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REFLECTIONS IN DIVERSITY

Let’s Fix the System 
Instead of teaching women how to survive in today’s flawed STEM culture, Patricia Rankin 
suggests developing leaders who foster a collaborative and inclusive environment. 

Thirty years ago, I didn’t negotiate my starting salary 
before accepting my first job—I didn’t know I was 

expected to negotiate. As a result, I was paid less than 
men hired into similar positions at the same time. Was it 
my responsibility to ensure I was treated fairly during the 
hiring process or that of the department chair hiring me? 

If you had asked me that question at the start of my 
career, I would have told you that the mistake was all 
mine. The department chair had no reason to offer to pay 
me more if I accepted less. Three decades later, with the 
benefit of a better understanding of the issues women in 
STEM face, I wonder how different my career would have 
been if I had been empowered to ask for what I deserved.

Equal or equitable?
The fact that women are less likely to know they should 
negotiate—much less how to negotiate—has motivated 
efforts to develop women’s negotiation skills. What this 
means, however, is that society has implicitly accepted 
the idea that job offers should be negotiated. Why? If 
an institution knows what resources a faculty member 
needs to succeed, then why require the new hire to ask 
for those resources? The system as it stands ensures that 
some people get more than they need and some people—
women—get less.

Research suggests that women face a “double bind” 
that can penalize them in negotiations if they act too 
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assertively or if they fail to be asser-
tive enough. Suppose a woman 
applicant approaches a salary nego-
tiation with the intention of being 
collaborative and fair while a male 
applicant wants to win as much as 
possible—are we confident that they 
will receive equal pay? Even though 
both applicants went through the 
same hiring process, when that 
process is based on a “masculine” 
standard, can we expect an 
equitable result? Equal doesn’t 
necessarily mean equi-
table when the game 
is rigged.

Transactional or 
transformative?
Traditionally, as a 
society, we have based 
our leadership models 
on militaristic systems, which are 
hierarchical and “transactional” by 
nature. In a crisis such as an inva-
sion, you want people in charge who 
follow established, effective proce-
dures and who can rapidly organize 
their troops. While initiative has its 
place, it is constrained by the chain 
of command. 

On the other hand, when you 
are trying to respond to a complex 
and evolving situation such as cli-
mate change, flatter organizational 
models that empower people to 
step up with innovative solutions 
work better. Leaders who encour-
age people to bring options forward 
and raise problems with the exist-
ing structures can be described as 
“transformative.” 

There is growing awareness that 
the science and engineering prob-
lems we face today require a broad 
set of skills. We are moving away 
from a time dominated by individual 
scientists working independently 
and toward an era when break-
throughs come from teamwork. 

Empowering diversity
We know that teams work better 
when they are diverse—but only if 
the team is led in a way that lets it 
benefit from the diversity of its mem-
bers. If women hires are treated as 
outsiders, then they may not have the 
influence needed to affect decisions. 
Hiring women without empower-

ing them to succeed is not 
enough. Instead of expect-

ing women to “lean in” 
and adapt to succeed in 
a transactional corpo-

rate culture, we would 
be better off selecting lead-

ers who will enable them to 
succeed on their own terms. 

What we need are more 
transformative leaders who 

can work effectively in teams 
and who act with the team’s 
best interest in mind. As 
early as 1999, studies of 
university management 
in the U.K. showed that 
both men and women 
prefer this transformative 
style of leadership. Many 
other studies since then 
have shown the impor-
tance of traits in leaders 
like empathy, listening skills, 
mentorship ability and col-
laboration—and that these skills are 
often (but not exclusively) associ-
ated with women. Transformative 
leadership is effective because by 
acknowledging and rewarding the 
collective team, and by empowering 
people to speak up about their ideas, 
you develop an environment of moti-
vated individuals working together 
to achieve a common mission. 

So, if people want these types of 
leaders, and we need this type of 
leadership, why are transforma-
tive leaders comparatively rare? And 
why aren’t we seeing more women 

moving into leadership roles? It could 
be, as Tomas Chamorro-Premuzix 
suggests, that the people we typically 
select as leaders are the people who 
are least able to lead—that we mis-
take confidence for competence.  

Choosing better leaders
One way to choose better leaders 
is to interview a candidate’s direct 
reports. Do they feel that the candi-
date empowered them to succeed? 
Was he or she an effective mentor? 

Another route is to ask candidates 
questions that probe how they see 
their role in promoting equity and 
inclusion. Transformative leaders 
should be able to discuss actions they 
took to recruit and retain members 
of under-represented groups, such as 
working to ensure service loads were 

evenly distributed between men 
and women team members. 

Looking back on my 
very first job interview, 
I realize that the depart-
ment chair was more 
familiar with male job can-
didates who were aware 
they needed to negoti-
ate, and he didn’t think 
to change his approach 
because I was a woman. A 

transformative leader, how-
ever, might have given more 

thought to developing a long-term 
relationship and informed me of the 
option to counter. The surest way 
to get the best leaders is to hire and 
promote people with these transfor-
mative skills. 

For more information on OSA’s 
initiatives to support gender equity, 
visit www.osa.org/diversity. OPN
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For complete references and resources, 
go online: www.osa-opn.org/link/fix- 
the-system.
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