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Abstract 

Aiming at analyzing the causing factors of gender inequality in the workplace, this study 
introduces different factors that may cause the unfair treatment that working ladies may 
encounter from four aspects. Data was applied to back up the main argument of this 
paper. This study is meaningful in drawing scholars' attention to female rights and 
suggestions for helping working ladies are carefully discussed. 
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1. Introduction 

In China, although the social status of women has become increasingly prominent in almost 
every field, most of them still encounter obstacles when applying for jobs or seeking career 
promotion. With the fast economic and social development for the past several decades, 
Chinese women enjoy equal chances to get into higher education institutions and new 
understandings of women have been established in the workplace, especially in economically 
developed cities. However, some male Chinese employers or employees still retain 
stereotypical views of women, leading to gender-based problems at the workplace. There is a 
clash between modern Chinese women and traditional Chinese patriarchy. Therefore, it is 
worth discussing how women are discriminated against in the Chinese job market. The first 
part of the paper is a literature review that discusses the key authors and their thoughts related 
to gender conflict in the workplace. The second part of the study presents contextual 
information on gender discrimination issues in recent recruitment in the Chinese job market 
and introduces sources of data about the present situation of Chinese women in the workplace. 
The third part uses the issues and data to analyze the causing factors that may incur 
discrimination against Chinese women. This study aims to expose the gaps in gender treatment 
at the workplace and explore the reasons which contribute toward discrimination against 
women in employment.  

2. Literature Review 

In Wu’s (2017) research article, findings of Chinese labor market discrimination based on 
appearance are well presented and discussed[1]. The author conducted a field experiment to 
study whether more conventionally attractive women were more likely to be selected after 
submitting a resume to a job-seeking website. After testing 1344 samples, the article proved 
that gender discrimination did exist in the Chinese labor market and provided detailed data 
which showed that women who were thought unattractive were likely to be discriminated 
against. Moreover, the study found that slight improvements in personal ability did not 
compensate for a less conventionally attractive appearance in the job market. It could also 
explain why some Chinese job advertisements show clear requirements related to physical 
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appearance for female applicants. They believe that the use of the promise of beautiful 
employees can attract more male job candidates.    

Eagly and Karau (2002) studied the role-congruity theory in the prejudice of women leaders 
choosing and analyst the “organizational psychologists’ tradition of studying perceptions of 
managerial roles”[2]. Their research results showed that people often hold a less positive 
attitude toward female leaders and demonstrated that female leaders are more likely to face 
difficulties compared to their male counterparts. These findings can be applied to analyze the 
phenomena of discrimination against women in the Chinese job market, as it can partially 
explain why the number of female leaders in China is so much lower than the number of male 
leaders. What is more, this low ratio of female leaders also further exacerbates gender 
stereotypes in Chinese workplaces, as there are not enough examples of Chinese women 
leaders to break the gender stereotypes at the workplace.  

Hoyt and Blascovich (2007) researched the relationship between leadership efficacy and 
female stereotypes. They conducted two laboratory studies and observed the degree of self-
efficacy, self-esteem, confidence, and excellent performance in leadership. An important 
argument in their findings was that the activation of stereotypes brought beneficial effects to 
women; however, “only for women who have high self-efficacy for leadership”[3]. This finding 
result strongly implies that Chinese women should be acting more bravely to overcome the 
gender stereotype and let themselves free from the bondage of traditional ideas.   

Enloe (2014) discusses issues about feminism and feminist revolutions around the world, 
including the golden era of the women’s movement in China. The author discusses important 
economic policies from that time, and how they gave rural women the chance to work in more 
open-minded settings. She also analyzes the factors which promote stereotypes of Chinese 
women and considers how new-age Chinese women employees can achieve equal treatment in 
their workplaces[4]. Enloe's academic work lays a good foundation for deepening 
understandings of the formation of Chinese female stereotypes at workplaces.  

3. Discussion  

3.1. Context 

In April 2018, the Human Rights Watch posted several reports about gender discrimination in 
recruitment in the Asian areas. One of the reports pointed out that 13% (2017) and 19% (2018) 
recruitment ADs of Chinese national civil services explicitly stated: " men only, men preferred 
or suitable for men.”  In comparison, only one position offered by the national civil services 
showed a preference for women in the 2018 list. Although some job advertisements do not 
explicitly have a gender preference, they require female job applicants to be married with 
children, which could be viewed as a hidden way of excluding women[5]. In fact, the sexual 
objectification of women is also a widespread phenomenon that can be seen in many 
employment advertisements.  According to the reports from the HRW, some companies 
typically expect female candidates to meet appearance-related criteria, such as a trim body, 
smooth complexion, and conventionally attractive features.  The list of companies using the 
desirable appearance of female employees as a recruitment strategy includes some well-known 
enterprises such as Alibaba and Tencent. For example, Alibaba’s official account on Weibo 
posted recruitment information that stated that pretty women work at this company and they 
want to work with you. Similarly, Tencent posted a quote on social media from a male employee, 
who said that he chose to work at Tencent because of the pretty female interviewers. 

3.2. The Sexual Objectification of Women 

The unequal depiction of gender in real-life job advertisements strengthens gender inequality 
in some Chinese cities. Originating from a household-based agrarian economy and further 
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developing in Confucian ethics, the patrilineal family first took shape in ancient China. To 
“maintain the gender order in patrilineal families”, Confucian principles expected men to 
manage their families and “[emphasized] women's submissiveness”[6]. In a typical patriarchal 
society, men are dominant in many situations at any time, while women are expected to accept 
and conform to male desires: "woman is defined by what male desire requires for arousal and 
satisfaction”[7]. Historically, to meet men’s expectations, Chinese women were expected to 
dress in particular styles and present themselves in ways that men liked them to do. Although 
the Chinese economic structure has radically changed for the past several decades, today, some 
male employers still use the old thoughts and unfair standards to select female job candidates. 
Data about appearance discrimination in the Chinese job market show that there is a significant 
greater gap of 27 percent with 44.35% invitation rate among attractive women and only 34.82% 
among unattractive women. However, for male candidates, the gap is only 9% and not 
significant. The different requirements for physical traits of men and women are an important 
factor indicating gender inequality in obtaining social resources,  as the strong discrimination 
is in effect a premium for beauty or a penalty for ugliness in the labor market. Female ’s good-
looking appearance would benefit their career, just as Johnston pointed out “Surprisingly, this 
wage premium is as large as the return to an extra year of education.” [8]. Thus, more attractive 
women normally have more chances to get admire and social sources. As sexually attractive 
women can earn more money and are more likely to access social resources for their beauty, 
not for job competency, their behaviors and success can make bad examples for other women, 
causing a bellwether effect.  At the same time, inequalities caused by appearance discrimination 
will still exist. 

3.3. Double Roles of Working Women 

Sometimes it is difficult for many women to satisfy the needs of work and family at the same 
time. As mentioned previously, some companies prefer to employ women who have already 
given birth to children, as they do not want to pay female employees during their maternity 
leave. In many cases, women are likely to be demoted during their pregnancy.  Since 2016, the 
implementation of the two-child policy in China further negatively influence some women’s 
careers by encouraging women to spend more time and energy carrying and rearing children, 
as many employers evaluate the childbearing cost of female employees at work doubled. All in 
all, the increasing number of pregnant women and women with children is encountering a 
“maternal wall” at the workplace. Meanwhile, office ladies are also massively stressed by their 
family roles. Crosby once argued that women with demanding careers may be judged to be 
inadequate mothers, and may even lose custody of their children [9].  

Although Chinese legislation did a lot to try to change people’s views on women in the 
workplace, traditional thoughts need to take time to change. For example, the Chinese 
government has announced a welfare policy about women and maternal rights, which require 
companies to allow female staff to take paid maternity leave. Some unmarried female 
employees are still worried that their careers would be negatively impacted by their pregnancy, 
as employers are likely to avoid hiring women who are of childbearing age for cutting the cost. 
Although many companies, even including large and medium-sized enterprises, do not have any 
clear information about gender-related restrictions in their company management regulations, 
employers frequently select job applicants based on their gender. If the male and female job 
applicants have equal qualifications for a position, and sometimes even if the woman has better 
qualifications than the men, employers still prefer to choose male applicants. Such intangible 
behaviors cause unfair competition by gender in the job market. Ehrenberg defines the unfair 
treatment in the workplace as, when the employees whose ability, education and training, 
experience, and productivity are similar to other workmates, but because of non-economic 
personal characteristics, they cannot have equal career choice, promotion, salary, and so on.[10] 
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Although many companies practice unfair methods in recruitment, they often do it intangibly 
and carefully. It is relatively hard to be detected by law. Hence, although Chinese Law on 
Protecting Women’s Rights and Interests (1992) clearly stipulates: “the State guarantee that 
women and men share the same labor rights” and “the occupation and post is suitable for 
women, employing units cannot reject female candidates”, some working ladies can't really 
enjoy the same labor rights as their male counterpart. 

There is an increasing need for ensuring that women have equal rights at the workplace. Some 
scholars argue that “monitoring mechanisms and punishments are reported as being 
insufficiently rigorous to provide a deterrent to discriminatory behavior,” as employers could 
refuse the female job applicants to avoid the legal liability, and having legislation that protects 
women without the supporting infrastructure for enforcement, may disadvantage women.[11]  
Now,  there is a benefit conflict between company profits and women’s rights. Under the current 
social condition, social resources may fail to meet the overload population, so it may not be 
necessary for the accusing of enterprises too much. The goal of all companies is to lower their 
cost as much as possible. Although the behaviors and strategies of companies in employment 
are understandable, unfair and immoral recruitment practices must be got under control. To 
balance gender equality and company profits, labor departments have a responsibility to make 
appropriate economic policies that enable and encourage enterprises to actively carry out 
welfare policies that safeguard the benefits of female employees. Also, relevant supporting 
policies should be developed, such as maternity insurance and rehabilitation policies for 
women with children. Only the improvement of these regulations and the effective supervision 
of these mechanisms can tackle discrimination in employment and protect women’s 
employment rights. Therefore, from a social perspective, it is important to explore the set of 
policies to socialized the cost of women. 

3.4. Data 

Based on the physiological and psychological characteristics of men and women, the 
positioning and evaluation of gender roles is the product of long-term Chinese social culture. 
There are two forms of prejudice against female leaders: “(a) perceiving women less favorably 
than men as potential occupants of leadership roles and (b) evaluating behavior that fulfills the 
prescriptions of a leader role less favorably when it is enacted by a woman” . In a 2018 survey 
conducted by Zhaopin.com, 73.8% of respondents believed that most of the executives at their 
company were men; in other words, gender distribution at the management level is seriously 
unbalanced, and male personnel has a much greater chance of occupying senior positions. 
When comparing gender division across ranks, it was found that 67.1% of women were general 
employees, which was 14.8% higher than men, while in the distribution of managerial positions, 
the representation of men was significantly greater than that of women.  

 

Table 1. Gender Distribution 

Comparison of gender distribution across different ranks 
 Men Women 

Normal staff 52.30% 67.10% 

Lower management 25.90% 19.60% 

Middle management 17.90% 11.60% 

Top management 3.40% 1.20% 

Other 0.50% 0.40% 
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3.5. Cognition 

Traditional gender-based division of labor is a primary factor in discrimination against women. 
Gender stereotypes are a cognitive shortcut that affects the treatment of both men and women, 
leading people to process information about men and women by both stereotypically 
describing how women and men are and prescribing how they should be.[12] Chinese family 
norms have been formed over a long time and set out that men should strive for success in their 
careers while women should put their energy into their families. Women do not only bear more 
responsibility for the family than men but also face heavier pressure and sometimes have to 
give up work for their families if conflicts arise between career development and family care. 
Women have gradually reduced their enthusiasm for a long time. Once they encounter the ‘glass 
ceiling’, they may quickly choose to compromise to unfair treatment for increasing the time 
they spend on family matters. In Chinese society, most companies require employees to work 
overtime and think that employees who like to work overtime are good. However, because of 
stereotypical views on the social division of labor, women must take care of family matters 
more than men do. 

Many women are shackled by gender prejudiced views in the workplace. To fight gender-based 
stereotypes, female leaders should not only have abilities such as communication skills, but 
they also need to have enough self-confidence. Acting more bravely to fight unfair treatments 
to protect their rights should help women gain influence and be qualified for leaders. However, 
achieving influence in this manner is more difficult for women than men particularly when they 
deal with men.  In many regions of China, women's image is always considered by many people 
as a weak girl that needs men to protect them, but the fragile image of women is an obstacle to 
their career development. Low autonomy, inactive participation, lack of competition 
consciousness, and achievement motivation and weak enterprising consciousness could 
contribute to forming the deficiencies to fetter the suitable self-set of women. It is important to 
understand that these consciousnesses are products “of decisions and a historically gendered 
set of conditions”. Furthermore, Lee states, the “typical” Chinese woman who is “marriage-
focused, dutiful, compliant, and self-absorbed was never ‘natural’”[13] . To get stronger, women 
should not stop considering lower self-efficacy because of the disappointment of the unequal 
treatment of women. The gender stereotype in leader selection would foster a positive 
response. Women with high confidence would perform better than unconfident women in 
“stereotype activation”, because “self-efficacy as a moderator of stereotype activation effects,” 
and “high efficacy women-identifying more with the domain of leadership than low efficacy 
women”[14].  

4. Conclusion 

All in all, analyzing the “glass ceiling” of the job market would find a serious issue about gender 
in Chinese employment. All of the gender stereotypes, social gender roles, labor division, and 
collocation of social resources could contribute to the women's unfair treatment in the 
workplace. A long process is required to eliminate gender discrimination throughout many 
places of employment. Arguably one of the most effective ways to achieve gender equality in 
employment should be breaking down stereotypical views of women. The combined efforts of 
society, enterprises, and women together are needed to pave the way for women to break 
through the "glass ceiling", and to help women clear all the obstacles on the road to promotion 
so that more women can become executives and perform to their full ability. Besides, 
propagating the advantages of gender equality and improving the gender division of labor by 
increasing the female number would also be a useful strategy.  
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