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For men, pursuing a career in science, technology, and engineering (or STEM) fields is viewed as
compatible with being romantically desirable, while for many women, pursuing a STEM career can be
viewed as incompatible. Women are earning more PhDs than ever and overt discrimination in STEM
workplaces may be a thing of the past, but research suggests that women might be holding themselves
back through subconscious acknowledgment of gender norms about intelligence.
For example, college-aged women were shown pictures to prompt them to think about romantic goals
(such as a candlelight dinner) or intelligence goals (such as a stack of library books). The women who
saw the romance pictures showed less interest in STEM fields than women who saw the intelligence
pictures. In a separate study, women who were focused on romantic goals also showed less interest in
math.
But these gender norms might also be the key to closing the gender gap.
Female volunteers were shown pictures of women and were told what occupation the woman in the
picture had. The volunteers who identified with strongly with their gender group performed better on a
math test when they were shown pictures of relatively attractive women who had STEM careers.
The finding raises a problematic question. Would the scientific community really want to encourage
women to pursue STEM careers by manipulating how attractive the role models are? The answer is
almost certainly “no,” but as this research shows, there is no doubt that norms about romance and
intelligence are a piece of the puzzle. Ultimately, these studies need to be expanded to see how women’s



preferences are shaped over time and hopefully future findings will not only help close the gap, but
eliminate it altogether.
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