Negotiation: how it works
(or doesn’t work) for
women and why it matters
Summary
Negotiation is a common requirement in most people's working days. Employees negotiate for resources for their teams,
on dates for project timelines, scope, strategy and tactics, on system requirements and in relation to budgets. The ability
to navigate these routine negotiations contributes to the effectiveness of job delivery. However, the personal stakes are
much higher when it comes to negotiations that affect career progress, including salaries, promotions, working
arrangements and learning and development opportunities.
Research shows there is considerable disparity between women and men when it comes to the approach taken during
negotiations and their outcomes. Indeed, studies show that women tend to have less successful outcomes than men.
Less successful negotiation outcomes for women contribute to the current gender inequality between women and men
evidenced by the lack of women in senior workplace roles, the persistent gap between the salaries of women and men
and the higher numbers of women living in poverty in their old age.
This paper examines some ideas and issues around gender and negotiation, and demonstrates the importance of
understanding the gendered nature of negotiation. It identifies the need to address gendered barriers.
It also presents strategies that can be adopted by both employees and employers with the aim of improving negotiation
outcomes for women and men.

The position of women in Australian workplaces today
Women hold fewer senior positions in Australian workplaces than men, earn lower wages on average and retire with
lower savings. They make up 46% of the workforce, 1 but hold only 16.4% of board roles in the top 200 organisations
listed on the Australian Securities Exchange 2 and only 3.5% of CEO roles. 3
The full-time average weekly earnings of women are currently 17.5% less than those of men 4 and this gap has not
shifted significantly in two decades. On average women’s lifetime earnings are less than men’s. As a result, when women
retire, they have much lower levels of savings compared to male retirees 5 and are more likely to rely on government
financial assistance. 6
The reasons for these gendered disparities are complex and multifaceted and played out over the life course. However,
less successful negotiation outcomes for women are likely to be a contributing factor to the career advancement gender
gap. 7
While negotiation can be required in everyday working life, the difference between women’s and men’s negotiation
approaches and outcomes has significant implications for gender equality in the workplace, because they can determine
outcomes such as formal employment conditions, promotions, flexible working arrangements, training and development
opportunities, and workplace issues.
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Why are women less successful negotiators?
While there is no evidence to suggest that women’s abilities to negotiate are any different from men’s, women’s
negotiations still tend to be less successful than men’s. It seems that women are not inherently less willing to negotiate
but in workplace contexts women are reluctant to enter into negotiation. 8 When they do negotiate for themselves,
they ask for less and are more likely to accept an initial offer rather than attempt to negotiate it to be more in their
favour. 9 And while negotiating might lead to better economic outcomes in the short term for women, these economic
resources come at a social cost. In essence, women are damned if they do negotiate and “doomed” if they don’t. 10

Gender stereotypes
Gender stereotypes are a key factor in understanding negotiation failures for women. Gender stereotypes describe how
men and women are perceived and how they should and should not behave. Women are generally perceived as
communal (caring, communicative and encouraging) and men as agentic (ambitious, assertive, decisive and selfreliant). 11 Negotiation is usually associated with agentic, and therefore masculine, behaviour. When employers negotiate
with women, they tend to offer less and are more likely to resist influence attempts. 12 At the same time, there is nothing
to suggest that communal qualities are not also important when negotiating in some circumstances. 13 For example,
women seem more successful negotiating on matters that are considered feminine compared to those considered
masculine. However, discussions around compensation may be negatively affected by this. 14

Stereotype backlashi
Women’s reluctance
to enter negotiations
is partly because they
are penalised more
than men for doing so.

Studies have shown that women’s reluctance to enter negotiations is partly because they are
penalised more than men for doing so. 15 Because negotiation involves agentic behaviours,
women who negotiate must operate outside prescribed gender norms, and can experience
backlash for doing so in the form of economic and social penalties (e.g., they can be viewed
as hostile, selfish, devious and quarrelsome). 16 Women who negotiate agentically can be
disliked and some colleagues may not want to work with them. 17 This loss of social capital has
economic implications for these women who may not be hired or offered promotions,
despite being competent, because they are perceived as lacking in social skills. 18 Women are
aware of this backlash and try to avoid it. 19 The more women anticipate backlash, the less
inclined they are to initiate negotiations. 20

Women are not necessarily less competitive than men
Although women may be less inclined to undertake negotiations, they are not necessarily less competitive than men in
negotiations. 21 A review of research looking at bargaining behaviour found that when there was little or no contact
between the participants, negotiator competitiveness was comparable for women and men. Only in face-to-face
negotiation environments were there lower levels of female negotiator competitiveness. 22

Keys to unlocking women's negotiating skills
While women are subject to backlash when they negotiate for themselves, they experience more negotiation success
when they advocate for others. 23 This seems to be because when advocating for others women are acting within
expected gender norms as they are seen as helping others. 24 When advocating for others, women negotiate harder and
give in less than when they are negotiating for themselves. 25
Reducing levels of ambiguity around negotiation can change the gendered nature of negotiation outcomes, 26 and
training may also assist to reduce this. 27 The organisational strategies discussed later in this paper aim to help achieve
this.
Research 28 suggests that women are willing to negotiate in general and strategies can be implemented by organisations
and employees to improve outcomes.

i

This refers to situations where women are penalised, socially or financially, for contravening what is seen as ‘normal’ behaviour for their gender, in this
case by initiating negotiations or negotiating strongly.
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Benefits to be gained by addressing issue
Individuals
If women undertook negotiations at work more and obtained better outcomes from them, this should contribute to
reducing the gender pay gap and gender differences in representation across industries and job types, leading to greater
economic equality between women and men throughout their lives.

Organisations
Talent shortages exist in the Australian workforce. 29 Attracting and retaining the best employees from the entire talent
pool means attracting and retaining women as well as men. But where women anticipate difficulties with work-life
balance or career opportunities, they may opt out of careers rather than enter into negotiations, contributing to
increased organisational turnover. 30 And if women on entry to an organisation or on promotion consistently obtain
poorer pay negotiation results than men, attempts to reduce the gender pay gap in organisations will be undercut.
In contrast, a positive diversity ‘climate’ assists businesses to retain staff, with women and men both preferring to stay
with an employer they view as fair. 31 Perceived fairness is more likely to exist where women can negotiate as
successfully as men in an organisation. Where an organisation promotes gender equal negotiation outcomes, this
contributes to eliminating women’s lower pay and lesser access to, for example, promotions.
The implementation of practices to ensure women had access to the same resources as men resulted in American firm
Deloitte and Touche being able to reduce the turnover rate of women to match that of men. 32
Promoting fair negotiations helps organisations achieve gender diversity at all levels of business, particularly senior
levels, which is considered a critical requirement for strong organisational performance, but one that is often
disregarded. 33 Organisations that achieve gender diversity at these senior levels enjoy increased innovation, creativity
and improved decision-making. 34

Strategies/options for addressing the issue
There is an active debate in the literature about whether women or employers
should change to improve negotiation outcomes for women.
Some people argue that women should “lean in” to succeed by speaking up, showing
their skillset and asking for what they want. 35 They suggest that gender disparities
can be addressed by explicitly changing women’s behaviour.
Others criticise this “fix the women” approach and argue that organisations need to
make significant changes to give women more room to negotiate. 36
In reality, a holistic approach combining both strategies is required if improved
negotiation outcomes for women are to occur. Below are strategies for both
organisations and employees to implement to reduce or prevent the backlash
experienced by women when entering into negotiations.

There is an active debate
about whether women or
employers should change
to improve negotiation
outcomes for women.
WGEA believes both
organisations, and
individuals should be
encouraged to play a role.

Strategies for women
First steps
Women need to acknowledge and overcome any reluctance to negotiate. They should steel themselves to enter
negotiations even if the idea of doing so is unappealing. Thorough preparation will make engaging in negotiation easier.

Practice
Women can develop negotiation skills in one-off, low-value transactions, such as negotiating a discount for a damaged
item at a shop. Practising answers to questions in advance of negotiating at work is also useful, particularly in relation to
salary and the need for additional resources. Use a coach if possible. Rehearsing helps negotiation language and
techniques come more easily. Women can also take up any opportunities for negotiation skills training offered by their
employer.
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Be informed
Women can bring objective data, such as a recent salary survey conducted by a professional organisation, to
negotiations. Knowledge of what the going rate is in the organisation conducting negotiations is also valuable and can be
used expressly or implicitly. Data provide a focus for the negotiation and reduces the need for strong, aggressive
bargaining.

Be prepared
Women can identify in advance their value to the organisation illustrating their strengths and how they are in line with
the organisation's needs.
It is important to make sure fall-back positions are worked out in advance of commencing negotiations, by thinking
through priorities and trade-offs.
Research also suggests it can be helpful to refer to another person in the organisation more senior than the woman
negotiating as having suggested negotiations (where that is possible). 37

Strategies for organisations
Understanding the steps needed to improve negotiation outcomes for women is linked to understanding how
organisations are performing on gender equity overall. WGEA has a range of resources to assess whether business
policies and practices align with those needed to perform optimally, and whether different outcomes for women and
men are occurring.
For example, to understand if an organisation has a gender pay gap, use the payroll analysis tool.

Negotiations: transparency and limits
If negotiations over salary and other agreed items are possible or expected in an organisation, employers should make
sure employees and new recruits know this. ii This can increase the likelihood that women will enter into negotiations. 38
Organisations can also encourage women to negotiate when they ensure managers and employees understand the
extent to which salary, flexible workplace conditions, leave, training opportunities and bonuses can be negotiated.
Transparent criteria for pay increases and bonuses and limited managerial discretion is good pay equity practice.
Such practices also help women reduce or eliminate backlash they may otherwise experience when negotiating. 39 They
can also reduce the ambiguity around whether negotiation is acceptable and whether topics are masculine, feminine or
gender neutral. 40

Redefine the skills which make a good negotiator
Organisations can assist women by redefining the qualities that make a good negotiator. This process is called
“stereotype regeneration”. 41 Acknowledging the value of stereotypical female traits can change the way women and men
negotiate and reduce the need for aggressive competitive negotiation behaviour. 42 Traits include:
 good listening skills
 high emotional intelligence
 excellent communication skills
 understanding negotiator and negotiation partner feelings
 open expression of thoughts.
When feminine traits are explicitly highlighted as high performance traits for negotiation, women become more
confident, set higher goals for themselves and achieve better outcomes. 43 Management teams within organisations can
achieve stereotype regeneration through training that makes staff aware of negotiation stereotypes and conveys the
strengths of feminine traits.

ii

The phrase “opportunity for negotiation” appears more intimidating to women than the phrase “opportunity for asking” Small, D. A, Gelfand, M.,
Babcock, L., & Gettman, H. (2007). Who goes to the bargaining table? The influence of gender and framing on the initiation of negotiation. Journal of
personality and social psychology, 93(4), 600–13.
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Provide training
Catalyst 44 believes increasing awareness of gender stereotypes through education of managers and employees can
reduce the effect these stereotypes have on behaviour. Programs should teach managers and employees how to
recognise stereotypes and bias, how their behaviour might contradict their gender equality values and how gender
inequality impacts women. 45 Once aware of these biases, managers and employees can then reflect on their immediate
responses, so that previously automatic (biased) responses become considered ones reducing the chance for prejudice
to influence them. 46
Employers can also give employees practical help by providing training in negotiation skills, specifically addressing
techniques women can use effectively. This can also embed an organisation’s strategy to redefine what makes a good
negotiator.

Conclusion
Maximising negotiation outcomes for women is an important issue for organisations and women. Employers need to
recognise and address the obstacles women face when negotiating to help maximise positive outcomes from their
investments in other gender equality initiatives. Women who are able to negotiate in environments that support them
will achieve better long term economic and career outcomes.
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