. Generalized Negative Binomial Approach to Modeling Sensitivity-Discrimination

Model 1 Model 2

Female 3.170* (1.528) 2.216%** (.544)
Blacka 1.367%** (.117) 1.173*** (.113)
Hispanic? b b
Asian? b b
Other race? b b
Education (years) -.192%** (.020) -.125%** (.022)
Income (logged) -.104** (.031) —.141%** (.029)
Age -.014%%* (.004) -.015%** (.003)
Working full time -.244 (.138)
Prestige score of own job -.028*** (.005)
Constant -2.955 (1.622) -1.108
Ballot controls? Yes Yes

N 80,765 78,773

Source: Author’s calculations.

Note: Generalized negative binomial models allow for the simultaneous estimation of the mean and disper-
sion parameters as a function of some vector of covariates. Results presented here model the mean pres-
tige rating as a function of ballot (“ballot controls,” results for which are not shown here to conserve space),
and the dispersion in prestige ratings as a function of respondent-level independent variables (the results
shown in table A.2). This model requires estimation on the full ratings dataset, as indicated by the very
large sample size. Results are also very consistent with results from the Poisson regression approach.
2Reference group is Whites.

bCell size is too small to produce reliable estimate using this estimation approach.

*p <.05; ** p <.01; *** p <.001 (two-tailed tests)
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Figure A.3. Predicted Values for Kendall's tau (a) by Social Group
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Figure A.4. Predicted Values for Kendall's tau (b) by Social Group
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Source: Author’s calculations.

Taken together, Figures A.1 through A.4 demonstrate that results presented for dy-
adic correlations of rank orderings are not sensitive to the measure of ordinal cor-
relation used because they are consistent across all three measures (Spearman’s
p. Kendall’s = a and Kendall's = b).

RSF: THE RUSSELL SAGE FOUNDATION JOURNAL OF THE SOCIAL SCIENCES



108 STATUS: WHAT IT IS AND WHY IT MATTERS FOR INEQUALITY

REFERENCES

Accominotti, Fabien, Freda Lynn, and Michael
Sauder. 2022. “The Architecture of Status Hier-
archies: Variations in Structure and Why They
Matter for Inequality.” RSF: The Russell Sage
Foundation Journal of the Social Sciences 8(6):
87-102. DOI: https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2022
.8.6.05.

Alexander, C. Norman. 1972. “Status Perceptions.”
American Sociological Review 37(6): 767-73.

Avent-Holt, Dustin, Martin Hallsten, and David Cort.
2020. “Occupational Status and Organizations:
Variation in Occupational Hierarchies Across
Swedish Workplaces.” Research in Social Stratifi-
cation and Mobility 70: 100423.

Behrens, Thomas, Isabelle GroB, Jack Siemiatycki,
David I. Conway, Ann Olsson, Isabelle Stiicker,
Florence Guida, Karl-Heinz Jockel, et al. 2016.
“Occupational Prestige, Social Mobility and the
Association with Lung Cancer in Men.” BMC
Cancer 16(395). DOI: https://doi.org/10.1186
/s12885-016-2432-9.

Benjamin, Lehn M. 2022. “How Helping Can Rein-
force or Attenuate Status Inequalities: The Case
of Nonprofit Organizations.” RSF: The Russell
Sage Foundation Journal of the Social Sciences
8(7): 210-27. DOI: https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF
.2022.8.7.11.

Berger, Joseph, Hamit Fisek, Robert Norman, and
Morris Zelditch. 1977. Status Characteristics and
Social Interaction New York: Elsevier.

Binder, Amy J., Daniel B. Davis, and Nick Bloom.
2016. “Career Funneling: How Elite Students
Learn to Define and Desire ‘Prestigious’ Jobs.”
Sociology of Education 89(1): 20-39.

Boltanski, Luc, and Laurent Thévenot. 1983. “Finding
One’s Way in Social Space: A Study Based on
Games.” Social Science Information 22(4-5):
631-80.

Bourdieu, Pierre. 1984. Distinction. Cambridge,
Mass.: Harvard University Press.

Boutyline, Andrei, and Stephen Vaisey. 2017. “Belief
Network Analysis: A Relational Approach to Un-
derstanding the Structure of Attitudes.” Ameri-
can Journal of Sociology 122(5): 1371-447.

Cameron, A. Colin, and Pravin K. Trivedi. 2013. Re-
gression Analysis of Count Data. New York: Cam-
bridge University Press.

Cech, Erin A., and Mary Blair-Loy. 2010. “Perceiving
Glass Ceilings? Meritocratic Versus Structural
Explanations of Gender Inequality Among

Women in Science and Technology.” Social Prob-
lems 57(3): 371-97.

Christ, Sharon L., Lora E. Fleming, David J. Lee, Car-
les Muntaner, Peter A. Muennig, and Alberto J.
Caban-Martinez. 2012. “The Effects of a Psycho-
social Dimension of Socioeconomic Position on
Survival: Occupational Prestige and Mortality
Among US Working Adults.” Sociology of Health
& lllness 34(7): 1103-17.

Conley, Dalton, and W. Jean Yeung. 2005. “Black-
White Differences in Occupational Prestige:
Their Impact on Child Development.” American
Behavioral Scientist 48(9): 1229-49.

Correll, Shelley J., Cecilia L. Ridgeway, Ezra W.
Zuckerman, Sharon Jank, Sara Jordan-Bloch, and
Sandra Nakagawa. 2017. “It's the Conventional
Thought That Counts: How Third-Order Infer-
ence Produces Status Advantage.” American So-
ciological Review 82(2): 297-327.

Deleuze, Gilles, and Félix Guattari. 1987. A Thousand
Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia. Minne-
apolis: University of Minnesota Press.

DiMaggio, Paul, and Hazel Rose Markus. 2010. “Cul-
ture and Social Psychology: Converging Per-
spectives.” Social Psychology Quarterly 73(4):
347-52.

Durkheim, Emile. 1912. The Elementary Forms of Re-
ligious Life. London: Allen & Unwin.

Espeland, Wendy Nelson, and Michael Sauder. 2016.
Engines of Anxiety: Academic Rankings, Reputa-
tion, and Accountability. New York: Russell Sage
Foundation.

Espeland, Wendy Nelson, and Mitchell L. Stevens.
1998. “Commensuration as a Social Process.” An-
nual Review of Sociology 24(1): 313-43.

Fiske, Susan T., and Hazel Rose Markus. 2012. Fac-
ing Social Class: How Societal Rank Influences In-
teraction. New York: Russell Sage Foundation.

Freeland, Robert E., and Jesse Hoey. 2018. “The
Structure of Deference: Modeling Occupational
Status Using Affect Control Theory.” American
Sociological Review 83(2): 243-77.

Frye, Margaret, and Jenny Trinitapoli. 2015. “Ideals
as Anchors for Relationship Experiences.” Ameri-
can Sociological Review 80(3): 496-525.

Gambetta, Diego. 2009. “Signaling.” In The Oxford
Handbook of Analytical Sociology, edited by Peter
Hedstrom and Peter Bearman. New York: Oxford
University Press.

Gauchat, Gordon, and Kenneth T. Andrews. 2018.
“The Cultural-Cognitive Mapping of Scientific

RSF: THE RUSSELL SAGE FOUNDATION JOURNAL OF THE SOCIAL SCIENCES


https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2022.8.6.05
https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2022.8.6.05
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12885-016-2432-9
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12885-016-2432-9
https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2022.8.7.11
https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2022.8.7.11

STATUS

Professions.” American Sociological Review 83(3):
567-95.

Gorman, Thomas J. 2000. “Cross-Class Perceptions
of Social Class.” Sociological Spectrum 20(1): 93-
120.

Harding, David J. 2007. “Cultural Context, Sexual
Behavior, and Romantic Relationships in Disad-
vantaged Neighborhoods.” American Sociological
Review 72(3): 341-64.

Jenkins, Tania M. 2020. Doctors’ Orders: The Making
of Status Hierarchies in an Elite Profession. New
York: Columbia University Press.

Jiang, X. Lu, and Antonius H. N. Cillessen. 2005.
“Stability of Continuous Measures of Sociometric
Status: A Meta-Analysis.” Developmental Review
25(1): 1-25.

Kahn, Kimberly, Arnold K. Ho, Jim Sidanius, and Fe-
licia Pratto. 2009. “The Space Between Us and
Them: Perceptions of Status Differences.” Group
Processes & Intergroup Relations 12(5): 591-604.

Kilduff, Gavin J., Robb Willer, and Cameron Ander-
son. 2016. “Hierarchy and Its Discontents: Status
Disagreement Leads to Withdrawal of Contribu-
tion and Lower Group Performance.” Organiza-
tion Science 27(2): 373-90.

Koenig, Biko. 2022. “Politicizing Status Loss Among
Trump Supporters in 2020.” RSF: The Russell
Sage Foundation Journal of the Social Sciences
8(6): 69-86. DOI: https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF
.2022.8.6.04.

Lamont, Michéle. 1992. Money, Morals, and Manners:
The Culture of the French and American Upper-
Middle Class. Chicago: University of Chicago
Press.

——. 2000. The Dignity of Working Men: Morality
and the Boundaries of Race, Class, and Immigra-
tion. New York / Cambridge, Mass: Russell Sage
Foundation / Harvard University Press.

——. 2012. “Toward a Comparative Sociology of
Valuation and Evaluation.” Annual Review of So-
ciology 38: 201-21.

Leicht, Kevin T. 2022. “Inequality and the Status
Window: Inequality, Conflict, and the Salience of
Status Differences in Conflicts over Resources.”
RSF: The Russell Sage Foundation Journal of the
Social Sciences 8(6): 103-21. DOI: https://doi.org
/10.7758/RSF.2022.8.6.06.

Luo, Ye, and April Brayfield. 1996. “Women's and
Men’s Subjective Class Identification from the
1970s to the 1990s.” Sociological Spectrum 16(1):
83-107.

LENSES 109

Lynn, Freda B., and George Ellerbach. 2017. “A Posi-
tion with a View: Educational Status and the
Construction of the Occupational Hierarchy.”
American Sociological Review 82(1): 32-58.

MacKinnon, Neil J., and Tom Langford. 1994. “The
Meaning of Occupational Prestige Scores: A So-
cial Psychological Analysis and Interpretation.”
Sociological Quarterly 35(2): 215-45.

Maloney, Emily K. 2020. “The Social Psychology of
Occupational Status Groups: Relationality in the
Structure of Deference.” Social Psychology Quar-
terly 83(4): 463-75.

Maloney, Emily K., Kimberly B. Rogers, and Lynn
Smith-Lovin. 2022. “Status as Deference: Cul-
tural Meaning as a Source of Occupational Be-
havior.” RSF: The Russell Sage Foundation Journal
of the Social Sciences 8(7): 70-88. DOI: https://
doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2022.8.7.04.

Matthews, Karen A., Katri Raikkonnen, Susan A.
Everson, Janine D. Flory, Christine A. Marco, Jane
F. Owens, and Catherine E. Lloyd. 2000. “Do the
Daily Experiences of Healthy Men and Women
Vary According to Occupational Prestige and
Work Strain?” Psychosomatic Medicine 62(3):
346-53.

McCulloch, Warren S. 1945. “A Heterarchy of Values
Determined by the Topology of Nervous Nets.”
Bulletin of Mathematical Biophysics 7: 89-93.

McLaren, Lindsay, and Jenny Godley. 2012. “Social
Class and BMI Among Canadian Adults: A Focus
on Occupational Prestige.” Obesity 7(2): 290-99.

Melamed, David, Christopher W. Munn, Leanne
Barry, Bradley Montgomery, and Oneya F. Oku-
wobi. 2019. “Status Characteristics, Implicit Bias,
and the Production of Racial Inequality.” Ameri-
can Sociological Review 84(6): 1013-36.

Nielsen, Francois, J. Micah Roos, and Rose M.
Combs. 2015. “Clues of Subjective Social Status
Among Young Adults.” Social Science Research
52: 370-88.

Noss, Amanda. 2013. “Household Income: 2012.”
American Community Survey brief no.
ACSBR/12-02. Washington: U.S. Census Bureau.
Accessed June 21, 2022. https://www.census.gov
/library/publications/2013/acs/acsbr12-02.html.

Parsons, Talcott, and Edward A. Shils. 1951. “Values,
Motives and Systems of Action.” In Toward a
General Theory of Action, edited by Talcott Par-
sons and Edward A. Shils. Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press.

Ridgeway, Cecilia L. 2014. “Why Status Matters for

RSF: THE RUSSELL SAGE FOUNDATION JOURNAL OF THE SOCIAL SCIENCES


https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2022.8.6.04
https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2022.8.6.04
https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2022.8.6.06
https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2022.8.6.06
https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2022.8.7.04
https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2022.8.7.04
https://www.census.gov/library/publications/2013/acs/acsbr12-02.html
https://www.census.gov/library/publications/2013/acs/acsbr12-02.html

110 STATUS: WHAT IT IS AND WHY IT MATTERS FOR INEQUALITY

Inequality.” American Sociological Review 79(1):
1-16.

——. 2019. Status: Why Is It Everywhere? Why Does
It Matter? New York: Russell Sage Foundation.
Ridgeway, Cecilia L., and Hazel Rose Markus. 2022.

“The Significance of Status: What It Is and How

It Shapes Inequality.” RSF: The Russell Sage
Foundation Journal of the Social Sciences 8(7):
1-25. DOI: https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2022
.8.7.01.

Rogers, Kimberly B. 2019. “Sources of Consensus
and Variegation in Cultural Affective Meanings.”
Social Currents 6(3): 219-38.

Sauder, Michael. 2006. “Third Parties and Status
Position: How the Characteristics of Status Sys-
tems Matter.” Theory and Society 35: 299-321.

Smith, Tom W., and Jaesok Son. 2014. “Measuring
Occupational Prestige on the 2012 General So-
cial Survey.” GSS Methodological report no. 122.
Chicago: NORC at the University of Chicago.

Spencer, Steven J., Christine Logel, and Paul G. Da-
vies. 2016. “Stereotype Threat.” Annual Review of
Psychology 67(1): 415-37.

Sterelny, Kim. 2021. The Pleistocene Social Contract:
Culture and Cooperation in Human Evolution.
New York: Oxford University Press.

Treiman, Donald J. 1977. Occupational Prestige in
Comparative Perspective. New York: Academic
Press.

Valentino, Lauren. 2020. “The Segregation Premium:

How Gender Shapes the Symbolic Valuation Pro-
cess of Occupational Prestige Judgments.” Social
Forces 99(1): 31-58.

——. 2021. “The Heterarchy of Occupational Sta-
tus: Evidence for Diverse Logics of Prestige in
the United States.” Sociological Forum 36(S1):
1395-418.

——. 2022. “Constructing the Racial Hierarchy of
Labor: The Role of Race in Occupational Prestige
Judgments.” Sociological Inquiry 92(2): 647-73.
DOI: https://doi.org/10.1111/s0in.12466.

Wang, Chi Phoenix. 2017. “Perceived Positions Along
the Social Spectrum: The Subjective Social Sta-
tus of Contemporary Chinese in a Coastal Me-
tropolis.” American Journal of Cultural Sociology
5(1): 90-126.

Weber, Max. 1968. “Status Groups and Classes.” In
Economy and Society, vol. 1. Edited by Guenther
Roth and Claus Wittich. Translated by Ephraim
Frischoff. First published 1918. New York: Bed-
minster Press.

Wegener, Bernd. 1992. “Concepts and Measurement
of Prestige.” Annual Review of Sociology 18(1):
253-80.

Wickens, Thomas D. 2002. Elementary Signal Detec-
tion Theory. New York: Oxford University Press.

Wolff, Lisa S., Dolores Acevedo-Garcia, S. V. Subra-
manian, Deanne Weber, and Ichiro Kawachi.
2010. “Subjective Social Status, a New Measure
in Health Disparities Research: Do Race/Ethnic-
ity and Choice of Referent Group Matter?” Jour-
nal of Health Psychology 15(4): 560-74.

Zhou, Xueguang. 2005. “The Institutional Logic of
Occupational Prestige Ranking: Reconceptualiza-
tion and Reanalyses.” American Journal of Sociol-
ogy 111(1): 90-140.

RSF: THE RUSSELL SAGE FOUNDATION JOURNAL OF THE SOCIAL SCIENCES


https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2022.8.7.01
https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2022.8.7.01
https://doi.org/10.1111/soin.12466

PART Il

Statuslisa
Process That We
Do and Redo
Whose Effects
Accumulate over
Multiple Social
Relations



Downplaying Themselves,
Upholding Men’'s Status:
Women'’s Deference to
Men in Wealthy Families

ANNETTE LAREAU

Studies often portray status as a position, but status is also a process sustained by social and cultural
mechanisms. These social processes can create inequality in men’s and women’s economic positions. Fami-
lies are key economic institutions, but the processes involved in managing family wealth are poorly under-
stood. Drawing on in-depth interviews with twenty-five women (and eleven husbands) in families with a
median net worth of $27.5 million, I find that wives report general ignorance about wealth (although, on
deeper probing, women often have more expertise than it appears on first glance). Second, women state they
are disengaged with the economic realm. Third, the formation of marriages where women would have vastly
more economic power than their future husbands are deeply stigmatized. Despite formidable wealth, in
these marriages, women emphasized their lack of economic expertise and engagement. This gender “sticki-
ness” contributed to status inequality in the economic sphere.

Keywords: gender, wealth, status, family, economic, elite

In the study of social status, many conceptual-
ize status as a position (“he is a judge”). Less
attention has been paid to status as a process
embedded in broader cultural schemas and
cultural expectations (but see Ridgeway and
Markus 2022, this issue, as well as Fiske and

Markus 2012; Lamont 1992; Lamont et al. 2014)).
Yet, as Pierre Bourdieu taught us, routine social
interactions are structured and yet at the same
time fluid in what is termed a “logic of practice”
(1977, 1990). This means that a full account of
status—the focus of this special double issue—
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needs to examine the social and cultural pro-
cesses that sustain these status positions and
shape perceptions of the status hierarchy (see
also Accominotti, Lynn, and Sauder 2022,; Cor-
rell et al. 2017; Leicht 2022; Valentino 2022, this
issue; Benjamin 2022, this issue).

The importance of conceptualizing status as
a set of processes is key in the realm of eco-
nomic institutions. In economic institutions,
the social and cultural processes undergirding
economic inequality are prone to being ob-
scured. After all, the family is decisively an eco-
nomic institution, but the affective character of
the family often takes center stage. Of course,
a vast literature addresses important family
economic matters such as gender and labor-
force participation, earnings, and household
labor.! Yet relational dynamics, such as the
ways in which family members claim expertise
or simply disengage from economic matters,
have gained less attention. These gendered
forms of relational work, however, may be im-
portant in shaping familial status hierarchies
and control over family resources.

Wealthy families are a particularly useful
setting in which to examine the social pro-
cesses that sustain economic positions be-
cause, by definition, considerable wealth is in-
volved (Gilding 2005; Hansen and Toft 2021;
Kendall 2002, 2008; O’Brien, 2021; Schimpfossl
2018; Sherman 2019; Toft and Friedman 2021).
In families with millions of dollars, the ample
supply of wealth might theoretically allow for
more flexibility and fluidity in actions men and
women take in economic realms. (See Cousins,
Khan, and Mears 2018 on the value of studying
elites, as well as Keister 2014 and Kendall 2008.)
Few studies have been undertaken; Susan Os-
trander’s classic work, Women of the Upper
Class, was completed some forty years ago
(1984). In the ensuing decades, women’s labor-
force participation, earnings, and political

roles shifted considerably (Perry-Jenkins and
Gerstel 2020; Wharton 2015). Luna Glucksberg
(2018) highlights the labor needed to manage
elite women’s complex lives, but does not take
up the issue of their expertise in family eco-
nomic matters.>

In this article, drawing on in-depth inter-
views with twenty-five wealthy women and
eleven of their partners, I conclude an elabo-
rate set of social and cultural processes that
helps sustain husbands’ positions as key eco-
nomic agents within the family. I make three
points. First, I find that men are deeply knowl-
edgeable about family economic matters while
their wives perform levels of general ignorance
(although, on deeper probing, women often
have more expertise than it appears at first
glance). These social processes, where women
shun gathering expertise in key areas, sustain
inequality in men’s and women’s positions as
economic actors given that men have more eco-
nomic expertise. Second, women report levels
of disengagement and discomfort with the eco-
nomic realm but men appear animated, ex-
cited, and comfortable with economic matters.
Third, the inequality in economic status ap-
pears so formidable as to suggest a stigma to
forming marriages where women would have
vastly more economic wealth than their hus-
bands.? Respondents report significant social
costs to these unions; some have broken them
off precisely over issues of relative economic
position. This pattern of marital avoidance lim-
its the possibilities of wealthy women having
more economic power than their husbands.
Taken together, women and men report that
women have subordinated economic positions
in families relative to men in terms of expertise,
engagement, and in some cases economic
power. Given that the women are extremely
competent, particularly in running their com-
plex family lives, the results suggest ongoing

1. See, among others, Bertrand, Kamenica, and Pan 2015; Smock and Schwartz 2020; Tichenor 2005; Yavorsky
et al. 2022. For workplace and gender, see Correll et al. 2017, 2020; Gonalons-Pons et al. 2021; Smith 2002;
Stone and Lovejoy 2019; Wharton 2015; Williams, Berdhal, and Vandello 2016; see also Cooper 2014; Rao 2020.

2. There is a vast literature in the area of consumption, including the ways in which status signals influence
consumption. See Warde 2015. For a more general discussion of the meaning of money, see Zelizer 2017. For
general discussions of growing inequality see Saez and Zucman 2020; for attitudes toward the wealthy, see

McCall 2013.

3. On how women'’s higher earnings are associated with lower likelihood of marriage, see Bertrand et al. 2015.
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importance of broader traditional cultural
schema surrounding gender as mechanisms
sustaining the position of men as the higher-
status, key economic actors in the family. In
addition to changes in the legal realm and
other structures (Bessiére 2019), efforts to re-
duce economic inequality in family life would
require rethinking the broader cultural and so-
cial pressure regarding men’s and women’s
economic involvement.

LITERATURE

Status is an important dimension of daily life,
shaping countless aspects of our social world.
As Cecilia Ridgeway and Hazel Markus (2022,
this issue) write, cultural schemas are key:
“The status process is governed by a cultural
schema.” Here, Ridgeway and Markus focus
on “implicit norms for allocating status based
on perceived value to the group.” They note
everchanging “status beliefs about what types
of people are worthier and more competent
than others” (2). Although status has more
than one element, here I focus on status as an
“evaluative hierarchy in which one person is
more respected, deferred to, and influential
than the other” (Ridgeway and Correll 2006,
431).

Status hierarchies about gender are particu-
larly powerful. After all, evidence of punish-
ment if women and men violate gender norms
is considerable. Studies of the workplace re-
veal that women are harshly judged for being
proactive, being agentic, and showing leader-
ship.* Despite more limited pertinent research,
studies also show men are also sharply criti-
cized for “behaving modestly,” leading to the
conclusion that gender rules reinforce gender
power differences by constraining men to be-
have in ways consistent with high-status peo-
ple while prohibiting women from high-status
displays (Moss-Racusin, Phelan, and Rudman
2010, 148).

The impact of cultural beliefs can be power-
ful. For example, countries have differing cul-
tural views on the norm of men being the key
economic provider. Pilar Gonalons-Pons and
Markus Gangl (2021) show that countries with
more traditional gender cultural beliefs have

higher divorce rates when men are unemployed
than countries with less traditional cultural be-
liefs. Thus cultural gender norms clearly place
economic pressure on family relationships. Ex-
tensive quantitative research has also docu-
mented key aspects of family members’ eco-
nomic dynamics such as the largely negative
impact of women earning more money than
their husbands on the likelihood of marriage,
men’s participation in household chores, mar-
ital satisfaction, and divorce (Bertrand, Kame-
nica, and Pan 2015; Schwartz and Gonalons-
Pon 2016; Tichenor 2005). The research on
professionals’ unemployment is also striking.
For example, as Aliya Rao (2020) convincingly
shows, women who are the primary breadwin-
ners at home are strongly urged by their hus-
bands to focus on domestic issues and not to
emphasize their job search to reenter the work-
force. By contrast, men’s unemployment is con-
sidered a family crisis and family members
treat men as trespassers in their own homes,
pressuring them to resume their economic
contributions. Relatedly, Marianne Cooper’s
(2014) ethnographic study of families in the Sil-
icon Valley also highlights how women had
more responsibility and control over economic
resources in the working-class families, but as
the families became wealthier, men were very
powerful in managing the economic realm. In
short, gender relations can be powerful in
framing men’s and women’s family dynamics
around economic issues. Wealthy families pro-
vide a particularly valuable case to explore
these issues because the level of wealth offers
family members more options than in many
families.

THE ROLE OF WEALTH

We know that wealth appears to have an inde-
pendent impact on family life, that is, above
and beyond income (for a review, see Keister
and Moller 2000). Most research in the social
sciences, however, focuses on income. Other
work describes a pattern of gender inequality
in amounts of wealth (Chang 2010; Ruel and
Hauser 2013). We do not have enough studies
of how men and women manage the family’s
wealth or develop expertise around the family’s

4. For a discussion, see, among others, Smith 2002; Perry-Jenkins and Gerstel 2020.
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net worth. As noted, signs are also evident of
the distinctive nature of gendered family rela-
tions in the upper class. Susan Ostrander’s clas-
sic 1984 work, Women of the Upper Class, shows
the subordination of women to their husbands
in crucial ways including in the extensive role
of women’s philanthropic work, which assists
in the perpetuation of the class (see also Dan-
iels 1988).

Rachel Sherman’s work (2019) illuminates
how high-income and wealthy couples navigate
consumption by showing how wealthy wives
sometimes hide expenditures from their hus-
bands as well as tensions in couples undertak-
ing a home renovation. She finds that in cou-
ples with inheritance, money was usually
managed by the inheritor, male or female. Thus
she suggests that it is the inheritance path,
rather than gender, that creates expertise and
control over money. Still, she also notes that
when the woman is the inheritor and the man
the partner, tension is common. Her study is
deeply valuable but focuses primarily on con-
sumption and expenditures and less on the
level of knowledge, expertise, or detailed infor-
mation about net worth. Nor does Sherman
take up the question of how wealth might im-
pede the formation of unions.® In addition,
whereas most studies look at the viewpoint of
one person only, analysis that involves inter-
views with both partners in a marriage is help-
ful to discern the level of agreement or dis-
agreement on foundational issues.

In short, evidence of gender shaping key as-
pects of daily lives is powerful. As the authors
of a study of class and gender in France pointed
out, “The reproduction of the gender order
plays out in the processes of the conservation
and transmission of wealth which are at the
heart of different social classes. Reciprocally,
the reproduction of the class order rests on pro-
cesses of the enrichment of men and the im-
poverishment of women. At a moment when
family wealth increasingly determines the so-
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cial status of individuals, inequalities between
men and women can’t be addressed without
attacking inequalities of class, but the society
of class will not be abolished without reversing
the order of gender.”®

METHODOLOGY

Members of the upper class are notoriously
hard to recruit for interviews (Hertz and Imber
1995; Sherman 2019). I used “the strength of
weak ties” to recruit respondents, describing
the study as focusing on “the blessings and
challenges of being financially comfortable.”
Once asked (that is, after someone asked a
friend to pass along the potential respondent’s
contact information to me for a brief phone
call), approximately 20 percent of high-wealth
individuals agreed to be in the study. During a
subsequent phone call, I described the study,
offered to give potential respondents a report
of my findings at the end of the study, and
promised confidentiality through extensive
measures. After I spoke with them on the tele-
phone, all of the respondents agreed. My status
as a late middle-age, female sociologist in an
elite institution may have influenced the re-
cruitment, but my impression is that the re-
spondents agreed as a favor to the person who
vouched for me or out of a desire to talk about
something very much on their minds but for
which forums for discussion are few. Given the
Survey of Consumer Finance has a response
rate of 12 percent for high-net-worth respon-
dents, the response rate, though not ideal, is
comparable to other research (Bricker et al.
2015). The sample draws on families living
across the United States, and the sources of
their money include manufacturing, finance,
retail, technology, and real estate. To protect
the confidentiality of the respondents, I have
situated them in a different state and some-
what altered the nature of the businesses and
other identifying details. All names are pseud-
onyms.

5. For a study of the role of legal professionals in creating “reverse accounting” in managing inheritances and
divorce settlements in France, which generally favored men over women, see Bessiére 2019.

6. The quote is from Joan Scott’s 2020 review of the book Le Genre du capital: Comment la famille reproduit les
inégalités by Céline Bessiére and Sibylle Gollac. The quote is from page 280 of the book. An English translation,
by Juliette Rogers, titled The Gender of Capital: How Families Perpetuate Wealth Inequality, is forthcoming from

Harvard University Press in February 2023.
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This article focuses particularly on my in-
terviews with twenty-five women (table 1). I
also include interviews with ten spouses and
one cohabitating male partner of these
women. In addition, I report on two additional
(conceptually relevant) interviews with wealthy
men. The total sample is of thirty-nine wealthy
individuals including both people in eleven
couples (table 1). The net worth ranged up to
$150 million, but the median net worth was
$27.5 million. Still, several had lower wealth,
in part because they had given significant
amounts to philanthropy. All of the respon-
dents are heterosexual except two single
women who are lesbians. In the sample of
women as a whole, one is Latina, one is Indian
American, one is Iranian American, and the
rest are white.” Most of the women are married
(table 1). Except for one woman in her nineties,
all of the women have a college degree and
many have advanced degrees in law, business,
or nonprofit management. The women have a
range of political beliefs; more are Democrats,
but some are Republicans. Eight of the women
were recruited through a network of people
connected to a group of adults where politi-
cally liberal members seek to talk openly about
their wealth and be very philanthropic. In
most cases, the women are children or spouses
of the person who earned or inherited the
money. In three cases, women contributed sig-
nificantly to the business. As I explain, I inter-
viewed multiple family members of a white Re-
publican family (the Jansens) who have a
manufacturing business in the Northeast; I
also have collected documents revealing the
assets of this family.

I conducted most of the interviews in the
respondent’s home in a face-to-face interview
that lasted around two hours or longer. In five
cases, however, the interviews took place via
Zoom. In the interviews, I began by asking
about the family they grew up in, memories of

money as a child, how they made the money (if
they made it), spousal dynamics around money,
plans for bequeathing money, and philan-
thropy. Early in the interview, I asked questions
for direct figures (such as their salary for their
first job, the cost of their first house); adding
these monetary figures into the interview early
on appeared to facilitate a franker discussion
about wealth. A professional service tran-
scribed interviews; the accuracy of the tran-
scription was verified by reviewing the audio
and reading the transcript, and the interview
was deidentified by changing the names of the
people, institutions (such as colleges), and lo-
cations. After the research team developed a
coding scheme, research assistants, who
signed confidentiality agreements, worked
with deidentified interviews to code the inter-
views using Atlas.ti. In the data analysis pro-
cess, I continued to read and reread the inter-
views, write memos, create data matrices, and
search for disconfirming evidence (Lareau
2021).

FINDINGS: ECONOMIC EXPERTISE
Gender shaped the ways in which women and
men engaged with economic issues. Rather
than sharing their economic knowledge, mar-
ried women often immediately asserted their
ignorance with economic issues. Even if women
had active careers, they proclaimed themselves
to be much less engaged than their husbands
on financial matters. Gender norms appeared
to be quite powerful. Women expected their
husbands to manage the finances as they man-
aged the child rearing and the home.*
Interviews revealed women who reported
that they lacked knowledge and expertise. They
insisted on their incompetence (“I am not good
at this”). Because these women annually signed
tax returns that clearly stated their family in-
come, and they sometimes worked on family
projects or in the family foundation, their

7. l interviewed two wealthy African American men who have a net worth of $25 million and $100 million, re-
spectively, but | have not yet interviewed their wives because of the impact of the pandemic on data collection
(for race and wealth, see Shapiro 2004; Sherwood 2010).

8. In the interviews, the women spoke at great length, with pleasure and excitement, about their children, their
homes, their meals, and other aspects of their roles as family caretakers. This warm embrace of motherhood
contrasted with their vague, disinterested approach to economic matters, but it is also outside the scope of this
paper. See, among others, Blair-Loy 2009; Nomaguchi and Milkie 2020.
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avowed lack of basic information was striking.’
Although they were proud of their husbands,
the women denied knowing even the rudi-
ments of the family’s economic position. By
contrast, in their interviews, men were ex-
tremely forthcoming about the details of their
net worth, the wide variety of assets they held,
and their strategies for maximizing wealth in
the future.”

Many women did not know the actual de-
tails of the families’ economic situation or, if
they knew anything, it was vague rather than
detailed. Couples often had differing views on
the net worth. As part of the study, I inter-
viewed Mr. and Mrs. Jansen, both in their eight-
ies, and their three sons, who were in their late
fifties, as well as the three wives of the sons.”
The Jansen family had moved the business, es-
timated to be worth between $50 and $100 mil-
lion, into an irrevocable trust in the names of
the children. The son, Tom Jansen, managed
the business and the trusts; the father, Jerry
Jansen, no longer had control. This decision,
which had been made a number of years earlier
(when the estate tax kicked in at $5.4 million
rather than the current $11.8 million), greatly
reduced their net worth. Still, Mrs. Jansen, in
her mid-eighties, was less knowledgeable than
her husband when asked, in separate inter-
views, their net worth today.

LETTIE: Well we’ve given away so much to
avoid the death tax. That we each have, four
million or something.

JERRY: Our net worth, I say it’s around, around
$12 million plus or minus a couple either
way.

Mrs. Jansen’s combined figure of $8 million
was dramatically lower than her husband’s. Be-
cause Mr. Jansen provided extremely detailed
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information and also shared written records, I
concluded that his estimate is correct.

Tom Jansen, who manages the business and
the trust, also provided detailed records. As he
and all members of the family pointed out, the
business is a private business. The value of it is
hard to discern. (If it were put it up for sale, the
value would of course be more clear.) They es-
timate it as worth between $50 and $100 mil-
lion. Because one adult child declined his por-
tion, the business assets were divided among
four and estimated to be around $12.4 to $25
million each. In addition, Tom Jansen had
made significant money in his brother’s busi-
ness as well as his own real estate deals. He
shared the records of all of his assets. The value
of the assets depends on the sale as well as how
the investments do over time (for example, in
the stock market or investments such as build-
ings they have bought). He provided a conser-
vative measure of his total net worth:

ANNETTE: And what’s your net worth right
now, ball park?

Tom: Somewhere between fifty and a hundred
million.

His wife, Abby, however, who signed IRS [In-
ternal Revenue Service] tax forms every year,
gave a much more confused answer:

ANNETTE: And do you know now how much
the assets are?

ABBY: I do.

ANNETTE: And what would you put them at?

ABBY: Well, it depends on how they get evalu-
ated. And it also depends if you count the
inheritance once Jerry and Lettie pass away.
But it’'s somewhere between $25 and $35
million. Not counting the inheritance. $35,
I think, is counting it [the inheritance].

9. On the extensive loopholes and elaborate arrangements to tax liability and thus the tax forms, which cover
income, often obscuring actual wealth, see Shiffer-Sebba 2021.

10. Itis difficult to see a theoretical reason why women would be less forthcoming than men. In addition, women
often revealed very personal information including their worries about their children, tensions with their family
of origin and their in-laws, and other life challenges. Thus, though certainty is elusive, the details women provide
in other parts of the interview gave me more confidence in the data. In addition, this pattern is consistent with
theories that emphasize the centrality of gender performance in social interaction.

11. One daughter has a very serious illness; the other daughter died, as an adult, in a car accident.
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Abby is correct that the assets depend on
how the business is valued (“evaluated”), but
the figure she gives is significantly lower than
that of her husband’s report. Furthermore, her
husband saw her as a great resource for him in
listening to him and supporting him, but said
outright that she did not understand certain
aspects of their finances: “[I'm] very open about
everything, and Abby, my wife is one of my best
supporters and listeners. Like, remember I said
I work at home? And I run things by her. She
mostly just, doesn’t understand completely,
but she’s a great supporter.” Despite his appre-
ciation of his wife’s support, his comment that
she “doesn’t understand completely” stresses
her lack of expertise. Instead, in their marriage,
their interactions sustained the husband’s sta-
tus as the economic expert in the family.

Another brother, Nick, has started a busi-
ness, sold it, and earned income from the sale.
He was also trying to start another business
that he hoped in twenty years would be worth
“billions.” As true for many respondents, ascer-
taining the net worth was complex because it
included the family business, assets from the
business he sold, his two houses (which we had
discussed earlier in the interview), and other
monies he had inherited. But, like many other
men, Nick did not deny having expertise about
the amount; the issue was how to compute it:
“It’s hard to say exactly, of course, because a lot
of my wealth is in this manufacturing business,
which is privately held, not liquid, and what it’s
worth is what someone’s willing to pay for it.
You know, and I have other things that I own
and other companies that I own.”

All told, his total net worth was between $22
and $36 million, most of which is not liquid.
His wife, however, who has a law degree and
provided extremely personal information about
her challenges growing up and other intimate
issues, simply could not answer the question
about their net worth. She repeatedly indicated
that she simply did not know.

The third brother, Davey Jansen, had started
and sold a business. He gave an estimate of
$185 as his net worth. His wife, Emily, gave a
figure that, though not identical, was close:
“Over the years, I've learned those things. I
think, at the time, 2014, when I asked Dave, I
think his estimate was about $160, $165. I don’t

STATUS: WHAT IT IS AND WHY IT MATTERS FOR INEQUALITY

know what it is now, but $175 or $80, I don’t
know.” Emily also downplayed her expertise,
saying twice, “I don’t know.” The other three
wives differed wildly from their husbands’ re-
ports or were unable to estimate.

Other couples had a similar pattern of hav-
ing capable women deny knowledge of the eco-
nomic situation. For example, Kirk and Tracey
Rogers are in their late forties and renovate
homes. They benefit from the 2012 law in
Puerto Rico where personal income from capi-
tal gains, interests, and dividends are not
taxed. Before moving to Puerto Rico, Mrs. Rog-
ers was the primary wage earner. At one point,
she supervised more than four hundred peo-
ple. She sees herself as an active partner, and
she works long hours renovating houses. She
admits, though, that she simply doesn’t know
their wealth. Although she was very animated
at points in the interview and provided a great
deal of detail, such as about the skimpy outfits
women wore around the island, she did not
know the actual amount of their wealth. When
discussing their situation five years earlier, for
example, she immediately said in so many
words that she wouldn’t know.

ANNETTE: And do you know what your net
worth was then?

TRACEY: I mean, I wouldn’t know. I’ll be hon-
est with you, I don’t track it like him. ... I
do investments and I'm all in that, but he
knows where we are financially. He keeps
his spreadsheets.

In saying that they are “his spreadsheets,”
Mrs. Rogers saw the expertise on their net
worth as in the purview of her husband. This
was also the case about their current net worth:
“I don’t know how much money we have. I
know we have a lot more now. Kirk knows to
the penny probably, I think he told me we’re
closer to between around $15 to $20 million, I
don’t know.”

When probed more deeply in the interview,
Mrs. Rodgers could assess the value of their
various assets, but her immediate response was
to insist that she was not knowledgeable. In
this way, she has a pattern of deference that
sustains her husband’s higher status in the
economic realm.
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Her husband provided a similar portrait:
“She’s operations. We’re very similar except I'm
the one who sources the deals and I analyze
them for the dollars, and then she analyzes
them for ‘Nobody’s going to like this type of
house because it’s, it’s missing a —— , the
rooms are too small or it’s got a horrible view.
There’s something, there’s something wrong
with it My wife does pick up the furniture and
the floor plan, all that stuff. If we have to move
some rooms around, she gets my input, but it’s
90 percent my wife and 10 percent me.” He did
the deals, and she did the houses, views, and
furniture.

He was also extremely detailed as well as en-
ergized about their steep upward trajectory:
“So, all I gotta do at this point is cash in on all
my property and I'm at somewhere around
$13.5 [million] and I'm on track for $15 million
by, you know, within the next, you know, six
months or so.” He proudly announced that
pretty soon he would be earning $2 million per
year (“just sitting on my butt”); his goal was to
realize a net worth of $100 million during his
working life. Like other couples, Mr. Rogers
spoke more quickly, leaned forward, and was
very animated as he spoke of the growth of the
family’s wealth. His wife was more detached.”
In sum, husbands generally expressed more
economic expertise than their wives. Men also
expressed confidence.

As a result, women could be off by signifi-
cant amounts in their estimates, by as much as
25 percent of the total. For example, Mrs. Sam-
uels is a deeply religious Presbyterian woman
in her late sixties living in Mississippi who was
widowed in her fifties when her husband died
after a brief illness. She has three grown chil-
dren who are involved in making charitable
gifts, as she is, but her knowledge of funda-
mental aspects of the business are hazy. Mrs.
Samuels could say with precision how much
money was in each of the trusts for her three
children. Crucial pieces of information, how-
ever, she could not recall. She gave a $20 mil-
lion range and was embarrassed that she could
not remember it better. She stumbled in her
answer:

ANNETTE: So, when the business was sold,
what was it sold for?

MRs. SAMUELS: The shoe company— he . . . he
had branched out into land development,
and so um, so, but the company, and I hope
I'm not getting my . . . just because the land
was worth about as much as the company
was, which really means the land was worth
more. You know how that works. So, I hope
I'm telling you right. Oh, I am telling you.
Isn’t this awful? It was either. . . . It was ei-
ther $80 or $60, but I'm almost positive $80.

In the interviews with married couples, it
was striking how the husbands provided vastly
more precision than did their wives. Husbands
and wives described the wives as lacking finan-
cial expertise. These dynamics around knowl-
edge helped sustain men’s superior economic
status within the family.

Disengagement

Women also stressed their disengagement
from economic matters. For example, Mary
Saunders was in her seventies and had been
widowed for two decades. At a number of
points in the interview in her $3.5 million Man-
hattan apartment, she proclaimed her disinter-
est:

I've close to no interest . . . in money. And my
husband would say, “Well you know, we really
need to talk about our finances.” I'd say,
“You’re absolutely right, we do.” ... [but] it’s
just zero interest on either one of our parts.
The one thing I think it was so sweet of him,
I guess he knew how sick he was. I didn’t. But
he went to a lawyer, and because he had actu-
ally written it down on paper to see how much
money we had because he was concerned
about me. ... I came across this piece of pa-
per. Again, just didn’t, really, pay any atten-
tion to it.

Given that her husband died when the chil-
dren were quite young, it is especially notice-
able that, even as a widow with two young chil-
dren, she “didn’t, really, pay any attention to

12. In the terms of Randall Collins (2014), the men displayed more “emotional energy” around their wealth than

did the women.
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it.” Her statements in this regard were puzzling
because, at other points in the interview, she
revealed extremely detailed knowledge of fi-
nances. For example, she was very proud that
as ayoung, single woman in her twenties work-
ing in graphic design, she bought a Manhattan
apartment. Almost forty years later, she re-
membered the precise dollar amounts she had
saved, that her parents gave her, and how much
she sold it for later. She was also quite proud
that when she met her husband and married,
as she said, “I paid fully 50 percent. I was quite
pleased with myself for that.” After her hus-
band’s death, she sold the apartment they were
living in, used it to complete an all-cash pur-
chase on her current apartment, and met regu-
larly with a financial advisor to save for college.
In short, she had more expertise than she sug-
gested, but she emphasized her complete dis-
engagement.

The importance of gender also could be
seen in couples in which women were the in-
heritors but managing the finances was “his
thing” rather than hers. For example, Sara Cra-
mer is a white woman in her thirties and an
only child from a multigenerational dynasty
family. Her family has a large number of price-
less original artworks in her childhood home.
The wealth inequality between her mother and
father was significant: “Certainly, by the time I
was in middle school probably, if not before
then my mother had inherited enough money
from her family that my father didn’t need to
be working. . .. My father’s income was not,
would not have truly . . . [been] missed.”

Nevertheless, her father, not her mother,
was the “finance person.” Her mother deferred
to her father; Ms. Cramer described it as a mat-
ter of interest: “[My dad] did investing, and def-
initely sort of was the primary sort of finance
person in the family. I never got a sense that my
mother was like excluded from finance or it was
kept hidden from her in any capacity. It was
more, I think if anything, you know, it was just,
it was something that my dad was like inter-
ested in. So that was his thing.” It was only
when her father developed a serious, life-
threatening illness, which led to his death

STATUS: WHAT IT IS AND WHY IT MATTERS FOR INEQUALITY

when she was in high school, that her mother
took over the finances. The culture of this fam-
ily was that economic issues was his “interest”
which sustained his higher status in the eco-
nomic realm.”

This gender division of labor also surfaced
between siblings. For example, when Julie Hal-
perin’s parents both had memory problems,
they had a division of labor. Her brother did the
finances, and she managed the caregivers, not-
ing that “we always operated as a team.” They
worked as a team but she was not involved in
the finances. This division of labor also hap-
pened with another wealthy woman, Jaime Ma-
gnone, who had a trust worth around $45 mil-
lion (as did her brother, Roy, and sister,
Kimberly). When her father was dying, he put
Roy “in charge,” as she related: “Roy’s the only
one with an ... MBA, and he also is on the
board, he was interested, and he has the MBA,
and he’s more like my dad. And so, when Dad
was dying, he called one day, this might’ve been
our last conversation. . . . He said, ‘I've put Roy
in charge, if you have any problem ... prob-
lems with the money, go to Roy.””

At first, as she put it, her “back went up”:

When he first said, “I put Roy in charge,” I'm
like, “What the hell are you talking about Roy
in charge?” and then I'realized . . . he was just
talking about money issues, and Roy has all
of the connections with people at the founda-
tion, so it does make sense. So, what I saw as
sexism, initially, and, oh, my back went up
when he said that. Supposedly he admires
and respects me so much, and thinks I'm bril-
liant, why do I need my brother in charge?
And, then I realized what it probably was, was
just pragmatic. Maybe . . . there’s a tinge of
sexism to it, but this was Roy’s choice in life
lent itself to being that person. Would my dad
have done it if it was me or Kimberly who was
involved in that way, in the trust company?
Maybe. I didn’t perceive that growing up, that
I'was treated differently.

In short, the pattern of men running the fi-
nances surfaced not only in marriages but also

13. Of course, the ways in which economic issues are intermingled with other aspects of family life is a complex
issue (see, among others, Krippner and Alvarez 2007; Zelizer 2005).
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in sibling relationships. Women were more dis-
engaged. In addition, family members, includ-
ing parents, reaffirmed men as the appropriate
choice, reinforcing the idea of women deferring
to men’s super expertise. Put differently, men
were given more status around economic mat-
ters in families than women.

Interweaving of Exclusion

and Disengagement

Yet, in some cases, disengagement was linked
to feelings of exclusion. For example, one mar-
ried father living in the West Coast had inher-
ited money from his father. However, he also
worked in a family business, and he had in-
vested in real estate for himself and his family.
His wife reported that she and her husband had
planned to sell a building together, but, when
she wanted to take a lower offer because of her
empathy for the buyers, and ultimately the of-
fer fell through, he moved ahead and sold it
without her: “We sold the house, we tried to sell
the house without a realtor and we tried to do
it together, and the first attempt at the sale fell
through, and I felt that he blamed me for that,
and then he went on to sell the house without
me, and that, that was, that hurt.”

She felt he was putting the money over their
relationship, but she also thought he was trying
to reduce their stress: “That felt like he was say-
ing, you know, ‘We are not capable of doing this
without getting emotional.” And maybe there’s
some truth to that, but I also felt like. . . . what’s
more important? Our relationship or how
much money we get from the sale? ... I think
he felt like it was less stressful for me and for
him for us not to work on it together, and that’s
probably I think, you know, that was his main
focus was making it less stressful.”

She felt that these moments when she was
“pushed out” made the power dynamics clear:
it was not her money. “When I get, when I get
voted out of big things like that or pushed out,
I, it does often feel like, ‘Okay, this is, this is not
really my money.’ You know? ‘This is like the
family money.”

Still, in the next moment, she attributed her
disengagement to her having her “head in the
clouds.” Her husband had special expertise
(“all these laws that he knows about”), which
she did not. Although they had a prenuptial

contract, he told her (and me) that he now sees
their funds as joint, as she recounted in a halt-
ing, hesitant fashion:

But he, but to counter that, he’s always said,
“What I have is, is yours.” You know? “This is
what we’re gonna pass down to our children,
and this is what, you know, I'm working on
this sort of thing right now so that, you know,
we don’t pay taxes on what we inherit from
[her husband’s parents] go to our children, so
there’s like generations skipping tax and all
these laws that he knows that I, you know,
don’t, and we’ll save tons of money, but I sort
of have my head in the clouds about it all.”

In her interview, the wife vacillated between
feeling pushed out and also saying that she was
not paying attention to the details. Thus she
appeared to feel that she was denied key power-
ful roles at the same time that she was disen-
gaged due to lack of interest as she said, “my
head [was] in the clouds.” Other women also
integrated different rationales together in their
interviews. The bottom line was the same, how-
ever. Men controlled information and power
regarding money both publicly and, in many
cases, privately. As a result, men and women
sustained men’s social status in the family as
economic leaders.

Sustaining Men’s Superior

Economic Positions: Marriage to

Richer Women as Stigmatized

It also became clear that women'’s having vastly
more economic resources than men was con-
sidered a serious enough problem that in some
cases it prevented marriage. The impact of gen-
der relations on intimate relationships has of
course been noted in the literature. Rachel
Sherman, for example, notes that when women
have inherited more money than their partners,
their gender relationships are, as one respon-
dent put it, “swimming upstream.” Memoirs
have made a similar point. Prior work, however,
underestimates the significant social stigma on
union formation.

For example, Bruce Gottfried is a tall, ele-
gantly dressed man in his sixties with silver
hair who works as a financial advisor on the
twentieth floor of a Boston downtown high-
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rise. His net worth is currently $12 million. He
was raised in a divorced family where his (alco-
holic) mother had inherited wealth and his ar-
chitect father did not. His father had grown up
in a small town where his own father was a
prominent manufacturer who lost his money,
after which the family sold their large home to
move into an apartment. His father married his
mother when she was his assistant out of col-
lege. His mother’s family continued to be ex-
tremely wealthy, and his maternal grandpar-
ents lived on a vast estate with many employees.

Mr. Gottfried, who went to elite prep schools
and to an Ivy League college, dated a woman in
college in the late 1960s from a prominent, very
wealthy family, the Rothschilds (a pseudonym)
who appeared to have more than $100 million.**
He said that they were planning to get married:
“we were the perfect couple.” Her family trav-
eled frequently to ski resorts, the Caribbean Is-
lands, and other places; they invited him as
well as the boyfriend of their other daughter
and covered their expenses. But although he
was from a wealthy family, he keenly felt the
inequity in their wealth. Aware of his parents’
situation, he explained how he felt at the time:
“I'm not going to make the same mistake my
father did. . .. I've seen this movie. [Laughs.]
It’s, it’s . . . I know where it’s going. I said, ‘I just
can’t have your parents paying for me all the
time and stuff like that.”” He felt that his girl-
friend was very enmeshed with her own
mother, and placed her family above him. He
also chafed at her expectations: “She would ask
me things like, ‘If we get married, would you
think about changing your name to Roths-
child?’ I go, ‘Not really.’ And I said, ‘ButI...
You don’t have change your name to Gottfried,
but it— I'm not changing my name to Roths-
child.”

He admired how smart his girlfriend was,
but, in the end, was very clear that he

did not want to be a guy married to a woman
wealthier than myself. Two years into it, I re-
alized I'm being kept, you know. This is what
my father felt like: “Is it worth it?” So, I began
refusing invitations, and refusing things, and
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we ultimately broke up. . . . Isaw that I did not
want to be a guy who married a woman
wealthier than myself. And that wasn’t a sexist
comment, I don’t believe, or an antifeminist
comment, it was a realistic comment, be-
cause I had never seen a situation where the
man I—where it works. I mean, maybe Philip
and [Queen] Elizabeth worked, but he walks
four steps behind her, right?

He eventually married someone who had
less money than he did.

Others echoed this view, noting that when
men married women with more money, there
were very high social costs. Men who had less
money than their wives appeared to feel deeply
stigmatized. One man, Larry Nimitz, for exam-
ple, reported that his father’s worry that he
would be a “tag-along husband” led him to
work round the clock to make money. Mr. Nim-
itiz is an entrepreneur in his forties who grew
up in a West Coast family. His mother is of
Asian descent and his father is white; both his
parents are active in finance and real estate.
They were both born in the early 1950s. Strik-
ingly, Mr. Nimitz explained that his father was
quite wealthy at the time of his marriage—in
current dollars, around $14 million in assets,
putting him in the top 1 percent of the country
in net worth. But his mother had vastly more,
more than $200 million. His parents had a pre-
nuptial with a “sunset clause” that expired after
thirty years.

Mr. Nimitz reported that the economic dis-
parity grated on his father. His father did not
want to be “just the tag-along husband.” Mr.
Nimitz said that his father worked extremely
hard “to catch up with my mother”:

I grew up with two parents who were really
dedicated to their work in a way I thought was
normal, but now realize is very unusual. My
father always says he hasn’t missed a day of
work in forty years. Two hours after I was
born, I think the doctor said, “Your son is
okay” and [my father] drove to the airport to
be in Boston the next day. That is just how he
has always been. He has always tried to catch

14. This figure is based on my estimate of the family’'s wealth at that time based on public information.
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up with my mother, I think, financially and
otherwise knowing that it is impossible,
but. . .[voice trails off]. He doesn’t want to be
just the tag-along husband.”

His father is now worth “between $90 and
$110 million” but, as Mr. Nimitz said with a sad
smile, “it is impossible” for his father to catch
up. In addition, it is not only the size of the
wealth but the “billion-dollar deals” she speed-
ily completes in a few days. Although his father
is on the board of directors of major corpora-
tions, his deals have neither the size nor the
speed of those of his wife. His father’s preoc-
cupation with working has important conse-
quences in terms of his father’s absence from
family life. Mr. Nimitz had gone to law school
and business school, and his graduation was
coming up. When I asked whether his father
would attend his graduation, after a short
pause he replied, “I hope so.”

These cases are from older couples but evi-
dence suggests that these ideas persist with
younger people. I interviewed Peyton Stead-
man, who at age twenty-six is blond, fashion-
ably dressed, and quiet, living in an elegant,
sunny, very large apartment on one of the most
expensive streets in Boston. She works as a li-
brary assistant; her earnings of $35,000 per year
are significantly less than the money thrown
off by her $15 million trust fund (which will in-
crease in future years). She noted that it was
awkward when she had a party for people from
work; her work colleagues were wide-eyed with
bewilderment about how she could afford the
apartment. She is currently single and hopes to
marry and have a family. In a two-hour inter-
view, which included extensive discussions of
her education at an all-girls school, her career,
sibling relationships, her desire for a prenup-
tial in the future, and other issues, she never
raised any thoughts about gender inequality.
Nevertheless, she is extremely direct about her
experience with the gendered status hierarchy:
“I just think that guys don’t want the girl to
have more money than them [laughs] just in
essence. I don’t know if it’s they don’t want or
it just makes them feel uncomfortable, and I

15. For a similar finding, see Ostrander 1984.
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think that’s just the root [laughs] of it and I
probably haven’t figured out quite how to han-
dle it myself, or how to bring it up or whether
to bring it up or not and obviously, I don’t go
into details with people but definitely people
are like, ‘Oh, you live here. Okay.””

With her comment that “guys don’t want the
girl to have more money than them,” Ms. Stead-
man indicated that the stigma remains very
much alive. In marriage, cultural scripts sup-
port husbands being higher status than wives
in the economic realm. Her viewpoint suggests
a strong social stigma against forming a mari-
tal relationship where a woman has signifi-
cantly more wealth than the man. This stigma
both reflects and sustains the idea that men
should have more economic power than
women within families.

When men were married to women who
made vast sums of money while they did not,
some gave signs of “acting out” to demonstrate
their superior status. In a Californian couple,
the wife, Kala, worked in banking at a very
high-level position. She traveled extensively.
She reported assets of “a little under ten” mil-
lion dollars. In a separate interview, her hus-
band stressed his earlier job (which lasted only
a few years) where he earned more money. He
also reported that he hid money from his wife:
“KalaandI'havea. .. shared network of some-
where between $10 and $12 million is my guess.
Includes the house, properties, equity markers,
IRA dollars, stuff like that. . . . Aside from that
I have my personal portfolio, which I don’t
share with Kala. Kala’s never asked, and I have
never shared with her. . .. Kala doesn’t know
about it. . .. So there is another portfolio. My
guess is there’s several million dollars there.”

Another woman, Karen Thompson, with in-
herited wealth of around $40 million, had a
prenuptial agreement, but then “commingled”
funds with very negative consequences. She
also reported that her husband physically
abused her:

And my ex-husband, so I have a twenty-two-
year-old daughter; we divorced when my
daughter was five. She was in kindergarten.
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He had beaten me and denied it, two mar-
riage counselors told me to get out, that Iwas
not safe. He knocked me unconscious on a
dozen occasions and then not remembered
it. So, I divorced him.

He was really, really, really pissed off that
I divorced him, furious, and in denial that
he’d ever lifted a finger against me. . . . [He]
sued for child support and full custody. And
he got $70,000 a year, more than that, in child
support to send [our] daughter to a public
high school and, and he got several million
dollars because I'd commingled some assets
and in, in homes.

Although she was supposed to be protected
with the prenuptial agreement, once she cre-
ated a joint account with approximately $8 mil-
lion, her ex-husband was awarded $4 million
plus annual payments. Compounding the is-
sue, one year the company in which she held
40 percent of the stock paid double dividends,
which yielded $2.2 million in income that year.
Over her protests, this figure became the basis
for child support.

Of course, without an interview with her ex,
and possibly additional data, it is difficult to
untangle this complicated tale. The key point,
however, is that Ms. Thompson strongly be-
lieved that men found it “emasculating” for
their wives to have more money.

In a somewhat different vein, although
most families had very strong principles of an
equitable division of assets among their chil-
dren, in some families boys were favored over
girls and girls’ positions were denigrated in fi-
nancial terms. For example, in the Magnone
family, Ms. Magnone is a fifty-year-old woman
working as a non-tenure track professor at a
college in a STEM (science, technology, engi-
neering, and math) field in Seattle, Washing-
ton. Her current husband lives in a different
state, so she is effectively a single parent of a
ten-year-old son. When she was four years old
and her brother was born, her father and two
other colleagues created a process to give their
first-born sons income from rental properties
and other passive income: “Around the time
my brother was born, these three men that
work together, they got together and they

structured their . .. this deal for their first-
born sons, like our ‘first sons, yeah’ [said in a
mock-masculine tone]. So my brother came
into a source of passive income early on. And
made it that he didn’t have to work.” The fa-
thers created a deliberate and explicit pattern
of gender inequality favoring sons over daugh-
ters throughout their lifetimes.

Thus, in various ways, women’s financial po-
sitions were denigrated relative to men’s, broth-
ers were at times financially favored over sis-
ters, and the notion of a marriage where women
had many more financial assets was deeply
problematic for men.

VARIATIONS ON A THEME

Overall, the interviews suggested family pro-
cesses that supported men’s superior economic
status relative to women. The three women in
the sample, however, were extremely knowl-
edgeable about financial matters. Yet, even in
these families were signs of men’s having more
explicit engagement with economic matters.
One woman, Ms. Dawson, had sold a Silicon
Valley company that she and her husband and
another person had created and sold. Their as-
sets were more than $100 million after the sale,
taxes, and so forth. But after the sale, Ms. Daw-
son went to work rejuvenating an environmen-
tal area. Her husband started another business.
Ms. Dawson was knowledgeable but not par-
ticularly excited about the money. Her excite-
ment was for her environmental efforts. In a
different vein, Ms. Mahler, a woman in her
nineties, had been active in her husband’s real
estate business, particularly after he retired.
She was visibly excited about her efforts to
make money. Yet, in the interview, she por-
trayed her husband as the economic master-
mind, downplaying her efforts. Indeed, in the
beginning of the interview she emphasized her
late husband’s vision, skill, and economic ex-
pertise. I was more than one-third of the way
through the interview before it dawned on me
that she had an active role in the business. She
had emphasized her husband’s superior eco-
nomic status. Third, in a related vein, Rachel
Heimowitz, a married woman in her late thir-
ties, is the only child of a philanthropic, Phila-
delphia family. Her father worked hard to help
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her understand key aspects of financial plan-
ning:

We talk about it a lot. We talk about the plan.
He’s great at, right, leaving me the spread-
sheet of his insurance policies and who to
contact and what are the, the list of the places
that my mother and I could get cash if need
be during the probate. And let’s see, what
else? You know, the codicil to the will. He’s
been great in the last ten to fifteen years in
communicating with me about what I should
know. I actually went to him at one point and
said, “I'd like to sit down with you and ask you
a bunch of questions.” He said, “Make an ap-
pointment and bring your notebook.” So, we
did that a few times. I was able to ask ques-
tions about even like what would you want
your funeral to be, who are all the people in
your life and their phone numbers so I know
how to call them, and your advisory team and
all that.

Yet he never revealed the amount of their
net worth to her or her mother. When asked the
approximate size, she did not know, even
though it was crucial information: “Ironically,
my father has trained me in unbelievable ways
my entire life, he never shares what the amount
is. I know from the value of the two homes he
owns and what he helped invest in mine and
properties he’s bought for other family mem-
bers and friends that, you know, it’s got to be
upwards of ten million. . . . But he’ll never tell
me the number.”

Nor does her mother know: “So, honestly,
my mother doesn’t know either.”

When asked to estimate her father’s net
worth, she laughingly replied, “between five
and a hundred.” Ms. Heimowitz felt that her
father “didn’t want to undermine my drive”
and she felt confident that she could support
herself. She also added that in terms of her fa-
ther’s withholding this information from his
wife and his daughter, “you could say it’s con-
trol. There’s clearly that going on.” Thus, al-
though she was interested in delving into the
details, she was excluded. Although more
knowledgeable than other women in the study,
in these families the men still had more public

engagement or expertise in economic issues
than the women did.

DISCUSSION: SOCIAL AND

CULTURAL PROCESSES SUSTAINING
ECONOMIC STATUS

Studies of status have helped us understand
key mechanisms sustaining and challenging
the maintenance of status (Accominotti, Lynn,
and Sauder 2022; Destin et al. 2022, this issue;
Ridgeway and Markus 2022, this issue). Cul-
tural factors are also critical to the mainte-
nance of status hierarchies (Lamont 1992;
Lamont, Beljean, and Clair 2014). Too often,
scholars focus on status as a social location
rather than as a process bolstered by social and
cultural factors, including widely shared cul-
tural schemas. Yet evidence is ample of the
power of culture in shaping men’s and women’s
unequal participation in economic institutions
(Correll et al. 2017). Research is also extensive
on ways in which gender becomes the “master
frame” in shaping family members’ interpreta-
tions of gender and work (for an overview, see
Ridgeway 2009, 2019).

Social scientists often do not focus enough
on how men and women make claims for eco-
nomic expertise within the family, or, more
generally, how families’ members interact
around economic matters, preferring to em-
phasize the affective dimension as well as wom-
en’s leadership in nurturance and household
management. As a result, the social processes
undergirding husbands’ and wives’ economic
status in the family have received less atten-
tion. In this article, drawing on qualitative in-
terviews with unusually wealthy families, I have
sought to demonstrate that, somewhat surpris-
ingly, highly educated women quickly proclaim
their lack of knowledge on economic matters
relative to men, although in some cases closer
questions reveal that they in fact have consider-
able information. Women assert their disen-
gagement with financial matters. On the basis
of their lack of knowledge and engagement,
women work to downgrade their role as eco-
nomic actors, deferring to their more expert
husbands. Men and women report strong so-
cial barriers against the formation of marriages
where women would have more economic
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power than their husbands. Taken together, the
gendered cultural schemes deeply inflect the
class dynamics in households of the upper
class and help forge and sustain status inequal-
ities (Scott 2020).*°

The study points to the considerable inter-
actional work needed to sustain inequality with
some people making claims of expertise and
others deferring to, or, at the least, not chal-
lenging these claims. These wives, by affirming
their lack of interest, lack of knowledge, and
lack of skill in household wealth management,
also affirm their husbands’ expert status as
knowledgeable, expert, and high-status eco-
nomic actors. Here, the findings are consistent
with other work on “fragile masculinity” (Con-
nell 1991; DiMuccio and Knowles 2020) as well
as research on gender differences in confidence
and overconfidence (for a review, see Kay and
Shipman 2014).

Within the confines of this design, it is dif-
ficult to untangle the relationship between sta-
tus hierarchies within the family and displays
of power, compensatory actions, and other
forms of division of labor in the home. Al-
though beyond the scope of this article, signs
were evident of women exerting much more
clarity, expertise, and control over childrearing,
food choices, and other household matters,
even when their husbands were aggravated by
their choices. Despite some hints of compensa-
tory behavior, with men “acting out” when
women had more wealth than they did, future
work is needed to unpack the impact of these
dynamics on family life.

Of course, social deference by women to-
ward wealthy men happens in other spheres
outside the family as well. For example, Ashley
Mears (2020) vividly describes the deference by
many different parties, including beautiful
young women, for “whales” who consume in a
conspicuous fashion in expensive night clubs.
Brooke Harrington (2016) delineates the elabo-
rate help brokers give to wealthy families in the
management of wealth, securing tax advan-
tages, and protection of assets. These brokers
also can help with a wide range of personal ser-
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vices as well, all of which are aimed at sustain-
ing the high status of the wealthy and smooth-
ing their pathways. If anything, these studies
suggest even more elaborate rituals of defer-
ence to wealthy men’s status outside the family
than inside it.

How does this influence inequality? Despite
formal legal equality explicitly laid out in a
number of settings, women appear hesitant to
engage, and, especially if the marriage ends,
may be vulnerable to significant economic
losses given their lack of expertise. Relative to
the men in the family, they depend more on the
expertise of others. In addition, other research
suggests that women give more to philanthropy
than men do (Mesch et al. 2015). If women had
more status in economic arenas, it might lead
families to give away more assets rather than
continue to build them, thereby tamping down
the growth in wealth inequality. As they pro-
ceed, men and women also model these behav-
iors for other family members. including their
children. thereby contributing to the perpetu-
ation of gendered norms for behavior.

In the end, status inequalities within fami-
lies are perpetuated by moments, hours, and
years of social interaction. Nor is this a one-
person process because upholding status in-
equality is linked to the actions of both men
and women. For example, as we have seen, men
actively avoid partnering with women who will
exert more financial power than they, and
women, even young women, actively defer to
these norms because both women and men are
aware of the negative reactions if they enter
into socially stigmatized marriages. Also, once
partnerships are established, the excitement,
pleasure, and energy men show is striking rela-
tive to women’s. These gendered patterns can
be disrupted, particularly in the case of illness
or incapacitation, but often it is husbands, un-
cles, and brothers who manage wealth and
wives, nieces, and sisters who defer. Hence
men’s and women’s status positions in families
are not fixed but relational; both men and
women are participating in creating and sus-
taining these gendered patterns. In intimate

16. It is difficult to assess the degree to which these status hierarchies would be upheld in families lower down
the class hierarchy where resources are tighter, and women might claim more power. But, again, other studies

show men continuing to dominate financial matters.

RSF: THE RUSSELL SAGE FOUNDATION JOURNAL OF THE SOCIAL SCIENCES



DOWNPLAYING THEMSELVES, UPHOLDING MEN’S STATUS 129

relationship within the family, inequality in sta-
tus between men and women both reflects and
promotes gender inequality in the broader cul-
ture.
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Racial and Ethnic Status
Distinctions and
Discrimination: The Effects of
Prior Contact and Group
Interaction

BIANCA MANAGO, JANE SELL, AND CARLA GOAR

Although racial and ethnic inequalities are consistently reproduced on both macro and micro levels, inter-
group contact theory (ICT) and status characteristics and expectation states theory (SC-EST) identify
opportunities for intervention. SC-EST most often limits its scope to examining deferential behavior and
attitudes toward out-group members in specific interactions; ICT has a broader scope, including measures
of attitudes, affect, and behavioral intentions toward out-group members. In two experiments with differ-
ing racial-ethnic compositions, we examine the effect of contact and the inconsistent complexity manipu-
lation (from SC-EST) on attitudes and behavior toward specific out-group members within the working
groups. We find that both intergroup contact and the inconsistent complexity intervention are effective at
reducing some but not all forms of inequality. We discuss the potential for future integrations of the two
theories.

Keywords: contact, status characteristics and expectation states, race-ethnicity, experiments, behavior

One of the most important and virulent status
distinctions is race-ethnicity. Even the terms
race or ethnicity suggest domination, because
we know the terms were, and are, used to create
separation and often justification for beliefs
about competence and skill (Feagin and Ducey
2019; AAA 1998). Although some, and perhaps

most, contexts enable the reproduction of sta-
tus hierarchies based on race-ethnicity; under
some conditions, status hierarchies can be in-
terrupted (Markovsky, Smith, and Berger 1984;
Berger and Webster 2006), and prejudice re-
duced (Dovidio et al. 2017; Paluck et al. 2021).
In this article, we consider two theoretical ap-
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proaches to understanding racial-ethnic in-
equality and the potential ways to decrease it:
status characteristics and expectation states
theory and intergroup contact theory.

Status characteristics and expectation states
theory describes one way in which racial-ethnic
inequality is reflected and reinforced in small
group interactions. Specifically, SC-EST pre-
dicts that—without an intervention—those
with higher status (such as White people in the
United States) will have greater influence than
those with lesser status (such as people of color
in the United States). Within the SC-EST frame-
work, several interventions have been investi-
gated. We investigate one intervention, the in-
consistent complexity (IC) manipulation (Goar
and Sell 2005; Manago, Sell, and Goar 2019),
which emphasizes how the definition of the
group task can modify intergroup inequality.

Intergroup contact theory describes how
stereotyping and discrimination can be re-
duced through contact between individuals of
different social groups, such as people of dif-
ferent races or ethnicities. Specifically, ICT pre-
dicts that under certain conditions, interaction
with out-group members decreases discrimina-
tion and prejudice toward other out-group
members.

Despite considerable research in each of
these approaches to decreasing stereotyping
and subsequent behavior, few studies bring
them together. We examine how both the in-
consistent complexity intervention (from
SC-EST) and prior contact (from ICT) affect
prejudicial attitudes and discriminatory behav-
ior. We test our conjectures with small task-
oriented groups with two different composi-
tions: Black and White participants in the
Midwest and Mexican American and White par-
ticipants in the Southwest.!

We find some support for both SC-EST and
ICT. A novel contribution of this article is the
bridging of ICT and SC-EST to examine whether
prior interracial or interethnic contact could af-
fect perceptions of competence and deferential
behavior. We find that although prior contact
improved affective prejudice (intergroup anxi-
ety), it did not affect cognitive prejudice (per-
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ceptions of competence and deferential behav-
ior). We discuss the implications of these
findings for understanding how status works
in groups.

STATUS CHARACTERISTICS AND
EXPECTATION STATES THEORY
Studies show that, in mixed-race task groups,
White participants talked more, were more
likely to initiate interaction, exerted more influ-
ence, and were more favorably evaluated by
other group members than Black participants
were (Katz, Goldston, and Benjamin 1958;
Cohen and Roper 1972). More recent research
finds that White individuals are also perceived
as more competent and held to more lenient
standards than Black and Mexican American
individuals (Biernat and Kobrynowicz 1997;
Manago, Sell, and Goar 2019). One way to ex-
plain these inequalities is through status char-
acteristics and expectation states theory.
SC-EST is a set of theories that examine in-
equalities within task-oriented social interac-
tions. Simply put, the theories consider how
small group interactions are affected by group
members’ status characteristics. More specifi-
cally, the theories provide insight into how
structural inequalities create unequal interac-
tions in smaller task-based groups during co-
operative interactions in which people care
about the successful performance of the group
(Berger et al. 1977).

Status Characteristics

Status characteristics are attributes from
which individuals form beliefs and expecta-
tions about a person’s abilities and include
characteristics such as gender, race, occupa-
tion, or age (Berger et al. 1977; Berger and Web-
ster 2006; Berger, Rosenholtz, and Zelditch
1980). Status characteristics are one of two
types, diffuse or specific. Diffuse status char-
acteristics, such as race and gender, are char-
acteristics associated with cultural beliefs (for
example, stereotypes) about a broad range of
abilities (Berger, Cohen, and Zelditch 1972;
Correll and Ridgeway 2003; Berger and Webster
2006). Specific status characteristics refer to

1. We capitalize White in response to other scholars’ requests to prevent whiteness from being invisible or con-

sidered somehow the default.
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particular abilities used to infer performance
for a specific type of task. For example, alge-
braic or verbal ability would be considered a
particular task ability that would result in a
specific status. When individuals are differen-
tiated based on status characteristics, those
with higher status have greater power and pres-
tige within the group (Berger and Webster
2006). That is, all else equal, when status char-
acteristics are differentiated, individuals of
higher status (such as men or White people)
are given, and take, more influence during in-
teractions with those of lower status (such as
women or Black people).

When specific status characteristics be-
come salient, individuals use those character-
istics as accurate and relevant indicators of
abilities and performance and also generalize
from these specific status characteristics to
other task settings (Berger et al. 1977; Freese
1976). In the absence of specific information
about individuals’ abilities on a task, the bur-
den of proof is placed on low-status individuals
to prove their diffuse status is not relevant and
demonstrate their abilities (Berger et al. 1977).
The burden of proof process demonstrates
how diffuse status characteristics, which are
not initially relevant to the task, come to orga-
nize performance expectations and small
group interactions. Specifically, the burden of
proof process occurs in three steps: the recog-
nition and differentiation of various status
characteristics, an inference about general
competence, and interactional behaviors that
follow a status hierarchy. The process advan-
tages high-status actors who are given greater
opportunities to contribute to the task, have
more influence, and are evaluated more posi-
tively (Berger et al. 1977).

Status Beliefs

The effect of individuals’ status markers on
group interactions occurs as a result of status
beliefs (Correll and Ridgeway 2003). As Cecilia
Ridgeway and Hazel Markus (2022, this issue)
detail, cultural schemas based on historically
contingent and changeable contexts dictate

STATUS: WHAT IT IS AND WHY IT MATTERS FOR INEQUALITY

status beliefs about categories of people. Both
the societal and group context are important
for the distribution of status. These status be-
liefs then affect the allocation of status based
on perceived competence, which in turn en-
ables the distribution of influence within
groups, both large and small. Thus, in nearly
all aspects of life, individuals’ identities (such
as gender and race) affect the way they are
treated.

Status differences are neither stable nor nat-
ural. Instead, they develop through repeated
social interactions that attach performance ex-
pectations to social categories.” One way status
beliefs can develop is from initial conditions of
unequal resources distributed among two or
more nominal categories (Ridgeway 1991).
These unequal conditions create an association
between the resources and characteristics that,
over time and with repeated interaction, in-
form performance expectations.

For example, because of a number of laws
and policies enacted by White individuals to
maintain positions of power (Delgado and Ste-
fancic 2001), White Americans are more likely
than Black Americans to have greater resources
such as wealth, education, and employment
(Killewald and Bryan 2018; Kozol 2005; Pager
and Shepherd 2008; Quillian, Lee, and Honoré
2020). Similarly, and for the same reasons, com-
pared to Mexican Americans, White Americans
have higher employment rates (Pager, Western,
and Bonikowski 2009), have better educational
opportunities (Valencia and Black 2002; Lopez
2005), and are less likely to receive unjust treat-
ment by police, prosecutors, and immigration
authorities (Short and Magana 2002; Esqueda,
Espinoza, and Culhane 2008; Welch et al. 2011;
Fussell 2014). Therefore, when individuals in-
teract with Black, Mexican American, and
White people, they are more likely to encounter
White individuals who are more resourced
than their Black and Mexican American coun-
terparts. Belief systems regarding this relative
disadvantage or advantage are developed and,
over time, favorable expectations of White in-
dividuals (and less favorable expectations of

2. Of course, many other methods for measuring status do not depend on specific performance expectations
(for discussion, see Valentino 2022, this issue; Maloney, Rogers, and Smith-Lovin 2022, this issue).
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Black and Mexican American individuals) are
stabilized.

Summary and Hypotheses

In summary, the burden of proof process en-
ables status characteristics to organize behav-
ior in small group interactions, with higher-
status individuals having more influence than
their lower-status counterparts. In our study,
we examine race and ethnicity, which are con-
sidered diffuse status characteristics. Specifi-
cally, we consider interactions between Black
and White and Mexican American and White
individuals in small, task-oriented groups. At
this point in the United States, White individu-
als are considered to be higher status than
Black and Mexican American individuals. To
further meet the scope conditions of SC-EST,
we consider groups whose members are inter-
dependent and cooperating to achieve task suc-
cess.

Prediction A: If there is no intervention, race-
ethnicity will act as a diffuse status character-
istic.

Hila: Without an intervention, White par-
ticipants will view Black and Mexican Ameri-
can group members as less competent than
other White group members.

H2a: Without an intervention, Black and
Mexican American participants will view
themselves as less competent than White
group members.

H3a: Without an intervention, Black and
Mexican American group members will be
less influential than White group members.

INTERVENING IN PROCESSES OF
PREJUDICE AND INEQUALITY

Because nothing is desirable about status hier-
archies based on irrelevant characteristics such
as race, researchers have sought interventions
that can disrupt status processes. We examine
two kinds of interventions, one from SC-EST
and another from ICT.

Inconsistent Complexity Intervention

The first intervention we consider is the incon-
sistent complexity intervention, which inter-
rupts status-generalizing processes. As de-

scribed earlier, the status-generalizing process,
as described by SC-EST, demonstrates how
group members use information about each
other and about the task to allocate influence
in group interactions. For example, if group
members know only each other’s diffuse status
characteristics, then diffuse status characteris-
tics will organize group interaction. Thus, if
group members are not told otherwise, the bur-
den of proof process enables a generalization
from the diffuse status characteristics to per-
ceived competence (Berger et al. 1977; Goar and
Sell 2005).

The inconsistent complexity intervention
builds on the work of Elizabeth Cohen (1982,
1993; Cohen and Lotan 1997) and Hamit Fisek
(1991). Specifically, by causing group members
to consider how different people might have
different skills, Cohen and Fisek posit that dif-
ferent types of tasks could interrupt the burden
of proof process and status inequality. Carla
Goar and Jane Sell (2005) modify the formu-
lation in several ways; in particular, by consid-
ering the definition of the task rather than
the task itself. Specifically, by defining the tasks
as requiring many kinds of abilities, the in-
tervention challenges narrow definitions of
competence. If tasks are composed of many
components and those components are not
necessarily consistent in evaluation (that is, not
all high or all low in evaluation) or even related
to each other, then overall labels such as smart
or competent do not apply. Therefore, by defin-
ing the task as requiring many different abili-
ties, group members are more likely to listen to
each other thereby increasing opportunities for
participation from all group members (for a
graph theoretical explanation before interven-
tion, see the appendix).

The inconsistent complexity intervention
has been effective in two studies involving
race. In the first, when tasks were defined as
requiring multiple skills that might not be
related to each other, interaction between
Black and White group members was more eq-
uitable (Goar and Sell 2005). In the second,
we (Manago, Sell, and Goar 2019) examined
the effectiveness of the inconsistent complex-
ity intervention over a three-week period in
groups of Mexican American and White par-
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ticipants. Each week, the groups worked on a
different task. Although some tasks demon-
strated stronger effects than others, the re-
searchers found that the intervention can be
sustained over time (Manago, Sell, and Goar
2019).°

Summary and Hypotheses

Although higher-status individuals are per-
ceived to be more competent and have more
influence than their lower-status counterparts,
these status positions are not fixed. Instead, we
posit that the inconsistent complexity interven-
tion can decrease status differentials in small,
interdependent, task-oriented groups. There-
fore, we predict:

Prediction B: Given the inconsistent complex-
ity intervention, race-ethnicity will not act as
a diffuse status characteristic.

Hi1b: With an intervention, White partici-
pants will not view Black and Mexican Amer-
ican group members as less competent than
other White group members.

H2b: With an intervention, Black and
Mexican American group members will not
view themselves as less competent than their
White group members.

H3b: With an intervention, Black and
Mexican American group members will not
be less influential than White group mem-
bers.

Intergroup Contact Theory

The second intervention is intergroup contact,
which includes interactions (broadly defined)
with people who differ from oneself in terms of
race-ethnicity, religion, and so on (Pettigrew et
al. 2011). Several studies and metanalyses con-
firm the general result that those individuals
with more intergroup contact demonstrate less
prejudice. Although prejudice is broadly defined
and measured (Lolliot et al. 2015), contact is
consistently associated with decreased preju-
dice. For example, contact has been shown to

STATUS: WHAT IT IS AND WHY IT MATTERS FOR INEQUALITY

decrease negative attitudes (such as stereo-
types), affect (such as fear, anger, disgust), and
behavioral intentions or actual behavior (such
as avoidance, desired social distance; Zhou et
al. 2019; Stephan 2014).

Despite considerable research showing an
association between contact and discrimina-
tion, some researchers criticize the contact lit-
erature for the lack of studies that measure ac-
tual (versus intended) behavior (Beelmann and
Heinemann 2014) and that use random assign-
ment (Paluck and Green 2009; Paluck et al.
2021). The lack of behavioral research and ran-
dom assignment poses challenges for evaluat-
ing the causal effect of contact. For example,
some recent field experiments in which par-
ticipants were randomly assigned to different
team compositions demonstrated effects for
some—Dbut not all—attitudinal and behavioral
measures of prejudice and discrimination
measures (Mousa 2020; Scacco and Warren
2018). In particular, behavioral measures
showed stronger effects than attitudinal mea-
sures.*

Cognitive Stereotypes

Despite these concerns, there is considerable
research that supports the association between
contact and (lower) prejudice (Kotzur and Wag-
ner 2021; Pettigrew et al. 2011; Pettigrew and
Tropp 2006). Further, this research uses mul-
tiple measures of prejudice and discrimina-
tion—including a wide variety of stereotypes.
Prior contact is consistently associated with de-
creased negative and increased positive stereo-
types. Competence is a fundamental dimen-
sion of stereotypes, meaning that all other
stereotypes are influenced by perceptions of
competence (along with warmth) (Fiske et al.
2002; Brambilla, Ravenna, and Hewstone 2012).
In addition to being a fundamental stereotype,
competence is also thought to be associated
with deference. Specifically, and as noted by SC-
EST, individuals tend to defer to those whom
they perceive to be more competent.

3. Some of the deference results in the White and Mexican American groups we report in this article also appear

in an earlier article (see Manago et al. 2019).

4. Some studies do not find the predicted effects of contact, which suggests that different groups (such as forced
migrants) might require different approaches (see Kotzur and Wagner 2021).
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Generalizability of Contact
When considering the effect of contact on prej-
udice, researchers have sought to examine
whether contact generalizes. That is, are inter-
actions with a specific out-group member
viewed as separate from the rest of the out-
group, or does generalization from contact ex-
tend to the out-group in general? Research in-
dicates that generalization does occur, not only
beyond specific individuals, but also beyond
specific out-groups. For example, friendship
with an out-group member, the most intimate
and effectual form of contact, appears to re-
duce prejudice not only toward that person and
other members of that person’s out-group, but
also to members of different out-groups (Pet-
tigrew 2008; Laar et al. 2005; Pettigrew 1997).
ICT research typically focuses on how con-
tact with specific out-group members general-
izes to an entire out-group. In this study, we ask
whether attitudes toward out-group members
as a whole can also generalize to specific out-
group members in groups that are assigned
rather than chosen by group members. Our in-
terest in this question stems from research
which consistently finds that small group inter-
actions can reflect, reinforce, or challenge
larger structural inequalities (Benard et al.
2022; Berger and Webster 2018; Ridgeway 2019;
Ridgeway and Markus 2022, this issue). We
posit that if small group interactions are micro-
cosms of structural processes, and contact re-
duces prejudice toward an out-group as a
whole, then contact should also decrease prej-
udice toward specific members of that out-
group.’

Summary and Hypotheses

Contact is associated with more positive stereo-
types of out-group members. Competence is a
fundamental dimension of stereotypes and is
also associated with deferential behavior. Con-
tact is thought to generalize from specific indi-
viduals to broader out-group members. Re-
search has not examined whether this process
occurs in the other direction, but we suspect
these may be parallel processes. Therefore, we
predict:

Prediction C: Greater frequency of past con-
tact with out-groups will be related to more
positive estimates of competence and in-
creased deference to out-group members
within the task groups.

H4a: For White participants, higher fre-
quency of prior contact with out-group mem-
bers (Black and Mexican American partici-
pants) will be associated with increased
perceptions of competence of specific out-
group members.

H4b: For White participants, higher fre-
quency of prior contact with out-group
members (Black and Mexican American par-
ticipants) will be associated with increased
deference toward specific out-group mem-
bers.

Affective Stereotypes

In addition to improving cognitive stereotypes
(such as perceptions of competence of out-
group members), ICT emphasizes that past
contact with out-group members is associated
with improved affective attitudes toward out-
group members. Two such measures of affec-
tive attitudes are willingness to interact with
out-group members and negative emotion (spe-
cifically, in-group anxiety) toward out-group
members.

Because contact has been shown to reduce
prejudice toward out-group members, re-
searchers are often interested in understanding
ways to increase willingness for such contact
(Zhou et al. 2019). Put differently, do people
who are less prejudiced interact with people
from other racial-ethnic groups more often, or
does interacting with those from other groups
lead to less prejudice? Studies indicate that
both seem to be the case (Pettigrew et al. 2011).
As an example, a particularly compelling, mul-
ticountry, longitudinal research project finds
that existing contact leads to less prejudice,
and less prejudice leads to a greater willingness
for future contact (Binder et al. 2009).

Contact may reduce prejudice, at least in
part, by decreasing intergroup anxiety, i.e., the
negative emotion felt when anticipating future,
or experiencing actual, encounters with out-

5. We posit this should occur even in situations where individuals cannot choose those they are working with,

as is the case with the groups we consider.

RSF: THE RUSSELL SAGE FOUNDATION JOURNAL OF THE SOCIAL SCIENCES



138

group members (Brown and Hewstone 2005;
Stephan and Stephan 1985). When individuals
have high intergroup anxiety associated with a
specific out-group, they tend to hold more neg-
ative stereotypes of, have more negative affect
toward, and desire more social distance from
members of that out-group (Stephan 2014).
Thus, contact is a well-established predictor of
intergroup anxiety (Zhou et al. 2019; Pettigrew
and Tropp 2008).

Summary and Hypotheses

Prior contact is associated with a greater will-
ingness for future contact and lower intergroup
anxiety. Lower intergroup anxiety is associated
with a greater willingness for future contact.
Therefore, we predict:

Prediction D: Past contact will predict inter-
group anxiety and willingness for future in-
teraction.

H5a: Past contact with out-group mem-
bers will be associated with higher willing-
ness to have future contact with specific out-
group members within the group.

H5b: Past contact with out-group mem-
bers will be associated with lower reported
intergroup anxiety toward out-group mem-
bers.

H5c: Intergroup anxiety will mediate the
effect between past contact and willingness
for future contact with specific out-group
members within the group.

Although research suggests that intergroup
anxiety will mediate the relationship between
contact and willingness to interact in the fu-
ture; we do not expect that intergroup anxiety
will mediate the relationship between contact
and competence. This is because, although in-
tergroup anxiety may improve affective preju-
dice, such as willingness to interact, research-
ers do not suggest that intergroup anxiety will
affect cognitive prejudice, such as stereotypes,
to the same degree (Pettigrew et al. 2011, 203).

Discrimination by and Against Whom

Research in intergroup contact has primarily
focused on decreasing prejudice of historically
advantaged group members (those with more
power) rather than historically excluded mem-
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bers (those with less power). It may be that this
stance was initially developed because re-
searchers focused on decreasing discrimina-
tion from the more powerful toward those with
less power. Status and discrimination pro-
cesses, however, are created and recreated in
interactions. For example, research suggests
that not only do historically advantaged indi-
viduals view themselves as more competent
than historically excluded individuals, but also
that historically excluded individuals perceive
themselves to be less competent than histori-
cally advantaged group members (Ridgeway
2019).

When research examines the effect of con-
tact on prejudice for both advantaged and ex-
cluded groups, it finds that the effects for de-
creasing the prejudice toward historically
disadvantaged groups are stronger than de-
creasing prejudice toward those who are his-
torically advantaged (Tropp 2007; Tropp and
Pettigrew 2005). Additionally, some research
finds that intergroup anxiety does not mediate
the relationship between contact and prejudice
toward those who are historically advantaged.
One potential reason for the weaker effect may
be the valence of contact (Hayward et al. 2017).

Specifically, evidence indicates that it is not
only the presence of contact but also the type
of contact, positive or negative, that affects
prejudicial attitudes (Hayward et al. 2017;
Schifer et al. 2021). Further, negative contact is
weighted more heavily than positive intergroup
contact (Barlow et al. 2012; Paolini et al. 2014;
Pettigrew and Tropp 2008). Notably, members
of both historically advantaged and excluded
groups respond similarly both in terms of the
high impact of negative contact and the general
effect of the positive intergroup contact. It
might be, however, that historically excluded
group members have more negative contact
with out-group members than their historically
advantaged counterparts. Therefore, when ex-
amining the effect of contact on discrimina-
tion, we consider these processes separately for
individuals of historically advantaged and ex-
cluded social groups.

METHODS
Because race is a status characteristic that
spans multiple groups, we examine the pro-
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cesses in two studies. One examines interac-
tions between Black and White individuals in
the Midwest and the other examines interac-
tions between Mexican American and White
individuals in the Southwest. Next, we describe
the experimental procedures, which were de-
signed to be consistent across the two locations
and settings.

Sample

Participants were recruited from the student
population at two large, public universities. To
control for other status characteristics (such as
gender and education) all participants were
women and undergraduate students. Based on
power analyses, we aimed for at least twenty-
five groups per condition. Given the two condi-
tions (experimental and control) and three par-
ticipants per group, we recruited a minimum
of 150 participants per experiment. Sign-up
rates varied, leaving 180 participants in the Mid-
west (thirty groups per condition) and 150 par-
ticipants in the Southwest (twenty-five groups
per condition). Participants were assigned to
groups of three based on individuals’ reported
availability (such as available to meet on Tues-
days). Each group consisted of two White par-
ticipants and one participant who was either
Black or Mexican American. Then, groups were
randomly assigned to one of two conditions—
experimental and control.

Design
Each study (Midwest and Southwest) con-
sisted of three sessions, each separated by
about a week. Participants worked in the same
group on three different tasks that shared
common features. Specifically, each task pro-
vided a vignette that described how the group
had become stranded in a particular environ-
ment (session 1, on the moon; session 2, at
sea; session 3, in the desert). Group members
were then provided with a list of twelve to fif-
teen salvaged items that might aid in survival
and asked to rank the items first as individuals
and then as a group, from most to least impor-
tant. Groups were also prompted to provide
reasons for why each item was ranked as it
was, thereby creating a high degree of group
interaction.

The manipulation was implemented in the
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first session (see procedure). Each session was
jointly administered by two researchers, one of
whom was White and the other who was either
Black or Mexican American. The researchers
were both active in their instructions to the
group. In this manuscript, we consider only the
last session, session 3. We examine session 3
because during this session, we also adminis-
tered the questionnaires addressing contact,
intergroup anxiety, and willingness to interact
with the same group in the future. In the next
section, we describe session 1 because it is
when we administered the manipulation.

Procedure

Session 1 began with participants individually
reading and signing consent forms in separate
cubicles. Next, to ensure that participants were
aware of their group members’ race-ethnicity,
we asked them to complete an information
sheet about their group members. To assist in
filling out the information sheet, participants
were given a copy of the completed recruitment
form for themselves and the other group mem-
bers. The recruitment form contained a limited
amount of information about each person, but
included their racial-ethnic identity, their gen-
der identity, and their name.

After completing the forms, participants
watched an instructional video that described
the study and included the experimental ma-
nipulation. After the recorded instructions,
participants worked individually on each ses-
sion’s (survival) task for seven minutes in sep-
arate cubicles. At the end of the seven minutes
a timer sounded, and at the direction of a re-
searcher, the group was brought to a common
table to work on the same task collectively. To
control for any effects of table position on sta-
tus, before the study began the researcher
placed completed nametags on the table,
thereby ensuring that the woman from the his-
torically excluded group (either the Black or
Mexican American group member) was always
in the same position (at the right side of the
table). Participants worked on the task collec-
tively for twenty minutes and their interac-
tions were recorded. At the end of the twenty
minutes, a timer once again sounded. A re-
searcher turned off the video camera and
asked participants to fill out a questionnaire.
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The questionnaire required participants to re-
call the instructions they had received, as well
as indicate their estimations about the perfor-
mance of individual members and the group
(as a whole). After completing the question-
naire, participants were paid $20 for their par-
ticipation and scheduled for future sessions.
Participants were told that at the end of the
three sessions, their group could qualify in an
additional cash bonus if their group perfor-
mance was high. In fact, all groups received
the same bonus.

Sessions 2 and 3 involved the same group
members, working on similar tasks, first alone
and then as a group. All sessions lasted be-
tween forty-five minutes and one hour. The
only differences are that, unlike in session 1,
participants in sessions 2 and 3 were not asked
to complete a consent form again or rewatch
the instructional video. Additionally, in session
3, participants were asked to complete addi-
tional questionnaires (which included our mea-
sures of contact, intergroup anxiety, and will-
ingness for future interaction).

Experimental Manipulation

The experimental manipulation (independent
variable) was the definition of the task, as de-
scribed in the instructional video during ses-
sion 1. The video also instantiated the scope
conditions for SC-EST. That is, in all cases, the
task was presented as a cooperative task and as
one on which people did better when they
worked together.® A White female professor pre-
sented information to the participants. In all
conditions, she described the tasks on which
the participants would be working and told par-
ticipants that the studies investigated how peo-
ple made decisions under differing conditions.
Additionally, groups in both conditions were
briefed generally about teamwork, and told,
“During the past several years, there have been
many studies about how different people work
together in groups. For many types of prob-

lems, the results have shown that individuals
working together perform more effectively than
individuals working alone. This is true for ALL
three of the tasks that we will be asking you to
work on.”

At this point, the instructions varied, de-
pending upon whether the condition was the
baseline condition or the experimental (incon-
sistent complexity) condition.

Groups in the baseline condition were told
that some individuals perform better than oth-
ers: “This task today and the other tasks you
will work on during the second and third group
meeting are similar: We DO know that some
people do better at these tasks than other peo-
ple. Even though some people do better while
others do worse, we are trying to find out what
makes some groups more successful than
other groups at tasks like these.”

Later in the video these instructions were
reinforced, with baseline groups told that “After
the twenty minutes allotted for the group task
has passed, we will give you a short question-
naire to fill out. This questionnaire will ask you
to assess quality of the answers your group pro-
vided and more specifically the quality of an-
swers offered by individual group members.”

Groups in the experimental condition re-
ceived the inconsistent complexity interven-
tion, which created a different definition of the
task: “The task today and the other tasks you
will work on during the second and third group
meeting involves using MANY, MANY different
skills and abilities. We know that, generally
speaking, some group members will have some
special skills and abilities and others will have
other skills and abilities. So, although every-
body will have some ability to contribute to the
task, it would be extremely unusual or even im-
possible for a single individual to be good at
every single aspect necessary for these tasks.”

These instructions were similarly reinforced
later in the video, and experimental groups
were told that “After the twenty minutes allot-

6. As a reviewer pointed out, these cooperative scope conditions of SC-EST have been shown to generally de-
crease inequality in groups. For instance, white-collar organizations that integrate interdependent values into
norms and practices report higher levels of retention and belongingness from members who have working-class
backgrounds (Stephens, Townsend, and Dittmann 2019; Dittmann, Stephens, and Townsend 2020; Hamedani
and Markus 2019; Stephens, Markus, and Phillips 2014). Because this is the case, our tests of the intervention

are conservative tests.
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ted for the group task has passed, we will give
you a short questionnaire to fill out. This ques-
tionnaire will ask you to assess the kinds of
abilities you think are associated with success
at the tasks and, more specifically, the abilities
of the different group members.”

After receiving the intervention, only in the
first week, participants filled out a question-
naire. This questionnaire was used to ensure
the participants were paying attention to the
instructions. In subsequent weeks, participants
simply completed the task and filled out a
questionnaire after the task. That is, the inter-
vention occurred only in the first week.

Manipulation Checks
After the video in the first week, participants
completed a questionnaire that asked about
scope conditions. First, the questionnaires en-
sured that participants knew that group mem-
bers had different racial or ethnic, but not gen-
der, identities. If a single group member did
not accurately assess the other group members’
race-ethnicity, the entire group was omitted
from the final sample.” Second, the question-
naires ensured that team members were task
focused and group oriented. In the Black-White
and Mexican American-White studies, 82 per-
cent and 91 percent (respectively) of partici-
pants disagreed with the statement that “All
answers are equally correct.” Respectively, 95
percent and 100 percent disagreed with the
statement that “People do better on the task
when they work only individually.” Participants
thus overwhelmingly met the scope condi-
tions.®

The questionnaires also evaluated the sa-
lience of the inconsistent complexity (experi-
mental) manipulation. As would be expected,
in both studies, those in the control condi-
tion were more likely than those in the exper-
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imental condition to answer “true” to the
statement, “Some people just seem to do bet-
ter, overall, than others at the task” (XZ, =
60.543, p < 0.001; X2, ,, = 51.458, p < .001). Simi-
larly, as would be expected, in both studies, par-
ticipants in the experimental condition were
more likely than those in the control condition
to answer “true” to the statement that “There
are many different abilities and skills impor-
tant for the task; nobody seems to be good at
everything” (X7, = 33.206, p < .001; X7, ., = 28.57,

p <.001). Thus the manipulations appeared to
work in both studies.’

MEASURES

The descriptive statistics for all dependent
measures are presented in table 1. Although
competence and deference were measured at
all three time points, we examine only the third,
because that is when the other variables were
also collected.

Contact

We use a well-established measure (Pettigrew
and Tropp 2006) of how much contact partici-
pants had with Mexican American, Black, and
White people. Contact measures are some-
times criticized because they are self-reported
and are therefore subject to social desirability
biases; however, research that specifically in-
vestigates the relationship between observer
ratings and self-ratings of contact finds that,
overall, self-reports are valid measures of con-
tact (Hewstone, Judd, and Sharp 2011). For our
measure, we asked participants how frequently
they had done the following things with people
of a different race-ethnicity: talk on the phone
with, confide in, lend something to, and so on.
Responses ranged from 1 (never) to 5 (fre-
quently). For each participant, we averaged the
nonmissing items.!

7. In eight groups of the Mexican American-White study, group members did not correctly identify each other’s
ethnicity. They were replaced with other groups. In the Black-White study, all participants correctly identified

race.

8. In no groups did all participants fail the scope condition checks. Thus no groups were omitted on that basis.

9. As with the scope condition checks, there were no groups in which all group members failed the manipulation
check and therefore no groups were omitted on this basis.

10. Note that these questions all concerned voluntary relations (for example, confide in) and not relations that
were circumstantial or not necessarily voluntary (for example, been in classrooms with).
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RACIAL AND ETHNIC STATUS DISTINCTIONS AND DISCRIMINATION

Intergroup Anxiety

Using a measure from Walter Stephan and
Cookie Stephan (1985), we measure intergroup
anxiety by asking participants what “feelings
or emotions” they might feel “when you inter-
actwitha___ person” where the blank is filled
with a race or an ethnicity, in our study, Mexi-
can American, Black, or White. The emotions
include things such as confident, suspicious,
and threatened, and participants could choose
a number ranging between 1 (not at all) and 7
(very much) (Stephan and Stephan 1985). All
items were coded so that higher numbers indi-
cate more intergroup anxiety. We then averaged
the items.

Willingness for Future Contact

Willingness to have future contact with specific
out-group members was measured using two
questions, both of which were measured on a
5-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree)
to 5 (strongly agree). The questions were “In the
future, I would be willing to work with my
group again.” and “In the future, Iwould choose
to work with another group over working with
the same group I worked with today.” The ques-
tions were combined into one measure by sub-
tracting the desire to leave variable from the
desire to stay variable and dividing it by two.
The final variable ranges from -1 to 2, higher
numbers indicating greater willingness to in-
teract with the same group in the future.

Competence Assessments

To measure the participants’ perceptions of
their group members’ competence, partici-
pants were asked to evaluate each group mem-
ber. Specifically, participants were told, “How
would you rate [team member] in terms of their
performance on the tasks?” Choices ranged
from 0 (extremely incompetent) to 10 (extremely
competent).

Deference

As mentioned, participants first ranked items
in order of importance for survival in the sce-
nario. The group then met and discussed how
they should order the items to present as their
collective opinion. The difference between par-
ticipants’ original opinions and their final
group decision is a measure of deference given
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to others in the group (Berger et al. 1992; Berger,
Cohen, and Zelditch 1972). The greater the dif-
ference between the individual’s ranking and
the final group ranking, the greater the indi-
viduals’ deference. To measure our questions
of interest appropriately, we used these mea-
sures of deference in two ways.

First, within each group, we examined each
group members’ deference and ranked them
from least deferential (most influential) to
most deferential (least influential). In the case
of a tie for most or least influential, the tied
group members were put in the same position.
For example, if two group members deferred
twenty and one deferred twenty-four total
points, then the two group members who de-
ferred twenty points were both ranked as least
influential in the group. If there was a tie for
most or least influential, both team members
were put in that position and the middle posi-
tion in that group was left empty. This ex-
plains the imbalance across group positions
in table 1.

Next, within each group, we examined the
extent to which the White group members de-
ferred relative to their Black or Mexican Ameri-
can group members on each question and over-
all. For each item that was ranked, the deference
that the Black or Mexican American group
members gave was subtracted from the defer-
ence the White group members gave. Thus neg-
ative numbers indicate that the Black or Mexi-
can American group member deferred more
than the White group members, and positive
numbers indicate that the White group mem-
bers deferred more than the Black or Mexican
American.

ANALYTIC STRATEGY

We analyze data by each hypothesis. We pres-
ent analyses separately for each study, and
when appropriate, separately by condition or
race-ethnicity. For continuous dependent vari-
ables (for example, intergroup anxiety, defer-
ence to specific group members, perceived
competence, willingness to interact with group
in future), we use linear regression, and for
ordinal dependent variables (for example,
group influence position), we use ordered lo-
gistic regression. Where appropriate, we use
post-estimation and difference of difference
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tests (Long and Freese 2014). When testing di-
rectional hypotheses, we present one-tailed
tests. When testing null hypotheses, that is,
those where we predict there will not be a dif-
ference (H4b, H4d, H5b), we present two-tailed
tests (but also see tests of equivalence in ap-
pendix B). All analyses are conducted in Stata
15.1.

Because individuals are nested within
groups, we cluster the standard errors by group
in all analyses. Additionally, because the vari-
ance is not normally distributed, we use boot-
strapping (Freedman 1981). Finally, because in-
dividuals are randomly assigned to condition,
we do not use control variables in models in
which experimental condition is the indepen-
dent variable. In models in which prior contact
is the independent variable, however, we use
experimental condition as a control variable.
Notably, effects hold with or without condition
as a control variable.

To examine whether intergroup anxiety me-
diates the relationship between past contact
with out-group members and willingness to in-
teract with group members in the future (hy-
pothesis 3), we use Sobel tests of mediation (So-
bel 1982). Sobel tests calculate a test statistic for
the significance of the indirect effect of the me-
diating variable, that is, intergroup anxiety. Be-
cause we did not experimentally manipulate
contact or intergroup anxiety, the mediation
tests cannot be interpreted as causal; however,
based on theory and associational evidence,
they can provide some indication about how
past contact increases willingness for future in-
teraction.

FINDINGS

For a summary of all hypotheses and results of
null hypothesis tests, see table A.1. For hypoth-
eses 1a and 1b, we predicted that in the con-
trol—but not in the experimental—condition,
White group members would view Black and
Mexican American partners as less competent
than other White group members. We find par-
tial support for this hypothesis (see figure 1).
Contrary to predictions, White participants in
the control condition and experimental con-
dition evaluated their Black group members as
similarly competent to their White group mem-
bers (p = n.s., both contrasts). As predicted,

STATUS: WHAT IT IS AND WHY IT MATTERS FOR INEQUALITY

White participants in the control condition, but
not the experimental condition, evaluated Mex-
ican American group members as less compe-
tent than White group members (b, -0.44,
P <.05; bperimenta = ~0-13, p = n.s.).

For hypotheses 2a and 2b, we predicted that
in the control—but not in the experimental—
condition, Black and Mexican American par-
ticipants would view themselves as less com-
petent than their White counterparts. We find
support for this hypothesis (see figure 2). As
predicted, Black participants in the control
condition, but not the experimental condi-
tion, evaluated themselves as less competent
than White group members (b, = —0.917,
P < .05; berimentas = —0-283, p = n.s.). Similarly,
Mexican American participants in the control
condition, but not the experimental condition,
evaluated themselves as less competent than
White group members (b, = —0.820, p < .05;
bexperimental =-0.500, p = n.s.).

For hypotheses 3a and 3b, we predicted that
in the control—but not in the experimental—
condition, Black and Mexican American group
members would be less influential than their
White group members. Again, we find partial
support for this hypothesis (see figure 3). Con-
trary to predictions, in the control and experi-
mental conditions, there was no difference in
the probability of group position between
Black and White group members (p = n.s., all
contrasts). As predicted, however, in the con-
trol condition, relative to White group mem-
bers, Mexican American group members are
more likely to be in the least influential posi-
tion (p,, = 0.292 vs p,,, = 0.560, A = 0.267, p < .05)
and less likely to be in the most influential po-
sition (p,, = 0.445 vs. p,,, = 0.207, A =-0.238,
p <.05), and there was no difference in their
probability of being in the middle position
(A =-0.029, p = n.s.). In the experimental condi-
tion for the Mexican American-White study,
the difference in the probability of being in the
least, most, or middle influential position
(p = n.s., all contrasts) was not significant.

For hypothesis 4a, we predicted that for
members of historically advantaged social
groups, increased (prior) contact with out-
group members would be associated with in-
creased perceptions of competence of specific
out-group members. We examine this question

control —
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Figure 1. White Group Members’ Evaluations of Black and Mexican American Group Members'

Competence

A White Participants’ Perceptions of Black
and White Group Members’ Competence

Control White eval Black —

Control White eval White

Experimental White eval Black —

S
Il
=]
w

p=ns
Experimental White eval White -
5 6 7 8 9 10
Perceived competence
B White Participants’ Perceptions of Mexican American
and White Group Members’ Competence
p<0.05
p=ns.
5 6 7 8 9 10

Source: Authors’ tabulations.

separately by study (Black-White and Mexican
American-White groups) and experimental
condition. We do not find support for this hy-
pothesis. There is no effect of contact on White
participants’ evaluations of Black or Mexican
American group members’ competence for ei-
ther the experimental or control condition
(p = n.s., all contrasts).

For hypothesis 4b, we predicted that for

Perceived competence

members of historically advantaged social
groups, increased (prior) contact with out-
group members would be associated with in-
creased deference toward specific out-group
members. We examine this question separately
by study (Black-White and Mexican American—
White groups) and experimental condition. We
do not find support for this hypothesis. There
is no effect of contact on White participants’

RSF: THE RUSSELL SAGE FOUNDATION JOURNAL OF THE SOCIAL SCIENCES



146 STATUS: WHAT IT IS AND WHY IT MATTERS FOR INEQUALITY

Figure 2. Black and Mexican American Group Members’ Evaluations of White Group Members'

Competence

A Black Participants’ Perceptions of Own Competence
and White Group Members’ Competence

Control Black eval White —

p<0.05
Experimental Black eval White - -
p=ns
Experimental Black eval Self - _—
5 6 7 8 9 10
Perceived competence
B Mexican American Participants’ Perceptions of Own Competence
and White Group Members’ Competence
p<0.05
Experimental MexAmer eval White — _—<
p=ns
Experimental MexAmer eval Self - -—.

5 6 7 8 9 10

Source: Authors’ tabulations.

deference toward Black or Mexican American
group members for either the experimental or
control condition (p = n.s., all contrasts).

For hypothesis 5a, we predicted that past
contact with out-group members would be as-
sociated with higher willingness to have future
contact with specific out-group members." As

predicted, we find that for White group mem-
bers, past contact with Black individuals is as-
sociated with higher willingness to have future
contact with their group (b =0.105, p <.05).
Similarly, we find that for White group mem-
bers, past contact with Mexican American indi-
viduals is associated with higher willingness to

11. We acknowledge that this analysis is not equivalent for historically advantaged and excluded individuals given
that each group included two White participants and one Black or Mexican American participant.
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Figure 3. Predicted Probabilities of Group Position by Race, Ethnicity, and Condition

9 A. Black-White Study

Probability of group position

Most influential

M White control M Black control

Medium influential

White experimental

Least influential

M Black experimental

9 B. Mexican American-White Study

Probability of group position

Most influential

M White control B Mex Amer control

Source: Authors’ tabulations.

have future contact with their group (b = 0.114,
p <.05). In contrast, for Black and Mexican
American group members, we do not find a re-
lationship between past contact with White in-
dividuals and willingness to have future con-
tact with their group (p=n.s., both). In
summary, contact appears to have the pre-
dicted effect on willingness to interact for
White participants, but not Mexican American
or Black participants. For sensitivity analyses,
both measures were analyzed separately using
ordered logistic regression and the findings
were consistent.

Medium influential

White experimental

Least influential

B Mex Amer experimental

For hypothesis 5b, we predicted that past
contact with out-group members would be as-
sociated with lower reported intergroup anxi-
ety toward out-group members. As predicted,
we find that for White participants, past con-
tact with Black individuals and Mexican Amer-
ican individuals is associated with lower inter-
group anxiety toward Black and Mexican
American individuals (by,;=-0.238, p <.001;
byynia = -0.251, p < .001). Similarly, for Black and
Mexican American participants, past contact
with White individuals is associated with lower
intergroup anxiety toward White individuals
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(B =-0.329, p < .01; b,y = -0.288, p < .001). In
summary, for all groups, contact reduces inter-
group anxiety.

For hypothesis 5¢, we predicted that inter-
group anxiety would mediate the effect be-
tween past contact and willingness for future
contact with specific out-group members. For
White participants, intergroup anxiety explains
about 76 percent of the relationship between
past contact with Black individuals and willing-
ness for future contact with group members
(p <.01). Additionally, for White participants,
intergroup anxiety explains about 38 percent of
the relationship between past contact with
Mexican American individuals and willingness
for future contact with group members, al-
though this effect is only marginally significant
(p = .055, one-tailed). Because, for Black and
Mexican American participants, past contact
does not have a statistically significant effect
on willingness to interact with one’s group in
the future, we do not examine the mediating
effect of intergroup anxiety on the willingness
for future contact.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
Although both intergroup contact theory and
status characteristics and expectations states
theory seek to determine the processes by
which prejudice and discrimination might be
ameliorated, there has been little connection
between the two literatures. In this project, we
contribute to both literatures by examining the
effects of status-based interventions and con-
tact on both attitudes and behavior toward out-
group members. In doing so, we make four
main contributions.

Status Characteristics and

Expectation States Theory

Our first set of predictions related to compe-
tence assessment by group members and their
deferential behavior. Competence assessments
and deferential behavior directly relate to task
ability and, for SC-EST research, is usually at
the heart of stereotypes activated in team set-
tings. Competence and deference measures are
different from assessments related to “willing-
ness to interact,” as interacting itself does not
necessarily relate to competence but is instead
a more affective measure.

STATUS: WHAT IT IS AND WHY IT MATTERS FOR INEQUALITY

For White and Mexican American groups,
we find that the experimental manipulation in-
tervenes in status processes. Specifically, in the
experimental condition, but not the control
condition, White participants rate their Mexi-
can American counterparts as similarly compe-
tent to White group members. When we look
at deferential behavior, we find an intervention
effect such that in the control condition but not
the experimental condition, Mexican American
participants are less influential than White par-
ticipants. In summary, in groups of Mexican
American and White participants, the interven-
tion decreased inequality. For groups that in-
cluded White and Black participants, however,
there was no effect of the intervention on either
competence attributions or deference (apart
from Black participants’ assessments of their
competence).

Intergroup Contact Theory

Our other set of predictions considered how
prior contact affected willingness to interact
with the group. The ICT literature consistently
documents how prior contact with an out-
group positively impacts willingness to interact
with members of the out-group in the future.
We ask, does prior contact affect the desire to
further interact with those in the group that
was initially assigned?

We find that past contact increases White
participants’ willingness for future contact
with the group, but no support for this relation-
ship for Mexican American or Black partici-
pants. We also find support for one of the most
established findings in ICT: prior out-group
contact decreased intergroup anxiety for
White, Mexican American, and Black partici-
pants. Finally, for White participants we find
that intergroup anxiety mediates the relation-
ship between prior contact and willingness to
interact. These findings largely support ICT;
however, more research is needed to under-
stand the potential for contact to differentially
affect members of historically advantaged and
disadvantaged groups (Pettigrew and Hews-
tone 2017). By examining two different racial-
ethnic group compositions, we can examine
the robustness of the theories and importance
of different contexts. The differences we find in
our study are theoretically important.
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Combining ICT and SC-EST

Finally, we examined the effect of contact on
assessments of competence (cognitive stereo-
types) and deferential behavior. In so doing, we
examined the effect of a well-established inter-
vention (contact) on common measures of
group inequality from SC-EST. Contrary to ex-
pectations, we find no effect of contact on
White group members’ assessments of Black
or Mexican American group members’ compe-
tence or deference. These findings are particu-
larly interesting, because contact reduces inter-
group anxiety and, for White group members,
increases willingness for future contact. Thus,
although contact is positively associated with
more positive affect, it does not interrupt the
emergence of a racial status hierarchy.

Conclusion

In summary, we combine intergroup contact
theory and status characteristics and expecta-
tion states theory to address inequality in small
task-oriented groups. We find fruitful integra-
tions, but we also uncover some further myster-
ies. First, we find support for one of the most
well-established patterns in ICT, that increas-
ing contact with out-groups decreases inter-
group anxiety for all the groups, and that inter-
group anxiety operates as a mediating variable
for the effect of contact on willingness to inter-
act. However, and in line with some research,
contact affected White but not Black or Mexi-
can American participants’ willingness to work
together in the future. Analyses suggest no
overall difference between White and Black or
White and Mexican American group members’
willingness to interact in the future (p = n.s.,
all contrasts). Indeed, participants overwhelm-
ingly desired to interact with their same groups
in the future rather than a different group. It is
simply that past contact does not affect willing-
ness to interact in the same way for White par-
ticipants and Black or Mexican American par-
ticipants.

Contrary to expectations, prior contact had
no effect on assessments of competence for any
groups. Although contact did affect White in-
dividuals’ willingness to work together in the
future, a more affective evaluation, it did not
affect White individuals’ assessments of Black
or Mexican American group members’ compe-
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tence. This certainly suggests that an impor-
tant avenue for contact theory would be a finer
assessment of stereotype content. Perhaps, as
research suggests, contact works better for re-
ducing affective forms of prejudice, but lesser
for cognitive forms of prejudice (Pettigrew and
Hewstone 2017; Pettigrew et al. 2011).

The inconsistent complexity intervention af-
fected the Mexican American-White groups
more so than the Black-White groups. Specifi-
cally, in the Mexican American-White groups,
the intervention reduced race-based inequality;
however, this was not the case for the Black-
White groups. Indeed, the deference levels
among Black and White group members who
did not receive interventions were similar to
those that did. This is likely a demonstration of
differences in stereotype content and strength
associated with different racial-ethnic groups.
Although Goar and Sell (2005) assessed groups
of Black and White participants and find sub-
stantial differences between Black and White
participants when there was no intervention,
these groups were in a different location than
in this study, specifically, the Midwest rather
than the Southwest. This may indicate that ste-
reotypes differ in different locations: stereo-
types are not just global, they are also local.

Within our dataset, we do not have mea-
sures of initial stereotypes. One reason is that,
by measuring these stereotypes, we may have
affected participants’ behavior. However, be-
cause stereotypes are affected by contact, one
way to examine the potential effect of initial ste-
reotypes on the strength of the IC interventions
would be to assess the levels of contact in the
differing settings. If, for example, the overall
levels of contact differed between groups of
Mexican American and White participants and
groups of Black and White participants, it
could suggest that the strength and perhaps
content of stereotypes also differed. However,
we find no differences in contact between the
groups of Mexican American and White par-
ticipants and groups of Black and White par-
ticipants.

We do, however, find differences in inter-
group anxiety levels between the groups of
Mexican American and White participants and
groups of Black and White participants. White
participants have much higher levels of social
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anxiety toward Black than toward Mexican
American group members. These levels could
have a couple explanations.™

First, it could signal that White group mem-
bers are concerned that they might appear to
be racist in interactions within public groups.
This concern might further activate intergroup
anxiety and result in White individuals leaving
interracial interactions feeling cognitively or
emotionally depleted (Richeson and Shelton
2007). Although we cannot test this directly, we
find that when White group members had
higher intergroup anxiety, they were less con-
tent with the group interaction.”

Another possibility is that the stereotypes of
Black women as assertive may decrease nega-
tive attributions related to competence (Hark-
ness 2016; Livingston, Rosette, and Washington
2012). Again, although we cannot test this di-
rectly, we find some support for the idea, be-
cause White group members do not rank Black
group members as less competent than White
group members.* Although we cannot conclu-
sively demonstrate the reason for the lack of
differences in deference between Black and
White group members, our results point to the
importance of assessing the initial conditions
in each specific context (that is, perceived com-
petence associated with intersectional stereo-
types).

The combination of ICT and SC-EST dem-
onstrates how the two theories can supplement
each other and points out areas for future col-
laboration. First, we sought to understand how
the general findings of ICT could relate to
small, task-oriented groups to which members
were assigned. We find that, in general, ICT
helps explain, for White individuals, the rela-

STATUS: WHAT IT IS AND WHY IT MATTERS FOR INEQUALITY

tionship among contact, social anxiety, and
affective measures related to a particular
group. Relationships were not as clear for Black
and Mexican American individuals. This relates
to a common criticism that ICT has not re-
searched those from socially excluded groups
as frequently as those from socially advantaged
groups (see discussion in Pettigrew and Hews-
tone 2017).

Second, although contact is predictive of af-
fect, it did not predict competence assessments
or measures of deference. Put differently, we
find that the contact-based interventions are
more effective at changing affective prejudices
than cognitive prejudices. This suggests that,
despite affective sentiments between members
of historically advantaged and disadvantaged
groups, status hierarchies may persist. If this
pattern is reproduced in future research, it may
suggest that status is particularly insidious,
maintaining systems of inequality irrespective
of affective sentiment.

In conclusion, we call for more work that
combines insights from psychological and so-
ciological social psychology to intervene in ra-
cial inequality. We support calls for more stud-
ies that use random assignment in assessment
of the scope of intergroup contact theory
(Paluck and Green 2009; Paluck, Green, and
Green 2019; Paluck et al. 2021) and this would
also provide an avenue to combining SC-EST
and ICT. We also echo Thomas Pettigrew’s and
Miles Hewstone’s call to avoid what they call
“the single factor fallacy” of research (2017).
That is, ethnic relations exist within a complex
set of contexts. Researchers must consider the
differing histories and norms that frame inter-
actions among the various groups.

12. Notably, no association was found between deference and intergroup anxiety.

13. Analysis available on request from first author.

14. However, Black group members rate themselves as less competent than White group members in the control
but not the experimental conditions. This was the same (predicted) pattern that we see in the White and Mexi-

can American groups.
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APPENDIX B. TESTS OF EQUIVALENCE
When examining null hypotheses (1b, 2b, 3b),
in addition to considering nonsignificant p-
values, we also consider tests of equivalence
(Janssen and Wellek 2010; Seaman and Serlin
1998; Schuirmann 1987; Dinno 2017). Tests of
equivalence are designed to test the hypothesis
that the effect is no different from zero. This is
different from p-values from regression analy-
ses, which provide the probability of getting a
certain effect size if the actual effect size in the
population was zero. This is a subtle but impor-
tant difference.

As noted, in the Mexican American-White
study, White group members in the control, but
not the experimental condition evaluated
White group members as more competent than
Mexican American group members. Tests of
equivalence further support these findings. In
the experimental conditions, the observed ef-
fect falls within the equivalence bounds, mean-
ing that there was practically zero difference in
White group members’ evaluations of Mexican
American and White group members’ compe-
tence (py, < .001; Seaman and Serlin 1998). No-
tably, this test of equivalence is also significant
in the experimental condition for the Black-
White study. However, because the control con-
dition was not statistically significant, the over-
all meaning is less clear.

In both the Black-White and Mexican Amer-
ican-White studies, in the control condition,
Black and Mexican American group members
evaluated themselves as less competent than
their White group members. In the experimen-
tal condition, however, no significant differ-
ence was found in Black and Mexican American
group members’ evaluations of their own and
White group members’ competence. Tests of
equivalence further support these findings. In
the experimental conditions of both studies,
the observed effect falls within the equivalence
bounds, meaning we found practically zero dif-
ference in Black or Mexican American group
members’ evaluations of their own or White
group members’ competence (pgy <.01;
Pua < -05) (Seaman and Serlin 1998).

Hypothesis 3b predicted no difference in
group position by ethnicity in the experimental
condition. To confirm this hypothesis, we used
tests of equivalence with proportions. Again,
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the tests of equivalence support the findings
from the regression output. For the Mexican
American-White study, the observed difference
in the probability of group members being in
each group position by ethnicity falls within
equivalence bounds for the experimental con-
dition.

APPENDIX C. GRAPH THEORETICAL
EXPLANATION OF THE INCONSISTENT
COMPLEXITY INTERVENTION

One way to think of the burden of proof process
and intervention in that process is to think of
the number of attributional “steps” people in
an interaction might employ to help make de-
cisions. These steps are often unconscious. For
example, if two people are working together on
one task, and they have information only about
the diffuse status characteristics that separate
them (for example, one might be a man while
the other is a woman), those diffuse status char-
acteristics will be used to make inferences
about who should be given more influence than
the other. This is especially the case for “unitary
tasks,” tasks that are assumed to be determined
by one specific skill (or specific status charac-
teristic). An example is that men might be
granted more influence on a task involving GIS
skill.

On the basis of research by Cohen (1993)
and Fisek (1991), Goar and Sell (2005) argued
that if the task itself was defined as not unitary,
but rather composed of many differently eval-
uated subtasks, the steps people employ in
decision-making change. The steps increase,
and since skills associated with the tasks are
not necessarily related to each other, “easy”
generalization or stereotyping is more diffi-
cult. In these cases, there is an intervention in
the burden of proof process. Importantly, Goar
and Sell argued that the task itself could be the
same, but the perception of the task could
change the interaction and result in less in-
equality between interactants. Rather than de-
fining the task as involving only GIS, one might
describe it as involving many different skills
that might not be related to each other, such
as geometric reasoning, topological under-
standing, and ecological and biological knowl-
edge.

This process can also be described in graph
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theory, which can codify the attributional steps
mentioned above (Berger et al. 1977; Goar and
Sell 2005; Webster and Hysom 1998).
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Psychological Challenges and ()

Social Supports That Shape the
Pursuit of Socioeconomic
Mobility

MESMIN DESTIN®, REGINE DEBROSSE, MICHELLE
RHEINSCHMIDT-SAME, AND JENNIFER A. RICHESON

Many people seek higher status through socioeconomic mobility. Higher education institutions and profes-
sional workplaces include barriers to entry and inclusion that make it difficult for people from lower socio-
economic status (SES) backgrounds to reach their goals. Experiences within these settings can lead people to
feel status uncertainty, which is an aversive ambiguity about where one stands on the socioeconomic hier-
archy. Status uncertainty has negative consequences for achievement and well-being, but social support may
play a role and buffer against these negative consequences. First, a longitudinal study of college students
shows predicted connections between socioeconomic background, status uncertainty, social support, and
grades at the end of the college years. Next, an experiment shows that inducing a stronger sense of social
support protects against negative workplace outcomes for those from lower SES backgrounds. Together, the
studies demonstrate the significance of supportive forces during the pursuit of socioeconomic mobility.

Keywords: socioeconomic status, academic achievement, well-being, social support

One of the most common ways that people seek
higher status is following a path of socioeco-
nomic mobility characterized by academic
achievement and success in the workplace (Ma,
Pender, and Welch 2016). Approximately half of
working adults born in the 1980s indeed earn
household incomes that exceed the household
incomes of their childhood years (Chetty et al.

2017). These trajectories often result from the
expanded labor-market opportunities that ac-
company a degree from a reputable four-year
college or university. It is well documented,
however, that the likelihood of successfully nav-
igating such opportunities to attain educa-
tional and occupational status depends on
many factors unrelated to individual merit or
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PSYCHOLOGICAL CHALLENGES AND SOCIAL SUPPORTS

ability (see McNamee and Miller 2009). One in-
herent challenge associated with upward socio-
economic mobility is a type of uncertainty that
can occur when ascending a status hierarchy.
As people begin to reach success in school and
work, they are likely to experience a sense of
status uncertainty or destabilizing difficulty in
understanding and articulating their own so-
cioeconomic status (SES; Destin, Rheinschmidt-
Same, and Richeson 2017).

THE EXPERIENCE OF

SOCIOECONOMIC MOBILITY

Helping people complete more education, ob-
tain higher-status jobs, earn more income, and
achieve financial stability are common objec-
tives of a variety of social policies. A trove of
correlational studies supports these efforts and
demonstrates the lifetime rewards of having
higher SES. For instance, higher SES is associ-
ated with better health, a greater sense of con-
trol, and higher levels of happiness (see, for ex-
ample, Cohen et al. 2010; Kraus, Piff, and
Keltner 2009; Diener et al. 2010). At the same
time, however, both higher- and lower-SES con-
texts confer protective factors that promote
positive outcomes and risk factors that can lead
to negative outcomes (Spencer, Dupree, and
Hartmann 1997; Spencer et al. 2015). In other
words, not all aspects of having higher SES are
experienced in positive or even demonstratively
better ways than aspects of having lower SES.
This perspective is relevant in understanding
the experiences, trajectories, and outcomes of
people who are moving from a lower to a higher
SES position.

Higher education provides an especially
suitable context to examine experiences of up-
ward socioeconomic mobility. As young people
from lower SES backgrounds transition into
and out of college, they move toward establish-
ing their own SES that may be distinct from
that of their origins. Sociological studies pro-
vide in-depth examples of some of the positive
experiences in addition to some of the unique
challenges that lower SES students face in col-
lege environments. These include, for example,
covering the everyday financial costs of attend-
ing college with limited economic resources
and support (see, for example, Goldrick-Rab
2016). They also often include navigating a
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complex and expensive peer social scene dom-
inated by higher SES norms and values (see, for
example, Armstrong and Hamilton 2013).

Multiple theoretical perspectives in psychol-
ogy have also provided insight on the chal-
lenges that lower SES students systematically
face as they experience socioeconomic mobility
in higher education. One area of work draws
specific attention to the social and cultural re-
sources from their home communities that stu-
dents often lose as they transition to colleges
and universities (see, for example, Herrmann
and Varnum 2018). This social and physical sep-
aration from family, friends, and communities
often necessary to pursue higher status can cre-
ate a psychological conflict known as achieve-
ment guilt (Covarrubias and Fryberg 2015).

Another related area of work in psychology
describes the specific ways that lower and
higher SES contexts tend to differ in regard to
their cultural norms and values. Specifically,
higher SES environments are more likely to
promote a sense of independence, separation,
and competition while lower SES environments
are more likely to encourage interdependence,
connection, and cooperation (Stephens,
Markus, and Phillips 2014). As higher SES envi-
ronments, most four-year colleges and univer-
sities espouse values and practices that are
aligned with the experience of students from
higher SES backgrounds. For example, admin-
istrators, college leaders, and faculty often em-
phasize the importance of independent values
such as competition over interdependent val-
ues such as community responsibility. As a re-
sult, college students from lower SES back-
grounds must often navigate an unfamiliar set
of cultural norms and expectations on college
campuses and in college classrooms. Several
experiments have demonstrated how this cul-
tural mismatch can impair the ability of lower
SES students to succeed in college environ-
ments (Stephens et al. 2012). Further, even pro-
fessional workplaces can continue to advan-
tage the experience of employees from higher
SES backgrounds through similar processes
(Dittmann 2020).

STATUS UNCERTAINTY
One way that all of these social, psychological,
and academic challenges that can accompany
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socioeconomic mobility are actually experi-
enced and understood by young people is
through shifts in their identities. More specifi-
cally, people strive to have a clear understand-
ing of who they are and where they stand in
society, which can be described as their status-
based identities. Such identities are made up
of a combination of the narratives that people
hold about their SES, the SES groups that they
feel connected to, and the ways they imagine
their SES in the future. Status-based identity is
thus dynamic and shifts according to time and
social context. People who experience major
shifts in their status-based identity, perhaps
due to rising the socioeconomic ladder, become
likely to feel heightened status uncertainty.
The concept of status uncertainty connects
multiple traditions of theory and research re-
lated to the psychological study of the self with
the study of SES and socioeconomic mobility.
It captures how the experience of socioeco-
nomic mobility disrupts a person’s under-
standing of relevant aspects of who they are.
For example, the narrative component of one
person’s status-based identity might include
their history of growing up with a single parent
in a working-class community. Throughout
their school years, perhaps they found a high
level of inspiration and support, eventually
leading to their enrollment at a major univer-
sity and trajectory toward a successful profes-
sional career. The social component of their
status-based identity could begin to feel com-
plicated as they came to experience economic
mobility and create new connections. They
might feel difficulty fully relating to the experi-
ence of their college and workplace peers from
more economically privileged backgrounds. At
the same time, they could also have an increas-
ingly different life experience from the mem-
bers of their family of origin. For instance, this
divergence could become poignant when con-
trasting lifestyles, such as being able to afford
more expensive housing or considering a wid-
ening range of possible travel or vacation plans
that remain inaccessible to important family
and community members. Finally, the future
component of their status-based identity could
include concerns about professional advance-
ment, pressure to make a family of their own,

and anxiety about the possibility of owning a
home. Overall, it is likely that a person on this
particular life trajectory would feel consider-
able status uncertainty and ambiguity about
how to describe their SES given the various
shifting status positions associated with their
dynamic identities. Finding a significantly dif-
ferent economic position during adulthood
than in childhood, feeling somewhat con-
nected to multiple status groups, and having
an unclear idea of future social and economic
prospects all contribute to status uncertainty
and its array of psychological consequences.
Facing status uncertainty can be associated
with a range of challenging and undesirable
outcomes. In general, people strive to achieve
a degree of coherence and clarity in under-
standing who they are and how other people
evaluate them and their various identities
(Campbell et al. 1996). It is psychologically grat-
ifying for individuals to feel that they know
themselves well and psychologically distressing
for individuals to feel unsure about themselves
and their identities. For many individuals from
lower SES backgrounds, achieving success in
school and the workplace can create distance
from the people and communities of their ori-
gin. At the same time, they may not feel se-
curely settled in new, higher-status contexts.
Existing studies suggest that this specific
form of uncertainty leads people to encounter
greater challenges in navigating opportunities
and continuing to successfully pursue valued
goals (Castillo-Lavergne and Destin 2019; Des-
tin, Rheinschmidt-Same, and Richeson 2019;
2017; Destin and Debrosse 2017). For example,
a survey of approximately 150 college students
from diverse socioeconomic backgrounds
showed that the experience of status uncer-
tainty can be measured reliably. Further, stu-
dents from lower SES backgrounds, for whom
college is likely to promote status mobility, re-
port higher feelings of status uncertainty than
those from higher SES backgrounds, and these
feelings are associated with lower psychologi-
cal well-being during college (Destin,
Rheinschmidt-Same, and Richeson 2017). A
subsequent longitudinal study shows a path-
way whereby increased uncertainty about SES
leads to a weakened sense of academic efficacy,
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which leads to lower grades during college
(Destin, Rheinschmidt-Same, and Richeson
2019).

However, evidence also suggests that feel-
ings of uncertainty about SES during status
transitions are malleable and can be shifted
based on the social context and experiences. In
an experiment including approximately two
hundred college students, an experimental
treatment successfully led participants to mo-
mentarily experience either high or low status
uncertainty. Participants randomly assigned to
experience low status uncertainty were subse-
quently more motivated to engage in important
school behaviors, including seeking support
from peers and faculty, than participants as-
signed to experience high status uncertainty
(Destin, Rheinschmidt-Same, and Richeson
2019). Because a brief cognitive exercise can
momentarily shift feelings of status uncer-
tainty, it is likely that various types of more con-
sistent support may influence the experience
of people pursuing socioeconomic mobility.

THE ROLE OF SOCIAL SUPPORT

Social support is one of the most consistent
and reliable predictors of health and well-being
(see Cohen and Willis 1985; Taylor 2011). De-
cades of evidence demonstrate that the more
people feel they can count on close others in
their everyday lives and in times of need, the
better they feel about their lives (see Feeney and
Collins 2015). Support itself has been shown to
benefit a range of lifetime outcomes related to
health and achievement, and a sense of social
connectedness can be especially important for
people from lower SES backgrounds (see Chen,
Brody, and Miller 2017). At the same time, how-
ever, the paradox of social support is that those
who most need it often encounter the greatest
barriers in obtaining consistent support from
others. When people face a variety of social and
psychological challenges like unemployment
or depression, they become less likely to reach
out for support. Further, people sometimes
avoid contact or providing support to others
who face such negative circumstances (De-
brosse 2021). These general patterns related to
social support may be relevant to understand-
ing the experience of people facing status un-

certainty as they pursue socioeconomic mobil-
ity.

As young people navigate the social hierar-
chy, they may benefit from feeling connected
to a range of important people in their lives as
well as to specialized programs and initiatives
that build community and support. However,
because feelings of status uncertainty are neg-
ative, aversive, and ambiguous, they may lead
people to feel isolated and unable to connect
with important sources of social support. Ex-
amining these supports or their absence may
be essential in understanding when and how
status uncertainty instigated by the experience
of socioeconomic mobility leads to negative
academic and workplace outcomes.

In related research, when young people are
experimentally guided to cultivate support on
the path to their goals, they find more impor-
tance and meaning in the challenging everyday
tasks that they encounter (Destin, Debrosse,
and Silverman 2021). This type of meaning
making can facilitate both well-being and con-
tinued persistence. Thus lack of support may
help to explain how status uncertainty trans-
lates to impaired achievement and well-being.
At the same time, finding and maintaining sup-
port amidst socioeconomic mobility may bol-
ster positive outcomes despite facing status un-
certainty. For example, a college student from
alower SES background who begins to grapple
with uncertainty about their place in society
may be particularly uncertain about where to
reach for support and how to articulate every-
day challenges. Subsequently, the lack of sup-
port is likely to have negative consequences for
arange of important outcomes related to their
achievement and health. However, finding and
maintaining various forms of interpersonal
and institutional support may mitigate the neg-
ative effects of status uncertainty and the chal-
lenges of socioeconomic mobility on the stu-
dent’s goal-pursuit and well-being.

CURRENT STUDIES

In two studies, we analyze the experience of
young people navigating the social hierarchy
and working toward socioeconomic mobility in
college and the workplace with various levels
of social support (see figure 1). First, a college
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longitudinal study examines the possible role
that experiences of social support may play in
a hypothesized pathway explaining the experi-
ences and outcomes of college students. The
study follows a cohort of approximately 150 col-
lege students from the first term of their first
year of college to the final quarter of their
fourth year. The study evaluates the proposed
path linking a lower SES family background to
greater status uncertainty during college. The
study further tests whether more status uncer-
tainty is associated with finding lower levels of
support later during college, and in turn nega-
tive potential consequences for both academic
achievement and well-being.

Turning to the next developmental phase,
the second study is a workplace experiment to
test the potential roles that status uncertainty
and social support may play in shaping occu-
pational experiences and outcomes after col-
lege. The experiment includes a sample of ap-
proximately two hundred recent college
graduates who have entered the workforce. The
design evaluates whether coming from a lower-
income background, experiencing uncertainty
about SES, and experiencing social support are
each independently associated with psycholog-
ical experiences in the workplace (that is, orga-
nizational fit, comfort, commitment, and job

STATUS: WHAT IT IS AND WHY IT MATTERS FOR INEQUALITY

satisfaction) among recent college graduates.
Further, an experimental manipulation tests
whether feeling a stronger sense of social sup-
port affects the workplace experience and di-
rectly or indirectly protects against intentions
to leave an occupation.

COLLEGE LONGITUDINAL STUDY

We conducted a longitudinal study of college
students in order to evaluate how the financial
resources in their family of origin are associ-
ated with their developing understanding of
their own evolving socioeconomic status. We
also aimed to determine whether connections
between students’ levels of certainty or uncer-
tainty about their SES and the social support
and connections they maintain were signifi-
cant, having implications for achievement and
well-being.

Method

We recruited 153 college students during the
first semester of their first year of college at a
selective four-year institution in the Midwest.
Participants completed an online survey once
each year for four years that included several
measures related to their socioeconomic iden-
tity, behaviors, well-being, and achievement.
They also provided permission for us to access

Figure 1. Model of Pathways Tested in College Longitudinal Study and Workplace Experiment

Family
socioeconomic
background

Status
uncertainty

Source: Authors’ conceptualization.

College
achievement
and well-being

Social support

Study 2: Workplace experiment

Workplace Occupational
psychological turnover
experience intentions
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their grade point averages (GPA) from admin-
istrative records each year. For this report, we
focus on measures related to the hypothesized
relationships.

Measures

Family income. During the first term of their
first year (T1), participants completed a mea-
sure of their annual family income on a scale
from 1 = $25,000 or less to 9 = $300,000 or more
(M =5.01, $90,000 to $120,000, SD = 2.59). Fam-
ily income is theorized as the aspect of SES es-
pecially indicative of socioeconomic mobility
among students of traditional college age in
ways that are connected to status uncertainty.

Status uncertainty. During their second year
(T2), participants completed an eleven-item
measure of the degree of certainty or uncer-
tainty they felt about their own SES, from
1= strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree; sam-
ple item, “My beliefs about where I stand in
society often conflict with one another”;
M =3.72,5SD =1.05,a = .91 (Destin, Rheinschmidt-
Same, and Richeson 2017).

Social support and connection. During their
fourth year (T3), participants completed an
eleven-item measure of the level of the avail-
ability of various sources of social support and
connection in their lives, from 1=none to
5 = all of the time; sample item, “Someone you
can count on to listen to you when you need to
talk”; M =4.18, SD =.75, a = .93 (Sherbourne
and Stewart 1991).

Achievement. Finally, the cumulative GPAs of
participants were collected at the end of their
fourth year of college (M = 3.59, SD = .29).

Well-being. During their fourth year, partici-
pants also completed a five-item measure of
life satisfaction to evaluate their general well-
being, from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly
agree; sample item, “I am satisfied with my
life”; M = 4.89, SD = 1.16, o = .81 (Diener et al.
1985).

Self-concept clarity. Participants completed a
measure of self-concept clarity at T2, which
captures general uncertainty about the self on
a scale from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly
agree; sample item, “In general, I have a clear
sense of who I am and what I am”; M = 4.12,
SD =1.07, o = .88 (Campbell et al. 1996). Self-
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concept clarity was included as a covariate in
all paths that included status uncertainty in or-
der to distinguish the role of uncertainty about
SES from uncertainty about the self in general.

Results and Discussion

We conducted structural equation modeling to
test two longitudinal path models evaluating
proposed processes resulting in students’ aca-
demic achievement and well-being. Model 1
evaluated the connections from students’ fam-
ily household incomes as they began college to
their feelings of status uncertainty during their
second year. Next, it evaluated whether status
uncertainty in their second year was associated
with subsequent experiences of social support
and connection measured during their fourth
year. Finally, the path tested the link from sup-
port and connection to students’ cumulative
academic achievement at the end of their
fourth year of college. Model 2 tested the same
paths except that the final path evaluated the
implications for students’ general well-being.

As shown in figure 2, all individual paths
were significant for model 1, starting with fam-
ily income through status uncertainty, social
support, and connection, and ending with stu-
dents’ GPA at the end of their fourth year.
Model index showed a strong overall model fit
(CFI=1.00), however the direct and indirect ef-
fects from family household income to achieve-
ment were not significant (ps > .157).

Model 2 showed similar results. All individ-
ual paths, starting with family income through
status uncertainty, social support and connec-
tion, and ending in students’ life satisfaction
at the end of their fourth year were significant.
The model index showed an adequate overall
model fit (CFI = .94). The direct effect from fam-
ily household income to life satisfaction was
significant (§ = .14, p = .001), however the over-
all indirect effect was not significant (p = .128).

The college longitudinal study analyses
demonstrate evidence for connections from a
student’s socioeconomic background through
their experiences in college to achievement and
well-being. The relationships between individ-
ual variables all aligned with expectations, but
evidence was mixed regarding the overall direct
and indirect relationships from family socio-
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Figure 2. Results of College Longitudinal Study

Model 1

STATUS: WHAT IT IS AND WHY IT MATTERS FOR INEQUALITY

Model 2

Source: Authors’ tabulation.
Note: All solid paths are statistically significant, and values represent standardized coefficients.
*p <.05;** p<.01;, *** p <.001

economic background to outcomes at the end
of college. Together, these patterns suggest that
though the observed relationships between key
factors may shape the experiences of many stu-
dents, they do not indicate a deterministic
route to negative outcomes for all students
from lower SES backgrounds. Given the gener-
ally high achievement of students at selective
institutions, traditional indicators of achieve-
ment like GPA may not be as vulnerable or im-
portant as the indicators more relevant to well-
being and health such as status uncertainty,
social disconnection, and life satisfaction. In-
deed, the direct relationship from family SES
to life satisfaction at the end of college was sig-
nificant and in need of further study. A more
nuanced measurement of well-being is likely to
provide a more complete picture of the pro-
cesses leading from socioeconomic back-
ground through status uncertainty to such out-
comes.

Given that processes related to support were
related to variables in predicted patterns but
did not contribute to significant indirect ef-
fects, deeper investigation of how support
functions during socioeconomic mobility re-
mains necessary. We next therefore examine
the role of support more directly through a con-
trolled experiment with young people from di-
verse socioeconomic backgrounds progressing
through the transition from college to work.

WORKPLACE EXPERIMENT

We conducted an experiment to investigate
how the process of socioeconomic mobility
continues to unfold for young people as they
enter the workplace. The study aims to evaluate
whether uncertainty about socioeconomic
background becomes associated with negative
occupational outcomes in this next develop-
mental period. The study also directly manipu-
lates feelings of social support and connection
to determine whether experiencing more sup-
port might protect against some of the chal-
lenges that those navigating socioeconomic
mobility encounter in the workplace.

Method

We recruited 199 participants who had gradu-
ated from a four-year college within the past
two years to participate in an online experiment
via Qualtrics Panels (mean age 22.90, SD = 2.20).
We used quotas to recruit participants from a
full range of childhood family income back-
grounds. Once recruited, participants were ran-
domly assigned to either a high support or a
low support condition (adapted from Destin,
Rheinschmidt-Same, and Richeson 2019). In
the high support condition, participants were
momentarily led to feel a strong sense of social
support and connection by reflecting upon a
time when they “had a lot of support that you
needed from close family or friends.” In the low
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support condition, on the other hand, partici-
pants were momentarily led to feel a weak
sense of social support and connection by re-
flecting upon a time when they “did not have
the support that you needed from close family
or friends.”

Measures

Childhood family income. Participants indicated
the level of annual income in their family
household when they were growing up on a
9-item scale from 1= $25,000 or less to
9 =$300,000 or more (M =4.16, $40,001 to
$70,000, SD = 2.15). This measure captures the
aspect of participants’ socioeconomic back-
ground most relevant to socioeconomic mobil-
ity in the current model.

Status uncertainty. Participants completed
the same 11-item measure of the degree of cer-
tainty or uncertainty that they feel about their
own SES as described in study 1 (M = 4.01,
SD =1.20, o = .88).

Organizational fit. Participants responded to
a 4-item measure indicating their sense of fit
with their work organization; sample item, “I
feel like I fit in with my current organization”;
1=strongly disagree, 7 =strongly agree,
M=4.88, SD =1.36, o = .87 (adapted from Wal-
ton and Cohen 2007; Stephens et al. 2012).

Comfort in organization. Participants com-
pleted a 3-item measure of their level of com-
fort in their work organization; sample item, “I
feel comfortable working in this organization”;
1=strongly disagree, 7 =strongly agree,
M =4.96, SD =1.25, a = .64 (Dittmann 2020).

Workplace capital. Participants completed a
measure of the amount of social and cultural
capital that they felt at the workplace; sample
item, 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree,
“Iunderstand what it takes to be successful at
work”; M =5.30, SD = 1.10, o = .73 (Dittmann
2020).

Organizational commitment. Participants re-
sponded to a 6-item measure of their commit-
ment to their work organization; “I really care
about the fate of this organization”; 1 = strongly
disagree, 7 = strongly agree, M = 4.68, SD = 1.13,
a = .72 (Porter et al. 1974).

Job satisfaction. Participants completed a 5-
item measure indicating their general level of
satisfaction with their job; sample item, “I feel
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fairly satisfied with my present job”; 1 = strongly
disagree, 7 = strongly agree, M = 4.71, SD = 1.23,
a =.78 (Judge, Bono, and Locke 2000; Brayfield
and Rothe 1951).

Turnover intentions. Participants completed
a 4-item measure capturing their thoughts
about leaving their work organization; sample
item, “To what extent have you thought seri-
ously about changing organizations since be-
ginning to work here?”;1=notat all, 7 = a great
deal, M =3.79, SD = 1.53, « = .74 (O’Reilly, Chat-
man, and Caldwell 1991).

Social support. Finally, participants com-
pleted a 19-item measure of how often different
kinds of support are available (Sherbourne and
Stewart 1991; sample item, “Someone you can
count on to listen to you when you need to talk;
1=never, 5= all the time, M =3.87, SD = .84,
a=.96).

Results and Discussion

Given the limited research regarding the transi-
tion of young people from diverse socioeco-
nomic backgrounds into the workplace, we first
observed basic correlations between childhood
family income, status uncertainty, and work-
related outcomes. As shown in table 1, child-
hood family income was not directly associated
with status uncertainty or any workplace out-
comes. However, greater feelings of status un-
certainty were associated with several negative
work outcomes among recent college gradu-
ates, including less organizational fit, less com-
fort in the organization, weaker feelings of job
commitment, and weaker feelings of job satis-
faction. More status uncertainty was also asso-
ciated with less social support.

Next, we evaluated effects of the experimen-
tal social support treatment, using linear re-
gression with orthogonal contrasts. The ma-
nipulation did not have any direct effects on
young people’s feelings of status uncertainty or
workplace outcomes (ps > .218). The experi-
mental manipulation did, however, have a di-
rect effect on participants’ feelings of social
support (see figure 3). Participants who were
randomly assigned to the low support condi-
tion subsequently expressed lower feelings of
support than participants randomly assigned
to the control and high support conditions,
b=.09, SE=.04, t =2.38, p = .018. The control
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Figure 3. Effects of Workplace Experiment on Feelings of Social Support
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and high support conditions did not differ
from one another, b =-.04, SE =.07, t = -.49,
p = .623. Results were unchanged when includ-
ing status uncertainty as a covariate in the anal-
ysis.!

Because of the observed effect of the experi-
mental manipulation on support and the ob-
served correlations between support and other
workplace outcomes, we then developed a
structural equation model to evaluate the po-
tential indirect effect on workplace experiences
and outcomes. Specifically, we evaluated
whether the experimental treatment led to in-
creased support, which would then be associ-
ated with a latent construct capturing psycho-
logical experiences in the workplace (fit,
comfort, capital, commitment, and satisfac-
tion), which would finally be associated with
turnover intentions. As shown in figure 4, the
predicted pathways and overall indirect effect
were significant (indirect effect p=-.03,
p =.049). The direct effect was not significant
(p = .410), the overall model fit was strong
(CFI=.974), and all paths were unchanged
when including status uncertainty as a covari-
ate in the model.

Overall, study 2 first demonstrated that feel-

High support
condition

ing greater status uncertainty is associated
with a more negative transition to the work-
place along several dimensions. Surprisingly,
this experience was not directly related to so-
cioeconomic background or affected by sup-
port. In other words, regardless of background,
young people may experience vulnerability
connected to uncertainty about their SES as
they leave college and join the workforce. The
experimental component of the study, however,
demonstrated that people do benefit from feel-
ings of support, with a series of indirect posi-
tive consequences for their experiences in the
workplace and intentions to persist in their oc-
cupations. The role of support in this pathway
mattered independent of the relationship be-
tween status uncertainty and workplace experi-
ences.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

As people follow the commonly desired path
from attending college to graduating and be-
yond into starting their first jobs, they navigate
awide variety of opportunities and challenges.
For those from lower SES backgrounds, it is
common to experience a shift in economic
standing and a corresponding unexpected

1. Results were also unchanged in an exploratory analysis including a measure of participants’ current income

as a covariate.
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Figure 4. Indirect Effects of Experimental Manipulation on Workplace Experiences and Outcomes

Source: Authors’ tabulations.

Note. All solid paths are statistically significant, and values represent standardized coefficients. Model
includes covariances between error terms of latent variable constructs fit, capital, and comfort.

*p <.05; ** p <.01; *** p <.001

sense of uncertainty about identity. A longitu-
dinal study found evidence that as lower SES
college students encounter status uncertainty,
they feel a subsequent lack of support and show
lower achievement and well-being toward the
end of their college years. Next, an experiment
showed how feeling uncertain about SES is also
related to worse adjustment and integration
into the workplace. However, when new work-
ers felt greater connection and support, there
is a corresponding cascade of associated posi-
tive outcomes. Ensuring that people can re-
main connected to important relationships and
have access to new sources of support as they
transition into the workplace appears to be es-
sential for a healthy and successful trajectory
of socioeconomic mobility.

The findings highlight the importance of
understanding people’s subjective experiences
of negotiating shifts in their sense of self as
they move from one socioeconomic context
and standing to another. These shifts certainly
occur within higher education and workplace
contexts but might also be relevant to a variety
of other interpersonal situations and physical
relocations throughout life that accompany a
change in SES. Decades of research demon-
strate the importance of social support in pro-
moting health and well-being, and the current

studies reaffirm and extend the role of social
support and connection as key to navigating
status transitions. Additional research remains
necessary to better understand how specific
sources of support function in people’s lives
during socioeconomic mobility. In addition to
maintaining relationships and building new
connections, a better understanding of how in-
stitutions can effectively provide support also
remains essential.

As colleges, universities, and workplaces
aim to increase the diversity of backgrounds
represented among their students and employ-
ees, the findings suggest that they should also
restructure themselves to acknowledge and
meet people’s needs. In higher education, this
can include attention to multiple layers of stu-
dents’ sociocultural context including financial
resources, institutional messaging and pro-
gramming, faculty development and teaching
practices, and even efforts to shape the peer
student culture (Destin, Rosario, and Vos-
soughi 2021). Similarly, workplaces that contin-
uously attend to, evaluate, and take action to
support the well-being of their employees from
diverse backgrounds are more likely to witness
their success and retention. Colleges, universi-
ties, and workplaces vary tremendously, how-
ever, and support should be tailored to the
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specific people, characteristics, resources, op-
portunities, and challenges within those envi-
ronments.

Despite the key findings, this research has
certain limitations. First, the conceptualization
and measurement of well-being was markedly
broad in order to capture a wide range of expe-
riences. Future research might focus on more
specific aspects of well-being tailored to par-
ticular contexts to better capture the experi-
ences of people navigating them. Relatedly, the
experiment used a broad manipulation of sup-
port designed to allow people to bring to mind
personally relevant sources of connection in
their lives. Future research could test the ef-
fects of more specific types of interpersonal or
institutional support and perhaps actually pro-
vide support rather than only invoke it in peo-
ple’s minds. Also, additional research is neces-
sary to better understand potential direct
connections between a person’s socioeconomic
background and their workplace experience
that were expected but not observed in the cur-
rent study. It is possible, however, that gradua-
tion from college decreases status uncertainty
among those from lower SES backgrounds or
that people from a wider range of backgrounds
begin to question their status as they move into
new and unfamiliar workplace settings.

Last, the studies exclusively investigate
the role of participants’ socioeconomic back-
grounds and identities. Intersecting experi-
ences of other sociodemographic dimensions
of identity are almost certain to simultaneously
shape people’s shifting conceptualizations of
their own status (Valentino 2022, this issue).
For example, the nature of interactions across
racial and ethnic groups and the gender dy-
namics of interpersonal relationships system-
atically shape status-related processes (Lareau
2022, this issue; Manago, Sell, and Goar 2022,
this issue). These considerations all highlight
how the current approach and findings provide
a foundation and encouragement for contin-
ued work with added layers of complexity and
specificity.

Together, the two studies contribute new
depth to the understanding of how young peo-
ple from lower SES backgrounds understand
their place on the socioeconomic hierarchy as
they pursue their goals. The studies also dem-

169

onstrate the significance of important support-
ive forces in their lives to counteract the pre-
vailing negative influence of oppressive
hierarchies on their achievement and well-
being. These findings suggest that institutions
can help to improve the outcomes and experi-
ence of their students and employees by offer-
ing new opportunities for interpersonal con-
nection and a variety of social supports. In
addition, institutions can play a role in actively
facilitating opportunities for young people to
maintain valued connections to the people and
communities that might otherwise become in-
creasingly distant over time.
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“But the Fellows Are Simply
Diversity Hires!” How
Organizational Contexts
Influence Status Beliefs

SANDRA PORTOCARRERO® AND JAMES T. CARTER

O

We demonstrate how organizational contexts influence status beliefs. Specifically, we draw from in-depth
interviews conducted with current and former U.S. Foreign Service officers to explain how recipients of the
U.S. Department of State Pickering Fellowship learn to accept a devaluing status belief about this accolade
once they enter the Foreign Service. Within this organizational contex is an established belief that Foreign
Service officers who are not the prototypical “Male, Pale, and Yale” workers must be “diversity hires” who
have entered the department through a “back door” and have a “leg up” because of their race. This racialized
negative evaluation becomes linked to the Pickering Fellowship and affects all fellows. Our study offers in-
sights into the intersection of racial diversity and status processes in organizations.

Keywords: race and ethnicity, organizations, diversity, inequality

Status processes play a fundamental role in
maintaining inequality. Since Max Weber’s
([1918] 1968) insight that status can be distinct
from material resources as a form of social di-
vision, scholars have incorporated other forms
of status hierarchy (such as race and ethnicity,
gender, and disability) into social scientific
analyses (see, for example, Ridgeway 2014; Ro-
scigno 2019). Status is the position one occu-
pies in a socially constructed and culturally
supported hierarchy, as well as the respect and
admiration that this positioning confers (see
Ridgeway and Walker 1994; Magee and Galinsky

2008; Sauder, Lynn, and Podolny 2012). Re-
searchers continue to ponder how status pro-
cesses operate in realistic social contexts (Ri-
vera 2010) and why studying these processes
matters for inequality (see Ridgeway and
Markus 2022, this issue).

The organizations and institutions we inter-
act with in our everyday lives are heavily impli-
cated in the rising levels of global inequality
(see Amis et al. 2018). But we know little about
how organizational contexts have the power to
shape status dynamics. We also know little
about the emergence of status beliefs, how they
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HOW ORGANIZATIONAL CONTEXTS INFLUENCE STATUS BELIEFS

become widely shared in organizational con-
texts, and what social processes maintain them
(Ridgeway and Erickson 2000). Because status
is constructed through repeated social interac-
tion and negotiation among actors in a given
hierarchy (Bendersky and Pai 2018), it is neces-
sary to understand how these interactions and
negotiations shape status beliefs and, thus, in-
dividual outcomes. Research finds that these
social interactions help determine who be-
comes a leader and who a follower (DeRue and
Ashford 2010), who asserts their expertise in
meetings (Owens and Sutton 2001), and how,
through collaborative work, individuals assert
their competence to be perceived as higher-
status actors (Sutton and Hargadon 1996). In
this way, these status organizing processes
translate to the have and have-nots of organi-
zational resources and expectations around
who adds value to the organization.

These interpersonal evaluations are rooted
in status beliefs—or widely held cultural be-
liefs that link social category differences to
greater or lesser status-worthiness and per-
ceived competence (Ridgeway and Erickson
2000; Melamed et al. 2019) and status charac-
teristics—any recognized social distinction
that has attached to it widely shared beliefs
about at least two categories, or states, of the
distinction (for example, Ridgeway 2001). Re-
cent work expands classical theorizing on sta-
tus beliefs and characteristics to focus on the
role contexts and positionality play in estab-
lishing, reifying, evaluating, or diluting these
beliefs (for example, Bianchi, Kang, and Stew-
art 2012; Valentino 2022, this issue).

Contributing to this growing body of litera-
ture in status research, we provide a case study
of recipients of the prestigious Thomas R. Pick-
ering Foreign Affairs Fellowship, a U.S. Depart-
ment of State program that confers high levels
of status and visibility on recipients. Specifi-
cally, we investigate how a change in organiza-
tional context can lead individuals to experi-
ence a shift in the way they perceive a status
characteristic, and how a negative status belief
established in an organizational context gets
linked to a person’s status characteristic. To un-
pack these processes, we draw from rich inter-
view data to show how recipients of the Picker-
ing Fellowship experience a shift in the way
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they perceive this accolade and how their move
through several organizational contexts facili-
tates this shift. We uncover how Pickering fel-
lows go from contexts that hold a positive sta-
tus belief about the fellowship (fellows’ family
and college communities) to one in which a
negative status belief is established (the De-
partment of State). Further, we show how link-
ing a new distinguishing characteristic (the
Pickering Fellowship) to a status-valued social
difference established in this organizational
context (the racialized evaluation of Foreign
Service officers) causes a negative status belief
to spread to the Pickering Fellowship.

Our case offers several contributions to the
literature on status processes. Typically, status
processes are associated with gender, race, and
class, among other demographic variables.
However, to the best of our knowledge, status
processes associated with an accolade (in this
case, a fellowship) have not yet been explored as
a potential pathway for the formation of status
beliefs. Studying the status beliefs tied to an ac-
colade such as the Pickering Fellowship drawing
from distinct yet related disciplines and levels
of analyses—individual, group, and organiza-
tional—helps untangle the complexity of fellow-
ship status as both a means of distinction and a
reproducer of inequality. Further, we unpack the
intricate, multilevel process by which Pickering
fellows gradually learn to accept the devaluing
status belief about their fellowship, and how
this acceptance is necessary to maintain the sta-
tus hierarchy in the Foreign Service. We demar-
cate how contexts dictate which status charac-
teristics are amplified, muted, and relevant in
explaining individual actors’ experiences.

In what follows, we offer a background dis-
cussion of prior work related to status charac-
teristics and beliefs. We then turn to our data
and case materials. These allow us to trace sta-
tus dynamics over time at the precipice of win-
ning the fellowship while highlighting the pro-
cesses by which fellows develop status beliefs
depending on their organizational environ-
ments. Our in-depth, qualitative methodology
focuses on these complexities through an anal-
ysis of interactions and perceptions, highlight-
ing how negative status beliefs around the fel-
lowship interact with hegemonic status beliefs
around race in the United States.
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STATUS DYNAMICS IN ORGANIZATIONS
Status processes are dynamic, culturally em-
bedded, and context dependent (Magee and Ga-
linsky 2008; Rivera 2010). For example, an as-
sistant professor can have, on the basis of his
or her expertise, high status among graduate
students. However, among all professors in the
department, this assistant professor might not
be conferred the same status as a senior faculty
member. This variation is in part due to differ-
ent situations valuing different personal char-
acteristics. Once an individual achieves a cer-
tain status, that position is often precarious
and must be affirmed through social interac-
tions that continuously demonstrate worthi-
ness (Magee and Galinsky 2008). Thus actors
must deploy status maintenance techniques to
solidify and affirm their position in the hier-
archy.

Organizations are contexts that facilitate or
constrain access to resources for people, influ-
ence their beliefs, and shape status dynamics
(Scott and Davis 2015; Blau et al. 1971; Chen et
al. 2012). Social scientists have increasingly
come to view status as a necessary construct for
understanding organizational and interper-
sonal dynamics and outcomes (see, for exam-
ple, Gould 2002; Podolny 2005; Piazza and Cas-
tellucci 2014). One’s position within a status
structure affects the constraints an individual
faces (Hollander 1958; Galinsky et al. 2008), and
their access to resources (Bunderson 2003;
Ridgeway 2014). A robust body of research
shows that status characteristics strongly influ-
ence assessments and evaluations of individu-
als, for better or worse (Berger et al. 1977; Ridge-
way et al. 1998). As status characteristics theory
argues (Berger, Rosenholtz, and Zelditch 1980),
expectations about performance and contribu-
tions are driven in large part by the status that
individual is assigned based on personal char-
acteristics. These expectations also shape how
people associate with and interact with one an-
other (Correll and Ridgeway 2006).

ORGANIZATIONAL CONTEXTS

AND STATUS PROCESSES

Although classically theorized at the group level
to predict labor distribution and group perfor-
mance, status characteristics theory is an im-
portant framework for understanding boundar-

ies and processes within organizations. Status
characteristics are widely held cultural beliefs,
and because organizations develop their own
shared belief systems (Scott and Davis 2015), we
contend that organizational contexts can have
unique status characteristics processes. Con-
sider, for example, how status characteristics
associated with women might be perceived to
be more valuable at an organization in which
communality and warmth, rather than those
commonly associated with men, are desired
characteristics. As such, organization-specific
belief systems may indoctrinate actors with be-
liefs about status characteristics that are
unique within the organization’s boundaries
(Bianchi, Kang, and Stewart 2012).

Status beliefs are a powerful construct be-
cause all actors in the social field—even those
disadvantaged by the belief—come to accept,
as a social fact, that the other group is better
than their own (Ridgeway et al. 1998; Ridgeway
and Erickson 2000). These third-order infer-
ences develop not just as perceptions about
how specific others in a local environment eval-
uatively rank others, but also as the typical
views of the community and evaluative per-
spective of “most” people (Ridgeway and Cor-
rell 2006). Once these associations develop, be-
liefs about performance expectations become
attached to the corresponding status character-
istic. Status beliefs link status associations
based on race and gender, for example, to in-
teractional experiences among individuals (see,
for example, Berger and Fisek 2006). Status be-
liefs often develop around preexisting social
categories and form relatively quickly, and thus
individuals often require little evidence or con-
vincing that these beliefs are widely held or
credible in some way (Ridgeway and Correll
2006). However, for these beliefs to be widely
held, both parties, such as high-status and low-
status groups, must accept them (Ridgeway
and Erickson 2000). Once they do, the beliefs
become a part of the fabric of social reality that
shapes outcomes and behaviors for individuals
differentially. Status beliefs are therefore in-
strumental in shaping how people engage, per-
ceive, and interact.

In the Foreign Service, being a Pickering Fel-
low is associated with lower competence be-
cause it is perceived as a diversity or affirmative
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action initiative. In our study, being a Pickering
Fellow is one state of an accepted status char-
acteristic; another is not being a Pickering Fel-
low. In an organizational context in which a neg-
ative established status belief is rooted in racial
differences, such as White versus non-White,
holding the fellowship can lead actors to expect
that Pickering fellows are less capable, less
competent, and less deserving of their positions
within the Foreign Service. Our research pres-
ents an interesting puzzle around the intersec-
tion of race, status beliefs, racialized evalua-
tions of merit, and status characteristics.

It is critical to consider how status beliefs
and status characteristics might be racialized.
Consider the research on affirmative action
policies. Scholars have examined how these ini-
tiatives stigmatize the same job applicants and
employees they meant to elevate. Experimental
research has shown that participants evaluated
hypothetical affirmative action hires as less
competent regardless of their qualifications
(Resendez 2002). This finding is partly driven
by associations about the types of people who
benefit from affirmative action policies—spe-
cifically stereotypes about women and people
of color being less competent than White peo-
ple and men (Coate and Loury 1993; Heilman,
Block, and Stathatos 1997).

Recent theorizing on racialized organiza-
tions supports this contention. Victor Ray
(2019) posits that organizations are racial struc-
tures where cognitive schemas connect rules to
social and material resources. In line with a
theory of racialized organizations, we consider
race as constitutive of the organizational foun-
dation of the State Department, its hierarchies,
and social processes. The Pickering Fellowship
aims to disrupt this hierarchy—whether inten-
tionally or not—and, in changing the demo-
graphic makeup of the Foreign Service, brings
to bear the centrality of the Male, Pale, Yale ste-
reotype. Our findings offer clarity about this
process.

Taking the presented theoretical perspec-
tives and our data analysis together, we con-
tend that associations made about the goal of
programs like the Pickering Fellowship, the ra-
cialized structure of the department, and the
racial composition of the Foreign Service
brought into the department through this pro-
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gram, serve to link negative status beliefs about
marginalized groups with the fellowship, a dis-
tinguishing status characteristic. One of our
goals is to tease apart how fellows and nonfel-
lows make these associations, and how they
shape and maintain the status hierarchy at the
State Department.

SETTING, DATA, AND METHODS

The Department of State is an executive depart-
ment of the federal government responsible for
foreign policy and international relations. Its
primary personnel system is the U.S. Foreign
Service, which consists of more than thirteen
thousand professionals carrying out U.S. for-
eign policy and aiding U.S. citizens abroad (U.S.
Department of State 2021). For our inquiry, the
department is commonly known as a Pale,
Male, and Yale organization. In 2016, 82 percent
of staff in the top ranks of the department were
White and 60 percent were male (Kralev 2016).
Despite a growth in staff, the number of female
and Black employees has declined in the past
decades, and promotion rates are lower for
them.

In 1992, the department launched the Picker-
ing Foreign Affairs Fellowship Program. Accord-
ing to the fellowship’s website, the program is
aligned with “the fundamental principle that
diversity is a strength in our diplomatic efforts”
(Pickering Fellowship 2021). The fellowship
“prepares outstanding young people for For-
eign Service careers in the U.S. Department of
State.” The fellowship program offers $42,000
annually for a two-year period for tuition, room,
board, books, and mandatory fees for comple-
tion of two-year master’s degrees. It also pro-
vides an orientation to familiarize the fellows
with all aspects of the fellowship and to en-
hance their understanding of Foreign Service
careers. The program also facilitates two intern-
ships for all fellows. Finally, the program offers
mentoring from a Foreign Service officer for the
duration of the fellowship.

Case Selection

We selected the Pickering Fellowship Program
after hearing that despite the prestige of the
fellowship, some Pickering fellows choose to
hide their status from their coworkers. In the
September 2020 issue of The Foreign Service
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Journal, Julie Chung, acting assistant secretary
in the Bureau of Western Hemisphere Affairs,
wrote, “For years, I hid the fact that Iwas a Pick-
ering Fellow and did not list it on my résumé
to avoid being prejudged about how I entered
the Foreign Service. Sometimes there was office
chatter about how ‘those fellows’ were exploit-
ing the system, and I would not offer up that I
was one of them. It was not until I was pro-
moted to Minister Counselor that I had the con-
fidence to talk about the fellowship more
openly and explain how we had to surpass
higher requirements than normal Foreign Ser-
vice applicants” (2020).

In the same issue of the journal is an article
titled “Diversity at State: A Dream Deferred and
a Collective Responsibility” (Escrogima, Miller,
and Tilghman 2020). The authors state that
“the Pickering Fellowship had gone from being
a prestigious attribute to a stigma.” The piece
explains two key issues. First is the common
misperception that all fellows are people of
color, and second is that recipients often feel
compelled to downplay their background as fel-
lows when it should be a point of pride. The
authors, all former Pickering fellows, write that
“some minorities in the Foreign Service feel
compelled to share that they are not Pickering
Fellows.” We were intrigued by these state-
ments and conducted an initial ten pilot inter-
viewees to learn more. After reviewing issues of
the journal, reading online archives, and con-
ducting pilot interviewees, we selected this as
our case study.

Data Collection

We gathered qualitative data through in-depth
interviews to investigate the status processes
that lead fellows such as Julie to hide their sta-
tus. We interviewed current and former Picker-
ing fellows, Foreign Service officers (FSOs) who
are not fellows, and other people who have
worked directly with the fellowship program,
such as members of the selection committee
and program officers.

With theory generation in mind, we set out
to investigate what established status beliefs in
the Department of State fellowship could lead
recipients of this prestigious fellowship to hide
their fellowship status. From 2020 to 2021, we
conducted thirty-six in-depth, open-ended in-

terviews. Each interview lasted between forty-
five and ninety minutes. Our entire data gather-
ing process took place during the COVID-19
pandemic. We therefore conducted thirty in-
depth interviews via Zoom and six interviews
over the telephone. We recorded and tran-
scribed twenty-one of the thirty-six interviews.
Many of our participants still work for the State
Department and therefore fifteen of them de-
cided not to have their interviews recorded. To
make up for the lack of verbatim transcrip-
tions, we took detailed notes during and im-
mediately after these interviews. When a par-
ticipant shared what we considered a “good
quote”—a quote that fully captured the mes-
sage they were conveying—we asked them to
pause so we could write it word by word. We
assigned pseudonyms to all participants. When
referring to cities, we chose pseudonym cities
that we considered demographically similar to
the city our participants referred to.

We used three main recruitment strategies:
we identified Foreign Service officers through
LinkedIn and contacted them via private mes-
sages; we used snowball sampling techniques
(Handcock and Gile 2011); and we reached out
to the Pickering Alumni Association’s leader-
ship, who, after learning more about our proj-
ect, sent out an email to all alumni and fellows
and posted an announcement on their Face-
book group. We asked participants about their
experiences when winning the fellowship. We
were interested in learning how participants
felt when they won the fellowship and how they
perceived it. Thus we probed for status, pres-
tige, and emotions that emerged soon after
winning the fellowship.

Our semi-structured interview guide also in-
cluded an extract from the “Diversity at State:
A Dream Deferred and a Collective Responsibil-
ity” article. During the interviews, we high-
lighted the following text: “Due to the misin-
formation regarding some of the fellowships,
recipients often feel compelled to downplay
their background as fellows when it should be
a point of pride. In fact, some minorities in the
Foreign Service feel compelled to share that
they are not Pickering or Rangel Fellows.” Our
interview questionnaire explored only a few as-
pects concerning the experience of Pickering
fellows and nonfellows in the State Depart-
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ment. We let responses to those answers shape
the tone of the interview. For example, if a par-
ticipant mentioned tensions rooted in the
ethno-racial background of fellows, we asked
questions that would help us understand how
they related their race and the race of others to
status.

Data Analysis

Our analysis involved three steps. In the first,
we coded interview transcripts and field notes
separately using the Atlas.ti software and then
convened to share our preliminary results. We
exchanged our coded files, reread each inter-
view, focused on our shared coding categories,
and discussed conceptual patterns. The second
step consisted of looking at secondary codes
and patterns across the interviews to collapse
into higher-level nodes. For example, we
grouped comments such Male, Pale, Yale and
“FSOs are expected to have a polished, locked-
down look” into a node called culture. The

Figure 1. Final Data Structure

Source: Authors’ tabulations.

third step involved collapsing the various cod-
ing categories into theoretically distinct clus-
ters. We moved iteratively between our first-
order codes and the emerging patterns in our
data until adequate conceptual themes
emerged (Eisenhardt 1989). In addition to the
three steps, we carried out a members check
(Dacin, Munir, and Tracey 2010; Nag, Corley,
and Gioia 2007); that is, during our data analy-
sis and writing process, we talked with infor-
mants to ensure that our interpretation of the
phenomena aligned with what Pickering fel-
lows experience daily at the Department of
State and with what Pickering alumni experi-
enced in the past. Figure 1 illustrates our final
data structure. This figure shows the categories
and themes from which we developed our find-
ings and the relationships between them. We
provide additional supporting evidence in table
1, which is keyed to figure 1. This table contains
representative first-order data, which supports
the second-order themes.
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Table 1. Data Structure

Second-Order Themes and
First-Order Categories

Representative Quote

1. Affirmative action
a) Only non-White applicants get
accepted for the fellowship

b) Fellows have a back door or a leg up

2. Zero-sum diversity ideologies
c) More racial diversity means fewer
spots for majority group members

3. Status threat
d) Young, minorities coming in

e) Fellows will steal jobs and
opportunities

4. Corridor reputation
f) Reputation at the State Department

5. Culture
g) Having a certain look

h) Emotional distance and facades

“If you're like, for example, a White person that grew up
in Appalachia like that, that the department doesn’t
support, the fellowship does consider that like a facet
of diversity, gender, sexual orientation, etc.” (White,
Male, Pickering Fellow)

“People think fellows maybe don't have to take the test,
well, no, they do. They actually have to take the oral
assessment; they have to pass it.” (Latino, Male,
Pickering Fellow)

“We've been dominating this space for this long, and
now you're gonna come in, you got in, you
know, cuz you're a special case. So, where does that
leave me? Nobody wants to hear about the White guy’s
opinion anymore. If all these, you know, colorful folks
are, you know, taking up the oxygen?” | mean, that’s
just my impression, but like people just feel threatened
because they've just been able to dominate that space
for so long with such ease.” (Black, Female, Pickering
Fellow)

“And | think some of [the negativity] goes back to
ageism, and the Foreign Service because a lot of us are
younger, right? The average age of entering the Foreign
Service is in your 30s, yeah, and right now I'm 22. So,
I'll be going in at 24" (White, Male, Pickering Fellow)

“Many people in the State Department who believe now
for the White male, there's no way I'm going to make it
to the next level, because the department’s trying to
increase diversity, and I'm going to get screwed.”
(Latino, Male, Pickering Fellow)

“And much of that is based on what is called corridor
reputation, which starts from the moment that you
come into the service.” (Asian American, Female,
Pickering Fellow)

“The good Foreign Service officers are the ones who are
the most polished and the most lockdown.” (White,
Female, Foreign Service Officer who is not a fellow).

“| think that the biggest struggle for me at the
department and as a Pickering Fellow [is] the emotional
veneer of more elite, Whites, and White ... And
everything’s very removed and distant and polished.”
(Black, Female, Former Foreign Service Officer).
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Table 1. Data Structure (continued)

Second-Order Themes and First-Order
Categories

Representative Quote

i) Male, Pale, Yale

6. Monetary benefits
j) Graduate school funding

k) Job/salary prospects for first-
generation/disadvantaged students

7. Stigma
I) Covering fellowship status

m) Using the fellow word like a slur

“Basically, it was an organization, for like lvy League,

elite White men, for many years, at least since its
foundation.” (Latino, Male, Pickering Fellow)

“And so now that | had like, this was an opportunity to go

to grad school, this is an opportunity to have a white-
collar job.” (Asian American, Male, Pickering Fellow)

“I'm a first-generation college student. And a first-

generation like, white-collar worker. So, it was really
life-changing for me.” (White, Female, Pickering Fellow)

“| am slightly worried about once | do enter the service,

like whether to tell colleagues, if I'm a fellow or how
open to be about that, because of the fear that it
might essentially, like put this picture of me in other
people’s minds that might not be positive” (Black,
Female, Pickering Fellow)

“l guess that the real thing is that sometimes people use

the word fellow, and it had the same sting as if people
were using the N-word, because that’s really what they

were conveying, at the time.” (Asian American, Male,
Pickering Fellow)

n) Internalized status beliefs

“I've known there was that stigma associated with the

fellowship.” (Black, Female, Pickering Fellow)

Source: Authors’ tabulations.

FINDINGS

Immediately after winning the fellowship, new
fellows move up within the hierarchy of their
social systems (their communities and univer-
sities). This new status characteristic (the fel-
lowship) quickly becomes a valuable attribute
to others in these contexts. Serena’s experience
depicts this phenomenon. As an ambitious
young girl from a low-income family in the bor-
der town of Nogales in Arizona, Serena grew up
uncertain about what the future would hold for
her. Serena remembers bursting into tears
when reading the Pickering Fellowship accep-
tance email. At the time of the interview, in
early 2021, she held a senior position in the
State Department. Serena never imagined that
she would one day be trusted to protect the se-
curity of the United States, a country her Mexi-
can parents migrated to before she was born.

When asked to think about how her life
changed when she won the fellowship, Serena
said, “The Pickering [Fellowship] changed ev-
erything for me. It gave me resources, and it
changed how everyone looked at me. I felt like
a celebrity for a while. Papi said I could be the
first Mexican president of the U.S. Papi had
never said that about me before.”

In the context of her community, the Picker-
ing Fellowship became attached to a positive
status belief. Serena’s proud parents quickly
spread the news across their networks. They
invited all her uncles and aunties to a big cel-
ebration. Soon after learning that Serena won,
her classmates and childhood friends called
her to ask for guidance on winning prestigious
fellowships. Holding the Pickering Fellowship
became something desirable to others in her
network. During an interview, Serena ex-
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plained: “When I became a Pickering, my
friends would reach out all the time to ask for
my opinion about their future. Before winning
the Pickering, I was unsure about my future,
and honestly, I never got this kind of attention
from anyone. It’s like the Pickering became
something all my friends wanted. I guess this
is because the fellowship is a ticket out of pov-
erty, out of Nogales, yes, and a ticket to a repu-
table career.”

Like the family and friends of Pickering fel-
lows, college friends and professors positively
value this prestigious accolade. Dan, a White
young man who grew up in a trailer park in ru-
ral Kentucky, also felt the esteem of others
when he won the fellowship, as he related dur-
ing an interview:

I was part of a program called Student Sup-
port Services Trio for First-Generation, Low-
Income Students at school, they are like fam-
ily. I remember calling my Trio counselor,
who is like my second mom. I was like: “I got
an email!” and she was like: “Did you open
it?” I was like: “No! Oh my gosh, are you in
your office?” She said: “I can be there in five
minutes.” So, bedhead and everything, I put
on jeans, go, and Virginia, the whole office,
comes in, and we all go into her office. I
opened the email, and it said: “Congratula-
tions, you have been selected as a Pickering
fellow.” I just screamed in a way that I have
never done before, that I do not think I ever
will again. It was like a bellowing scream from
the bottom of my stomach. I just started
screaming, and I was crying. We were all
jumping. And then they started crying, and
we were all screaming. It was just beautiful.

Dan was “treated with respect” during his
remaining time in college. He felt “immense
pride for winning this fellowship” and high-
lighted that “never in my wildest dreams it
would have occurred to me, coming from a
trailer park in Kentucky, that I would live in
D.C.” With enthusiasm, Dan said, “My friends
brag about me. My alma mater invited me to
virtually visit a high school in Kentucky to talk
about my experience and everything.” Once he
started graduate school and his fellowship ten-
ure, Dan continued to feel how others posi-
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tively valued the fellowship. When talking
about his first year of graduate school as a fel-
low, Dan said, “That high of being a fellow, like
even a year into it, you are like: Oh my gosh! I
am here, and the people’s reactions when you
tell others or professors are like: ‘Oh, wow! You
are a Pickering?’ Like when you get those reac-
tions, I feel pride. And especially because we
have a few ambassadors at my school, and they
consult with me. They are, like, ‘Oh, Dan, what
do you think?;” and they always call on us, Pick-
erings, they are like, ‘What do you think about
this?’ It is really cool.”

Pickering fellows of all races and cohorts de-
scribed learning about the positive status belief
attached to the fellowship in their educational
institutions and families. Natasha felt “im-
mense pride”; Carlos felt “esteemed and re-
spected by others”; Wendy felt “smart and re-
spected.”

When fellows enter graduate school, the
positive belief associated with this new distin-
guishing characteristic is reinforced in this or-
ganizational context. Our analysis shows that
professors and peers recognize the competi-
tiveness and prestige associated with the fel-
lowship. However, in graduate school, some fel-
lows first learn that there might be another side
to this status coin—a negative one they did not
necessarily expect. Take, for instance, the senti-
ment shared by Marie, an Asian American Pick-
ering fellow, about her experiences in graduate
school. She felt, she explained, that “people re-
sent that we get grad school paid for. People
also sometimes resent that they didn’t know
about it, but they could have applied [but did
not] because they thought it was just for people
of color.” Jenna, who is White, said that she did
not share with people in grad school that she
was a Pickering fellow because “it had a con-
notation for my peers. Perhaps a negative one
more so at the time, which is unfortunate.” Ela-
dio, ayoung Latino Pickering fellow who is still
in graduate school and therefore has not yet
entered the department, shared this view:
“Truth be told, while I am Latino, I don’t like
talking about my ethnicity or race because I
don’t want to have the perception that ‘Oh,
you’re here because of affirmative action.’ Like,
no guys, I'm here because I'm good.”

The experiences of Marie, Jenna, and Ela-
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dio highlight a gradual shift in how Pickering
fellows perceive holding the fellowship. While
most of the fellows we interviewed feel re-
spected for their fellowship status in graduate
school, we deemed it essential to show how
some fellows begin to learn that not everyone
feels the same way about it. Their time in grad-
uate school serves as a primer for what looms
at the Department of State. When most Pick-
ering fellows enter their new workplace, they
learn that a status-valued social difference is
established in this new organizational con-
text.

When the Fellowship Is Negatively Valued
Our data analysis suggests that the status value
of the Pickering Fellowship can drastically flip
from one organizational context to another.
Once fellows enter the State Department, they
experience a painful shift in how they perceive
the fellowship: from a context that holds a pos-
itive belief (family and college) to one in which
this distinction is stigmatized (Department of
State). Fellows discover that many Foreign Ser-
vice officers presume that whoever holds the
fellowship is less competent and less deserving
of holding a position at their workplace. Fel-
lows hear comments with negative connota-
tions about the fellowship from various actors,
which leads them to question the prestige of
holding this accolade.

We show how fellows gradually learn to ac-
cept the devaluing status belief around the fel-
lowship in the Department of State. We also
show how the established status-valued social
difference in this organizational context is
rooted in racial distinctions (such as White ver-
sus non-White race in the Foreign Service),
which causes the established status valuation
to spread to a status characteristic (the fellow-
ship). FSOs associate people who hold the fel-
lowship with corresponding differences in
status-worthiness and competence. Our data
analysis suggests that two myths contribute to
the established status-valued social difference
in this organizational context: the Pickering
Fellowship only targets people of color and the
fellowship provides people of color a back door
into the Department of State and a leg up once
they are part of the Foreign Service. We explain
these myths in the sections that follow.

Mpyth 1: The Pickering Fellowship
Targets Only People of Color
The first myth contributing to the established
negative status belief around the Pickering Fel-
lowship is that it is only awarded to people of
color. Cristina, a White woman and a Pickering
fellow who worked at the Department of State
for years, said, “I do not think I met many peo-
ple of color in the State Department that were
not Pickering fellows. The ones I knew were
Pickering, and I talked to people of color
through that channel. Foreign Service officers
assume that the fellowship targets people of
color only because many Pickerings are Black
or people of color. Iwould say the State Depart-
ment does not recruit Black people outside of
the Pickering Fellowship for the most part.”
Like many White workers in the Foreign Ser-
vice we interviewed, Cristina believes that the
only way for Black people to access the Depart-
ment of State is through a fellowship program
like the Pickering. Irma, a Black woman and
Pickering fellow working at State, is well aware
of how dissimilar others (that is, White work-
ers) might perceive holding the fellowship:

There is this assumption that Pickerings are
Black, or maybe Latino, right? That it is only
for minorities, when it is much broader. Peo-
ple do not understand the scope of the pro-
gram. They just assume that it is an affirma-
tive action type of situation and that you are
not qualified. That has been my experience,
from hearing others talk about Pickerings,
not realizing that I am a Pickering. They as-
sume that if you are Black, you are either civil
service or Foreign Service that entered via
Pickering. This girl said, and I had to bite my
tongue: “Oh! This guy, he is Black! And he’s
not a Pickering! So, what is he doing here?”

Our data analysis suggests that many State
Department workers question the competence
of those who are not the prototypical “Male,
Pale, and Yale” FSO. Many of the White Depart-
ment of State workers we interviewed have a
zero-sum mindset when they think about racial
diversity in their workplace. That is, they re-
ported that increasing minority populations in
their workplace might reduce their chances of
prosperity and success (for a broader conversa-
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tion on the implications of status threat and
zero-sum ideologies, see Craig and Richeson
2014; Koenig 2022; Mendelberg 2022). Most of
the non-Pickering White FSOs we interviewed
believe that if people of color enter the State
Department through “diversity initiatives”
such as the Pickering Fellowship, their chances
of moving up within the organization decrease.
Carlos, a Latino Pickering fellow, illustrated
this phenomenon by talking about his experi-
ences with White colleagues: “There are many
people in the State Department now, White
males, that believe ‘There is no way I'm going
to make it to the next level because the depart-
ment is trying to increase diversity, and I am
going to get screwed.’ I cannot tell you how
many times I have heard that from a Male-Pale-
Yale guy who did very well, has done very well
in his career, and says that to me, thinking like
I would sort of agree with him, for some rea-
son.”

Interviewees who had spent at least five
years working as FSOs gave important explana-
tions about the drivers of the myth that the fel-
lowship serves as a back door for non-White
FSOs. Martina is one of them: she is a Black
woman who has been working at the Depart-
ment of State for more than a decade. Martina
thinks that “it is a racialized situation, because
of White people pushing back saying that mi-
norities were getting a benefit through the fel-
lowship” Similarly, Maria, a Latina FSO who
has been working at State for a long time, offers
clarity on what might hold this myth:

People believe that the Pickering only targets
non-Whites. Do you know what this is about
it? It is about power. It is about privilege. To
some extent, I guess it could be a threat,
right? Because when you are used to being the
dominant [group], it is a race in these posi-
tions. It could be perceived as a threat. And
that’s why maybe there’s this backlash against
it, because, you know: “Oh, are they taking
over now?” And possibly, you know, taking
over their positions or their legacy, right? So
maybe it’s a threat to their legacy, fear of other
people that do not look like them getting to
where they’re at. And now you have this affir-
mative action move, and it’s like a threat to
their legacy.
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In sum, our analysis suggests that the myth
of the Pickering Fellowship targeting people of
color goes hand in hand with the belief that
increasing racial diversity at the Department of
State might diminish White workers’ chances
of success or promotion. This belief shapes
how FSOs perceive Pickering Fellowship hold-
ers. Our intention is not to suggest that the
zero-sum mentality or the threat White workers
perceive solely drives this myth. However, we
find that the racial rhetoric concerning the
Pickering program plays an essential role in
maintaining this myth.

Mpyth 2: The Pickering Fellowship as a

Back Door or Leg Up

The second myth that contributes to the estab-
lished negative valuation of the Pickering Fel-
lowship is that the program functions as a back
door for people to get into the Department of
State or as a leg up that helps fellows be easily
promoted. Many workers erroneously believe
that fellows do not take the required oral exam
to enter the department or that “they have it
easier than most members to enter.” Pickering
fellows learn that others might negatively value
the fellowship through repeated interactions
with nonfellows. During an interview, Andrew,
a Latino FSO who has been working at the State
Department for eight years, said this: “I remem-
ber a White male in one of my training sessions
early on in my career. I do not even know how
it came off. But he commented about how be-
ing a Pickering makes it easier for me, and how
he had taken the test multiple times and kind
of earned hisway in, and how I did not earn my
way in. The program does not give you an ad-
vantage, though. You have to compete with ev-
erybody else.”

Like Andrew, Karina, a Black woman and
former Department of State worker, said, “I
have heard people comment about how the
program provides a leg up and it gets people in
through the door. There is a misconception
about what the fellowship is. People think fel-
lows maybe don’t have to take the test. Well, no,
they do.” Winning a Pickering Fellowship does
not waive entry exam requirements. Neverthe-
less, a significant number of Foreign Service
officers believe this. Derek, an Asian American
FSO and a Pickering fellow, describes an en-
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counter with a coworker that happened during
his first internship several years ago:

In one particular instance, I explained the fel-
lowship to an officer at the embassy where I
worked. I had corrected his misinterpretation
that fellows get some sort of backdoor in the
department and that they get to skip the steps
to enter the department. Later that day, this
particular individual was having a conversa-
tion with a friend of mine, who later reported
back to me that this individual continued to
believe that I had a backdoor in, and it was
like, I just explained that was not the case! In
the future, this individual continued to say
that Pickerings “cheated their way into the
department.”

Like the FSO Derek encountered, many be-
lieve those who won the Pickering Fellowship
are less competent because they do not think
they entered the department on their merits.
Other fellows, such as Jenny, a Black woman
and Pickering fellow who left the Department
of State to pursue a successful career in public
affairs, had strong opinions about this percep-
tion. Jenny said that “White people think fel-
lows have a leg up when in reality fellows had
to work twice as hard to enter the department.”
We did not record this interview, but Jenny’s
overall sentiment about this myth is that White
State Department workers feel threatened by
“the presence of people of color.” Jenny related
that people “make up excuses to justify the
presence of people of color in a White organi-
zation, like saying the Pickering program is a
back door.”

Our analysis shows that being a Pickering
fellow and a person of color working at the De-
partment of State becomes associated with cor-
responding differences in status-worthiness
and ability. A negative status valuation of peo-
ple of color in this organizational context
spreads to the fellowship. Teresa, a Black
woman and former FSO, highlighted that “peo-
ple at the State Department cannot reconcile
diversity with meritocracy.” In Western societ-
ies, people understand value as perceived com-
petence and effort (Ridgeway et al. 2009). Those
who consider the fellowship an initiative to
promote racial diversity in the Department of
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State view recipients as less competent individ-
uals who entered the organization with less ef-
fort than others. We have explained how fel-
lows gradually learn about the established
devaluing status of the fellowship. In what fol-
lows, we explain how this negative status belief
becomes widely held within the State Depart-
ment and accepted by the group that holds
high status and by the fellows. This process is
essential to maintain the negative status belief
about the fellowship within the department.

Internalizing the Evaluative Rank:

Choosing to Hide Fellowship Status

As we pointed out, a central feature of status
beliefs is that all group members come to ac-
knowledge and accept these distinctions
(Ridgeway and Correll 2006). The negative one
of the fellowship is inculcated into new Foreign
Service members when they enter the State De-
partment, fellows and nonfellows alike. Like
Julie Chung, the acting assistant secretary re-
ferred to earlier, fellows accept the devaluing
status of the fellowship within the Department.
Thus many of the fellows we interviewed
choose to hide that they are Pickering recipi-
ents to maintain what is popularly known as
their corridor reputation, “the reputation that
follows every officer throughout their diplo-
matic career.” In the A-100 training classes (the
orientation course at the Foreign Service Insti-
tute), all future FSOs learn, among other things,
about the culture of the State Department.
When talking about why she chooses to hide
that she is a Pickering fellow, Daniela, a Latina
FSO, said, “Much of that [fear of disclosing my
fellowship status] is based on corridor reputa-
tion, starting from the moment you come into
the service. As a result of this idea of corridor
reputation, there is also often the initial sort of
climb up, having to prove yourself with your
FSO written exam results and how you did on
your oral assessment.”

Carla, an Asian American woman who
worked at State for more than ten years, ex-
plained how she navigated the trickiness of dis-
closing her fellowship status:

I am very strategic about where I disclose it.
It’s mostly gut instincts, but I've talked about
it in my graduate experiences for the most
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part. The fellowship has been a tremendous
source of pride for me, and I never thought
about it this explicitly. But I think at some
level also, because I've known there was that
stigma associated with the fellowship, I actu-
ally had the opposite reaction where I think
to some extent, I wanted to say: “Yes, I'm a
fellow, I know, I'm going to do my work,” but
I never said this directly. But part of me is
thinking in the back of my head: “I'm going
to do my work and represent this fellowship.
So, I want you to know that I'm a fellow, be-
cause if you have any misperceptions about
the fellowship, you know, I want to be some-
one you think of when you think of the fellow-
ship. That whatever negative perception you
have, it is wrong.”

On clear display here is how fellows wrestle
with the pride they feel for being Fellows and
the institutional perception of the fellowship.
Though many of them want to be “out, loud,
and proud” about their fellowship, they end up
being what one interviewee called “closet Pick-
erings” as a way to avoid perceptual and social
penalties at work (see, for example, Yoshino
2007; Kelly and McKillop 1996). Eladio’s re-
sponse encapsulates this sentiment: “I heard
that having that fellowship can be almost a
stigma in the State Department. Because it has
this terrible perception, I wonder if it can im-
pact my chances of being promoted or consid-
ered for other posts. You don’t talk about it too
closely or too openly. Because [Pickerings are
perceived] as diversity hires, it really can hurt
promotion status.”

Mark, a Black man and a Pickering fellow
who has worked in the Foreign Service for
years, has a similar concern. He explained dur-
ing his interview how the two myths make fel-
lows question their worth:

There is a tendency to either downplay the
fellowship or avoid mentioning it altogether.
People don’t want to be perceived as having
taken a shortcut. They don’t want their cre-
dentials to be doubted. People think you’'re
bypassing some of the entry requirements for
Foreign Service, that you won’t have to take
the oral assessment or the written assess-
ment, that fellows jumped the line. The fel-
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lowship is very competitive. But for a lot of
people, it still fuels that self-doubt, that like
“Did I take a shortcut? Do I belong here?” The
institutional perception of the Pickering Fel-
lowship does not help, thinking it’s like a
shortcut around what other people had to do
to get into the Foreign Service.

Mark highlights a critical dynamic of status
beliefs. He emphasizes how both fellows and
nonfellows begin to adopt mindsets that ques-
tion whether fellowship winners deserve to be
at the State Department. In reminiscing about
his experience, Mark illustrates how high-
status members’ (such as those who fit the
Male, Pale, and Yale stereotype) erroneous per-
ceptions of the fellowship get imprinted on fel-
lows. More important, he highlights the insti-
tution’s role in maintaining this established
negative status valuation. The question then
arises of who tells fellows to hide their fellow-
ship status. In the following section, we pres-
ent how well-intentioned mentors suggest that
their mentees be “discreet about the fellow-
ship.”

Hearing from Mentors to

Hide One’s Fellowship Status

One of the central selling points for prospective
Pickering fellows is that they will have access
to an extensive network of past fellows and
mentors who can guide them through graduate
school and while working as FSOs. Formal and
informal mentors teach fellows about social-
izing, engaging with their colleagues and su-
pervisors, and maintaining their corridor repu-
tation. We asked our interviewees if they could
remember specific advice from their mentors
regarding these issues. Irma, a White former
FSO, told us that her mentors asked her “to be
humble regarding the fellowship because not
everyone views it in a positive light.” Indeed,
FSOs who won the fellowship earlier in their
careers and who are now mentors say that the
fellowship can become a double-edged sword.
Brian, an Asian American FSO who has men-
tored “over a dozen fellows,” told us that “It
[holding the fellowship] works both ways. In a
negative sense, it gives us the status of someone
who is filling a quota. Maybe you didn’t earn
your way into the State Department, which,
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again, is why I think a lot of people are reluctant
to advertise openly. They’'re part of the fellow-
ship program because they don’t want to have
that status of not being a traditional hire.
Maybe outside of the State Department, it can
give you status among people who want to in-
volve themselves with the Foreign Service or the
government.”

Although Brian does not explicitly share
that he tells his mentees not to disclose their
status, we deemed it important to present how
mentors (and in this case, a former Pickering
fellow) think about the process of disclosing
the fellowship to others. Leah is a Black woman
known to be “seriously committed to mentor-
ing Pickerings.” Leah no longer works at State.
She instead holds an important position in
public service. However, she continues to infor-
mally mentor “whoever needs a mentor to nav-
igate this White institution.” When asked
about the type of advice she gives her mentees
concerning their fellowship status, Leah re-
members her times as a Pickering fellow:

We had a higher standard, very specific re-
quirements that we had to meet, but there
was this feeling like we were coming in a non-
traditional way, and you did feel compelled to
hide it. This was very clear when you would
run into Pickerings. I remember an instance
where someone from the second cohort, I ran
into her on the street with another person,
and it was like, oh, great to see you! The third
person says, “How do you know each other?”
and it was clear that the other fellow did not
want me to indicate that it was through this
fellowship. So, we did feel we needed to hide
that we had received the fellowship.

In sum, our analysis reveals that an impor-
tant part of the socialization between Pickering
fellows and their mentors centers on navigat-
ing and discussing (or not) their fellowship sta-
tus. Mentors make this suggestion given the
stigmatized nature of the fellowship within the
State Department. The advice of mentors plays
a crucial role in how fellows internalize the
evaluative rank and engage with others. All
groups involved in this process acknowledge
the evaluative rank. Fellows choose to hide
their fellowship status to maintain their repu-
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tation and to avoid being seen as less compe-
tent in this organizational context.

The Negative Status Belief Affects All

We have demonstrated the racialized evalua-
tion of the Pickering and Pickering fellows, but
the established negative status belief at State
affects all fellows. Taryn, a White woman who
worked at the department for eight years before
moving to industry, explained how the estab-
lished negative evaluation affected her percep-
tion of being a recipient. Being a Pickering fel-
lowship, she said, might not be “in line” with
being a “very good FSO”:

In the Foreign Service, there are the “very
good FSOs” and then there are the “terrible
FSOs,” and there isn’t any in-between. The
good Foreign Service officers are the ones
who are the most polished and the most lock-
down. They are the people that you want to
be like, with a good career reputation. People
at State talk about being a Pickering fellow,
they talked about it in the A100, and it was so
damaging as if winning the Pickering was
making a wrong step, and if you have it, that
people are going to talk about you, that’s not
okay. It’s rooted in what I think are just very
fundamental cultural flaws in the Foreign
Service.

Adam, a White Pickering fellow who has
worked at the State Department for ten years,
learned about the negative status belief at-
tached to the fellowship when he was working
in Korea:

There’s one woman I met in my first tour in
Busan. She’s like, my picture of what the per-
fect Foreign Service officer would be. She
went to an elite college in Boston. And she
had that veneer all the time. I very occasion-
ally saw breaks in it. She would say horrifying
things. And some of the things she said made
me realize I should not disclose I am a fellow.
I think I heard it twice from her. It was just
this shock of like, “Oh my god, you think
that.” She’ll probably be an ambassador one
day. And like, I've referred people to her be-
cause she’s going places, and I admire her in
a lot of ways. But it’s kind of scary.
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After this encounter, Adam learned to hide
his fellowship status. During an interview,
Carla, a White Pickering fellow who currently
works at State, spoke of how the myths around
the fellowship also affected her perception of
the fellowship: “Somebody said something
about the fellowship on a panel. I can’t pick out
a specific person. It was more of what I ob-
served. I heard things like people thought that
we had an easier route. I know it was actually a
harder route to get into this because I had to go
to grad school for two years, which was paid for,
and that’s awesome. But, you know, I had to do
two internships, and it’s hard. And I also had
to pass the test. I took the orals twice.”

The responses of White Pickering fellows
provided a clarifying point for us: that the ef-
fects we are documenting are due to a negative
belief about the Pickering itself, and not just
direct, negative stereotyping of non-White
members of the Foreign Service. We are not ar-
guing that there is not a direct, negative stereo-
typing process. Instead, we contend that these
distinctions illustrate how status, as a multi-
level process, works. In this organizational con-
text, linking the fellowship, which is a distin-
guishing status characteristic, to a status-valued
social difference established at the State De-
partment (being a White versus a non-White
Foreign Service officer) causes the established
status valuation to spread to the fellowship.

DISCUSSION
Our objectives in this study were to understand
how a change in organizational context can
lead individuals to experience a shift in the way
they perceive a status characteristic. Specifi-
cally, we have shown how a negative status be-
lief about the Pickering Fellowship forms
within the State Department and focus on the
process by which fellows gradually learn to ac-
cept themselves the devaluing status belief
about their fellowship. This is necessary to
maintain the established negative status belief
and also affects White fellows. In this way, we
show that the effects presented in our data are
due to an established negative belief about the
Pickering Fellowship, as well as to indirect ste-
reotyping of non-White fellows.

Our findings suggest that experiences with
status are context dependent: at home and
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school, participants experienced the esteem
and respect of others. When they entered the
State Department, they entered an organiza-
tion where a negative status belief is estab-
lished that is linked to the Pickering Fellow-
ship, a distinguishing status characteristic. For
many at State, holding a fellowship is a sign of
lesser value because the evaluation of the fel-
lowship is racialized: people believe that win-
ning requires only being a person of color,
nothing more. Thus, Department of State em-
ployees see fellows as less competent because
they conflate racial status characteristics with
holding the fellowship, even though some Pick-
ering fellows are White. Notably, White fellows
are not exempt from the stigma. Therefore, our
case study highlights the intersection of race,
myths, perceptions, and status. This phenom-
enon is essential to studying status beliefs and
status characteristics because these elements
are central to the widely held stereotypes of all
the major groups through which inequality is
patterned in the United States (Fiske and Bai
2020; Cuddy, Fiske, and Glick 2007). The stereo-
type that people of color are less competent is
reified here because nonfellows perceive the
fellowship not as the opportunity equalizer it
was meant to be but as a back door into one of
the most prestigious institutions in the coun-
try.

Theoretical Contributions

Our case offers two important theoretical con-
tributions. First, we extend status characteris-
tics theory. We do so by unpacking the process
of how the established status-valued social dif-
ference in an organizational context is rooted
in racial distinctions (White versus non-White
in the Foreign Service), which causes the estab-
lished status valuation to spread to a distinct,
yet related status characteristic (fellowship
holder versus nonfellowship holder). This pro-
cess has been overlooked in much status re-
search in part because this process is difficult
to nail down; our qualitative approach allows
us to keenly pinpoint these shifts and pro-
cesses. Although status theorists have widely
acknowledged that race and other dominant,
hegemonic status distinctions (such as gender)
play an essential role in status processes, the
concept of race being linked to other status
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characteristic or characteristics—though ex-
plored in other areas, such as intersectionality
(Carter and Ponce de Leon 2022)—is on the pe-
riphery in much of the extant status research.

Second, we augment and extend the litera-
ture on status processes in organizations. We
do so by examining how organizational con-
texts shapes status processes, highlighting the
multilevel process of setting racial distinctions
through the association of the race of fellows
to a status characteristic. All status beliefs are
rooted in communities and organizations, and
the status attached to a distinguishing charac-
teristic in one community is not the same as in
another. Our case shows that a status belief em-
bedded in the different contexts where the fel-
lows socialize, whether with their families, the
university, or the Department of State, does not
change. What changes is the status belief held
by the individual fellow about the fellowship as
they enter the Department of State and learn
about the established status belief.

Practical Contributions

Despite the efforts, the State Department con-
tinues to primarily employ and promote White
men. As many of our participants mentioned,
conversations about racial diversity broke out
throughout the department after the murder
of George Floyd on May 25, 2020. The depart-
ment implemented changes after this tragic
event. In April 2021, President Biden appointed
Ambassador Gina Abercrombie-Winstanley as
the department’s first chief diversity and inclu-
sion officer. We are in a critical historical mo-
ment that gives momentum to conversations
around race and diversity (see Boykin et al.
2020; Portocarrero and Carter 2022). By provid-
ing detailed accounts of the experiences of
FSOs during this time in history, our findings
can inform policies to diversify the Foreign Ser-
vice and other organizations.

More important, our work demonstrates
that the policies used to diversify historically
White organizations often have unintended
consequences for the individuals who bear that
burden (Heilman, Block, and Lucas 1992). Spe-
cifically, in taking an in-depth qualitative ap-
proach, we highlight important mechanisms
that drive this stigmatizing process. In doing
so, we provide a critical roadmap for policy im-
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plementers as well as a cautionary tale for how
these programs can reproduces negative con-
sequences for those they are meant to advance.

Limitations and Opportunities

for Future Research

Our study has limitations that provide fertile
ground for future research. First, although we
present data from nonfellows, we center the ex-
periences of fellows rather than nonfellows and
other important actors at State and what they
think about this accolade. Thus we rely less on
perceptions and more on the experience of hav-
ing this status characteristic. Future research
should examine this phenomenon in-depth
and study whether perceptions change across
organizational hierarchies. However, this ap-
proach does not diminish the value of under-
standing perceptions of Pickering fellows—par-
ticularly from a majority or nonstigmatized
population. Thus one area of future work
should explore the perceptions of fellows by
nonfellows. Additionally, given the tight-knit,
high-stress nature of the FSO program, re-
search should explore how these processes
might differ across the strength of the relation-
ship or associations. For example, is this a case
specific to the FSO program or would less
closely linked actors exhibit a different re-
sponse to these interlocking status character-
istics?

Second, burgeoning research in this double
issue also provides insights into new directions
at the nexus of status beliefs and status charac-
teristics. Specifically, Mesmin Destin and col-
leagues (2022, this issue) introduce the term
status uncertainty, whereby aversive ambiguity
about where one stands on the socioeconomic
hierarchy has negative consequences for
achievement and well-being. In this way, inte-
grating themes from research here on status as
well as class in organizations (Martin and Har-
rison 2022; Martin and C6té 2019) provides a
promising, interesting research path.

Last, our study touches on the perception of
diversity by highlighting how some individuals
refer to the fellows as diversity hires. However,
it does not thoroughly investigate what partici-
pants refer to when using the word diversity,
particularly concerning fellowship status, de-
spite this question being a growing area of re-
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search. Ambiguity around diversity and inclu-
sion is shown to lead national scholarship
recipients to feel ashamed of their scholarship
status (Portocarrero 2020). Experimental work
in social psychology finds that diversity awards
can funnel minoritized applicants away from
more lucrative awards they qualify for to less
lucrative ones (Germano et al. 2021). This re-
search highlights some of the negative, unin-
tended consequences marginalized actors face
when in the presence of diversity program-
ming. Further research could benefit from a
qualitative approach and draw from status lit-
erature and sociocultural studies that explore
evaluation, worth, and respect (see, for exam-
ple, Lamont et al. 2016) to study how members
of dominant groups value those who hold di-
versity accolades.

Conclusion

On the whole, this study provides an in-depth,
qualitative investigation on the role of how or-
ganizational contexts ebb and flow to shift the
meaning of status characteristics among both
those carrying the designation and those who
do not. In an ever-shifting landscape wherein
diversity policies and conversations permeate
all organizations and equally prolific diversity
programming arises, it is important to under-
stand the interpersonal and organizational
consequences of both. Other work has begun
to document the implications of the diversity
messaging and policies (see, for example,
Windscheid et al. 2016; Groenveld and Verbeek
2012). This research begins to shed light on the
programming. Our aim is to provide a founda-
tion for explorations into the broader conse-
quences and experiences of those who bear the
“diversity hire” label.
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Who Gets Accepted and Who
Gets Rejected? Status in the
Production of Social Science

KEVIN NAZAR, ROBERTA SPALTER-ROTH, AND JAMES C. WITTE

O

This article considers science as a stratified social system that may reflect and reproduce broader social pat-
terns of stratification. Analyses are based on a unique data archive with more than ten thousand published
and unpublished manuscripts and the associated peer reviews, all submitted between 1990 and 2010 to the
American Sociological Review, a leading journal in the discipline. The analysis considers how race, gender,

manuscript topic, and institutional affiliation are associated over time with publication decisions. These
decisions shape the future of the discipline and have broader social implications. The findings show patterns
that may limit emerging perspectives in the discipline and provides recommendations as to how the disci-
pline can not only make the stratification system more permeable, but also emphasizes the significance of
flattening the hierarchy altogether.

Keywords: gender, knowledge production, peer review, publication bias, race, status, stratification

Science is a highly stratified social system
(Nielsen and Andersen 2021). It is a process of
knowledge production that can create or rein-
force status inequalities. Studies have found
steep academic hierarchies within sociology
and other disciplines in regard to interdepart-
mental prestige hierarchies, citation counts,
editorships in top-tier journals and areas of

specialization. The prestige gap between elite
and non-elite sociology departments in univer-
sities in the United States has proved enduring
(Weakliem, Gauchat, and Wright 2012). Earlier
studies show that status markers such as the
race and gender of individuals and especially
the status of employing academic departments
or institutions are related to publication and
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can therefore shape what is deemed legitimate
science (Bakanic, McPhail, and Simon 1987;
Crane 1967). These authors’ findings are de-
cades old now and are limited to publications,
the end of the knowledge creation process.
Since then, sociology has seen a growth in
women and scholars of color. The question is
whether this growth is reflected in manuscript
acceptance rates that lead to publication? Has
it democratized the discipline by narrowing
race and gender gaps in publication, leveling
the status hierarchy of academic departments,
and increasing the scope of the manuscript top-
ics accepted?

Within academic disciplines publications
are thought of as an objective measure of status
and institutional or departmental prestige
(Wellmon and Piper 2017). We would expect
that members of elite departments publish the
most. Based on forty-five years of publications
in four leading journals, faculty in the top
twenty-five institutions account for 89 percent
of the published articles; PhDs from Yale and
Harvard account for 20 percent of all published
articles. These are the markers that are typi-
cally used to define “elite departments” and the
faculty associated with them (West et al. 2013).
Those academics in departments with high lev-
els of prestige can claim special monopolies,
such as selecting (as an editor) or endorsing (as
a reviewer) publishable manuscripts by virtue
of their positions (Weber 2018, 144).

Along with institutional and departmental
prestige characteristics, demographic charac-
teristics such as gender, race, and ethnicity can
likewise be status attributes that influence the
knowledge production process in sociology
(Bakanic, McPhail, and Simon 1987; Moore et
al. 2018; Spalter-Roth et al. 2019).

Manuscript acceptance in elite scientific
journals has been called the most important
measure of social capital and legitimacy in a
discipline (Wellmon and Piper 2017). Yet relying
solely on published articles for researching
what topics, departments, institutions, and de-
mographic characteristics are most prevalent
in a given period is a flawed method. It can lead
to publication bias because researchers cannot
compare manuscripts that are accepted with
those that are rejected, and whether accep-
tances versus rejections vary by status charac-

teristics (Begg and Berlin 1988; Delgado and
Delgado 2018; Radicchi, Fortunato, and Castel-
lano 2008). As a result, we know relatively little
about how the peer-review process constrains
knowledge production in sociology and in
other disciplines and if these practices are in-
fluenced by status characteristics (Camic,
Gross, and Lamont 2011). An exception is a
study based on forty-three thousand reviews
that finds that women were underrepresented
in the peer-review process; female editors are
more likely to suggest female reviewers and
male editors are more likely to suggest male
reviewers (Helmer et al. 2017). In contrast, most
studies are both based on manuscripts that are
published and are a potentially biased exami-
nation of the review process.

STUDY PURPOSE

The purpose of this article is to overcome this
bias by examining manuscripts submitted to
the American Sociological Review (ASR), the dis-
cipline’s most prestigious journal, to find
whether biases are present in the selection pro-
cess by analyzing which manuscripts are ac-
cepted as publishable, which are rejected or as-
signed a revise and resubmit. Our analysis
answers a series of research questions as to
whether demographic, departmental, and topic
area characteristics are more or less likely to
gain status as legitimate science in the form of
acceptance of manuscripts for publication,
when controlling for other factors. We are able
to answer the study research questions using a
new digital archive (DA) that includes the status
characteristics of accepted, rejected, and revise
and resubmit (R&R) manuscripts. Specifically,
it enables us to answer the following research
questions related to status:

Does the peer-review process result in equal
acceptance rates by race and gender? Has
this changed over time, so that there is
greater equity among manuscript submit-
ters?

Is elite departmental status still a key pre-
dictor of the acceptance of manuscripts? Are
there still significant race and gender effects
once elite departmental status is consid-
ered?
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Are race and gender-themed manuscripts
more likely to be accepted or rejected than
those on other topics? Who is most likely to
submit manuscripts on these topics and
who is most likely to have theirs accepted?

We examine twenty-one-years’ (1990-2010)
of manuscripts submitted to ASR, plus a more
detailed examination of 2007-2010 manu-
scripts. In short, we study inequalities in man-
uscripts’ acceptance rates among race and gen-
der groups, employment in elite or non-elite
departments, and topic areas, as well as inter-
action effects of race, gender, and elite depart-
ment affiliation. Our emphasis is on the struc-
tural determinants of the construction of
sociological knowledge.

To answer these questions, this article uses
the DA created by the authors that includes
both published and unpublished manuscripts,
and the associated peer-review documents, in
order to measure status in the production of
legitimate science in sociology and how status,
in the form of prestigious publications is
gained (Leahey and Moody 2014; Ridgeway
2011). Having both published and unpublished
manuscripts and their peer reviews in a re-
search archive helps shed light on the complete
practice of scholarly journal peer review.

PREVIOUS RESEARCH

Over the last several decades, interest has in-
creased in the processes of scientific knowl-
edge production to analyze why some groups,
topics, institutions, and paradigms gain or lose
status over time (Calhoun and Van Antwerpen
2007; Camic, Gross, and Lamont 2011; Fortu-
nato etal. 2018). The processes of scientific pro-
duction emphasize the relational structure
between demographic characteristics, depart-
mental status, and topic area. (Fortunato et al.
2018).

Race and Gender in the Publication Process

The academic stratification process appears to
legitimate a non-Hispanic White male set of
rules and practices including value neutrality
and objectivity that can be a veneer for main-
taining (Bonilla-Silva 2015) White male power
(Bonilla-Silva and Embrick 2005; Zambrana et
al. 2017; Zuberi and Bonilla-Silva 2008). “White

STATUS: WHAT IT IS AND WHY IT MATTERS FOR INEQUALITY

logic and White methods” have been seen as
hegemonic (Zuberi and Bonilla-Silva 2008).
These norms may constrain non-elite faculty
careers, especially if these scholars want to fol-
low career paths that include many peer-
reviewed publications and teaching at research
extensive institutions (Allen et al. 2008; Bura-
woy 2005; Bonilla-Silva and Embrick 2005;
Bourdieu and Passeron 1977; Bowles and Gintis
2011; Darity 2010). During the period we inves-
tigate, ASR editors, who make final determina-
tions of what is legitimate science, were pre-
dominately White male full professors in elite
departments of sociology.

Despite progress toward gender equality in
institutions of higher education and some
progress in racial equality, deep patterns of dis-
crimination against women and non-White
male faculty appear to persist. From the “chilly
climate” to the “old boys’ club,” women and mi-
nority academics must navigate structures and
cultures that continue to marginalize, penalize,
and undermine their success. For example,
women attempting to publish in psychiatry
journals face inequality in a male-dominated
hierarchical system (Upthegrove et al. 2020).
These hierarchical differences are on the rise
and exist across countries and disciplines
(Nielsen and Andersen 2021). One reason for
these differences are that women are younger,
on average, and are not, or have not yet been,
promoted to higher ranks. In the research in
psychology that Kevin Laland (2020) con-
ducted, he finds that of the sixty editors-in-
chief between 1974 and 2018, 83 percent were
White and 5 percent were people of color. Fur-
ther, these data also show that when editors are
White, empirical papers included fewer partic-
ipants of color when written by White authors
(Williams 2020). These conditions may be
worse for Black women (Spalter-Roth 2021), if
they do not follow historically White male
norms for an “ideal” career in the academic
world (Bonilla-Silva 2017; Embrick 2017).

Research finds among underrepresented
minority (URM) scholars (that is, African Amer-
ican and Latinx scholars) a series of significant
differences in women’s and men’s daily experi-
ences, with women having more negative expe-
riences than men (Spalter-Roth 2021). Relative
to their male colleagues, women are nearly
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twice as likely to report unequal treatment in
recruitment processes, and almost twice as
likely to report not receiving resources to help
them balance work and family obligations.
More than twice as many women of color re-
port experiencing verbal abuse or ridicule, al-
though the numbers are small. An additional
17 percent of women report others have failed
to legitimize or take their scholarship seriously.
To a lesser degree, URM men have negative ex-
periences as well, although it may be that men
are more reluctant to report negative experi-
ences than women. However, none of the find-
ings indicate that these men had significantly
worse experiences, on average, than their fe-
male colleagues, although in some cases their
experiences are just as damaging. For example,
equal percentages (48 percent) of URM men
and women report that they do not spend time
with other faculty members in their depart-
ments, suggesting that they do not have the po-
tential for coauthoring or other networking ac-
tivities and, therefore diversity is less likely to
be sustained because URM academics have less
opportunity to participate in publishable re-
search (Spalter-Roth 2021).

Although they appear to be dominant in
publishing, the share of White men who are
members of the American Sociological Asso-
ciation (ASA) has decreased from 52.1 percent
in 2002 to 44.2 percent in 2020. This is because
White men eschewed graduate training in so-
ciology as research and development funding
dropped, real earnings declined, and the aca-
demic labor market contracted (ASA 2020). At
the same time, women and URM students in-
creasingly chose graduate training in sociology
because sociology’s subject matter lent itself to
the inclusion of issues central to their lives (Re-
skin and Roos 1987). So, in recent years, the
dominance of White males in the discipline
should have declined but does not appear to
have done so.

Likewise, in academic psychiatry, women
face gender inequality, including in publica-
tion. Women have fewer high-impact publica-
tions, are more likely to be rejected, and spend
longer time in review (Upthegrove et al. 2020).
In addition, looking across fields, previous au-
thors also find that women are likely to have
publications in a narrow range of gender or
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family-focused topics that are considered less
prestigious (West et al. 2013). These authors use
JSTOR’s large-scale data sets of publications in
a wide variety of journals to examine the per-
centage of articles published by women com-
pared to men, the order in which authors are
listed, and the topics that have been published.
The study authors find significant disparities
between the genders with women publishing
less, although the gap appears to be narrowing
over time. The percentage of women with pub-
lished articles in JSTOR from 1990 to 2011
ranged from 10.6 percent in mathematics to
46.4 percent in education. The percentage in
sociology was among the highest, at 41.4 per-
cent. The authors find, however, that women
are less likely than men to be first authors on
joint articles.

The Ideal Career Path: Elite
Departments and Institutions
The “ideal” academic career path starts at a Re-
search I graduate program, leads to employ-
ment in a tenure-track position and tenure at
elite departments—all leading to increasing
status in the discipline. Such a career path is
assumed to be the model for graduate training
and is promulgated in graduate programs and
is the career path into which many graduate
students are socialized (Burawoy 2005; Golde
and Walker 2006; Walker et al. 2008). Histori-
cally, women, Blacks and Latino/as were ex-
cluded from or marginalized in predominantly
White departments and institutions that pro-
duce cultural capital in the form of publica-
tions within academia (Blackwell and Janowitz
1974; Moore et al. 2018; Spalter-Roth et al. 2019).
Most URM faculty are now educated and teach
in historically White or predominantly White
departments or institutions, but are less likely
to teach at the most prestigious ones (CSMGEP
2018; Spalter-Roth and Erskine 2007). Previous
authors do find that women and URMs are
likely to have publications in a narrow range of
gender or family-focused topics (West et al.
2013). Research on publications in ASR for ear-
lier years suggests that elite institutional affili-
ation is significantly related to manuscript ac-
ceptance (Bakanic, McPhail, and Simon 1987).
In conclusion, the history of White women,
Black men, and Black women as “outsiders
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within” higher education is a long one; never-
theless, they create new paradigms such as in-
tersectionality, critical race theory, and Black
and Latina studies (Brewer 1989; Collins 1986,
1990; Collins and Bilge 2016). This history in-
cludes efforts to build Black and Latina/o soci-
ologies separate from the paradigms created by
White sociologists, which often treated URMSs
as Others or as the problem (Moore 2017). Of-
ten these scholars have made use of their out-
sider or marginal status to produce particular
standpoints different from those of White so-
ciologists and organizations on the basis of
their own interests (Collins 1990, 1986).

The Scientific Process:
Evaluation of Manuscripts
The dominant method for evaluating what
should be published as legitimate science is
peer review, conducted by editors and reviewers
for a journal. Following Max Weber (2018), we
suggest that editors have special status monop-
olies in that they pick the reviewers for articles.
Editors and assistant, or deputy, editors have
special power in the process in that they both
select reviewers, who may have identical disci-
plinary interests to their own or are in the same
professional networks or in similarly high-
status departments. Editors, and deputy edi-
tors, unlike reviewers, have institutional and
demographic knowledge of submitters. Most
important, editors make the final decision, af-
ter reading the reviews, whether the submis-
sion is accepted, rejected, or suggested for revi-
sion (Bakanic et al. 1987; Crane 1967).
Although reviewers do not have access to
manuscript authors’ institutional and demo-
graphic characteristics, they may use a variety
of techniques to intuit the gender and other
status characteristics of manuscript authors
such as the degree of self-references, labeling
of the research as unique, and topic area
(Flahrety 2019). For example, one study con-
cludes that in the last few decades men self-
cited 70 percent more often than women (King
et al. 2017).

RESEARCH DATA AND DESIGN:

THE ASR DIGITAL ARCHIVE

As outlined, the coin of the realm in an aca-
demic career is publication in high-status jour-
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nals (Burawoy 2005; Darity 2010, 175). Thus we
identify manuscript acceptance in ASR as the
dependent variable in this analysis to see
whether status characteristics are associated
with acceptances. Until now, sociologists had
no opportunity to directly examine the produc-
tion of scientific knowledge because they were
limited to the manuscripts that made it through
the review process and were accepted. Even for
the published articles, reviewers’ comments
and documentation of the changes made to the
submitted manuscript prior to publication
were not available. The DA used in this article
is unique in that it is based on both the pub-
lished and unpublished manuscripts and their
peer reviews to shed light on the complete prac-
tice of scholarly journal peer review through
which sociological knowledge is legitimated,
communicated and preserved. By examining
changes over time based on analysis of all sub-
missions rather than just publications, this
work may support or cast doubt on the existing
literature as to the status of women, people of
color and the significance of institutional af-
filiation, as well as a focus on gender and race
topics in the production of legitimate science.

Over the course of several years, researchers
from the ASA and from the Center for Social
Science Research at George Mason University
developed the DA based on more than two de-
cades of archived materials. Paper records from
ASA’s journals were housed in a traditional ar-
chive at Pennsylvania State University. When
the university decided to deaccession these re-
cords, they were stored in a climate-controlled
warehouse by ASA, but were slowly deteriorat-
ing. The choice between letting these files de-
generate and creating a new form of archive
was made by the ASA Council. The result was a
proposal to the National Science Foundation
(NSF) for “Creating a Digital Archive for Re-
search on the Production of Scientific Knowl-
edge” that was funded by NSF in 2015. The goal
of the project was to develop a digital research
archive from the paper manuscripts, corre-
sponding reviews, and editorial materials sub-
mitted to the ASA’s six journals. The first step
of this process was to curate the boxes of man-
uscripts, reviews, and letters to determine the
completeness of the paper files for each jour-
nal. ASR, ASA’s flagship peer-reviewed research
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journal, contained the most organized files for
each year of data and these materials were
scanned into machine-readable files to create
the foundation for the DA.

Since 1990, the ASA has used an editorial ad-
ministration tool, Journal Builder, to manage
and process submissions and reviews. The
Journal Builder information provided accurate
metadata to maintain a record of every manu-
script submitted to each journal each year, its
title, author or authors, reviewers, transaction
dates, reviewer decisions and final outcome all
connected through the unique manuscript, re-
vision, author and reviewer ids. Based on the
metadata, the DA included 10,551 manuscripts,
linked to 18,554 authors, and 26,693 reviews;
combined with editorial correspondence, the
entire DA includes eighty-three thousand docu-
ments.

Demographic Data for Authors and Reviewers
Additional information from the ASA Graduate
Department Guide and the ASA membership
data base was linked to authors and reviewers
present in the DA. ASA annually publishes a
guide to sociology departments that offer grad-
uate degrees and that wish to be included in the
guide. This guide is organized by the name of
university and the name of department. The
guides could be used to determine departmen-
tal affiliation at the time of the article or review
submission. The ASA membership files, are
filled out by ASA members on an annual basis
at the beginning of each membership year. For
those who were ASA members during this pe-
riod, gender, race, and ethnicity, current de-
partment and institution, as well as current
email addresses for the most recent year of
membership were extracted. For those charac-
teristics that could not be obtained through the
membership files, we engaged in a series of on-
line searches and sent authors and reviewers a
survey, which also asked for information on
race, ethnicity, gender, and institution that
could be used to populate the files when mem-
bership information was missing.

Departmental Affiliation

Based on a list developed by Phillipp Korom
(2020) of 346 elite sociologists—identified
through citation accounts for scholars in de-
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partments of sociology—fifty-five departments
at U.S. universities were classified as elite de-
partments because one or more elite sociolo-
gists were affiliated with these departments be-
tween 1990 and 2010 (see table A.1). Then, for
the analysis that follows, looking specifically at
publication outcomes between 2007 and 2010,
the ASA Guide to Graduate Programs from 2007
was used to define all faculty members and
Ph.D. recipients from those programs as elite
sociologists. This allows the analysis to exam-
ine the extent to which an organizational fea-
ture, elite departmental affiliation, combines
with individual status markers such as race,
gender, and topic area to influence publication
outcomes.

Manuscript Topic

To determine the status of various topics, the
first step of the coding process involved manu-
ally obtaining references related to specific top-
ics in sociology within ASR manuscripts. To do
this, we manually coded 168 abstracts for ASR
manuscripts from 1990, 2001, and 2008. The
codes were related to fifteen topics of the disci-
pline of sociology; this article focuses on the
significance of the topics of gender and race.
Using this manual coding as a reference, a sec-
ond step involved using NVivo software and its
programmable autocoding function to auto-
matically code raw PDF files of all but 124 of the
3,046 submissions to ASR between 2007 and
2010. The NVivo autocoding was based on the
sentences coded from the selected abstracts of
the years 1990, 2001, and 2008 to code for refer-
ences related to gender, race, and family topics
in the raw files for the years from 2007 through
2010. References from those abstracts that the
authors coded as belonging to gender and race
themed manuscripts—and not a simple set of
search terms—were used for the autocode of
the other files. The output of the autocoding
processyielded the number of references to the
chosen topics found in each raw file. This re-
sulted in a count of topic references per manu-
script.

The next step was to compare the autocod-
ing reference scores of sentences in abstracts
initially coded manually to an autocoding
based on basic definitions and themes related
to the topics of gender or race. This way we
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could analyze the correlation between the au-
tocoding based on our coding references and
more basic sentences about gender and race
that the autocode could search for in the raw
files. The correlation yielded a Pearson’s r value
of 0.72 (p < .01) for the gender topic and 0.40
(p <.01) for the race topic, which means that
the coding based on the sentence references
from the abstracts is similar to what would re-
sult if we based the coding on standard descrip-
tions of gender and race. The basic sentences
about gender and race that were tested against
the manual sentence references to gender and
race were based on a list from the journals Gen-
der and Society and Sociology of Race and Ethnic-
ity (Golash-Boza 2016). For example (a full list
is available on request):

Gender is related to class inequality.

Division of household labor is a central
theme of gender.

Feminist identity is part of gender.

Sociologists have a critical sociological the-
ory of race and racism.
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Race is a modern concept and a product of
colonial encounters.

Most of the world has been affected by
“global White supremacy.”

Having topic information for gender and
race for both the published and unpublished
manuscripts, peer reviews, and departmental
and demographic data in a unified research ar-
chive helps shed light on the complete practice
of scholarly journal peer review through which
sociological knowledge is codified and commu-
nicated.

FINDINGS

Figures 1 and 2 show the gender and race com-
position of each cohort of new sociology doc-
toral recipients from 1980 through 2018 to set
the stage for the analyses based on the DA,
which covers the period from 1990 to 2010. Fig-
ure 1 shows that prior to 1985, more men were
receiving doctorates in sociology than women,
but that by 1990 53 percent of the new doctoral
recipients in sociology were female. In 2010, 64
percent were female. Figure 2 portrays a sig-

Figure 1. Sociology Doctorate Recipients in the United States by Gender
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Figure 2. Sociology Doctorate Recipients in the United States by Race-Ethnicity
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nificant decline in the proportion of non-
Hispanic Whites among sociology doctoral re-
cipients over the same period. With more
women and non-Whites entering the disci-
pline, along with retirements among older co-
horts, where more White non-Hispanic men
were in the discipline, the overall percentage of
women and minorities in the discipline has
presumably grown over time. The question
then is whether the overall change in the demo-
graphics of the discipline also led to a shift in
status recognition within the discipline as mea-
sured by publication in ASR, sociology’s flag-
ship journal.

The first set of DA findings is based on all
authors who submitted manuscripts to ASR be-
tween 1990 and 2010. As table 1 shows, despite
a small but significant increase in the percent-
age of non-Whites among those who submitted
papers to ASR during this period, from 18.4 per-
cent to 24.7 percent, the proportion of women
authors has increased even more from 26 per-
cent to 36.5 percent in 2010.

As table 2 shows, this period is marked by a
notable decline in manuscript acceptances. Al-
though the acceptance rate in the final two pe-
riods, especially the last one, is influenced by

open R&R manuscripts, some of which will
turn into acceptances, it declined by roughly 50
percent compared to 1990. Also noteworthy is
the dramatic increase in the number of authors
submitting, from 2,347 in the 1990 to 1993 pe-
riod to 3,046 in the 2007 to 2010 period. This is
then matched by a sharp increase in the num-
ber of manuscripts rejected without review
(313) or withdrawn (2) for a total of 10.3 percent
between 2007 and 2010 relative to earlier peri-
ods.

To simplify the analysis and focus on the
most meaningful categories, yet remain mind-
ful of the right censoring of final decisions ob-
vious in the 2007 to 2010 period, subsequent
analyses rely on two dichotomies: papers ac-
cepted or conditionally accepted relative to all
other types of final decisions, and publishable
papers that combine open R&Rs with those
that are accepted in contrast to those who
were rejected, rejected without review, or with-
drawn.

To move beyond bivariate relationships, we
estimated a series of logistic regression mod-
els. In table 3, exponentiated logistic regression
coefficients are reported for manuscripts sub-
mitted by White authors, male authors, and pa-
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Table 1. Race and Gender of ASR Authors
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1990- 1994~ 1997- 2001- 2004~ 2007-
1993 1996 2000 2003 2006 2010 Total

Race?

White 81.6 78.7 77.2 77.7 76.2 75.3 77.6

Non-White 18.4 21.3 22.8 22.3 23.8 24.7 22.4
Gender’

Male 74.0 70.3 64.4 66.2 61.8 63.5 66.4

Female 26.0 29.7 35.6 33.8 38.2 36.5 33.6
Total within period 100 100 100 100 100 100 100
# of authors 2,347 1,699 2,461 1,975 2,140 3,046 13,668
Source: Authors’ calculations.
Note: 175 cases missing gender and 913 missing race. All figures except number of authors in
percentages.
a X2 =32.036 with 5 df, p <.001.
b X2 =106.352 with 5 df, p =.000.
Table 2. ASR Final Editorial Decisions by Period

1990- 1994- 1997- 2001- 2004- 2007-
1993 1996 2000 2003 2006 2010 Total

Accepted or conditional 17.8 15.9 12.5 10.2 12.7 8.6 12.7

acceptance
Revise and resubmit 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.6 1.3 8.4 2.2
Reject 76.1 82.5 85.5 82.8 82.2 72.7 79.7
Reject-no review or 6.1 1.6 2.0 6.5 3.8 10.3 5.4

withdrawn
Total within period 100 100 100 100 100 100 100
# of authors 2,347 1,699 2,461 1,975 2,140 3,046 13,668

Source: Authors’ calculations.

Note: All figures except number of authors in percentages.

X% =1121.780 with 15 df, p <.001.

pers submitted in each of the last five time pe-
riods with non-White authors, female authors,
and the 1990 to 1993 period serving as reference
categories. In models 1 and 2, the analysis is
based on all manuscripts submitted between
1990 and 2010; in models 3 and 4, it considers
only sole-authored manuscripts.

The results are consistent across all four
models. Race is the strongest predictor. Manu-
scripts submitted by White authors are approx-
imately 28.5 percent more likely to be accepted
(model 1) or 29.0 percent more publishable
(model 2). This remains the case when the anal-
ysis is limited to sole-authored papers (models

3 and 4). The effect of gender is weaker than
that of race, but in all four models between
1990 and 2010 White and male authors are sig-
nificantly more likely to have their manuscripts
accepted or to be eventually publishable than
female authors.

Once race and gender are considered, the
period effects observed in the bivariate rela-
tionships generally remain strong and signifi-
cant in table 3. With 1990 to 1993 serving as the
reference category in all four models, the expo-
nentiated logistic regression coefficients are
under 1.000, indicating a lower probability of
acceptance or possible acceptance. This is par-
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Table 3. Exponentiated Logistic Regression Coefficients Decision

All Authors Single Authors
Publishable Publishable
Accepted Authors? Authors? Accepted Authors® Authors?
[1] [2] [3] [4]
Race
White 1.285*** 1.290*** 1.362%** 1.370***
Gender
Male 1.136* 1.114* 1.84* 1.163*
Period
1994-1996 0.916 0.915 0.830 0.829
1997-2000 0.698*** 0.700** 0.669*** 0.672%**
2001-2003 0.545%** 0.579*** 0.568*** 0.607***
2004-2006 0.708*** 0.794** 0.629*** 0.717%**
2007-2010 0.447*%* 0.937 0.423*** 0.894
Constant 0.164*** 0.981 0.142%** 0.143%**
Total number 13,493 13,493 7.845 7.845

Source: Authors’ calculations.

Note: 1,044 cases missing gender or race.
2 X2 =140.436 with 7 df, p < .001.

b X2 =80.070 with 7 df, p <.001.

¢ X2 =85.131 with 7 df, p <.001.

4 X2 = 46.325 with 7 df, p <.001.

*p <.05; ** p <.01; *** p <.001.

ticularly the case, for example, in the 2001 to
2003 period, all papers were about 45 percent
(model 1) and sole-authored papers 43 percent
(model 3) less likely to be accepted than in the
1990 to 1993 period. The trend for the final pe-
riod, from 2007 to 2010, is somewhat ambigu-
ous because, as shown in table 2, 8.4 percent of
the authors’ manuscripts were still in the R&R
category. However, based on the results from
models 1 and 3, it appears the trend will hold
for this period as well.

Now, focusing attention on the most recent
period, from 2007 to 2010, the analysis of pub-
lication outcomes includes manuscript topic
and elite departmental affiliation. Overall, with
the 2007 to 2010 data set, the acceptance rate is
8.6 percent, and an additional 8.4 percent of
the authors’ papers may still be publishable be-
cause they were out for revision and possible
resubmission at the end of 2010 (table 2). To
extend this analysis, table 4 provides an over-
view of the bivariate relationship between man-
uscript topic and departmental affiliation with

the interaction of race and gender, that is, a
comparison between non-White women, White
women, non-White men, and White men. With
regard to topic, a significant relationship is ob-
served between race and gender and the sub-
mission of gender-related manuscripts. Non-
White women are the most likely to submit
gender-themed manuscripts, and the relation-
ship between race and gender and manuscripts
with a race theme is significant; moreover, the
relationship between race and gender and
whether a manuscript addresses either a gen-
der theme or a race theme is also significant.
Of the manuscripts submitted by non-White
women, 37.8 percent addressed either gender
or race, relative to 30.8 percent of White women
or 31.1 percent of White men, and 37.0 percent
of non-White men. To our surprise, non-White
men were equally likely to submit manuscripts
on race and gender topics as women of color
were.

Clearly though, the strongest relationship
found in table 4 is between the interaction of
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Table 4. Interaction Effects Between Race and Gender for Topic and Affiliation

Non-White White Non-White White
Women Women Men Men
Gender topic?
Other topics 69.6 76.7 74.5 77.6
Gender topic 30.4 23.3 25.5 22.4
100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Race topic’
Other topics 77.5 82.3 73.5 78.9
Race topic 22.5 17.7 26.5 21.1
100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Gender or race topic®
Other topics 58.1 66.4 61.9 66.4
Gender or race topic 37.8 30.8 37.0 31.1
100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Departmental affiliation?
No elite affiliation 77.2 74.8 74.7 68.3
Elite affiliation 22.8 25.2 25.3 31.7
100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Total number 246 806 459 1,377

Source: Authors’ calculations.

Note: 158 cases missing gender or race. All figures except total number in percentages.

aX2=7631,3df, p=.05.

b X2=12791, 3 df, p =.005.
¢X2=9.823, 3df, p=.020.
4 X2=17.329, 3df, p=.001.

race and gender, which represents the concept
of intersectionality (Collins 1990; Collins 1986;
Collins and Bilge 2016; Crenshaw 1989) and af-
filiation with an elite department of sociology:
31.7 percent of White male authors were affili-
ated with an elite department relative to 25.3
percent of non-White men, 25.2 percent of
White women, and 22.8 percent of non-White
women.

Table 5 then moves the analysis of ASR pub-
lication outcomes to a multivariate framework.
The analysis considers race, gender, elite de-
partmental affiliation and manuscript topic.
Preliminary analyses tested for interaction ef-
fects between gender and elite departmental
affiliation, race and elite departmental affilia-
tion, and for the combination of gender and
race with elite departmental affiliation, that is,
White males affiliated with elite departments.
None of these interaction terms were signifi-

cant; nor did they significantly improve the
overall fit of the models. Therefore they are ex-
cluded from the models.

Models 1 and 2 in table 5 provide the expo-
nentiated logistic regression coefficients for
the proposed multivariate models. In both
cases, the overall model is significant, affilia-
tion with an elite department standing out as
the most important predictor, and the effects
of race and gender are not significant. This
finding is evidence of continued White male
dominance, as they are more likely than other
demographic groups to hold positions in elite
departments. However, in model 1 and model
2, which includes papers with an open R&R
along with the accepted papers, there is a sig-
nificant, positive coefficient for authors of race-
focused manuscripts.

Model 3 then considers the impact of the
same variables on a slightly different definition
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Table 5. Exponentiated Logistic Regression Coefficients Editorial Decisions

Rejected
Accepted Publishable Without
Authors Authors Review
Model 12 Model 22 Model 3¢
Race
Non-White - —
White 1.058 1.089 0.761
Gender
Female — —
Male 1.018 1.033 1.257
Departmental affiliation
No elite affiliation — —
Elite affiliation 1.607*** 1.635*** 0.424***
Topic
Nongender focused —
Gender focused 0.993 1.251 0.524**
Nonrace focused -
Race focused 1.359* 1.421%* 0.255%**
Neither gender nor race —
focused
Constant 0.079*** 0.118*** 0.202
Total number 2,647 2,647 2,647

Source: Authors’ calculations.

Note: 399 cases missing gender, race, or topic.
2 X2 =15.082, 6 df, p =.007.

b X2 =32.302, 6 df, p <.001.

¢ X?2=96.934, 6 df, p <.001.

*p <.05; ** p <.01; *** p <.001.

of the dependent variable, in this case, whether
a manuscript was rejected without a review. Re-
views of this sort are done solely at the discre-
tion of the ASR editors and, in some instances,
deputy editors. As a result, these are not
masked decisions but rather are taken with
knowledge of the author’s name and institu-
tional or departmental affiliation and poten-
tially also the author’s race and gender. Here
too, race, gender, and topic were not signifi-
cant; however, if authors are affiliated with an
elite department, then they are 58.1 percent
less likely to have their papers rejected without
a review. Moreover, gender-focused topics are
47.6 percent less likely to be rejected without a
review, whereas manuscripts focused on race
are 74.5 percent less likely.

Summary of Findings

To analyze the importance of status character-
istics in academic publication, considered the
key indicator of prestige in the discipline of so-
ciology, this article addresses a series of re-
search questions related to status and research
publications. Based on unique archival data of
ASR published and unpublished manuscripts,
the analyses are situated in a stratified aca-
demic environment that creates and maintains
status hierarchies. The analysis focuses on
race, gender, the intersection of race and gen-
der, departmental affiliation, and manuscript
topics as predictors of successful publishing
outcomes. Using data from the DA, the findings
indicate the following for the period from 1990
to 2010:
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Submissions to ASR by non-White and fe-
male authors have increased significantly,
acceptance rates have declined, and rejec-
tions without review, that is, editorial desk
reviews have increased (tables 1 and 2).

White authors and male authors were sig-
nificantly more likely to have their manu-
scripts accepted or have open R&R as the fi-
nal editorial decision, most of the open
decisions occurring toward the end of the
observation period (in 2010).

These relationships are seen in multivariate
models that look at race, gender, and sub-
mission date (table 3). Unlike the analyses
focusing on the 2007 to 2010 period, how-
ever, they do not consider manuscript topic
or departmental status.

In analyses looking specifically at manu-
scripts submitted between 2007 and 2010, there
are clear indications of the extent to which race
and gender intersect with one another in the
ASR publication process. Notably, non-White
women are significantly more likely to submit
gender-themed manuscripts, and relations be-
tween the interaction of race and gender and
affiliation with an elite department of sociology
are highly significant (table 4).

When the 2007 to 2010 data is viewed in a
multivariate framework (table 5), race and gen-
der are not significant predictors of publication
outcomes, which may well be related to the in-
crease in submissions by non-White and fe-
male authors over time. However, the signifi-
cance of departmental affiliation remains; after
controlling for race and gender, authors with
an elite affiliation are 60 percent more likely to
have positive publication outcomes than those
from non-elite departments. Similarly, authors
from elite departments are about 60 percent
less likely to have their manuscripts rejected
without review.

Along with the finding that desk rejections
are less likely for authors affiliated with an elite
department, it can also be seen that desk rejec-
tions were also significantly less common for
manuscripts focused on gender (47 percent)
and race (74 percent) than manuscripts without
such an emphasis. This finding suggests that
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race and gender topics may have become a cen-
tral focus of the field, at least for ASR editors.

Implications
To the extent that gaining status in the disci-
pline of sociology rests on publications in top
journals such as ASR, we have seen White males
remain the dominant group in securing these
publications, though this is mediated through
their affiliation with elite departments of soci-
ology. We have seen that race and gender are
significant predictors of manuscript accep-
tance with women and men of color least likely
to have their manuscripts accepted. Yet, when
we include departmental status in the equa-
tion, race and gender drop out as significant
predictors. We suggest that the reasons for this
situation are that they are less likely to be re-
cruited into elite departments. Those who are
not in elite departments, we speculate, are less
likely to have resources to publish their re-
search. In addition, members of non-elite de-
partments are less likely to have high-status
mentors, must teach more courses, have fewer
resources, such as availability of travel costs to
ASA meetings, and are less likely to have gradu-
ate research assistants. In addition, their schol-
arship may be less likely to be thought of as
legitimate and more likely to be subjects of ha-
rassment (Moore 2017; Moore et al. 2018).
What means are available for addressing
these status disparities? These suggestions are
based on a 2017 ASA membership survey (ASA
2019).

Increase Mentoring

Mentoring is viewed as a crucial part of the pro-
cess of professional training and especially of
increasing the number and proportion of un-
derrepresented minorities in the scientific
workforce. Academic mentoring is designed to
create conditions for success by expanding so-
cial capital, networks, and other resources that
result in greater productivity and archetypal
employment (Lamont and Huutoniemi 2011).
One long-term concern is that members of un-
derrepresented minority groups are still being
insufficiently mentored for academic career tra-
jectories that are oriented toward scientific re-
search, scholarly productivity, and the contri-
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bution of new perspectives to the work of
science (Dixon-Reeves 2003; Olson and Fagen
2007; Walker et al. 2008).

Although many White women and Black
men and women prefer mentors “who look like
them,” some hotly debated findings suggest
that having a White male mentor at a Research
I graduate school significantly improves the
chances of obtaining a tenure-track position at
a Research I institution (Spalter-Roth and Ers-
kine 2007). This finding is likely a result of the
professional networks in which these faculty
advisors participate and their status in the dis-
cipline. ASA holds workshops and programs to
increase support for mentoring and increase
access to professional development activities.
By and large, these workshops are held at an-
nual national and regional sociology meetings,
but many faculty members and graduate stu-
dents, particularly those not affiliated with elite
departments, do not have the funds to attend.

Networks

Gaining access to professional networks is im-
portant for sociologists who want to do re-
search and publish (Moody 2004). As noted,
Black men and women often do not have close
colleagues to publish with in their home de-
partments (Spalter-Roth 2021). An alternative
method for gaining networks in the discipline
is to participate in ASA sections, representing
specific subfields within the discipline. A num-
ber of large sections focus on race and gender.
Others are not exclusively focused on these top-
ics, but could afford men and women of color
the opportunity to interact with a variety of
other sociologists, present papers, gain com-
ments, and find coauthors. These include the
sociology of culture, medical sociology, organi-
zations, occupations, and work, and commu-
nity and urban sociology,

A possible outcome may be to legitimize
“outsider perspectives” across the discipline.
Yet the majority of ASA survey respondents are
neutral as to whether sections help their pro-
fessional status, especially if they are not in a
top-tier department. Thomas Pettigrew sug-
gests that more study is needed of the pro-
cesses of intergroup contacts to see which pro-
cesses lead to integration and which lead to
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separation (2007). Other survey respondents
suggest that ASA should do more to make soci-
ologists from all types of departments feel wel-
come. One idea is that membership fees should
be reduced so that more sociologists can afford
to participate or that as part of the member-
ship, those who join the association should re-
ceive one free section membership (ASA 2019).

Resources

Research by the ASA Membership Task Force
has suggested that women, and especially men
and women of color, have fewer resources and
often heavier teaching loads and service re-
sponsibilities because they are less likely to par-
ticipate in elite departments. These resources,
including time, are critical for research and
publishing (ASA 2019). They remain a serious
problem and limit opportunities to gain status
in the discipline, especially in the form of pub-
lications. Selective programs such as the ASA
Minority Fellowship Program (MFP) provide
graduate support for a limited number of par-
ticipants who are expected to go on to presti-
gious careers. The ASA Fund for the Advance-
ment of the Discipline (FAD) provides limited
funding for early stages of research to early-
career faculty members to increase their status
in the disciplines. However, the majority of the
recipients are already employed by high-status
Research 1 departments. Without a greater al-
location of resources, inequalities will remain.
This is a difficult issue that the discipline needs
to address.

Composition of Editorial Boards

and Editorial Decision-Making

Our findings also further explicate the special
monopoly power of editors at high-status jour-
nals such as ASR. The significantly lower desk
rejection rates for papers on race and gender
during the 2007 to 2010 period—despite an
overall increase in the number of desk rejec-
tions during this time period—are a sign that
editors were making a conscious effort to have
manuscripts related to these topics go through
the peer-review process. However, the signifi-
cantly lower probability of a desk rejection for
authors affiliated with elite department sug-
gests that authors submitting papers from non-
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elite departments are systematically not having
the opportunity to have their work evaluated
through the peer-review process. ASR editors
have significant power to ensure that these pa-
pers get the benefit of the expertise and opin-
ions of peer reviewers. Extending this discre-
tion to ensure full consideration of all
manuscripts, regardless of departmental affili-
ation, would be a way to further confirm that
the journal publishes the “best” submissions.

CONCLUSION

Providing avenues for non-Whites and women
to enter elite departments of sociology that are
capable of providing the mentoring, networks,
and resources key to publishing in journals
such as ASR, then, offers such individuals ca-
reer opportunities. It also opens up the disci-

Table A.1. Elite Sociology Departments

STATUS: WHAT IT IS AND WHY IT MATTERS FOR INEQUALITY

pline to a new range of research and paradigms
that will benefit it as a scientific enterprise.
Thus far, the purpose of programs such as MFP
and FAD is to elevate the status of minorities
and professionally younger members of the dis-
cipline rather than to diminish the distance be-
tween status ranks. Addressing status inequal-
ity is not just about elevating a few individuals
to high-status groups, but also about reimagin-
ing the determinants of status at the group or
departmental level. For the good of underrep-
resented individuals, but also the discipline of
sociology and the broader sociological audi-
ence, it is important for the discipline to do
both—to open opportunities for all individuals
to participate in high-status academic work,
but also to broaden the definition of what it
means to do high-status sociology.

Arizona State University

Boston College

Brandeis University

Columbia University

Cornell University

Duke University

George Washington University
Harvard University

Indiana University Bloomington
Johns Hopkins University

Kent State University

New School for Social Research
New York University

Northwestern University

Penn State University

Princeton University

Rutgers University

Stanford University

State University of New York-Albany
State University of New York-Binghamton
State University of New York-Stony Brook
Syracuse University

Texas A&M

The Ohio State University

Tulane

University of Arizona

University of California, Berkeley
University of California, Irvine

University of California, Los Angeles
University of California, Riverside
University of California, San Diego
University of California, San Francisco
University of California, Santa Barbara
University of Chicago

University of Florida

University of lllinois at Chicago
University of lowa

University of Kansas

University of Maryland, College Park
University of Massachusetts Amherst
University of Michigan

University of Minnesota

University of Nebraska-Lincoln
University of New Mexico

University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill
University of Notre Dame

University of Oklahoma

University of Oregon

University of Pennsylvania

University of Southern California
University of Texas-Austin

University of Washington

University of Wisconsin-Madison
Western Michigan

Yale University

Source: Authors’ calculations based on elite sociologists identified in Korom 2020.
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How Helping Can Reinforce or
Attenuate Status Inequalities:
The Case of Nonprofit
Organizations

LEHN M. BENJAMIN

This article examines one type of social exchange that signals status: giving and receiving help. I focus on
formal helping exchanges between staff and participants in nonprofit organizations. Bringing together sta-
tus theory with research from social psychology on receiving help and studies of nonprofits, I identify how
the helping exchanges in these settings can reinforce or attenuate status hierarchies with important conse-
quences for participants. I examine three attenuation practices (sharing control, establishing commonali-
ties, and questioning causes) and three practices that can reinforce status hierarchies (asserting control, re-
inforcing differences, and assuming causes) to show how status processes play a powerful but unexamined
role in the very places dedicated to addressing inequality.

Keywords: nonprofit organizations, helping, status hierarchy, inequality

Giving and receiving help is a universal human
experience. We give and receive help all the
time. Important for my purpose here, helping
is a social exchange that signals status: giving
help is a marker of high status and strength,
whereas receiving help is a marker of low status

and weakness (Nadler 2015). Status is the re-
spect, admiration, and deference one is volun-
tarily accorded by others based on one’s per-
ceived competence and value to the group. As
Cecilia Ridgeway and others observe, we care
about our status because we care deeply about
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how we are valued in our communities (Ander-
son, Hildreth, and Howland 2015; Blader and
Yu 2017; Ridgeway 2019; Ridgeway and Markus
2022, this issue). In helping exchanges, offering
help signals that one not only has some com-
petence to address the issue but also is willing
to engage in such effort for another. Both per-
ceived competence and prosocial behavior are
associated with higher status (Fragale 2006;
Nadler and Halabi 2015; see also Benard et al.
2022).

Decades of research, however, have shown
that the evaluative processes leading one per-
son to be accorded a higher status than another
are biased, powerful, often unnamed, and serve
to maintain and justify inequality (Ridgeway
2019). We might wonder, then, how this univer-
sal experience of giving and receiving help is
implicated in status processes that maintain
inequality and in turn how helping can be of-
fered in ways that attenuate status hierarchies
and redress inequality. This article looks more
closely at status, helping, and inequality. But
rather than focusing on the status benefits to
those engaging in prosocial behavior, which
has been the focus of many who study status
processes, I follow those who draw attention to
experiences of those receiving help (Fisher,
Nadler, and Whitcher-Alagna 1982; Nadler 2015;
Nadler and Halabi 2015). When we look at the
experiences of those receiving help, we start to
see that how help is provided in a local setting
and how it is organized more broadly in society
is one way that status processes can exacerbate
or redress inequality.

To illuminate the relationship between the
how of helping and its consequences for inequal-
ity, I focus on formal helping relationships
between staff and participants in nonprofit or-
ganizations, specifically those dedicated to ad-

dressing the causes and consequences of in-
equality, such as unemployment, sexual exploi-
tation, affordable housing, food access, or
criminal justice and police reform, to name a
few. In these organizations, the status hierar-
chy is established at the outset: the staff person
is assumed to have some ability and willing-
ness to help and thus is initially accorded
higher status.! But, unlike other settings status
researchers study—where status hierarchies,
once established, remain stubbornly stable, de-
fended by those at the top—in formal helping
organizations such as nonprofits, the higher-
status person, the staff member, must deliber-
ately attenuate the status hierarchy to be effec-
tive (Schein 2009). Most immediately, staff
must address the status loss participants can
feel when seeking help. Failure to do so can put
participants at a disadvantage in achieving
their goals as they manage stress and other dif-
ficult emotions from their experience of this
loss (Nadler 2015). Even if participants do not
experience a loss of status in seeking help, staff
must also attend to the ways in which the orga-
nization may accentuate this status hierarchy,
negatively affecting participants. Finally, staff
must attenuate the status hierarchy by recog-
nizing and supporting participants’ compe-
tency to address the issue.?

Idraw from research in social psychology on
receiving help and studies of nonprofit organi-
zations, my own and others, to show that how
help is provided can accentuate this loss of sta-
tus for the person receiving help, thereby rein-
forcing the status hierarchy between the giver
and receiver. But I also show how help can be
provided in ways that alleviate this loss of sta-
tus and attenuate this initial status hierarchy.
The article focuses on three types of practices:
control, commonality, and cause. Specifically,

1. Although the helper is initially accorded higher status, the status hierarchy between helper and helpee may
be temporary and unstable, for example, where participants have some doubt about staff competence or willing-
ness to help (Schein 2009). This means that the staff person may be engaged in complex but usually unrecog-
nized status work: reassuring a participant about their desire and ability to help, addressing the loss of status a
participant may feel asking for help while recognizing, supporting, and building the competence of participants
to address the problem. The status hierarchies in helping exchanges are of course complicated by race, gender,

and other markers of social status.

2. Participant competency is an explicit goal of many helping exchanges, whether this is recognizing and sup-
porting someone’s existing competence or building new competency in some domain. But this goal has not been
recognized as having implications for status and status hierarchies.
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it describes three attenuation practices (shar-
ing control, establishing commonalities, and
questioning causes) and three practices that re-
inforce the status hierarchy between staff and
participants (asserting control, reinforcing dif-
ferences, and assuming causes). It thus illumi-
nates how helping exchanges may exacerbate
inequality by failing to attenuate status hierar-
chies and how attenuating these status differ-
ences can start to address inequality.

In doing so, the article makes three specific
contributions to our understanding of status
and inequality. First, it focuses on the experi-
ence of those receiving help to show that the
ways in which help is provided, how it is orga-
nized and institutionalized, matter a great deal
for whether helping exacerbates or starts to re-
dress inequality. In this way, I seek to show that
helping exchanges are critical sites in which to
disrupt the implicit bias that informs status hi-
erarchies and in turn address their powerful
role in maintaining inequality. Second, draw-
ing attention to nonprofit organizations, the
article shows how, in the very places intended
to address inequality, status processes work as
an invisible but powerful force to strengthen
inequality. This is not inevitable, however. I
show how some staff exercise discretion to at-
tenuate the status hierarchy between them-
selves and the person they are working with,
even in settings where such actions go against
the norms of appropriate professional practice.
Further, some nonprofits address status in-
equalities directly in the way they organize and
engage participants. These organizations have
the potential to address status beliefs that
maintain inequality, including those about
race, class, disability, and so on. Finally, the ar-
ticle discusses the broader forces that have ob-
scured the role of status processes in these or-
ganizations, leaving these processes, and their
impact, inadequately theorized and addressed.

Before proceeding, I want to be clear about
key terms. The term participants refers to the
individuals, families, or community who are
the intended beneficiaries of nonprofit social
change strategies. Nonprofit organizations refers
to organizations whose mission is to work with
individuals, families, and communities to ad-
dress the causes or consequences of inequality,
whether this involves providing services, revi-
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talizing neighborhoods, or mobilizing for pol-
icy change. Helping describes the relationship
between nonprofit staff and participants, rec-
ognizing that this term does not capture the
breadth of these relationships, including how
staff learn and receive from participants, nor
does it reflect how these relationships vary
across nonprofits. Even though the word can
have a pejorative connotation, I seek to draw
attention to the core feature of these relation-
ships salient for participants: a status ranking
based on their presumed competence and that
of staff. A key assumption throughout this dis-
cussion is that status hierarchies in helping ex-
changes are no different from what extensive
social science research finds about status rank-
ings generally: they reflect biases about race,
class, gender, and other markers of social iden-
tity. These biases, what Ridgeway refers to as
cultural status beliefs, in turn serve to justify
and maintain inequality. The section starts
with a summary of how status processes repro-
duce inequality. I then move on to focus on
helping exchanges, discussing both how status
processes influence these exchanges and how
these exchanges in turn challenge or maintain
status inequality. Here I synthesize research
from social psychology on receiving help, iden-
tifying three characteristics of the help that can
reinforce the initial status hierarchy between
those giving help and those receiving help. The
next section extends these insights to nonprofit
organizational settings. I conclude by discuss-
ing why status has not been more central in the
analysis of nonprofit organizations.

HELPING, STATUS, AND INEQUALITY
Research on social status has long recognized
the role of helping in status rankings (Nadler
and Halabi 2015). Research shows how status
processes influence who receives help, how the
help is provided, what help is provided, and
whether the helping exchange attenuates or re-
inforces status inequality.

Status and Inequality

Status is a comparative social ranking in which
we voluntarily accord greater respect, esteem,
and influence to those viewed as more compe-
tent in relation to achieving some collective
goal (Ridgeway 2019, 3). Studies show that sta-
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tus rankings emerge in the first few minutes of
groups forming to accomplish a task (Berger,
Rosenholtz, and Zelditch 1980). Everyone has
experienced situations in which we have been
accorded high status, receiving more positive
attention relative to others, and those in which
we have been accorded a lower status, receiving
comparatively less positive attention. We gener-
ally seek settings where we feel more valued
and respected. Not surprisingly, status explains
a wide range of human behavior and predicts
one’s overall psychological and physical health
(Anderson, Hildreth, and Howland 2015). These
feelings explain why we monitor our social sta-
tus, comparing how our ideas, suggestions or
questions are taken up and responded to in re-
lation to those offered by others. It also explains
why we might avoid seeking help and the po-
tential status loss it portends.

Status hierarchies have been explained as an
evolutionary response to ensuring the well-
being of the community: they help resolve a
fundamental tension between interdepen-
dence and competition in achieving collective
goals by according the most influence and re-
spect to those who can contribute the most to
achieving a collective goal, thus ensuring the
well-being of the group (Ridgeway 2019, 3).
These status hierarchies, even if temporary and
informal, help us make sense of what to do, and
without needing to spend a lot of time figuring
out who to follow or whether we should lead.
But evolutionary explanations are not enough,
as Ridgeway explains (2019, 38), in part because
we often do not know who is most competent
for achieving the goal. Instead, we rely on cul-
tural status beliefs; beliefs that consciously or
unconsciously associate competence with cer-
tain behaviors, such as taking charge; emo-
tions, such as anger; and social identity mark-
ers, such as race or gender (Berger, Cohen, and
Zelditch 1972; Berger and Fisek 2006; Ridgeway
et al. 2009; Tiedens 2001). Status hierarchies,
then, are not accurate reflections of compe-
tence or worth but instead represent biased so-
cial beliefs about competence and worth (also
see Wilkerson 2020). Yet these status rankings
are powerful precisely because they appear vol-
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untary, held in place by cultural beliefs rather
than coercive force.

These assumptions about competence and
worth deepen inequality in a myriad of ways. At
the level of social interactions, for example, sta-
tus rankings influence who is seen as credible
or legitimate, who is given credit for an idea,
and who gets a confidence boost to support
performance (Ridgeway 2019). Research finds
that the same idea introduced by someone pre-
sumed to be more competent is evaluated more
positively, that is, seen as more credible, than
when it is introduced by someone assumed to
be less competent or of a lower status (Foschi
2000; Ridgeway 2001, 362). Moreover, individu-
als who are accorded a higher status gain con-
fidence that in turn boosts their performance,
whereas those who are presumed less compe-
tent and accorded lower status face a perfor-
mance burden, having to manage difficult emo-
tions about their status while contributing to
achieving the goal (Kemper 1991; Muscatell et
al. 2012; Ridgeway 2019, 110). Finally, these bi-
ases lead to an extraction of value from lower-
status actors, where the person accorded high
status is credited with the work of the entire
group (Ridgeway 2019, 130). Despite their inac-
curacies, these status rankings stay in place be-
cause, even though we may disagree with the
ranking, we presume that others agree. Indeed,
studies show that when individuals try to chal-
lenge rankings they are quickly brought back
in line by other members. For low-ranking
members such challenges can have enormous
costs (Ridgeway and Correll 2006). In this way,
these status beliefs operate implicitly and
quickly to create expectations which in turn in-
fluence behavior, giving unfair advantages to
those assumed to be more competent. Once in
place they become very difficult to change.

Helping, Status, and Inequality

At a basic level, both givers and receivers can
experience a mix of positive and negative out-
comes in helping exchanges (Konrath and
Brown 2012; Nadler 2015).> For example, re-
search has found that givers can experience
burnout from overextending themselves, suffer

3. Critical to understanding the relationship between helping, status, and inequality, but beyond the scope of
this article, is understanding the role status processes play in who is recognized as a giver and receiver. For
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losses in productivity, and experience threats
to their status (Barns et al. 2008; Flynn 2003).
Givers also, however, can experience improved
psychological well-being as well as greater es-
teem in the eyes of others (Konrath and Brown
2012; Nadler and Halabi 2015). Similarly, those
who receive help can experience a mix of both
self-threat and support (Fisher, Nadler, and
Whitcher-Alagna 1982; Nadler 2015; Stroebe and
Stroebe 1996). Receiving help can lead one to
feel cared for, grateful, and part of a larger com-
munity. But receiving help can also lead one to
experience status threat because asking for
help can leave a person feeling dependent, in-
competent, or indebted to the helper (Nadler
2015; Schein 2009).

Research that examines the relationships
between status, helping, and inequality can be
loosely organized into three overlapping areas.
One area of research examines how helping af-
fects a person’s status ranking, that is, the sta-
tus gains from giving and the status loss from
receiving (Flynn et al. 2006; Nadler and Halabi
2015). For example, work on costly signaling
shows that individuals will incur costs to give
in the short term to enhance their reputation
over the long term (see Mauss 1990; for an over-
view, see Nadler and Halabi 2015). The compet-
itive altruism hypothesis posits that individu-
als are more altruistic when their actions are
public because their reputation is at stake. In-
deed, studies find that these public altruists are
accorded the highest status (Hardy and Van
Vugt 2006). Other work has found that high-
status groups will engage in defensive helping
to secure their positions when status relations
are less stable (Nadler et al. 2010).

The second area of research looks at how a
person’s social status affects the amount and
kind of help a person receives. For example,
some studies find that individuals are more
willing to help those from higher-status groups,
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a lawyer, than those from lower-status groups,
a gas station attendant (Goodman and Gareis
1993). Others find that status affects the type of
help offered. For example, Arie Nadler and Lily
Chernyak-Hai find that a person perceived as
weak is more likely to be given dependency-
oriented help whereas a person perceived as
competent and capable is more likely to be
given autonomy-oriented help (2014). Plenty of
evidence from African Americans’ experience
in the health-care system demonstrates that so-
cial status affects the amount and quality of
help received (Aronson et al. 2013; Ayalon and
Young 2005; Hollar 2001).

The third stream of research examines the
experience of receiving help. This research
finds that one’s experience of receiving help
will depend on the kind of help sought, the re-
lationship to the helper, the culture in which
helping occurs, as well as an individual’s cir-
cumstances and social identity (Durham 1995;
Fiske 1992; Nadler 2015; Shen, Wan, and Wyer
2011). This research also shows how the char-
acteristics of the help can exacerbate or miti-
gate the loss of status experienced by those re-
ceiving help, which is my focus. This research
suggests that three features of the help can af-
fect this experience: control, cause, and com-
monality (Fisher, Nadler, and Whitcher-Alagna
et al. 1982; Nadler 2015). Even if individuals do
not feel a loss of status when seeking help,
these features can affect the experience of so-
cial status in the helping exchange, leaving one
guarded, stressed, and upset, or cared for, re-
spected, and part of a team of people commit-
ted to the same goal. I briefly introduce these
three features below and then discuss them in
more detail in the next section.

Control
Control refers to the degree of autonomy par-
ticipants have in the helping exchange. Re-

example, the philanthropy of African Americans has only recently been given the recognition it deserves (Free-

man 2020; Jones 1996).

4. Social psychologists explain this status threat using basic psychological needs theory to suggest that this
experience compromises fundamental needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Nadler 2015, 308;
see also Ryan and Deci 2000). Social exchange theory and equity theories explain the threat as a need to rebal-
ance the relationship in some way by returning a favor or expressing gratitude (Fiske 1992; Gouldner 1960;
Mauss 1990; Schein 2009). Such action serves to maintain social order and the optimal functioning of society

(Gouldner 1960; Schein 2009, 28).
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search in social psychology finds that when help
reduces an individual’s freedom, because of re-
quirements or stipulations attached to the offer
of help, it arouses a psychological reaction
aimed at restoring this freedom. The extent of
the reaction depends in part on the significance
of the freedom to the recipient and the severity
of the threat. This research has been used to
explain why we avoid help or engage in behavior
contrary to what was intended or desired by the
helper (Brehm and Cole 1966; Brehm and Brehm
1981; Burgoon et al. 2002). Apart from condi-
tions attached to the offer of help, the degree
of input one has in determining what help is
provided can also shape the experience of re-
ceiving help, what social psychologists refer to
as negotiated help (Durham 1995; Nadler 2015,
315). They contrast this with assumptive help,
where help is given without request or input
(Chentsova-Dutton 2012; Halabi, Nadler, and
Dovidio 2011). For example, studies find that
persons with visible disabilities spend a lot of
time managing assumptive help, balancing the
need to save face with the need for some assis-
tance (Braithwaite and Eckstein 2003, 5). The
lack of control experienced by those at the bot-
tom of a hierarchy has been linked to measures
of health and well-being, which is perhaps not
surprising given that autonomy is a fundamen-
tal human need (Anderson, Hildreth, and How-
land 2015; Marmot 2004; Sapolsky 2005).

Commonalities

Commonality refers to the extent to which the
helping experience emphasizes mutuality be-
tween the giver and receiver in ways that atten-
uate the status hierarchy or reinforces differ-
ences in ways that strengthen it. Research in
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social psychology has focused on two features
of a helping encounter where commonality is
salient. First, when social identity is salient for
the person being helped—say in the case of
race or lived experience—one may prefer receiv-
ing help from others in the same group. For
example, in an experimental study, Monica
Schneider and her colleagues find that black
students who received unsolicited help from a
white peer experienced more negative effects,
such as lower self-esteem or hopelessness, than
white students who received unsolicited help
from a white peer did (1996).° Second, if getting
help is more public or explicit, it can further
exacerbate a loss of status because it calls
greater attention to someone and their situa-
tion, negatively differentiating them from oth-
ers. For example, one study found that explicit
support when the participant was aware they
were getting help was significantly more dis-
tressing than either no support or implicit sup-
port (Bolger and Amarel 2007). This is even
more true for issues that carry social stigma.
For example, one study of people living with
HIV and AIDS in China finds that implicit sup-
portwas correlated with fewer depressive symp-
toms, whereas explicit social support was not
(Yang et al. 2015).

Causes

Causes refer to the attributions we make to ex-
plain events, situations, or actions to ourselves
and others. The social psychology research on
receiving help has examined two types of attri-
butions: those made about why help is needed
and those made about why help is offered
(Fisher, Nadler, and Whitcher-Alagna 1982).° I
focus on the former.” Considering the causal

5. If social identity is not salient and the issue is important to one’s sense of personal competence, getting help
can be more threatening from someone who is similar—getting help from another colleague with writing, for
example—because in those situations, we tend to compare ourselves to the helper (Fisher, Harrison, and Nadler
1978; Nadler 2015). In those instances, we prefer help from someone who has a higher status, such as a boss or
teacher.

6. The research on attribution in social psychology examines why we make the attributions about events (actions,
experiences, situations) that we do, and the consequences of those attributions once made for our actions, feel-
ings and expectations (Kelley and Michela 1980). The attributions we make are shaped by our prior beliefs (about
the situation, ourselves or others, or effect), our motivations (need to feel a sense of efficacy or control or avoid
feeling shame) and information about the situation.

7. Research on attributions about the helper’s motives identifies three possible attributions: the person cares,
has some ulterior motive, or is required to help us (see Fisher, Nadler, and Whitcher-Alagna 1982; Nadler 2015,
3; Weinstein, DeHaan, and Ryan 2010).
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stories about why help is needed, research finds
that, if individuals are told many people have a
similar problem, or they attribute their prob-
lem to something situational rather than per-
sonal, they are more likely to seek help (see Tes-
sler and Schwartz 1972). Others also make
attributions about the situation of the person
seeking help, and these too can affect a person’s
experience of the situation and of seeking help.
For example, one study found that sexual as-
sault victims had longer recovery times when
they received comments implying that they
could have prevented the assault, such as you
were not careful enough (Ullman 1996). Overall,
this research finds that if we attribute our need
for help to something personal, we are less
likely to seek help than if we attribute it to a
situation or something outside our control.
Moreover, if we attribute our problem to some-
thing personal, such as our inability to deal
with a situation, our experience will be more
negative when we do seek help (Mitchell 1988).
All of this will depend on our beliefs about our-
selves, our need for effective control, and
whether having this problem is central to our
ego (Nadler 2015; Fisher, Nadler, and Whitcher-
Alagna 1982).

Next, I turn to formal helping exchanges in
nonprofit organizations. In these settings sta-
tus processes are complicated by organiza-
tional hierarchies, where staff have more insti-
tutional power and authority than participants
do. Here, staff must attenuate the status hier-
archy, between themselves and participants, to
realize desired goals, something not formally
recognized in most organizations. This makes
these status hierarchies somewhat distinct, as
research finds most status hierarchies are stub-
bornly stable, defended by those at the top.®
The necessity of staff attenuating of the status
hierarchy between themselves and participants
is easy to see when we recall that those with
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higher status benefit from performance advan-
tages such as confidence boosts, enhanced
credibility, and credit for the collective effort of
the group. Because participants’ competence
and leadership are essential for realizing the
goal, failure to address their loss of status leads
to all kinds of disadvantages including stress,
sadness, anger, and other negative emotions,
complicated cognitive processes, energy loss
from monitoring the high-status person, and
so on. Not only do these consequences affect
participants’ ability to achieve their goal but
they have their own toll on participants’ health
and well-being. Yet, this status attenuation
work and its impact on participants have
largely remained invisible.

REINFORCING OR ATTENUATING
STATUS HIERARCHIES IN NONPROFITS
Nonprofits are private mission-driven organiza-
tions dedicated to a collective or public good
(Salamon 1999). In the United States alone,
there are over 1.6 million registered nonprofits
and many more informal organizations. Over
the last several decades, these nonprofits have
become important resources in communities
across the country as people face the conse-
quences of systemic marginalization, including
policies that have led to underinvestment in
public schools, safe and affordable housing,
and basic health care along with the absence of
living wage jobs (for example, Michener 2019;
Quadagno 1994; Wetts and Willer 2018). My fo-
cus is on a subset of these organizations that
work with individuals, families, and communi-
ties to address the causes and consequences of
inequality. This subset includes organizations
providing services to address addiction and
sexual exploitation, revitalizing neighborhoods
through small businesses development and the
construction of affordable housing, as well as
organizing and building movements to advo-

8. Research finds that status hierarchies change for one of several reasons: lower-ranked members challenge
the status hierarchy through demonstrations of their expertise and commitment to the group (Ridgeway 2019);
self-interested behavior of highly ranked members can lead others to question their commitment to the group
and their legitimacy as a leader, resulting in a loss of status (Ridgeway 2019; Gould 2002); outside environmen-
tal shocks require new kinds of expertise that lead to new rankings (Magee and Galinsky 2008); or the group
fails to achieve the goal, sowing doubt about the competency of higher ranked members (Bendersky and Pai
2018; Gould 2002). Recent research also shows that team leaders can frame tasks in ways that disrupt cultural
status beliefs by emphasizing the importance of each member’s contribution (see Manago, Sell, and Goar 2022,

this issue).

RSF: THE RUSSELL SAGE FOUNDATION JOURNAL OF THE SOCIAL SCIENCES



HOW HELPING CAN REINFORCE OR ATTENUATE STATUS INEQUALITIES

cate for policy changes (Chetkovich and Kun-
reuther 2006; Smith and Lipsky 1993). Bear in
mind throughout this discussion that nonprof-
its—the organizations that exist, how they are
run, the ideas that inform them, the legitimacy
they have in society—reflect historical and con-
temporary patterns of systemic inequity evi-
dent in wider society (Ray 2019; Wooten and
Couloute 2017).

Nonprofits dedicated to addressing the
causes and consequences of inequality are var-
ied in their purpose, size, structure, funding
sources, and staffing. Some are led or staffed
by those from the community in which they
work whereas others are led or staffed by peo-
ple from outside the community. In some non-
profits, participants have a great deal of author-
ity, sitting on the board, determining strategies,
or working collectively to organize for change,
with staff in more supporting roles. In other
nonprofits, participants are not involved in or-
ganizational decision-making at all. Moreover,
the strategies employed by some of these orga-
nizations explicitly challenge status beliefs, for
example, by launching campaigns to destigma-
tize mental illness or prostitution or by creat-
ing environments that recognize the compe-
tence and talent of participants, whereas other
organizations do not directly address partici-
pants’ social status. This diversity means the
status hierarchy between staff and participants
will vary widely across organizations, where
some status hierarchies are flatter and less de-
fined and others steeper and more defined (see
Accominotti et al. 2022).

Regardless, these organizations need to at-
tenuate this status hierarchy between staff and
participants to effectively address the goal.
Some nonprofits understand this and elevate
participants’ status in the organization as one
of their principal strategies. This is evident not
only in the organizations that recognize par-
ticipants’ experience and expertise or empha-
size more egalitarian relationships between
staff and participants, as described, but also in
how nonprofits approach helping. For example,
in some of these environments the helping re-
lationship is in the foreground, such as when
an attorney is working with an asylum seeker;
whereas in others it is more in the background,
embedded in community and social activities,
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or part of mutual aid and peer support, where
participants are recognized for their role as
both givers and receivers (Borkman 1999; Go6-
mez Garrido, Carbonero Gamundi, and Vilad-
rich 2019). Still in other nonprofits, helping is
reframed altogether as recognizing and invest-
ing in the leadership of participants (Miller
2017). Despite this diversity, in many nonprofits
helping is foregrounded but the status hierar-
chy remains unaddressed, at least formally.
Staff still can and do attenuate the status hier-
archies in these settings, but these practices are
not fully recognized or supported and may even
go against the grain of professional norms or
what is considered the right thing to do in the
organization.

Drawing on studies that show participants’
experiences in nonprofits, my own and others,
I describe the subtle and not-so-subtle ways that
these organizations and their staff can reinforce
status hierarchies or use tactics and strategies
to attenuate the initial hierarchy. I focus on the
three characteristics of helping, as described
earlier: control, commonality, and cause. Spe-
cifically, I describe three practices that can at-
tenuate this initial status hierarchy—relin-
quishing control, establishing commonalities
and questioning causes—and how the inverse
of these practices—asserting control, reinforc-
ing differences, and ascribing causes—can
strengthen the initial status hierarchy. In dis-
cussing each, I offer four examples—two at the
organizational level and two at the staff level—
to illustrate the salience of each for the experi-
ence of those requesting or receiving help in
these settings. Within each set, I provide one
case of reinforcing and one of attenuating to
draw into sharp relief how these practices may
affect the hierarchy between staff and partici-
pants, and the consequences of such practices
for participants. These practices and corre-
sponding examples are summarized in table 1.
Although beyond the scope of this article, how
these practices are patterned within and across
organizations would further illuminate how
helping is organized in a way that reproduces or
addresses inequality.

Control
Studies of nonprofit organizations do not ex-
plicitly examine status or measure the degree
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of control participants have in these settings
but do document the consequences of restrict-
ing participants’ autonomy (Williams 1996; Jo-
niak 2005). For example, several studies exam-
ine domestic violence survivors’ experience in
nonprofit shelters and find that these survivors
would rather go back to their abuser than stay
in the shelter because of all the rules in the
shelter (Glenn and Goodman 2015; Missouri
Coalition Against Domestic and Sexual Vio-
lence 2016; VanNatta 2010). For example, one
study reported that “about half of the partici-
pants gave at least one example of how the con-
trolling and limiting nature of the rules, par-
ticularly those that involved monitoring their
behavior, felt similar to what they had experi-
enced in their abusive relationships” (Glenn
and Goodman 2015, 10). The study reported the
consequences of this for the survivors: “Rules
and their enforcement directly affected partic-
ipants during their stay in the shelter in two
main ways: limiting access to resources and
thus impeding progress, and causing emo-
tional distress, including increased isolation”
(Glenn and Goodman 2015, 12). As a result, shel-
ters experimented with reducing the number
of rules, and, as one study reveals, women
stayed longer and participated more regularly
in case management and educational program-
ming (VanNatta 2010, 157). As one staff member
reflected, “We had rhetoric that survivors are
strong and powerful, but we didn’t treat them
that way. We handed them a list of 68 rules to
follow while they were there and checked up on
them. We weren’t respectful in a lot of in-
stances” (Russo and Spatz 2007, 5).

Aside from formal organizational practices,
staff can also engage in informal practices that
reduce or enhance the control participants
have in these settings. For example, perfor-
mance requirements create real dilemmas for
staff that affect how they relate to participants.
In studies of social enterprises, where partici-
pants are employed as staff and work side by
side with professional staff, researchers find
that organizational performance expectations
create tensions leading professional staff to
take over the tasks assigned to working partic-
ipants or assigning them to simpler jobs, re-
sulting in lower quality job training for them
(Cooney 2006; Hustinx and De Waele 2015). In
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contrast, staff can also exercise discretion in
ways that give participants more autonomy and
control in the social enterprise. Andrea Chan
finds that increases in self-esteem and opti-
mism were associated with staff support that
matched the specific demands faced by the
worker and interpreted by the worker as helpful
(2016, 1737). In another study where partici-
pants and staff also worked side by side, one
participant described how a staff person ap-
proached this issue: “Without BJ I wouldn’t be
here. . .. [The rest of the staff focus on] rules,
this rule that, this rule this, you can’t do this,
you can’t do that and BJ just takes you aside
and says, ‘What do you think about this? Do
you think there’s room for compromise or
something?’” (personal communication, June
24, 2015).

Organizations need some structure to orga-
nize and ease coordination, but the degree of
autonomy and control participants have in
nonprofits can attenuate or reinforce the status
hierarchy between participants and staff, which
affects their engagement and their social-
emotional experience. The examples also con-
firm that in organizations two hierarchies exist
simultaneously: power hierarchies and status
hierarchies (Magee and Galinsky 2008). Staff
have control over resources that participants
desire, that is, the power hierarchy, but the ex-
amples also show that asserting control can
rest on evaluations of competence, that is, the
status hierarchy, whether it is the competence
of participants living in a shelter or as employ-
ees in a social enterprise. These evaluations
can be institutionalized in organizational rules,
procedures, and norms (Ridgeway 2019).

Commonalities

Studies of nonprofit organizations show how
organizational practices can draw sharper dis-
tinctions between participants and staff or can
soften those distinctions, which have conse-
quences for participant experiences. For exam-
ple, in a study of a homeless shelter, research-
ers discovered that the volunteers had all sorts
of privileges not afforded to the participants.
For example, the volunteers had their own cu-
bicle for sleeping, whereas those who were
homeless slept in bunk beds crammed into a
single room, creating a visible hierarchy de-
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scribed as denigrating to participants (Wasser-
man and Clair 2010, 180). In a study of fifteen
antipoverty faith-based nonprofits identified as
successful, the organizations had a common
practice: participants played a variety of roles,
including volunteer, mentor, and board mem-
ber. In these more role-fluid environments, par-
ticipants described themselves as collabora-
tors, not clients, and the relationships with
staff as mutual, something that surprised the
researchers (Netting et al. 2005).

Regardless of whether organizations em-
ploy explicit strategies that create more mu-
tual relationships between participants and
staff, staff also exercise discretion in ways that
inadvertently emphasize these differences or
that seek to find commonality and create more
mutual relationships. For example, in a study
of faith-based providers, Rebecca Sager and
Laura Stephens describe participants’ experi-
ence with one staff member: “[The leader], he’s
a nice guy, but he’s got an ego problem. And
he makes sure we all knew he was [profes-
sional] of the year, and on and on it went. . . .
It’s like this ‘holier than thou’ attitude” (2005,
311). In contrast, another study demonstrates
the significance of finding commonality. The
study reports that an immigration attorney ex-
plained a scenario where she stepped out of
her professional role and went to lunch with
her client, and how it positively changed the
participant’s engagement, where she was able
to share more information that supported her
case: “That moment of rapport, that moment
of allowing us to have an interaction outside
her just talking about all these awful things
that had happened to her—was transformative
and made the rest of the day easier. . .. There
is a lot of discussion in the legal field, of how
close do you allow your clients to become.
Some lawyers never talk about their personal
lives with clients, ever, period. I don’t take that
tack. I think there are times that it can really
benefit [the client]” (Benjamin and Campbell
2015, 996).

These examples provide some evidence of
how organizational and staff practices that em-
phasize commonality can attenuate the status
hierarchy affecting participant engagement
and their social emotional experiences. The ex-
amples suggest that even small moves to estab-
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lish mutuality can go some distance toward es-
tablishing the types of relationships that make
interdependent work possible. The importance
of mutuality for participant outcomes has been
well supported in some fields (see Repper and
Carter 2011) but will depend on the context, the
problem, and whether the mutuality triggers
comparison (Nadler 2015). Again, we need stud-
ies that examine such practices—whether hir-
ing staff with shared experience or identity, or
simply supporting relationships that extend
beyond staff-participant roles—and their con-
sequences for participants’ experience of their
social status in nonprofit organizations.

Causes

In nonprofit organizations, attributions about
why help is needed are made by participants
themselves, as well as by the organization and
staff. These causal attributions may be explicit
or implicit. For example, studies find that when
participants read program descriptions that fo-
cus on empowerment rather than need, it has
a marked influence on their self-efficacy
(Thomas et al. 2020). Research also shows how
attributions about participants’ problems can
be subtle, such as when flood victims find the
used clothing offered by organizations belit-
tling: “Many of the women, most of whom had
donated to charity throughout their lives, be-
gan to realize the flaws in the notion that one
person’s trash is another person’s treasure”
(Fothergill 2003, 674).

Other studies point to how these organiza-
tions deliberately seek to change participants’
causal stories through critical analysis of the
structural causes of their situation (Dodge and
Ospina 2016; Karriem and Benjamin 2016). For
example, in her study of nonprofits providing
social services to sex workers, Samantha Majic
notes how these organizations, created by ac-
tivists who fought for prostitutes’ rights, mixed
needed social services with causal analysis that
challenged the predominant approach to crim-
inalization of prostitution, including a sign in
the waiting room, “Outlaw Poverty Not Prosti-
tutes.” Sex workers, in turn, developed self-
efficacy, leading some of them to become more
politically active (Majic 2011, 828).

For their part, staff can also exercise discre-
tion in the ways they frame causes for problems
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when talking with participants. One staff mem-
ber described the subtle and unprogrammed
ways in which she engages in attributional
analysis to motivate participants to quit smok-
ing and stop blaming themselves:

I've gotten myself armed with a lot of detailed
trivia, nuts and bolts stuff, and I pass that
along and help a person to see . . . that when
you look at it in this much bigger way, instead
of being angry about whatever failing, you can
just be like “I'm tired of big tobacco” . . .Igot
a woman to quit smoking three packs a
day. . .. [I told her about] the research about
how they put together the filters and then
purposely put microscopic air holes punched
along the side of the filters that line up where
your fingers would hold it so that you are now
covering the very thing [that is supposed to
be ventilating] . . . so you smoke more. (per-
sonal communication, October 30, 2012)

Staff can also assume causes by automatically
using labels for participants. One staff person
recounted how she was talking with a partici-
pant and referred to her as homeless: “And she
was like, ‘Tam unhoused I want you to use that
word from now on.’ Iwas like ‘fine.” So we really
got to know her as a person, how she wanted to
work, and she got more comfortable with us”
(personal communication, March 18, 2015).
These examples provide some evidence that
causal attributions about the problem affect
participants, including their reaction, their
sense of efficacy, and their successful accom-
plishment of a goal.

These examples illustrate the powerful role
that status processes play in nonprofit organi-
zations and how, by exacerbating rather than
alleviating the temporary status hierarchy in
helping relations, nonprofits can inadvertently
reinforce inequality. Countless others have sug-
gested as much, pointing out how these orga-
nizations are paternalistic, use labels that con-
note unworthiness, turn people from citizens
with rights into participants with needs, per-
petuate racism and white supremacy or, alter-
natively, how they address important chal-
lenges in ways that partner with communities,
support and recognize participants’ leadership
and expertise, and help people claim their
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rights and advocate for policies that address
inequality (Eliasoph 2009; Dodge and Ospina
2016; Gutierrez 1990; Hasenfeld 2000; Hulme
and Edwards 1996; INCITE! 2017; Kissane 2003).
But missing has been a basic account that
would tie these observations together. This
analysis provides such an account and, in so
doing, names what has been a hidden but pow-
erful force in these settings, status processes
and their effects on participants.

To be sure, other research in this double is-
sue shows that changing how one is ranked in
a status hierarchy is not enough to address in-
equality. For example, even when individuals
experience positive status shifts, these gains
can easily be diminished as dominant systems
reinscribe the meaning of these status gains in
ways that can diminish one’s status, for exam-
ple, by attributing gains to special treatment
rather than competence (see Portocarrero and
Carter 2022, this issue). Moreover, participants
themselves can feel uncomfortable with status
gains if this separates them from close others
leading to what Mesmin Destin and his col-
leagues (2022, this issue) refer to as status un-
certainty, something that they found can be
mitigated with social support.

We need to recognize that attenuating the
status hierarchy between staff and participants
in nonprofits does not do enough to address
the inequities in institutions and systems that
have created a need for these organizations.
Still, without attention to the initial status hi-
erarchy organizing these relationships, the as-
sumptions about competencies that undergird
the status hierarchy go unquestioned, the prac-
tices that attenuate status hierarchies remain
unsupported, and the practices that reinforce
the status hierarchy between staff and partici-
pants are not addressed. In the final section
that follows, I step back to consider why these
status processes in nonprofits have remained
undertheorized and not fully addressed despite
their significance for participants and for ad-
dressing structural inequality.

CONCLUDING CONSIDERATIONS

The analysis in this article demonstrates the
powerful role that status processes play in non-
profit organizations and how attenuating, or at
least not exacerbating, status hierarchies be-
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Organization
Practice

Consequences for
Participant(s)

Staff Practice

Consequences for
Participant(s)

Control
Assert control

Share control

Commonality
Reinforce
differences

Establish
commonality

Causes
Attribute
causes

Question
assumptions
about causes

Too many rules for
participants in do-
mestic violence
shelters

Reduces rules for
participants in do-
mestic violence
shelter

Gives volunteers bet-
ter sleeping quar-
ters than partici-
pants in shelter

Enable particpants
to play variety
of roles

Assumes donated
clothes valued
by particpants

Challenges prostitu-

tion as the problem:

“outlaw poverty not
prostitutes”

Feel emotional dis-
tress, isolation

Drop out of the pro-
gram, returns
to abuser

(Glenn and Goodman
2015)

Engage more in pro-
grams

Less conflict in shel-
ter

(VanNatta 2010)

Have inferred feel-
ings of denigration

(Wasserman and
Clair 2010)

View selves as col-
laborators and rela-
tionships with staff
as mutual

Programs identified
as successful and
innovative

(Netting et al. 2005)

Feel belittled by
donated old worn-
out clothes

(Fothergill 2003)

Feel greater self-
efficacy

Increase political
participation

(Majic 2011)

Take over partici-
pants’ tasks, do not
provide supportive
assistance

Provide support that
matches partici-
pant demands, en-
abling participants
to gain compe-
tence.

Leader lets everyone
knows he received
professional of the
year award

Takes a lunch break
from interview with
trauma survivor,
talk about cooking
and food, topics not
related to the issue

Refers to participants
as “homeless” (or-
ganization provides
advocacy for home-
less and formerly
homeless women)

Shift blame for
smoking from indi-
vidual to big tobac-
co companies

Receive lower quality
job training

(Cooney 2006; Hus-
tinx and DeWaele
2015)

Interpret support
offered as helpful
Have improved self-
esteem and opti-

mism
(Chan 2016)

Feel that leader has
“holier than thou”
attitude

(Sager and Stephens
2005)

Seem more comfort-
able and at ease;
engaging more;
making eye con-
tact.

Able to provide infor-
mation to staff for
asylum case

(Benjamin and
Campbell 2015)

Get upset and cor-
rect staff: is “un-
housed”

(Author data)

Quit smoking three
packs a day
(Author data)

Source: Author’s tabulations.
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tween staff and participants is necessary for ad-
dressing the inequality that is the motivating
concern of these organizations. We might won-
der why these status processes, so important to
the experience of participants, have not been
more central to the analysis of these organiza-
tions. One reason is that evaluation models
commonly used to assess the impact of these
organizations focus on the effect of programs
and services rather on than the relational con-
text in which these interventions unfold. The
effects of interventions reflect the concerns of
funders, evaluators, and program designers.
But participants experience nonprofits and
their interventions through relationships.
Therefore, without attention to relationships,
particularly the status processes that structure
them, evaluations not only miss these status
processes and their consequences but can un-
intentionally exacerbate status hierarchies be-
tween staff and participants. For example, pres-
sure to meet performance targets can easily
exacerbate the status hierarchy as staff assert
greater control, make hasty causal assump-
tions, and fail to take the time to develop the
kind of mutual relationships necessary to ad-
dress inequality (also see Benjamin 2008, 2021).

A second reason these processes have not
gotten the attention they deserve has to do with
the way organizational norms, rules, and pro-
cedures that are often taken for granted and
presented as rational actually reflect the inter-
ests and concerns of those with higher status.
This was evident in some of the examples dis-
cussed earlier, including when domestic vio-
lence shelters had rules to “keep people safe”
but were experienced by survivors as coercive
and controlling. As Ridgeway reminds us, orga-
nizations often reflect the needs and concerns
of those that have higher status (Ridgeway
2019, 132; see also Acker 2006; Bonilla-Silva
2012; Evans and Moore 2015; Feagin 2020; Ray
2019; Wingfield 2010). Moreover, because atten-
uating the status hierarchy can increase the un-
certainty about “what to do,” nonprofit staff
may feel more comfortable maintaining their
role as helping experts who have the answers.
This may be particularly true for staff with less
experience who want to “get it right.” Given
high staff turnover, nonprofits often have a
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constant stream of new staff who may lean into
their role as helping experts. Even when orga-
nizations have practices to ensure that the or-
ganization reflects the interests and concerns
of participants, the larger institutional environ-
ment constrains organizations, making such
practices difficult to sustain. Funding priori-
ties, grant requirements, as well as laws and
regulations in certain policy fields can all con-
strain nonprofits in these efforts.

Finally, status processes in nonprofits may
not have received the attention they deserve be-
cause these organizations depend on the idea
that they are “doing good” work: donors make
contributions, volunteers give their time, and
staff take lower pay because they believe they
are engaged in meaningful work, work that
contributes to addressing issues of inequality,
work that is “doing good” (Breeze 2021). In-
deed, we have entire systems dedicated to re-
warding such prosocial behavior, including tax
breaks for donors and nonprofits, government
supported volunteering programs and the like.
This association between nonprofits and doing
good makes sense when we consider that pro-
social behavior has important benefits to the
group and thus should be rewarded (Nadler
2015). But this association can make it harder
to critique such efforts without stymieing the
motivation. To be sure, many have offered im-
portant critiques of nonprofits and the larger
philanthropic sector over the decades. Recent
critiques have echoed historic concerns, argu-
ing that such efforts are antidemocratic, reflect
elite interests, are paternalistic, and serve to
maintain racial hierarchies (INCITE! 2017;
Kohl-Arenas 2015; Morey 2021; Villanueva 2018).
My point here is not to revisit these discussions
but rather to suggest that the focus on givers—
whether to celebrate or critique them—may ex-
plain why the relational experience of partici-
pants, including their experience of their social
status, has not been systematically identified,
theorized, or addressed. In the end, how help
is organized and institutionalized, including
within nonprofit organizations, matters a great
deal for whether this universal experience rein-
forces or attenuates status hierarchies and con-
sequently whether helping addresses or deep-
ens inequality.
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