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BETH HEBERGER, SUNY Brockport 

 

Sex-Based Discrimination in the 
Workplace: A Closer Look 

Workplace discrimination is common in businesses all over the United States. It is crucial to understand 
different components of discrimination, like bullying, the wage gap, and verbal invalidation which I discuss 
in this essay. I also offer a possible solution to workplace discrimination and detail the gender wage gap 
across time. 

Introduction 

Imagine you are 15 years old, female, and doing daily tasks as assigned by your manager. 
It’s your first job, and your first exposure to work. The effort is there, but it’s simply not 
good enough: you are told to ‘pick it up.’ Again, you try as best you can, but, still your 
manager is not happy; they are not supporting you and your work. In the world of retail, 
your job is never done. You are constantly cleaning and organizing your area, but it’s just 
not organized enough. You soon realize that the boss has picked favorites, and you aren’t 
one of them. You get stuck doing more work than other males at the same job. You 
overhear money talk, and realize you are making less than your male counterparts. This 
hypothetic example is one that likely happens frequently, after all, retail is the hub for 
many first-time workers. 

This essay is about gender discrimination faced by women in the workplace, specifically 
focused on the gender wage gap. This topic is important because these voices are often   
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muted or unheard. I argue, using 
literature and research from several 
government websites, that discri-
mination against women in the 
workplace is common and these 
experiences are real. I hope my readers 
will understand that this topic is 
extremely taboo especially when it 
concerns managerial positions in any 
size company, but that does not negate 
these experiences. Women have the right 
to be treated as equal, and the belief 
“that all men and women are created 
equal” (Stanton, 1848) should apply to 
the workplace as well. 

In this essay, I argue that women 
continually face discrimination in the 
workplace. Specifically, I look at the 
gender pay gap (wage inequality), the 
imbalance of power, and bullying and 
verbal signals, all of which can be 
considered as discrimination. My 
purpose is to illustrate the regularity of 
workplace discrimination and the 
likelihood that it goes unreported, which 
can be for a variety of reasons. By 
explaining several aspects of 
discrimination and its trend across time, 
I hope to bring awareness to this very 
real and complex issue and argue for 
workplace discrimination solutions. I 
will use the terms sex-based discri-
mination and gender discrimination 
interchangeably. I hope to be a voice in 

the movement toward workplace 
equality. 

The Basics 

The year is 2022, and now more than 
ever, people of all genders, sexual 
orientations, races, and classes are 
striving for equality. It is no different at 
the workplace. According to the U.S. 
Equal Employment Opportunity 
Commission (EEOC), “sex-based 
discrimination involves treating 
someone (an applicant or employee) 
unfavorably because of that person’s 
sex, including the person’s sexual 
orientation, gender identity, or 
pregnancy” (para. 1). Discrimination can 
play out in various ways including hiring, 
job assignments, promotions, and other 
conditions of employment. The EEOC 
also defines race, religion, sex 
(orientation, gender identity, pregnancy), 
disability and national origin as protected 
characteristics protected by law, 
meaning that it is unlawful to be treated 
unfavorably based on any of those 
characteristics. Also, applicants and 
employees are protected from retaliation 
for complaints of discrimination. Title 
VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 
allowed this protection, that people 
could not be discriminated against based 
on any of those characteristics and any 
retaliation that may claim discrimination   
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at work (Hentze & Tyus, 2021). This 
certainly applies to discrimination faced 
by any employee or applicant and was 
meant to protect people in the 
workplace. In addition, The Equal Pay 
Act was passed in 1963, prohibiting 
“sex-based wage discrimination between 
men and women in the same 
establishment who perform jobs that 
require substantially equal skill, effort 
and responsibility under similar working 
conditions” (The Equal Pay Act of 1963, 
Editor’s Note).  

We can see through various enacted 
laws from the 1960s, there was a push 
for equality during the Civil Rights era. 
In addition to gender equality, race 
equality is also extremely important to 
our history because it stratifies across 
identities. Due to my own identity as a 
cis-gendered woman, I will only be using 
this research in reference to that identity, 
as it would be unfair to assume other 
identities and their feelings toward 
gender discrimination of women in the 
workplace. 

Wage discrimination in the technology 
industry is a good starting point to 
explore issues of gender parity in the 
workplace. Using figure 1 as a reference, 
we can see that in 2021, 57% of women 
in the technology industry that were 
surveyed answered ‘yes’ when asked if 
they have experienced gender 

discrimination in the workplace, 
compared to only 10% of men in the 
same industry (Marchant, 2021). This 
figure gives insight into a male-
dominated realm like the technology 
industry and shows that women are 
much more likely to experience 
discrimination compared to men. It is 
possible that many other women might 
answer ‘no’ to a similar survey question, 
fearing retaliation and/or demotion. 
Although, as outlined above, there are 
laws to protect people from retaliation, 
there still is a lot of fear among women 
especially when the majority of upper-
level management positions in the 
business world are men (American 
Association of University Women, n.d.). 
No one wants to be fired and lose their 
job, so they just stay quiet. 

The Gender Pay Gap 

The gender pay gap, or the gap in which 
women earn less than men, is a central 
focus of my essay. According to Bobbitt-
Zeher (2011), “studies have documented 
discrimination in a variety of forms, 
including hiring … promotions … 
wages … and perfor-mance 
evaluations…” (p. 766). We can also see 
gender discrimination play out through 
the gender pay gap. As the American 
Association of University Women 
(AAUW) says, full-time working white 
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women are paid about 83% of what 
white men earn, and we cannot expect 
pay equality until 2111 (The Gender Pay 
Gap, n.d.). It is insane to think that we 
are still almost one hundred years away 
from achieving equal pay. This statistic 
presents the fact that for every dollar a 
white man earns, white women earn just 
83 cents. 

Referencing Figure 2, we can see that 
discrimination stratifies across categories 
of race and ethnicity. We can also see 
that Asian women make 87% of the 
white man’s wage, and white women are 

paid 79% of the white man’s wage. The 
gap widens for black women who earn 
63%, Native Hawaiian or other Pacific 
Islander women who earn 63%, 
American Indian or Alaska Native 
women earning only 60%, and Hispanic 
women earning only 55% of the white 
man’s wage. This is key because wage 
inequality proves to be related to gender 
in a very clear way; women simply do not 
earn as much as men in a patriarchal 
society. Johnson explains, “patriarchy is 
a form of society  in which men hold the 
power  and women are excluded…” and

 
Figure 1. From “8 Charts That Show the Impact of Race and Gender on Technology Careers” 
by World Economic Form, 2021. (https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2021/04/gender-race-
tech-industry/).  
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that “patriarchy organizes social life 
around powerful dynamics of fear and 
control…” (2014, as cited in Bice, 2016, 
p.33).  Patriarchy is a system of power in 
which men are favored over women. As 
a result, men are more likely to receive 
important roles or more in pay as 
compared to women, which we can see 
play out in Figure 2. 

Not only are women of different 
ethnicities and races paid differently as 

we saw above, the timeline for pay 
equality is also not uniform. Using figure 
3 as a reference, we can see that pay 
equality for Hispanic women is 
predicted to be achieved in the year 
2197, equality for black women is not 
expected, and white women can expect 
wage equality in 2075. It is so interesting 
to know that we are still decades away 
from any sort of pay equality for any 
women! That is why I am so passionate  

 
Figure 2. From “The Gender Pay Gap,” by AAUW, 2020. 
(https://www.aauw.org/issues/equity/pay-gap/).   
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about this topic! All women regardless of 
race or ethnicity are capable of doing the 
same job as men. Equality in wages is 
such an important means to achieving 
complete workplace equality. In a study 
by Blau & Kahn (2017), they explain that 
“…US gender wage gap shows a 
substantially decreased but persistent 
wage gap between men and women” (p. 
790). We can see that there is continual 
progress, but the wage gap remains a 
constant battle for employees. 

Wage disparity contributes to various 
problems women might face outside of 
work, such as more debt and lower or 
less savings than men (AAUW, n.d.). 
How is it that we have laws that prohibit 
pay inequality and discrimination of 
women, but this problem is so heavily 
present in the United States? 

50 Years and Progress? 

As a young woman who entered the 
workforce at age 16, I was entirely  

Women’s Median Annual Earnings as a Percentage of White, non-Hispanic 
Men’s for Full-time, Year-Round Workers, and Projections using the 2000-2020 
Trends 

 
Figure 3. From “The Simple Truth About the Gender Pay Gap: 2021 Update”, by AAUW, 2021. 
(https://www.aauw.org/app/uploads/2021/09/AAUW_SimpleTruth_2021_-fall_update.pdf).   
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unaware of workplace discrimination. It 
wasn’t until I was in my 20s that I 
decided to research this topic further and 
gain insight of other women’s 
experience in the workplace. In my own 
efforts to see the potential of the gender 
pay gap playing out in real time, I 
decided to interview Linda1. She is a 
woman in her mid-50s who experienced 
wage discrimination in the 1980s, and I 
believe her experience is helpful for us to 
see how one woman experienced gender 
discrimination at work. 

Linda shared her story of working in 
the 1980s as a retail worker. She 
recounted her experience of finding the 
job underwhelming. There was always a 
lot of work that she always got stuck 
doing. Linda also noted to me that she 
met a life-long male friend who shared 
his wage with her, and it was nearly a 
dollar higher than her wage. The friend 
was hired after Linda and did 
significantly less work. While Linda was 
folding and organizing clothes and toys, 
her friend was simply cashing customers 
out. She shared a story with me that she 
was on her hands and knees folding t-
shirts, when her male boss approached 
her and told her to ‘work harder.’  
Linda’s story illustrates how gender 
discrimination played out nearly 50 years 

1 Pseudonym  

ago and it relates to the gender pay gap. 
It also brings to light another example of 
discrimination that we see less of, like 
verbal cues signaling discrimination.  
When Linda’s boss invalidated her 
experience and told her to work harder, 
as if she wasn’t already, it made her feel 
like what she had just spent hours doing 
didn’t matter, it wasn’t good enough. 
This relates to the hypothetical scenario 
at the beginning of my essay, that words 
can impact a person. Words and verbal 
displays of discrimination are much 
harder to document, as it is simply a “he-
said-she-said” scenario.  

In addition to the verbal invalidation 
from her boss, Linda made less than her 
male counterpart even though she was 
doing more work than he was. Pay 
differential at work can impact the 
quality of work one does. Why put your 
best foot forward if it is never 
appreciated? Linda shared that she soon 
began looking for another job where she 
could be valued and appreciated. Linda’s 
story shows that maybe we haven’t come 
very far in 40 years. Every day we hear 
experiences of unfair wage disparity and 
verbal invalidation about work. Still, 
there are other ways we can see 
discrimination play out. 
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More Than the Pay Gap 

The gender pay gap is one of the easiest 
ways to see disparity among workers in 
the workplace. In corporate America, 
Milenkovic (2022) says that, at the CEO 
level men outnumber women 17 to one. 
In the same study, we see that there were 
only 24 female chiefs leading America’s 
highest earning businesses in 2000, 
dropping to 21 in 2016, and then 24 
again in 2018. This data tells us that men 
overwhelmingly outnumber women, not 
only at the CEO level, but also as 
pioneering chiefs in the Fortune 500 
CEOs. It is sad to see only 24 women at 
those chief executive levels, compared to 
the hundreds and hundreds of men in 
the highest earning businesses. In 
addition to holding those high positions, 
one important factor is the rate of 
promotions within businesses. As Chen 
& Crown (2019) explain, promotion 
should be a result of “observable 
measures” in job service, research, and 
performance, but that often “underlying 
biases among evaluators may contribute 
to the discrepancy in rates of promotion 
between men and women” (p. 1339). 
This points directly to conscious (aware 
of) or unconscious (not aware of) bias 
playing a key role in promotions.  

Unconscious and conscious bias can 
directly impact employees in relation to 

promotions. Referencing figure 4, we 
can see that conscious and unconscious 
bias refers to bias attitudes that you may 
or may not be aware of, with or without 
malicious intent. It is possible that both 
conscious and unconscious bias is a root 
cause of gender inequality and gender 
discrimination in the workplace (Hasa, 
2021). We all have bias but it is 
important to recognize it so there are not 
negative impacts in leaders and 
leadership (Davis, 2019). Consider the 
hypothetical situation from the 1950s of 
Kyle who receives an invitation to be 
interviewed for a CEO position. In this 
time period it was common for men to 
support families and receive higher 
positions at work. Kyle goes to the 
interview where she is identified as a 
woman. The personnel manager says 
that the position must go to a man so he 
can support his family. This is a classic 
scenario of unconscious bias, where the 
manager did not know the gender of the 
candidate, realized she was a woman, 
and then said the position is only for a 
man. These actions are illegal today, but 
the conscious and unconscious biases 
against women at work still operate 
behind closed doors. This reinforces 
unconscious bias operating in the 
workplace in ways that prohibit women 
from advancing.  
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Figure 4. From “What is the Difference Between Conscious and Unconscious Bias” by Hasa 
(2021). https://pediaa.com/what-is-the-difference-between-conscious-and-unconscious-bias/ 
 

Bullying 

In addition to bias operating in the 
workplace, bullying happens often as 
well and can prohibit advancement of 
women in the workplace. Currently 
bullying is extremely prevalent, 

especially online. My focus is on bullying 
at work. In a study by Hansen et al. 
(2011), regular bullying occurred at 43 
workplaces in the study and frequent 
bullying occurred at 40% of workplaces. 
Bullying can play out in various ways, 
and I was interested to see how it may 
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play out in real time. I interviewed Leah2, 
a woman in her mid-20s working in a 
female dominated industry in health 
care. Leah recalls the snickering, 
pointing, and outright laughing from her 
female coworkers, and immediately got 
the impression that she was on the outs. 
As time passed, Leah noted that the 
bullying didn’t stop. Instead it happened 
behind her back and when she left the 
room instead of ‘in her face.’ Leah recalls 
feeling depressed. This environment 
brought out many difficult emotions to 
deal with. As a hard worker, she couldn’t 
understand why the other women were 
bullying her on an almost daily basis. 
Similar to Hansen et al.’s (2011) findings 
that “bullying at work was associated 
with poor mental health,” Leah 
experienced depression and anxiety as a 
result of this job (p. 19). She could feel 
her drive for the job diminishing. Leah 
only spent about six months at this job, 
but her story enlightens us to the reality 
of bullying in the workplace and its 
impact on individuals’ mental health and 
well-being.  

Bullying becomes gendered in ways 
that mute voices, specifically of the 
person being bullied. When it occurs in 
the workplace and to women, it 
subordinates them and potentially makes 

2 Pseudonym  

them vulnerable. Yet women are already 
vulnerable in the workplace; they are 
often looked at as unable to perform or 
do the same job as men. When they 
experience bullying from anyone, it 
pushes them even further into those 
margins, and as a result, it often mutes 
their voice. Bullying can significantly 
impact a woman’s work experience and 
well-being. As I have illustrated, women 
are inherently at a disadvantage just due 
to the nature of our society, which places 
women behind men in different ways. 

Women and Business 

While it should not fall on the shoulders 
of women for a solution, pay disparities 
need to end. Bullying can’t happen 
anymore. The workplace and everyone 
in it must start treating women as equal. 
Additionally, there might be another 
solution. While it often seems like we 
think things that might be impossible, 
we have seen women bond together 
throughout history to fight their 
oppressors. This case is no different. I 
have provided research on various 
examples of workplace discrimination, 
and now I want to offer a potential 
solution: support, active voice, and 
increased resources for woman-owned 
businesses. In 2018, women-owned 
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business earned an average of $1.6 
million in sales while male-owned firms 
earned $3.2 million in sales (Hait, 2021). 
This statistic is interesting, but it also 
points to my solution. With the rise of 
woman-owned businesses happening 
yearly, we need to offer support and 
resources to help grow these businesses. 
Demographically, characteristics of 
women-owned firms are similar to male-
owned firms, but if the nation would 
start valuing a woman’s work more, this 
fact could change. A woman is capable 
of everything a man is, and the number 
one way to support that is to go to work 
at women-owned businesses.  

The U.S. Small Business 
Administration (n.d.) notes that the 
Office of Women’s Business Ownership 
helps women in their efforts of owning 
their own business through training, 
federal contracts, access to credit and 
capital, and grants. I didn’t know any of 
this existed until I conducted my 
research. It is more important now than 
ever to be loud and proud of women and 
their businesses. We need to support 
them and make funding opportunities 
for women-owned small businesses 
known. My hope would be to see a 
continuing rise of women-owned 
business with support by the public, and 
increased awareness of the available 
resources in support of women-owned 

businesses. In a perfect world, inequality 
wouldn’t exist, and women and men 
would be treated equal. Women-owned 
businesses set out to be successful, to do 
what all the men say they couldn’t. 
According to the New York State 
Division of Minority and Women’s 
Business, diversity is key to success, and 
New York State is home to the “highest 
minority and women-owned business 
utilization in the country” (n.d., para. 1). 
Diversity is key, and the more support 
and knowledge we have surrounding 
women-owned business, the more 
diverse they will become.  

Putting it All Together 

My passion for equality is fierce. I hope 
to be a leader in the movement of 
equality in the workplace. I’ve shared 
various ways that discrimination can play 
out in the workplace: (1) wage disparity, 
(2) higher position holding, and (3) 
bullying. To me, these three factors are 
drivers of discrimination. Although we 
have various laws prohibiting both 
unequal pay based on sex for the same 
work and job, and discrimination of sex 
and gender all together, we still see the 
prevalence of it in corporate America. 
Using Leah and Linda and their 
experiences at work only as enlightening 
experiences, and using literature, I 
suggest that conscious/unconscious bias 
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can result in the higher position holding 
of men over women, and that bullying in 
the workplace results in poor mental 
health and lower work performance. I 
also suggest that the gender pay gap is 
one of the major ways we see gender 
discrimination play out in the workforce. 
As a result, I propose that women-
owned businesses could be a solution to 
sex-based discrimination. While the 
numbers currently don’t display this 
equality, in the future these businesses 
could be key in achieving equality and 
diminishing discrimination in the 
workplace.  

Throughout my research, I have had 
to be reflexive. My attachment to this 
research is real. I am a cis-woman and 

my research is binary, looking at research 
surrounding women and work. 
However, it would be wrong of me to 
assume opinions of other minority 
groups that I simply am not a part of. 
That’s why I wanted to research this 
topic. It is important to me and it 
involves me. I can remember my work 
effort being diminished in my first jobs. 
I remember feeling depression and times 
of intense sadness. But I lifted myself 
out of those scenarios and now want to 
be a vocal leader in the movement 
toward workplace equality. I know one 
thing for sure: never tell a woman she 
needs to work harder. It may spark a 
movement the world is not ready to see.
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