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Despite efforts to recruit and retain more women, a stark gender
disparity persists within academic science. Abundant research has
demonstrated gender bias in many demographic groups, but has
yet to experimentally investigate whether science faculty exhibit
a bias against female students that could contribute to the gender
disparity in academic science. In a randomized double-blind study
(n = 127), science faculty from research-intensive universities
rated the application materials of a student—who was randomly
assigned either a male or female name—for a laboratory manager
position. Faculty participants rated the male applicant as signifi-
cantly more competent and hireable than the (identical) female
applicant. These participants also selected a higher starting salary
and offered more career mentoring to the male applicant. The
gender of the faculty participants did not affect responses, such
that female and male faculty were equally likely to exhibit bias
against the female student. Mediation analyses indicated that the
female student was less likely to be hired because she was viewed
as less competent. We also assessed faculty participants’ preexist-
ing subtle bias against women using a standard instrument and
found that preexisting subtle bias against women played a moder-
ating role, such that subtle bias against women was associated
with less support for the female student, but was unrelated to
reactions to the male student. These results suggest that interven-
tions addressing faculty gender bias might advance the goal of
increasing the participation of women in science.
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2012 report from the President’s Council of Advisors on

Science and Technology indicates that training scientists
and engineers at current rates will result in a deficit of 1,000,000
workers to meet United States workforce demands over the next
decade (1). To help close this formidable gap, the report calls for
the increased training and retention of women, who are starkly
underrepresented within many fields of science, especially
among the professoriate (2—4). Although the proportion of sci-
ence degrees granted to women has increased (5), there is
a persistent disparity between the number of women receiving
PhDs and those hired as junior faculty (1-4). This gap suggests
that the problem will not resolve itself solely by more generations
of women moving through the academic pipeline but that in-
stead, women’s advancement within academic science may be
actively impeded.

With evidence suggesting that biological sex differences in
inherent aptitude for math and science are small or nonexistent
(6-8), the efforts of many researchers and academic leaders to
identify causes of the science gender disparity have focused in-
stead on the life choices that may compete with women’s pursuit
of the most demanding positions. Some research suggests that
these lifestyle choices (whether free or constrained) likely con-
tribute to the gender imbalance (9-11), but because the majority
of these studies are correlational, whether lifestyle factors are
solely or primarily responsible remains unclear. Still, some
researchers have argued that women’s preference for nonscience
disciplines and their tendency to take on a disproportionate
amount of child- and family-care are the primary causes of the
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gender disparity in science (9-11), and that it “is not caused by
discrimination in these domains” (10). This assertion has re-
ceived substantial attention and generated significant debate
among the scientific community, leading some to conclude that
gender discrimination indeed does not exist nor contribute to the
gender disparity within academic science (e.g., refs. 12 and 13).

Despite this controversy, experimental research testing for the
presence and magnitude of gender discrimination in the bi-
ological and physical sciences has yet to be conducted. Although
acknowledging that various lifestyle choices likely contribute to
the gender imbalance in science (9-11), the present research is
unique in investigating whether faculty gender bias exists within
academic biological and physical sciences, and whether it might
exert an independent effect on the gender disparity as students
progress through the pipeline to careers in science. Specifically,
the present experiment examined whether, given an equally
qualified male and female student, science faculty members
would show preferential evaluation and treatment of the male
student to work in their laboratory. Although the correlational
and related laboratory studies discussed below suggest that such
bias is likely (contrary to previous arguments) (9-11), we know of
no previous experiments that have tested for faculty bias against
female students within academic science.

If faculty express gender biases, we are not suggesting that
these biases are intentional or stem from a conscious desire to
impede the progress of women in science. Past studies indicate
that people’s behavior is shaped by implicit or unintended biases,
stemming from repeated exposure to pervasive cultural stereo-
types (14) that portray women as less competent but simulta-
neously emphasize their warmth and likeability compared with
men (15). Despite significant decreases in overt sexism over the
last few decades (particularly among highly educated people)
(16), these subtle gender biases are often still held by even the
most egalitarian individuals (17), and are exhibited by both men
and women (18). Given this body of work, we expected that fe-
male faculty would be just as likely as male faculty to express an
unintended bias against female undergraduate science students.
The fact that these prevalent biases often remain undetected
highlights the need for an experimental investigation to de-
termine whether they may be present within academic science
and, if so, raise awareness of their potential impact.

Whether these gender biases operate in academic sciences
remains an open question. On the one hand, although consid-
erable research demonstrates gender bias in a variety of other
domains (19-23), science faculty members may not exhibit this
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