
 

 
 
 
 
ASSOCIATION FOR CONSUMER RESEARCH 

 
Labovitz School of Business & Economics, University of Minnesota Duluth, 11 E. Superior Street, Suite 210, Duluth, MN 55802 
 
 
When Are There Too Many Women? Consumers' Judgments of Gender in Service Groups

Shashi Matta, Ohio State University, USA 
Valerie Folkes, University of Southern California, USA 

 
Two experiments examined consumers’ perceptions of service from a small workgroup by varying the group’s gender composition.

Groups were judged as inferior when they comprised all women, included a solo man, and when women occupied all the higher status

positions. Boundary conditions and moderators of the effect are presented.

 
 
[to cite]:

Shashi Matta and Valerie Folkes (2013) ,"When Are There Too Many Women? Consumers' Judgments of Gender in Service

Groups", in NA - Advances in Consumer Research Volume 41, eds. Simona Botti and Aparna Labroo, Duluth, MN : Association

for Consumer Research.

 
[url]:

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/1015521/volumes/v41/NA-41

 
[copyright notice]:

This work is copyrighted by The Association for Consumer Research. For permission to copy or use this work in whole or in

part, please contact the Copyright Clearance Center at http://www.copyright.com/.

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/1015521/volumes/v41/NA-41
http://www.copyright.com/


651 
Advances in Consumer Research

Volume 41, ©2013

When are There Too Many Women? Consumers’ Judgments of Gender in Service Groups
Valerie Folkes, University of Southern California, USA

Shashi Matta, Ohio State University, USA

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Consumer researchers have identified ways in which an em-

ployee’s gender influences consumers’ perceptions (e.g., consumers’ 
responses to a model or spokesperson in an ad, a salesperson, an or-
ganization’s leader) (e.g., Gilly 1988; Matta and Folkes 2005; Mohr 
and Henson 1996; Richins 1991), but no research has investigated 
consumers’ judgments when presented with a service organization’s 
gender composition. Considering that stereotypically male occupa-
tions generally have higher prestige and salaries and that women’s 
salaries within occupations generally lag men’s (Budig 2002), we 
believe that investigating male-typed occupations is an important 
starting point for research on how various gender compositions for 
a workgroup influence consumers’ perceptions of that group. For a 
male-typed occupation, does a workgroup’s gender composition in-
fluence consumers’ evaluations?  If so, do negative perceptions in-
crease proportionally with the presence of each additional woman or 
is it a step function? In this research we address these fundamental 
and previously unexplored questions. 

We conducted two laboratory experiments that systematically 
varied a workgroup’s gender composition and asked consumers 
about their impressions of the group. We find that a workgroup’s 
gender composition does indeed influence consumers’ judgments 
of the group and its output. In addition to addressing a novel issue 
with important managerial implications, our research sheds light on 
fundamental aspects of group impression formation. Our hypotheses 
propose different results from a linear or averaging model that pre-
dicts increasingly negative judgments as the proportion of women 
increases, even though an averaging combination rule is one that 
follows from well-established theory (Anderson 1981) and has been 
demonstrated in other consumer judgments (e.g., aggregation of in-
formation about product bundles, Yadav 1994). 

Drawing primarily from research on gender stereotypes (Eagly 
and Karau 2002), group impression formation (Dasgupta et al.1999; 
Ostrom and Sedikides 1992; Sherman, Castelli and Hamilton 2002) 
and information processing about individual members of a group 
(Kunda and Oleson 1997; Richards and Hewstone 2001) we make 
predictions on the effect of a group’s gender composition on consum-
ers’ judgments when the group’s gender was homogenous, included a 
solo or was slightly skewed (a slight majority in favor of one gender).

Hypothesis 1: Consumers believe a homogenously male work-
group is superior to and more agentic than a ho-
mogenously female workgroup. 

Hypothesis 2: Judgments of slightly skewed gender workgroups 
are similar to each other, regardless of whether 
they favor women or men. Consumers believe 
that a group whose majority is slightly skewed 
is no more superior and are no less agentic than 
a homogenously male group. However, a group 
whose majority is slightly skewed toward either 
women or men is superior to and is more agentic 
compared to a homogenously female group. 

Hypothesis 3: Solo workgroups are judged differently from 
each other, depending on the solo’s gender. 

Consumers believe that a predominantly female 
group with a solo male is no more superior to 
and no more agentic than a homogenously fe-
male group, but believe that a predominantly 
female group with a solo male is inferior to and 
less agentic compared to a predominantly male 
group with a solo female. Conversely, consum-
ers believe that a predominantly male group with 
a solo female is not inferior to and is not less 
agentic than a homogenously male group but is 
superior to and more agentic compared to a pre-
dominantly female group with a solo male. 

In addition, we predict a moderator of the effect of a group’s 
gender composition – the gender composition within ranks of a hier-
archical group. The output from a group that is only slightly skewed 
to favor women but that is organized hierarchically in a counterste-
reotypical manner (where the higher rank is homogenously female 
and the lower rank is homogenously male) will be judged inferior to 
other skewed groups (an anti-gynocracy effect). 

Hypothesis 2a: Consumers judge the output of a group slightly 
skewed toward males differently from a group 
slightly skewed toward females when the groups 
contain hierarchical subgroups that are homog-
enous as to gender. They judge the gynocratic 
group’s output to be worse than the androcratic 
group’s output. 

We conducted two experiments that manipulated gender diver-
sity in a male dominated occupation to test our hypotheses. In both 
studies, the particular occupation was marketing business school 
professors, with the particular workgroup being a group of market-
ing faculty at a specific university. Study 1 (N=223) manipulated the 
gender composition of the workgroup and tested hypotheses 1-3 us-
ing a 2 x 3 between subjects design.  Study 2 (N=227) revealed a 
limitation on hypothesis 2’s prediction, using a 2 x 2 between sub-
jects design. Study 2 manipulated the within-group status hierarchy 
of mixed gender groups and found that this information moderated 
the effect of group composition on judgments of the group. 

Our research shows novel findings about how a work unit’s gen-
der composition influences consumers’ judgments of the group and 
its output. Not only did the information about each individual’s gen-
der influence consumers’ beliefs about whether the unit was superior 
to competitors, gender composition also influenced inferences about 
the unit’s personality traits. 

Consumers did not aggregate group composition information in 
a piece meal fashion, as in a linear or averaging model as suggested 
by information integration theory. Instead, the aggregation process 
more closely resembled a step function. Despite the employees’ oc-
cupation being perceived as male-typed, the point at which judg-
ments differed was not when the majority began to skew in favor of 
women rather than men, but instead when the largely female group 
included a solo man. We show that a group’s gender composition 
must be very counterstereotypical for it to suffer from negative eval-
uations. Only the groups that were comprised entirely of women or 
included a solo man were judged inferior to the rest. 
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Inferences about the relative status of men and women within 
the group moderated the effects.  Just as consumers derogated all 
female groups, they also derogated groups with an all-female hierar-
chy (a gynocracy). Gender homogeneity per se did not imply inferi-
ority since all male groups (in study 1) and all male status hierarchies 
(in study 2) were not derogated.
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